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  James Henry Schmitz was born on October 15, 1911 Hamburg, Germany to American parents. He was educated at a Realgymnasium in Hamburg, and grew up speaking both English and German. The family spent World War I in the United States, then returned to Germany.


  Schmitz traveled to Chicago in 1930 to go to business school, then switched to a correspondence course in journalism. Unable to find a job because of the Great Depression, he returned to Germany to work with his father’s company. Schmitz lived in various German cities, where he worked for the International Harvester Company, until his family left shortly before World War II broke out in Europe.


  During World War II, Schmitz served as an aerial photographer in the Pacific for the United States Army Air Corps. After the war, he and his brother-in-law managed a business which manufactured trailers until they ended the business in 1949.


  His first story, “Greenface”, was published in the August 1943 issue of Unknown in August 1943.


  In late-1949, James H. Schmitz moved to California, where he met his wife, Betty Mae Chapman. His second story, “Agent of Vega” was published in the July, 1949 issue of Astounding.


  Schmitz is best known as a writer of “space opera”, and for his strong female characters (such as Telzey Amberdon and Trigger Argee) who did not conform to the “damsel in distress” stereotype typical of science fiction of the time.


  Most of his works are part of the “Hub” series. However, the novel that is usually thought of as Schmitz’s best work is “The Witches of Karres”, concerning juvenile “witches” with genuine psi-powers and their escape from slavery. “The Witches of Karres” was nominated for a Hugo Award.


  James H. Schmitz died of congestive lung failure on April 18, 1981, after a five-week stay in hospital in Los Angeles. He was survived by his wife, Betty Mae Chapman Schmitz.
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  1943


  GREENFACE


  Greenface was a horrible little thing that should have been the result of too many emptied bottles. At first, that is. Later, Greenface was not little—


  “What I don’t like,” the fat sport said firmly—his name was Freddie Something—“is snakes! That was a whopping, mean-looking snake that went across the path there, and I ain’t going another step nearer the icehouse!” Hogan Masters, boss and owner of Masters Fishing Camp on Thursday Lake, made no effort to conceal his indignation.


  “What you don’t like,” he said, his voice a trifle thick, “is work! That li’le garter snake wasn’t more than six inches long. What you want is for me to carry all the fish up there alone while you go off to the cabin and take it easy—” Freddie was already on his way to the cabin. “I’m on vacation!” he bellowed back happily. “Gotta save my strength! Gotta ’cuperate!”


  Hogan glared after him, opened his mouth and shut it again. Then he picked up the day’s catch of bass and walleyes and swayed on toward the icehouse. Usually a sober young man, he’d been guiding a party of fishermen from one of his light-housekeeping cabins over the lake’s trolling grounds since early morning. It was hot work in June weather and now, at three in the afternoon, Hogan was tanked to the gills with iced beer.


  He dropped the fish between chunks of ice under the sawdust, covered them up and started back to what he called the lodge—an old, two-story log structure taken over from the previous owners and at present reserved for himself and a few campers too lazy even to do their own cooking.


  When he came to the spot where the garter snake had given Freddie his excuse to quit, he saw it wriggling about spasmodically at the edge of a clump of weeds, as if something hidden in there had caught hold of it.


  Hogan watched the tiny reptile’s struggles for a moment, then squatted down carefully and spread the weeds apart. There was a sharp buzzing like the ghost of a rattler’s challenge, and something slapped moistly across the back of his hand, leaving a stinging sensation as if he had reached into a cluster of nettles. At the same moment, the snake disappeared with a jerk under the plants.


  The buzzing continued. It was hardly a real sound at all—more like a thin, quivering vibration inside his head and decidedly unpleasant! Hogan shut his eyes tight and shook his head to drive it away. He opened his eyes again, and found himself looking at Greenface.


  Nothing even faintly resembling Greenface had ever appeared before in any of Hogan’s weed patches, but at the moment he wasn’t greatly surprised. It hadn’t, he decided at once, any real face. It was a shiny, dark-green lump, the size and shape of a goose egg, standing on end among the weeds; it was pulsing regularly like a human heart; and across it ran a network of thin, dark lines that seemed to form two tightly shut eyes and a closed, faintly smiling mouth.


  Like a fat little smiling idol in green jade—Greenface it became for Hogan then and there! With alcoholic detachment, he made a mental note of the duster of fuzzy strands like hair roots about and below the thing. Then—somewhere underneath and blurred as though seen through milky glass—he discovered the snake, coiled up in a spiral and still turning with labored, writhing motions as if trying to swim in a mass of gelatin.


  Hogan put his hand out to investigate this phenomenon, and one of the rootlets lifted as if to ward off his touch. He hesitated, and it flicked down, withdrawing immediately and leaving another red line of nettle-burn across the back of his hand.


  In a moment Hogan was on his feet, several yards away. A belated sense of horrified outrage overcame him—he scooped up a handful of stones and hurled them wildly at the impossible little monstrosity. One thumped down near it; and with that, the buzzing sensation in his brain stopped.


  Greenface began to slide slowly away through the weeds, all its rootlets wriggling about it, with an air of moving sideways and watching Hogan over a nonexistent shoulder. He found a chunk of wood in his hand and leaped in pursuit—and it promptly vanished.


  Hogan spent another minute or two poking around in the vegetation with his dub raised, ready to finish it off wherever he found it lurking. Instead, he discovered the snake among the weeds and picked it up.


  It was still moving, though quite dead; the scales peeling away from the wrinkled flabby body. Hogan stared at it, wondering. He held it by the head, and the pressure of his finger and thumb, the skull within gave softly, like leather. It became suddenly horrible to feel—and then the complete inexplicability of the grotesque affair broke in on him.


  Hogan flung the dead snake away with a wide sweep of his arm. He went back of the icehouse and was briefly, but thoroughly, sick.


  Julia Allison leaned on her elbows over the kitchen table, studying a mailorder catalogue, when Hogan walked unsteadily into the lodge. Julia had dark-brown hair, calm gray eyes, and a wicked figure. She and Hogan had been engaged for half a year: Hogan didn’t want to get married until he was sure lie could make a success out of Masters Fishing Camp, which was still in its first season.


  Julia glanced up smiling. The smile became a stare. She closed the catalogue.


  “Hogan!” she stated, in the exact tone of her pa, Whitey Allison, refusing a last one to a customer in Whitey’s liquor store in town, “you’re plain drunk! Don’t shake your head—it’ll slop out your ears!”


  “Julia—” Hogan began excitedly.


  She stepped up to him and sniffed, wrinkling her nose. “Pfaah! Beer! Yes, darling?”


  “Julia, I just saw something—a sort of crazy little green spook—


  Julia blinked twice.


  “Look, infant,” she said soothingly, “that’s how people get talked about! Sit down and relax while I make up coffee, black. There’s a couple came in this morning, and I stuck them in the end cabin. They want the stove tanked with kerosene, ice in the icebox, and wood for a barbecue—I fixed them up with linen.”


  “Julia,” Hogan inquired hoarsely, “are you going to listen to me or not?”


  Her smile vanished. “Now you’re yelling!”


  “I’m not yelling. And I don’t need coffee. I’m trying to tell you—”


  “Then do it without shouting!” Julia replaced the cover on the coffee can with a whack that showed her true state of mind, and gave Hogan an abused look which left him speechless.


  “If you want to stand there and sulk,” she continued immediately, “I might as well run along—I got to help pa in the store tonight.” That meant he wasn’t to call her up.


  She was gone before Hogan, struggling with a sudden desire to shake his Julia up and down for some time, like a cocktail, could come to a decision. So he went instead to see to the couple in the end cabin. Afterward he lay down bitterly and slept it off.


  When he woke up, Greenface seemed no more than a vague and very uncertain memory, an unaccountable scrap of afternoon nightmare—due to the heat, no doubt! Not to the beer: on that point Hogan and Julia remained in disagreement, however completely they became reconciled otherwise. Since neither was willing to bring the subject up again, it didn’t really matter.


  The next time Greenface was seen, it wasn’t Hogan who saw it.


  In mid-season, on the twenty-fifth of June, the success of Masters Fishing Camp looked pretty well assured. Whitey Allison was hinting he’d be willing to advance money to have the old lodge rebuilt, as a wedding present. When Hogan came into camp for lunch everything was nice and peaceful, but before he got to the lodge steps, a series of piercing feminine shrieks from the direction of the north end cabin swung him around, running.


  Charging up to the cabin with a number of startled camp guests strung out behind him, Hogan heard a babble of excited talk shushed suddenly and emphatically within. The man who was vacationing there with his wife appeared at the door.


  “Old lady thinks she’s seen a ghost, or something!” he apologized with an embarrassed laugh. “Nothing you can do. I . . . I’ll quiet her down, I guess—”


  Waving the others away, Hogan ducked around behind the cabin and listened shamelessly. Suddenly the babbling began again. He could hear every word of it.


  “I did so see it! It was sort of blue and green and wet—and it had a green face and it s-s-smiled at me! It fl-floated up a tree and disappeared! Oh—G-G-Georgie!”


  Georgie continued to make soothing sounds. But before nightfall, he came into the lodge to pay his bill.


  “Sorry, old man,” he said—he still seemed more embarrassed than upset—“I can’t imagine what the little woman saw but she’s got her mind made up, and we gotta go home. You know how it is. I sure hate to leave, myself!”


  Hogan saw them off with a sickly smile. Uppermost among his own feelings was a sort of numbed, horrified vindication. A ghost that was blue and green and wet and floated up trees and disappeared, was a far from exact description of the little monstrosity he’d persuaded himself he hadn’t seen—but still too near it to be a coincidence. Julia, driving out from town to see him next day, didn’t think it was a coincidence, either.


  “You couldn’t possibly have told that hysterical old goose about the funny little green thing you thought you saw? She got confidential in the liquor store last night, and her hubby couldn’t hush her. Everybody was listening. That sort of stuff won’t do the camp any good, Hogan!”


  Hogan looked helpless. If he told her about the camp haunt, she wouldn’t believe him anyhow. And if she did, it would scare he-r silly.


  “Well?” she urged suspiciously.


  Hogan sighed. “Never spoke more than a dozen words with the woman—”


  Julia seemed miffed but puzzled. There was a peculiar oily hothouse smell in the air when Hogan walked up to the road with her and watched her start back to town in her ancient car, but with a nearly sleepless night behind him, he wasn’t as alert as he might have been. He was recrossing the long, narrow meadow between the road and the camp before the extraordinary quality of that odor struck him. And then, for the second time, he found himself looking at Greenface—at a bigger Greenface and not a better one.


  About sixty feet away, up in the birches on the other side of the meadow, it was almost completely concealed: an indefinable oval of darker vegetable green in the thick foliage. Its markings were obscured by the leaf shadows among which it lay motionless except for that sluggish pulsing.


  Hogan stared at it for long seconds while his scalp crawled and his heart hammered a thudding alarm into every fiber of his body. What scared him was its size—that oval was as big as a football; it had been growing at a crazy rate since he saw it last!


  Swallowing hard, lie mopped off the sweat that was starting out on his forehead while he walked on stiffly toward the lodge. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to scare it off! He had an automatic shotgun slung above the kitchen door, for emergencies: and a dose of No. 2 shot would turn this particular emergency into a museum specimen—


  Around the corner of the lodge, he went up the entrance steps four at a time. A few seconds later, with the gun in his hands and reaching for a handful of shells, he shook his head to drive a queer soundless buzzing out of his ears. Instantly, he remembered when he’d experienced that sensation before and wheeled toward the screened kitchen window.


  The big birch trembled slightly as if horrified to see a huge spider with jade-green body and blurred cluster of threadlike legs flow down along its trunk. Twelve feet from the ground, it let go of the tree and dropped with the long bunched threads stretched straight down before it. Hogan grunted and blinked.


  It happened before his eyes: at the instant the bunched tips hit the ground, Greenface was jarred into what could only be called a higher stage of visibility. There was no change in the head, but the legs abruptly became flat, faintly greenish ribbons, flexible and semitransparent. Each about six inches wide and perhaps six feet long, they seemed attached in a thick fringe all around the lower part of the head, like a Hawaiian dancer’s grass skirt. They showed a bluish gloss wherever the sun struck them, but Greenface didn’t wait for a closer inspection.


  Off it went, swaying and gliding swiftly on the ends of these foot ribbons into the woods beyond the meadow. For all the world, it did look like a conventional ghost, the ribbons glistening in a luxurious winding sheet around the area where a body should have been, but wasn’t! No wonder that poor woman—


  He found himself giggling helplessly. Forcing himself to stop, he laid the gun upon the kitchen table. Then he tried to control the shaking of his hands long enough to get a cigarette going.


  Long before the middle of July, every last tourist had left Masters Fishing Camp in a more or less perturbed condition. Vaguely, Hogan sensed it was unfortunate that two of his attempts to dispose of Greenface had been observed while his quarry remained unseen. It wasn’t, of course, his fault if the creature chose to exercise an uncanny ability to become almost completely invisible at will—nothing more than a tall, glassy blur which flickered off through the woods and was gone. And it wasn’t until he drove into town one evening that he realized just how unfortunate that little trick was, nevertheless, for him.


  Whitey Allison’s greeting seemed brief and chilly, while Julia delayed putting in an appearance for almost half an hour. Hogan waited patiently enough.


  “You might pour me a Scotch,” he suggested at last.


  Whitey passed him a significant look.


  “Better lay off the stuff,” he advised heavily. Hogan flushed red.


  “What you mean by that?”


  “There’s plenty of funny stories going around about you right now!” Whitey told him, blinking belligerently. Then he looked past Hogan, and Hogan knew Julia had come into the store behind him; but he was too angry to drop the matter there.


  “What do you expect me to do about them?” he demanded.


  “That’s no way to talk to pa!”


  Julia’s voice was sharper than Hogan had ever heard it—he swallowed hard and tramped out of the liquor store without looking at her. Down the street he had a couple of drinks; and coming past the store again on the way to his car, he saw Julia behind the counter laughing and chatting with a group of summer residents. She seemed to be having a grand time; her gray eyes sparkled and there was a fine high color in her cheeks.


  Hogan snarled out the worst word he knew and went on home. It was true he’d grown accustomed to an impressive dose of whiskey at night, to put him to sleep. At night, Greenface wasn’t abroad and there was no sense in lying awake to wonder and worry about it. On warm, clear days around noon was the time to be on the alert; twice Hogan caught it basking in the treetops in full sunlight and each time took a long shot at it, which had no effect beyond scaring it into complete visibility. It dropped out of the tree like a rotten fruit and scudded off into the bushes, its foot ribbons weaving and flapping all about it.


  Well, it all added up. Was it surprising if he seemed constantly on the watch for something nobody else could see? When the camp cabins grew empty one by one and stayed empty.


  Hogan told himself that he preferred it that way. Now he could devote all his time to tracking down that smiling haunt and finishing it off! Afterward would have to be early enough to repair the damage it had done his good name and bank balance.


  He tried to keep Julia out of these calculations. Julia hadn’t been out to the camp for weeks; and under the circumstances he didn’t see how he could do anything now to patch up their misunderstanding.


  After being shot at the second time, Greenface remained out of sight for so many days that Hogan almost gave up hunting for it. He tramped morosely down into the lodge cellar one afternoon and pulled a banana from a cluster he’d got from the wholesale grocer in town. Wedged in under the fruit he found the tiny mummified body of a hummingbird, some tropical species with a long curved beak and long ornamental tail feathers.


  Except for beak and feathers, it would have been unrecognizable: bones, flesh and skin were shriveled together into a small lump of doubtful consistency, like dried gum. Hogan, reminded of the dead snake from which he had driven Greenface near the icehouse, handled it with fingers that shook a little. In part, at least, the hummingbird seemed to explain the origin of the camp spook.


  Greenface was, of course, carnivorous, in some weird, out-of-the-ordinary fashion. The snake had been an indication, and since then birds of every type were growing shy around the camp, while red squirrels and chipmunks disappeared without trace. When that banana cluster was shipped from Brazil or some island in the Caribbean, Greenface—a seedling Greenface, very much smaller even than when Hogan first saw it—had come along with it, clinging to its hummingbird prey!


  But during the transition, something—perhaps merely the touch of the colder North—must have removed some internal check on its growth which still seemed to be progressing in a jerky and unpredictable fashion. For though it appeared to lack any solid parts that might resist decomposition after death, creatures of such size and conforming to no recognizable pattern of either the vegetable or the animal kingdoms, couldn’t very well be in existence anywhere without finally attracting human attention. Whereas, if they grew normally to be only a foot or two high in those luxuriant tropical places, they seemed intelligent and alert enough to escape observation—even discounting that inexplicable knack of turning transparent from one second to the next!


  His problem, meanwhile, was a purely practical one; and the next time he grew aware of the elusive hothouse smell near the lodge, he had a plan ready laid. His nearest neighbor, Pete Jeffries, who provided Hogan with most of his provisions from a farm two miles down the road to town, owned a hound by the name of Old Battler—a large, surly brute with a strain of Airedale in its make-up, and reputedly the best trailing nose in the county.


  Hogan’s excuse for borrowing Old Battler was a fat buck who’d made his headquarters in the marshy ground across the bay. Pete had no objection to that sort of business. He whistled the hound in and handed him over to Hogan with a parting admonition to “keep an eye peeled for them damn game wardens!” Pete and Old Battler were the slickest pair of poachers for a hundred miles around.


  The oily fragrance under the birches was so distinct that Hogan could almost have followed it himself. Unfortunately, it didn’t mean a thing to the dog. Panting and growling as Hogan, cradling the shotgun, brought him up on a leash, Old Battler was ready for any type of quarry from rabbits to a pig-stealing bear; but he simply wouldn’t or couldn’t understand that he was to track down that bloodless vegetable odor to its source!


  He walked off a few yards in the direction the thing had gone, nosing the grass; then, ignoring Hogan’s commands, he returned to the birch, smelled carefully around its base and paused to demonstrate in unmistakable fashion what he thought of the scent. Finally he sat on his haunches and regarded Hogan with a baleful, puzzled eye.


  There was nothing to do but take him back and tell Pete Jeffries the poaching excursion was off because the warden had put in an appearance. When Hogan got back to the lodge, he heard the telephone jingling above the cellar stairs and started for it with an eagerness that surprised himself.


  “Hello!” he shouted into the mouthpiece. “Hello? Julia? That you?”


  There was no answer from the other end. Hogan, listening, heard voices, several of them: people were laughing and talking. Then a door slammed faintly and someone called out: “Hi, Whitey! Flow’s the old man?” She had called up from the liquor store all right, perhaps just to see what he was doing. He thought he could even hear the faint flutter of her breath.


  “Julia,” Hogan said softly, scared by the silence. “What’s the matter, darling? Why don’t you say something?”


  Now he did hear her take a quick, deep breath. Then the receiver clicked down, and the line went dead.


  The rest of the afternoon, he managed to keep busy cleaning out the cabins that had been occupied. Counting back to the day the last of them was vacated, he decided the reason nobody had arrived since was that a hostile Whitey Allison, in his strategic position at the town bus stop, was directing all tourist traffic to other camps. Not—Hogan assured himself again—that he wanted anyone around until he had solved his problem; it would only make matters worse.


  But why had Julia called up? What did it mean?


  That night the moon was full. Near ten o’clock, with no more work to do, Hogan settled down wearily on the lodge steps. Presently he lit a cigarette. His intention was to think matters out to some conclusion in the quiet night air, but all he seemed able to do was to tell himself uselessly, over and over again, that there must be some way of trapping that elusive green horror!


  He pulled the sides of his face down slowly with his fingertips. “I gotta do something!”—the futile whisper seemed to have been running through his head all day: “Gotta do something! Gotta—” He’d be having a nervous collapse if he didn’t watch out!


  The rumbling barks of Jeffries’ Old Battler began to churn up the night to the eastward—and suddenly Hogan caught the characteristic tinny stutter of Julia’s little car as it turned down the road beyond the Jeffries farm and came battling on in the direction of the camp.


  The thrill that swung him to his feet was quenched at once by fresh doubts. Even if Julia was coming to tell him she’d forgiven him, he’d be expected to explain what was making him act like this. And he couldn’t explain it! If she actually believed him, it might affect her mind. If she didn’t, she’d think he was crazy or lying—he couldn’t do it, Hogan decided despairingly. He’d have to send her away again!


  He took the big flashlight down from its hook beside the door and started off forlornly to meet her when she would bring the car bumping along the path from the road. Then he realized that the car, past Jeffries’ place but still a half mile or so away, had stopped.


  He waited, puzzled. From a distance he heard the creaky shift of gears, a brief puttering of the motor—another shift and putter. Then silence. Old Battler was also quiet, probably listening suspiciously; though he, too, knew the sound of Julia’s car. There was no one else to hear it; Jeffries had gone to the city with his wife that afternoon, and they wouldn’t be back till late next morning.


  Hogan frowned, flashing the light off and on against the moonlit side of the lodge. In the quiet, three or four whippoorwills were crying to each other with insane rapidity up and down the lake front. There was a subdued shrilling of crickets everywhere, and occasionally the threefold soft call of an owl dropped across the bay. He started reluctantly up the path toward the road.


  The headlights were out, or he would have been able to see them from here. But the full moon sailed high, and the road was a narrow silver ribbon running straight down through the pines toward Jeffries’ farmhouse.


  Quite suddenly he discovered the car, drawn up beside the road and turned back toward town. It was Julia’s car all right; and it was empty. Hogan walked slowly toward it, peering right and left, then jerked around with a start to a sudden crashing noise among the pines a hundred yards or so down off the road—a scrambling animal rush that seemed to be moving toward the lake. An instant later, Old Battler’s angry roar told him the hound was running loose and had prowled into something it disapproved of down there.


  He was still listening, trying to analyze the commotion, when a girl in a dark sweater and skirt stepped out quietly from the shadow of the roadside pines beyond him. Hogan didn’t see her; he heard her cross the ditch to the road in a beautiful reaching leap. When he looked around, she was running like a rabbit for the car.


  He yelped breathlessly: “Julia!”


  For just an instant, Julia looked back at him, her face a pale, scared blur in the moonlight. Then the car door slammed shut behind her, and with a shiver and groan the old machine lurched into action. Hogan made no further attempt to stop her. Confused and unhappy, he watched the headlights sweep down the road until they swung out of sight around the corner behind Jeffries’ farm.


  “Now what the devil was she poking around here for?”


  He sighed, shook his head and started back to the camp. There was a cool draft of air flowing up from the lake across the road, but Old Battler’s vicious snarls were no longer audible on it. Hogan sniffed idly at the breeze, wondered at a faint, peculiar odor that tainted it, and sniffed again. Then, in a flash of apprehensive rage, he realized what had happened. Greenface was down in the pines somewhere—the hound had stirred it up, discovered it was alive and worth worrying, but lost it again and was now casting about silently to find its hiding place!


  Hogan crossed the ditch in a jump that bettered Julia’s, blundered into the wood and ducked just in time to avoid being speared in the eye by a jagged branch of asp. More cautiously he worked his way in among the trees, went sliding down a moldy incline, swore in exasperation as he tripped over a rotten trunk and was reminded thereby of the flashlight in his hand. He walked slowly across a moonlit clearing, listening, then found himself confronted by a dense cluster of evergreens and switched on the light.


  It stabbed into a dark-green oval, bigger than a man’s head, eight feet away.


  He stared fascinated at the thing, expecting it to vanish. But Greenface made no move beyond a slow writhing among the velvety foot ribbons that supported it. It seemed to have grown again in its jack-in-the-box fashion; it was taller than Hogan and stooping slightly toward him. The lines on its pulsing head formed two tightly shut eyes and a wide, thin-lipped, insanely smiling mouth.


  Gradually it was borne in upon Hogan that the thing was asleep! Or had been asleep—for in that moment, he became aware of a change in the situation through something like the buzzing-escape of steam, a sound just too high to be audible, that throbbed through his head. Then he noticed that Greenface, swaying slowly, quietly, had come a foot or two closer, and he saw the tips of the foot ribbons grow dim and transparent as they slid over the moss toward him. A sudden horror of this stealthy approach seized him, draining the strength out of his body. Without thinking of what he did he switched off the light.


  Almost instantly the buzzing sensation died away, and before Hogan had backed off to the edge of the moonlit clearing, he realized that Greenface had stopped its advance. Suddenly he understood.


  Unsteadily he threw the beam on again and directed it full on the smiling face. For a moment there was no result; then the faint buzzing began once more in his brain, and the foot ribbons writhed and dimmed as Greenface came sliding forward. He snapped it off, and the thing grew still, solidifying.


  Hogan began to laugh in silent hysteria. He had caught it now! Light brought Greenface alive, let it act, move—enabled it to pull its unearthly vanishing stunt. At high noon it was as vital as a cat or hawk. Lack of light made it still, pulled, though perhaps able to react automatically.


  Greenface was trapped!


  He began to play with it. savagely enjoying his power over the horror, switching the light off and on. Presently, Greenface would die; but first—he seemed to sense a growing dim anger in that soundless buzzing—and suddenly the thing did not stop!


  In a flash, Hogan realized he had permitted it to reach the edge of the little moonlit clearing, and under the full glare of the moon, Greenface was still advancing upon him, though slowly. Its outlines grew altogether blurred—even the head started to fade.


  Hogan leaped back, with a new rush of the helpless horror with which he had first sensed it coming toward him. But he retreated only into the shadows on the other side of the clearing.


  The ghostly outline of Greenface came rolling on, its nebulous leering head swaying slowly from side to side like the head of a hanged and half-rotted thing. It reached the fringe of shadows and stopped, while the foot ribbons darkened as they touched the darkness and writhed back. Dimly it seemed to be debating this new situation.


  Hogan swallowed hard. He had noticed a blurred, shapeless something which churned about slowly within the jellylike shroud beneath the head; and he had a sudden conviction that he knew the reason for Old Battler’s silence. Greenface had become as dangerous as a tiger!


  Meanwhile, he had no intention of leaving it in the moonlight’s liberty. He threw the beam on the dim oval mask again, and slowly, stupidly, moving along that rope of light, Greenface entered the darkness; and the light flicked out, and it was trapped once more.


  Trembling and breathless after his half-mile run, Hogan reached the lodge and began stuffing his pockets with as many shells as they would take. Then he picked up the shotgun and started back toward the spot where he had left the thing, forcing himself not to hurry. If he didn’t blunder now, his troubles would be over. But if he did—Hogan shivered. He hadn’t quite realized before that a time was bound to come when Greenface would be big enough to lose its fear of him.


  Pushing down through the ditch and into the woods, he flashed the light ahead of him. In a few more minutes he reached the place where he had left Greenface. And it was not there!


  Hogan glared about, wondering wildly whether he had missed the right spot and knowing he hadn’t. He looked up and saw the tops of the jack pines swaying against the pale blur of the sky; and as lie stared at them, a ray of moonlight flickered through that broken canopy and touched him and was gone again, and then he understood. Greenface had crept up along such intermittent threads of light into the trees.


  One of the pine tops appeared blurred and top-heavy. Hogan watched it a few minutes; then he depressed the safety button on the automatic, cradled the gun, and put the flashlight beam dead-center on that blur. In a moment he felt the fine mental irritation as the blur began to flow downward through the tree toward him. Remembering that Greenface did not mind a long drop to the ground, he switched off the light and watched it take shape among the shadows, and then begin a slow retreat toward the treetops and the moon.


  Hogan took a deep breath and raised the gun.


  The five reports came one on top of the other in a rolling roar, while the pine top jerked and splintered and flew. Greenface was plainly visible now, still clinging, twisting and lashing in spasms like a broken snake. Big branches, torn loose in those furious convulsions, crashed ponderously down toward Hogan. He backed off hurriedly, flicked in five new shells and raised the gun again.


  And again!


  And again!


  The whole tap of the tree seemed to be coming down with it! Dropping the gun, Hogan covered his head with his arms and shut his eyes. He heard the sodden, splashy thump with which it landed on the forest mold a half dozen yards away. Then something hard and solid slammed down across his shoulders and the back of his skull.


  There was a brief sensation of plunging headlong through a fire-streaked darkness. For many hours thereafter, no sort of sensation reached Hogan’s mind at all.


  “Haven’t seen you around in a long time,” bellowed Pete Jeffries across the fifty feet of water between his boat and Hogan’s. The farmer pulled a fat flapping whitefish out of the illegal gill net he was emptying and plunked it down on the pile before him. “What you do with yourself—sleep up in the woods?”


  “Times I do,” Hogan admitted. “Used to myself when I was your age. Out with a gun alia time,” Pete said mournfully. “It ain’t no real fun any more—’specially since them game wardens got Old Battler.”


  Hogan shivered imperceptibly, remembering the ghastly thing he’d buried that July morning, six weeks back, when he awoke, thinking his skull was caved in and found Greenface somehow had dragged itself away, with enough shot in it to lay out a township. At least it felt sick enough to disgorge what was left of Old Battler, and to refrain from harming Hogan. Maybe he’d killed it, at that—though he couldn’t quite believe it.


  “Think the storm will hit before evening?” he asked out of his thoughts, not caring much either way. Pete glanced at the sky.


  “Yes!” he agreed matter-of-factly. “Hit the lake in half an hour maybe. I know two guys,” he added, “who are going to get awful wet. Not meaning us—”


  “That so?”


  “Yeah. Know that little bay back where the Indian outfit used to live? There’s two of the drunkest buggers I seen on Thursday Lake this summer—fishing there off from a little duck boat! They come across the lake somewheres.”


  “Think we ought to warn ’em?”


  “Not me!” said Jeffries. “They made some kinda crack when I passed there. I like to have rammed ’em.” He looked at Hogan with puzzled benevolence, “Seems there was something I was gonna tell you . . . well, guess it was a lie!” He sighed. “How’s the walleyes hitting?”


  “Pretty good.” Hogan had picked up a stringerful trolling along the lake bars.


  “I got it now!” Pete spluttered excitedly. “Whitey told me last night: Julia’s got herself engaged up with a guy in the city—place she’s working at! They’re going to get married real quick.”


  Hogan bent over the side of his boat and began to unknot the fish-stringer. He hadn’t seen Julia since the night he last met Greenface. A week or so later he heard she’d left town and taken a job in the city.


  “Seemed to me I oughta tell you,” Pete continued with remorseless neighborliness. “Didn’t you and she used to to go around some?”


  “Yeah, some,” Hogan agreed desperately. He held up the walleyes. “Want to take these home for the missis, Pete? I was just fishing for the fun of it.”


  “Sure will!” Pete was delighted. “If you don’t want ’em. Nothing beats walleyes for eatin’, ’less it’s whitefish. But I’m going to smoke these. Say, how about me bringing you a ham of buck, smoked, for the walleyes?”


  “O.K.,” Hogan smiled.


  “Have to be next week,” Pete admitted regretfully. “I went shooting the north side of the lake three nights back, and there wasn’t a deer around. Something’s scared ’em all out over there.”


  “O.K.,” Hogan said again, not listening at all. He got the motor going and cut away from Pete with a wave of his hand. “Be seeing you, Pete!”


  Two miles down the lake he got his mind off Julia long enough to find a possible unpleasant significance in Pete’s last words.


  He cut the motor to idling speed and then shut it off entirely, trying to get his thoughts into some kind of order.


  Since that chunk of pine rapped him over the head and robbed him of his chance of finishing off Greenface, he’d seen no more of the thing and heard nothing to justify his suspicion that it was still alive somewhere, maybe still growing. But from Thursday Lake northward to the border of Canada stretched two hundred miles of bush, tree and water, with only the barest scattering of towns and tiny farms. Hogan often pictured Greenface prowling about back there, safe from human detection and a ghastly new enemy for the harried small life of the bush, while it nourished its hatred for the man who had so nearly killed it.


  It wasn’t a pretty picture. It made him take the signs indicating MASTERS FISHING CAMP from the roads, and made him turn away the occasional would-be guest who still found his way to the camp in spite of Whitey Allison’s unrelenting vigilance in town. It also made it impossible for him even to try to get in touch with Julia and explain what couldn’t have been explained anyhow.


  A rumble of thunder broke through Hogan’s thoughts. The sky in the east hung black with clouds; and the boat was beating in steadily toward shore with the wind and waves behind it. Hogan started the motor and came around in a curve to take a direct line toward camp. As he did so, a white object rose sluggishly on the waves not a hundred yards ahead of him and sank again. With a start of dismay he realized it was the upturned bottom of a small flat boat, and remembered the two fishermen he’d intended warning against the approach of the storm.


  The little bay Jeffries had mentioned, lay a half-mile in back of him; he’d come past it without being aware of the fact. There was no immediate reason to think the drunks had met with an accident; more likely they’d simply landed and neglected to draw the boat high enough out of the water, so that it drifted off into the lake on the first puff of wind.


  Circling the derelict to make sure it was really empty, Hogan turned back to pick up the two sportsmen and take them to his camp until the storm was over.


  On reaching the comparatively smooth water of the tree-ringed bay, Hogan throttled the motor and came in slowly because the bay was shallow and choked with pickerel grass and reeds. There was little breeze here; the air seemed even oppressively hot and still after the free race of wind on the outer lake. It was also darkening rapidly.


  He stood up in the boat and stared along the shoreline over the tops of the reeds, wondering where the two had gone—and whether they mightn’t have been in the boat anyway when it overturned.


  “Hey, there!” he yelled uncertainly.


  His voice echoed back out of the creaking shore pines. From somewhere near the end of the bay sounded a series of loud splashes—probably a big fish flopping about in the reeds. When that stopped, the stillness became almost tangible; and Hogan drew a quick, deep breath as if he found breathing difficult.


  Again the splashing in the shallows, much closer now. Hogan faced the sound frowning; his frown became a puzzled stare. That was certainly no fish but some big animal, a deer, a bear, possibly a moose—the odd thing was that it should be coming toward him. Craning his neck, he saw the reed tops bend and shake about a hundred yards away, as if a slow, heavy wave of air were passing through them in his direction. There was nothing else to be seen.


  Then the truth flashed on him—a rush of horrified comprehension.


  Hogan tumbled back into the stern and threw the motor on full power. As the boat drove forward, he swung it around to avoid an impenetrable wall of reeds ahead, and straightened out toward the mouth of the bay. Over the roar of the motor and the splash and hissing of water, he was aware of one other sensation; that shrilling vibration of the nerves, too high to be a sound, that had haunted his dreams all summer! How near the thing came to catching him as he raced the boat through the weedy traps of the bay, he never knew; but once past the first broad patch of open water he risked darting a glance back over his shoulder—


  And then, through a daze of incredulous shock, Hogan heard himself scream—raw, hoarse yells of sheer animal terror.


  He wasn’t in any immediate danger for Greenface had given up the pursuit. It stood, fully visible among the reeds, a hundred yards or so back. The smiling, jade-green face was turned toward Hogan, lit up by strange reflections from the stormy sky and mottled with red streaks and patches he didn’t remember having seen there before. The glistening, flowing mass beneath it writhed like a cloak of translucent pythons. It towered in the bay, dwarfing even the trees behind it in its unearthly menace. It had grown again! It was all of thirty feet high.


  The storm, breaking before Hogan reached camp, raged on through the night and throughout the next day. Since he would never be able to find the thing in that torrential downpour, he didn’t have to decide whether he must try to hunt Greenface down or not. In any case, he wouldn’t have to go looking for it, Hogan told himself, staring out of the lodge windows at the tormented chaos of water and wind without—it had come back for him, and presently it would find its way to the familiar neighborhood of the camp!


  There was a certain justice in that. He’d been the nemesis of the monster as much as it had been his. It was simply time to bring the matter to an end before anyone else got killed.


  Someone had told him—now he thought of it, it must have been Pete Jeffries, plodding up faithfully through the endless storm one morning with supplies for Hogan—that the two lost sportsmen were considered drowned; their boat had been discovered, and as soon as the weather made it possible, the lake would be searched for their bodies. Hogan nodded, saying nothing and keeping his face expressionless. Pete was looking at him in a worried way.


  “You shouldn’t drink so much, Hogan!” Pete blurted out suddenly. “It ain’t doing you no good. The missis was telling me you was really keen on that Julia—maybe I shoulda kept my trap shut. But you’d have found out anyhow.”


  “Sure I would,” Hogan said quickly. It hadn’t dawned on him before that Pete believed he’d shut himself up here to mourn for Julia.


  “Me,” Pete told him confidentially, “I didn’t marry the girl I was after, neither. But don’t you never tell that to the missis, Hogan! Well, anyhow, it got me just like it got you . . . you gotta snap outta it, see?”


  Something was moving, off in the grass back of the machine shed. Hogan watched it from the corner of his eye till he made sure it was only a bush shaking itself in the sleety wind.


  “Eh?” he said. “Oh, sure. I’ll snap out of it, Pete. Don’t you worry.”


  “That’s right.” Pete sounded hearty but not quite convinced. “Come around see us some evening, Hogan. It don’t do a guy no good to be sittin’ off here by himself alia time.”


  Hogan gave his promise. Maybe he was thinking of Julia a good deal; but mostly, it seemed to him, he was thinking of Greenface. As for drinking too much, he was certainly far too smart even to look at the whiskey. There was no telling when the crisis would come, and he intended to be ready for it. At night he slept well enough.


  Meanwhile, the storm continued, day and night. Hogan couldn’t quite remember finally how long it had been going on, but it was as bad a wet blow as he’d ever got stuck in. The lake water rolled over the dock with every wave, and the little dock down near the end cabins had been taken clean away. At least three trees were down within the confines of the camp, the ground littered with branches. There were times when Hogan got to wondering why Greenface didn’t come—and whether he hadn’t possibly made the whole thing up.


  But then he would always remember that on cold wet days it didn’t like to move about. It was hiding up, waiting for the storm to subside. It would be hard for so huge a thing to find shelter anywhere, of course; but after a little thinking, he knew exactly where it must be—at the cut-off above the lake, about three miles west of the camp and a mile or so from the bay where he had seen it last.


  On the eighth morning the storm ebbed out. In mid-afternoon the wind veered around to the south; shortly before sunset the cloud banks began to dissolve while mists steamed from the lake surface. Hogan went out with a hand ax and brought in a few dead birches from a windfall over the hill to the south of the lodge. His firewood was running low; he felt chilled and heavy all through, unwilling to exert himself. He had left the gun in the lodge, and as he came downhill dragging the last of the birches, he was frightened into a sweat by a pale, featureless face that stared at him out of the evening sky between the trees. The moon had grown nearly full in the week it was hidden from sight; and Hogan remembered that Greenface was able to walk in the light of the full moon.


  He cast an anxious look overhead. The clouds were melting toward the horizon in every direction; it threatened to be an exceptionally clear night. He stacked the birch logs beside the fireplace in the lodge’s main room. Then he brewed up the last of his coffee and drank it black. A degree of alertness returned to him.


  Afterward he went about, closing the shutters over every window except those facing the south meadow. The tall cottonwoods on the other three sides of the house should afford a protective screen, but the meadow would be flooded with moonlight. He tried to remember at what time the moonset came—no matter, he’d watch till then and afterward sleep! The effect of the coffee was wearing off, and he had no more.


  He pulled an armchair up to an open window from where, across the still, he controlled the whole expanse of open ground over which Greenface could approach. Since a rifle couldn’t have much effect on a creature that lacked both vital parts and sufficient solidity to stop a bullet, he had the loaded shotgun across his knees. The flashlight and the contents of five more shell boxes lay on the small table beside him.


  With the coming of night, all but the brightest of stars were dimmed in the gray gleaming sky. The moon itself stood out of Hogan’s sight above the lodge roof, but he could look across the meadows as far as the machine shed and the icehouse.


  He got up twice to replenish the fire which made a warm, heartening glow on his left side; and the second time he considered replacing the armchair with something less comfortable. He was becoming thoroughly drowsy. Occasionally a ripple of apprehension brought him bolt upright, pulse hammering; but the meadow always appeared quiet and unchanged, and the night alive only with familiar, heartening sounds: the crickets, a single whippoorwill, and the occasional dark wad of a loon from the outer lake.


  Each time fear wore itself out again, and then, even thinking of Julia, it was hard to keep awake. But she remained in his mind tonight with almost physical clearness—sitting opposite him at the kitchen table, raking back her unruly hair while she leafed slowly through the mail-order catalogues; or diving off the float, he’d anchored beyond the dock, a bathing cap tight around her head and the chin strap framing her beautiful, stubborn little face like a picture.


  Beautiful but terribly stubborn, Hogan thought, frowning drowsily. Like one evening, when they’d quarreled again and she hid among the empty cabins at the north end of the camp. She wouldn’t answer when Hogan began looking for her, and by the time he discovered her, he was worried and angry. So he came walking slowly toward her through the half-dark, without a word—and that was one time Julia did get a little scared of him. “Hogan!” she cried breathlessly. “Now wait! Listen, Hogan—”


  He sat up with a jerky start, her voice still ringing in his mind.


  The empty moonlit meadow lay like a vast silver carpet below him, infinitely peaceful; even the shrilling of the tireless crickets was withdrawn in the distance. He must have slept for some while, for the shadow of the house formed an inky black square on the ground immediately below the window. The moon was sinking.


  Hogan sighed, shifted the gun on his knees, and immediately grew still again. There’d been something—and then he heard it clearly: a faint scratching on the outside of the bolted door behind hint, and afterward a long breathless whimper like the gasp of a creature that has no strength to cry out.


  Hogan moistened his lips and sat very quiet. In the next instant, the hair at the back of his neck rose hideously of its own accord.


  “Hogan . . . Hogan . . . oh, please! . . . Hogan!”


  The toneless cry might have come out of the shadowy room behind him, or over miles of space, but there was no mistaking that voice. Hogan tried to say something, and his lips wouldn’t move. His hands lay cold and paralyzed on the shotgun.


  “Hogan . . . please! Listen . . . Hogan—”


  He heard the chair go over with a dim crash behind him. He was moving toward the door in a blundering, dreamlike rush, and then struggling with numb fingers against the stubborn resistance of the bolt.


  “That awful thing! That awful thing! Standing there in the meadow! I thought it was a . . . a TREE! I . . . I’m not CRAZY, am I, Hogan?”


  The jerky, panicky whispering went on and on, until lie stopped it with his mouth on hers and felt her relax in his arms. He’d bolted the door behind them before carrying her to the fireplace couch—Greenface must be standing somewhere around the edge of the cottonwood patch if she’d seen it coming across the meadow from the road. Her hand tightened on his shoulder, and he looked down. Julia’s eyes were wide and dark, but incredibly she was smiling—well, he’d always known Julia was wonderful!


  “I came back, Hogan. I had to find out—was that it, Hogan? Was that what—”


  He nodded hastily; there was no time to wonder, hardly any time left to explain. Now she was here, he realized he’d never have stopped Greenface with any amount of buckshot—but they could get away if only they kept to the shadows.


  The look of nightmare came back into Julia’s eyes as she listened; her fingers dug painfully into his shoulder. “But, Hogan,” she whispered, “it’s so big . . . big as the trees, a lot of them!”


  Hogan frowned at her uncomprehendingly until, watching him, Julia’s expression began to change. He knew it mirrored the change in his own face, but he couldn’t do anything about that.


  “It could come right through them—” she whispered.


  Hogan still wasn’t able to talk.


  “It could be right outside the house!” Julia’s voice wasn’t a whisper any more, and he put his hand over her mouth, gently enough, until her breathing-steadied.


  “Don’t you smell it?” he murmured, close to her ear.


  It was Greenface all right; the familiar oily odor was seeping into the air they breathed, growing stronger moment by moment until it became the smell of some foul tropical swamp, a wet, rank rottenness. Hogan was amazed to find he’d stopped shaking. He felt quick and strong and reckless—he knew he couldn’t afford to be reckless. He thought frantically.


  “Look, Julia,” he whispered, “it’s dark in the cellar. No moonlight; nothing. Make it there alone?”


  She nodded doubtfully.


  “I’ll put the fire out first,” he explained in hasty answer to her look. “Be down right after you!”


  “I’ll help you,” she gasped. All Julia’s stubbornness was concentrated in the three words.


  Hogan fought down an urgent impulse to slap her face hard, right and left. Like a magnified echo of that impulse was the vast soggy blow that smashed immediately against the outer lodge wall, above the door.


  They stared stupidly. The whole house was shaking. The wall logs were strong, but a prolonged tinkling of broken glass announced that each of the shuttered windows on that side had been broken simultaneously. “The damn thing!” Hogan thought. “The damn thing! It’s really come for me! If it hits the door—”


  The ability to move returned to them together. They left the couch in a clumsy, frenzied scramble and reached the head of the cellar stairs not a step apart. With the second shattering crash, the telephone leaped from the wall beside Hogan. His hand on the stair railing, he stared back.


  He couldn’t see the door from there. The fire roared and danced in the hearth, as if it enjoyed being shaken up so roughly. The head of the eight-point buck had dropped off the cabinet and lay on the floor beside the fire, its glass eyes fixed in a red baleful glare on Hogan. Nothing else seemed changed.


  “HOGAN!” Julia wailed aloud from the shadows at the foot of the stairs. He heard her start up again and turned to tell her to wait there.


  Then Greenface hit the door.


  Glass, wood and metal flew inward together with an indescribable explosive sound. Hogan slid down four steps and stopped again, his head on a level with the top of the stairs. Below him he heard Julia’s choked breathing. Nothing else stirred.


  A cool draft of air began to flow past his face. Then came a heavy scraping noise and the renewed clatter of glass.


  “Hogan!” Julia sobbed recklessly. “Come down! IT’LL GET IN!”


  “It can’t!” Hogan breathed.


  As if in answer, the stairs began to tremble under his feet. Wood splintered ponderously; the shaking continued and seemed to spread through the house. Then something smacked against the wall, just around the corner of the room that shut off Hogan’s view of the door. Laboriously, like a floundering whale, Greenface was coming into the lodge.


  At the foot of the stairs, Hogan caught his foot in a mess of telephone wires and nearly went headlong over Julia. She clung to him, trembling.


  “Did you see it?”


  “Just its head!” Hogan gasped. He was steering her by the arm through the dark cellar. “We gotta keep away from the stairs, out of the light. Stay there, will you? And, Julia, kid”—he was fumbling with the lock of the side entrance door—“keep awful quiet, please!”


  “I will,” she whispered scornfully. The timbers groaned overhead, and for a moment they stared up in tranced expectation, each sensing the other’s thought. Julia gave a low, nervous giggle.


  “Good thing that floor’s double strength!”


  “That’s the fireplace, right over us,” he said frowning. He opened the door an inch or so and peered out. “Look here, Julia!”


  The shifting light of the fire streamed through the shattered frame of the main lodge door. The steps leading up to it had been crushed to kindling wood. As they stared, a shadow, huge and formless, dropped soundlessly across the lighted area. They shrank back.


  “Oh, Hogan!” Julia whimpered. “It’s horrible!”


  “All of that,” he said, with dry lips. “Do you feel anything—funny?”


  She peered at him through the gloom. “Feel anything, Hogan?”


  “Up here!” He put his fingertips to her temples. “Sort of buzzing?”


  “Oh,” she said; “yes, I do!” She was getting panicky again, and he squeezed her arm reassuringly. “What is it, Hogan?”


  “A sort of sound our friend makes,” he explained, “when he’s feeling good. But it should be much louder. Julia, that thing’s been out in the cold and rain all week. No sun at all. I should have remembered! I bet it likes that fire up there. It’s getting friskier now, and that’s why we hear it.”


  There was a moment’s silence.


  “Let’s run for it, Hogan! The car’s right up on the road.”


  “Uh-uh!” He shook his head. “We might make it all right, but Greenface can come along like a horse when it wants to . . . and the fire’s pepping it up—it might know perfectly well that we’re ducking around down here!”


  “Oh, no!” she said, shocked. “Anyway, it wouldn’t settle anything. I got an idea—Julia, honey, promise just once you’ll stay right here and not yell after me, or anything? I’ll be right back.”


  “What you going to do?”


  “I won’t go out of the cellar,” Hogan said soothingly. “Look, darling, there’s no time to argue—do you promise, or do I lay you out cold?”


  “I promise,” she said after a sort of frosty gasp.


  “What were you doing?”


  “Letting out the kerosene tank.” He was breathing hard. “Is it still there?”


  “HOGAN!”


  “All right!” he whispered excitedly. “I’m going to fix that devil’s whistling. Now then, I’ll put a match to it. But we won’t leave just yet. Wait here as long as we can—and then slip over into the nearest cabin. No running around in the moonlight!”


  He ducked off again. After a minute, she saw a pale flare light up the chalked brick wall at the end of the cellar, and realized he was holding the match to a wad of paper. The kerosene fumes went off suddenly with a faint BOOM! and the glare of yellow light drove the shadows back with a rush toward Julia.


  She heard Hogan move around in the passageway behind a door to her left, There were two more muffled explosions; then he came out and closed the door softly behind him.


  “Going up like pine shavings!” he muttered gleefully. “Well, we wanted a new lodge anyhow. Now, Julia—”


  “It looks almost like a man, doesn’t it, Hogan? Like a sick old man!”


  Hogan hushed her nervously. The buzzing in his brain was louder now, rising and falling as if the strength of the thing were gathering and ebbing in waves. And Julia unconsciously had spoken too loud.


  “Keep under the ledge of the window.” he told her. “It hasn’t any real eyes, but it sees things somehow just as well as you and I.”


  Julia subsided reproachfully, and he gave her arm a quick squeeze. “If it’ll just stay put for another two minutes, the fire ought to catch it—”


  From the corner of the cabin window he could see half of the main room of the lodge through the door Greenface had shattered. Greenface itself filled most of that space. It was hunched up before the fireplace, its great, red-splotched head bending and nodding toward the flames; in that attitude there was something vaguely human about it. But its foot ribbons sprawled over all the rest of the floor space like the tentacles of an octopus, and Hogan noticed they, too, were now splotched with red.


  Most of his attention was directed toward the cellar windows of the lodge. Every one of them was alight with the flickering glare of the fires he had spread, and that glare was deepening while smoke poured out through the open door. The gathering roar of the fire mingled in his mind with the soundless, nervous rasp that meant Greenface’s strength was returning.


  It was like a race between the two: whether the fire would trap the thing before the heat which the fire kindled made it alert enough to perceive its danger and escape. It wasn’t just a question of its escaping, either! Hogan hadn’t told Julia how convinced he was that Greenface knew the two of them were there, to be caught at leisure as soon as it recovered enough to want to make the exertion. But it would make the exertion anyhow the instant it sensed they were trying to get away.


  WOULDN’T THAT FIRE EVER BREAK THROUGH?


  Then it happened—with blinding suddenness.


  The thing swung its head around from the fireplace and lunged hugely backward. In a flash it turned nearly transparent, and Hogan heard Julia cry out beside him—he hadn’t told her about that particularly ghastly little trick. In the same moment, the vibration in his mind became like a ragged, piercing shriek, like pain, brief and intolerable.


  Hogan reeled away from the window, dragging Julia with him. There was a sudden series of muffled explosions—it wasn’t till afterward he remembered the shells left lying on the table—then the lodge floor broke through into a cellar with a thundering crash, and the released flames leaped bellowing upward.


  They were out of the cabin by then, running down toward the lake.


  “Your Pa isn’t going to like the idea,” Hogan pointed out thoughtfully.


  “He better like it!” Julia sounded a trifle grim. “But God bless the forest rangers—though they were kind of nasty!”


  “They put the fire out anyhow,” he said. “How would you care to mop up after a half-wit who lights a match to see how much kerosene he’d spilled in the dark?”


  “Poor Hogan . . . I got to tell you, too: I did get myself engaged in the city! I just couldn’t go through with it without coming back first—”


  “To find out if I really was batty? Can’t blame you, honey! Well, it’s all over with, anyhow,” he said cheerily and put his arm around her.


  “Hogan,” Julia murmured after a suitably lengthy interval, “you think there might be anything left of it?”


  He shook his head decisively. “Not after that bonfire. We can go have a look.”


  They walked up from the dock together toward the blackened, water-soaked mess that had been the lodge building. It was still an hour before dawn. They stood staring at it in silence. Greenface’s funeral pyre had been worthy of a titan.


  “We won’t build here again till spring,” Hogan told her at last. “We can winter in town, if you like. There won’t be anything left of it then, for sure. There was nothing very solid about it, you know—just a big poisonous mass of jelly from the tropics. Winter would have killed it, anyhow.


  “Those red spots; it was rotting last week—it never really had a chance.”


  “You aren’t feeling sorry for it, are you?”


  “Well, in a way,” Hogan admitted. He kicked a cindered two-by-four apart with his foot and stood there frowning. “It was just a big crazy freak shooting-up all alone in a world where it didn’t fit in, and where it could only blunder around and do a lot of damage and die. I wonder now smart it really was and whether it ever understood the fix it was in.”


  “Quit worrying about it!” Julia commanded.


  Hogan grinned down at her. “O.K.,” he said.


  “And kiss me,” said Julia.


  THE END.


  1949


  AGENT OF VEGA


  A new author points out that, in an inhabited galaxy, trouble can grow to enormous size before any organization becomes aware that danger’s a-brewing!


  “It just happens,” the Third coordinator of the Vegan Confederacy explained patiently, “that the local Agent—it’s Zone Seventeen Eighty-two—isn’t available at the moment. In fact, he isn’t expected to contact this HQ for at least another week.


  And since the matter really needs prompt attention, and you happened to be passing within convenient range of the spot, I thought of you!”


  “I like these little extra jobs I get whenever you think of me,” commented the figure in the telepath transmitter before him. It was that of a small, wiry man with rather cold yellow eyes—sitting against an undefined dark background, he might have been a minor criminal or the skipper of an aging space-tramp.


  “After the last two of them, as I recall it,” he continued pointedly, “I turned in my final mission report from the emergency treatment tank of my ship—And if you’ll remember, I’d have been back in my own Zone by now if you hadn’t sent me chasing wild-eyed rumor in this direction!”


  He leaned forward with an obviously false air of hopeful anticipation. “Now this wouldn’t just possibly be another hot lead on U-1, would it?”


  “No, no! Nothing like that!” the Co-ordinator said soothingly. In his mental file the little man was listed as “Zone Agent Iliff, Zone Thirty-six Oh-Six; unrestricted utility; try not to irritate—” There was a good deal more of it, including the notation:


  “U-1: The Agent’s failure-shock regarding this subject has been developed over the past twelve-year period into a settled fear-fix of prime-motive proportions. The Agent may now be intrusted with the conclusion of this case, whenever the opportunity is presented.”


  That was no paradox to the Coordinator who, as Chief of the Department of Galactic Zones, was Iliff’s immediate superior. He knew the peculiar qualities of his agents—and how to make the most economical use of them, while they lasted.


  “It’s my own opinion,” he offered cheerily, “that U-1 has been dead for years! Though I’ll admit Correlation doesn’t agree with me there.”


  “Correlation’s often right,” Iliff remarked, still watchfully. He added, “U-1 appeared excessively healthy the last time I got near him!”


  “Well, that was twelve standard years ago,” the Co-ordinator murmured. “If he were still around, he’d have taken a bite out of us before this—a big bite! Just to tell us he doesn’t think the Galaxy is quite wide enough for him and the Confederacy both. He’s not the type to lie low longer than he has to.” He paused. “Or do you think you might have shaken some of his supremacy ideas out of him that last time?”


  “Not likely,” said Iliff. The voice that came from the transmitter, the thought that carried it, were equally impassive; “He booby-trapped me good! To him it wouldn’t even have seemed like a fight.”


  The Co-ordinator shrugged. “Well, there you are! Anyway, this isn’t that kind of job at all. It’s actually a rather simple assignment.” Iliff winced.


  “No, I mean it! What this job takes is mostly tact—always one of your strongest points, Iliff.”


  The statement was not entirely true; but the Agent ignored it and the Co-ordinator went on serenely: “. . . so I’ve homed you full information on the case. Your ship should pick it up in an hour, but you might have questions; so here it is, in brief:


  “Two weeks ago, the Bureau of Interstellar Crime sends an operative to a planet called Gull in Seventeen Eighty-two—that’s a mono-planet system near Lycanno, just a bit off your present route. You been through that neighborhood before?”


  Iliff blinked yellow eyes and produced a memory. “We went through Lycanno once. Seventeen or eighteen Habitables; population A-Class Human; Class D politics—How far is Gull from there?”


  “Eighteen hours cruising speed, or a little less—but you’re closer to it than that right now. This operative was to make positive identification of some ex-spacer called Tahmey, who’d been reported there, and dispose of him. Routine interstellar stuff, but—twenty-four hours ago, the operative sends back a message that she finds positive identification impossible . . . and that she wants a Zone Agent!”


  He looked expectantly at Iliff. Both of them knew perfectly well that the execution of a retired piratical spacer was no part of a Zone Agent’s job—furthermore, that every Interstellar operative was aware of the fact; and, finally, that such a request should have induced the Bureau to recall its operative for an immediate mental overhaul and several months’ vacation before he or she could be risked on another job.


  “Give,” Iliff suggested patiently.


  “The difference,” the Co-ordinator explained, “is that the operative is one of our Lannai trainees!”


  “I see,” said the Agent.


  He did. The Lannai were high type humanoids and the first people of their classification to be invited to join the Vegan Confederacy—till then open only to Homo sapiens and the interesting variety of mutant branches of that old Terrestrial stock.


  The invitation had been sponsored, against formidable opposition, by the Department of Galactic Zones, with the obvious intention of having the same privilege extended later to as many humanoids and other nonhuman races as could meet the Confederacy’s general standards.


  As usual, the Department’s motive was practical enough. Its king-sized job was to keep the eighteen thousand individual civilizations so far registered in its Zones out of as much dangerous trouble as it could, while nudging them unobtrusively, whenever the occasion was offered, just a little farther into the path of righteousness and order.


  It was slow, dangerous, carefully unspectacular work, since it violated in fact and in spirit, every galactic treaty of nonintervention the Confederacy had ever signed. Worst of all, it was work for which the Department was, of necessity, monstrously understaffed.


  The more political systems, races and civilizations it could draw directly into the Confederacy, the fewer it would have to keep under that desperately sketchy kind of supervision. Regulations of membership in Vega’s super-system were interpreted broadly, but even so they pretty well precluded any dangerous degree of deviation from the ideals that Vega championed.


  And if, as a further consequence, Galactic Zones could then draw freely on the often startling abilities and talents of nonhuman peoples to aid in its titanic project—


  The Department figuratively licked its chops.


  The opposition was sufficiently rooted in old racial emotions to be extremely bitter and strong. The Traditionalists, working chiefly through the Confederacy’s Department of Cultures, wanted no dealings with any race which could not trace its lineage back through the long centuries to Terra itself. Nonhumans had played a significant part in the century-long savage struggles that weakened and finally shattered the first human Galactic Empire.


  That mankind, as usual, had asked for it and that its grimmest and most powerful enemies were to be found nowadays among those who could and did claim the same distant Earth-parentage did not noticeably weaken the old argument, which to date had automatically excluded any other stock from membership. In the High Council of the Confederacy, the Department of Cultures, backed by a conservative majority of the Confederacy’s members, had, naturally enough, tremendous influence.


  Galactic Zones, however—though not one citizen in fifty thousand knew of its existence, and though its arguments could not be openly advanced—had a trifle more.


  So the Lannai were in—on probation.


  “As you may have surmised,” the Third Co-ordinator said glumly, “the Lannai haven’t exactly been breaking their necks trying to get in with us, either. In fact, their government’s had to work for the alliance against almost the same degree of popular disapproval; though on the whole they seem to be a rather more reasonable sort of people than we are. Highly developed natural telepaths, you know—that always seems to make folks a little, easier to get along with.”


  “What’s this one doing in Interstellar?” Iliff inquired.


  “We’ve placed a few Lannai in almost every department of the government by now—not, of course, in Galactic Zones! The idea is to prove, to our people and theirs, that Lannai and humans can work for the same goal, share responsibilities, and so on. To prove generally that we’re natural allies.”


  “Has it been proved?”


  “Too early to say. They’re bright enough and, of course, the ones they sent us were hand-picked and anxious to make good. This Interstellar operative looked like one of the best. She’s a kind of relative of the fifth ranking Lannai ruler. That’s what would make it bad if it turned out she’d blown up under stress! For one thing, their pride could be hurt enough to make them bolt the alliance. But our Traditionalists certainly would be bound to hear about it, and,” the Co-ordinator concluded heatedly, “the Co-ordinator of Cultures would be rising to his big feet again on the subject in Council!”


  “An awkward situation, sir,” Iliff sympathized, “demanding a great deal of tact. But then you have that!”


  “I’ve got it,” agreed the Co-ordinator, “but I’d prefer not to have to use it so much. So if you can find some way of handling that little affair on Gull discreetly—Incidentally, since you’ll be just a short run then from Lycanno, there’s an undesirable political trend reported building up there! They’ve dropped from D to H-Class politics inside of a decade. You’ll find the local Agent’s notes on the matter waiting for you on Gull. Perhaps you might as well skip over and fix it.”


  “All right,” said Iliff coldly. “I won’t be needed back in my own Zone for another hundred hours. Not urgently.”


  “Lab’s got a new mind-lock for you to test,” the Co-ordinator went on briskly. “You’ll find that on Gull, too.”


  There was a slight pause.


  “You remember, don’t you,” the Agent inquired gently then, as if speaking to an erring child, “what happened the last time I gave one of those gadgets a field test on a high-powered brain?”


  “Yes, of course! But if this one works,” the Co-ordinator pointed out, almost wistfully, “we’ve got something we really do need. And until I know it does work, under ultimate stresses, I can’t give it general distribution. I’ve picked a hundred of you to try it out.” He sighed. “Theoretically, it will hold a mind of any conceivable potential within that mind’s own shields, under any conceivable stress, and still permit almost normal investigation. It’s been checked to the limit,” he concluded encouragingly, “under lab conditions—”


  “They all were,” Iliff recollected, without noticeable enthusiasm. “Well, I’ll see what turns up.”


  “That’s fine!” The Co-ordinator brightened visibly. He added, “we wouldn’t, of course, want you to take any unnecessary risks—”


  For perhaps half a minute after the visualization tank of his telepath transmitter had faded back to its normal translucent and faintly luminous green, Iliff continued to stare into it.


  Back on Jeltad, the capitol planet of the Confederacy, fourteen thousand light-years away, the Co-ordinator’s attention was turning to some other infinitesimal-seeming but significant crisis in the Department’s monstrous periphery. The chances were he would not think of Iliff again, or of Zone Seventeen Eighty-two, until Iliff’s final mission report came in—or failed to come in within the period already allotted it by the Department’s automatic monitors.


  In either event, the brain screened by the Co-ordinator’s conversational inanities would revert once more to that specific problem then, for as many unhurried seconds, minutes or, it might be, hours as it required. It was one of the three or four human brains in the galaxy for which Zone Agent Iliff had ever felt anything remotely approaching genuine respect.


  “How far are we from Gull now?” he said without turning his head.


  A voice seemed to form itself in the air a trifle above and behind him.


  “A little over eight hours, cruising speed—”


  “As soon as I get the reports off that pigeon from Jeltad, step it up so we get there in four,” Iliff said. “I think I’ll be ready about that time.”


  “The pigeon just arrived,” the voice replied. It was not loud, but it was a curiously big voice with something of the overtones of an enormous bronze gong in it. It was also oddly like a cavernous amplification of Iliff’s own type of speech.


  The Agent turned to a screen on his left, in which a torpedolike twenty-foot tube of metal had appeared, seemingly suspended in space and spinning slowly about its axis. Actually, it was some five miles from the ship—which was as close as it was healthy to get to a homing pigeon at the end of its voyage—and following it at the ship’s exact rate of speed, though it was driven by nothing except an irresistible urge to get to its “roost,” the pattern of which had been stamped in its molecules. The roost was on Iliff’s ship, but the pigeon would never get there. No one knew just, what sort of subdimensions it flashed through on its way to its objective or what changes were wrought on it before it reappeared, but early experiments with the gadget had involved some highly destructive explosions at its first contact with any solid matter in normal space.


  So now it was held by barrier at a safe distance while its contents were duplicated within the ship. Then something lethal flickered from the ship to the pigeon and touched it; and it vanished with no outward indication of violence.


  For a time, Iliff became immersed in the dossiers provided both by Interstellar and his own department. The ship approached and presently drove through the boundaries of Zone Seventeen Eighty-two, and the big voice murmured:


  “Three hours to Gull.”


  “All right,” Iliff said, still absently. “Let’s eat.”


  Nearly another hour passed before he spoke again. “Send her this. Narrow-beam telepath—Gull itself should be close enough, I think. If you can get it through—”


  He stood up, yawned, stretched and bent, and straightened again.


  “You know,” he remarked suddenly, “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if the old girl wasn’t so wacky, after all. What I mean is,” he explained, “she really might need a Zone Agent!”


  “Is it going to be another unpredictable mission?” the voice inquired.


  “Aren’t they always—when the man picks them for us? What was that?”


  There was a moment’s silence. Then the voice told him, “She’s got your message. She’ll be expecting you.”


  “Fast!” Iliff said approvingly. “Now listen. On Gull, we shall be old Trader Casselmath with his stock of exotic and expensive perfumes. So get yourself messed up for the part—but don’t spill any of the stuff, this time!”


  The suspect’s name was Deel. For the past ten years he had been a respected—and respectable—citizen and merchant of the mono-planet System of Gull. He was supposed to have come there from his birthplace, Number Four of the neighboring System of Lycanno.


  But the microstructural plates the operative made of him proved he was the pirate Tahmey who, very probably, had once been a middling big shot among the ill-famed Ghant Spacers. The Bureau of Interstellar Crime had him on record; and it was a dogma of criminology that microstructural identification was final and absolute—that the telltale patterns could not be duplicated, concealed, or altered to any major degree without killing the organism.


  The operative’s people, however, were telepaths, and she was an adept, trained in the widest and most intensive use of the faculty. For a Lannai it was natural to check skeptically, in her own manner, the mechanical devices of another race.


  If she had not been an expert she would have been caught then, on her first approach. The mind she attempted to tap was guarded.


  By whom or what was a question she did not attempt to answer immediately. There were several of these watchdogs, of varying degrees of ability. Her thought faded away from the edge of their watchfulness before their attention was drawn to it. It slid past them and insinuated itself deftly through the crude electronic thought-shields used by Tahmey. Such shields were a popular commercial article, designed to protect men with only an average degree of mental training against the ordinary telepathic prowler and entirely effective for that purpose. Against her manner of intrusion they were of no use at all.


  But it was a shock to discover then that she was in no way within the mind of Tahmey! This was, in literal fact, the mind of the man named Deel—for the past ten years a citizen of Gull, before that of the neighboring System of Lycanno.


  The fact was, to her at least, quite as indisputable as the microstructural evidence that contradicted it. This was not some clumsily linked mass of artificial memory tracts and habit traces, but a living, matured mental personality. It showed few signs of even as much psychosurgery as would be normal in a man of Deel’s age and circumstances.


  But if it was Deel, why should anyone keep a prosperous, reasonably honest and totally insignificant planeteer under telepathic surveillance? She considered investigating the unknown watchers, but the aura of cold, implacable alertness she had sensed in her accidental near-contact with them warned her not to force her luck too far.


  “After all,” she explained apologetically, “I had no way of estimating their potential.”


  “No,” Iliff agreed, “you hadn’t. But I don’t think that was what stopped you.”


  The Lannai operative looked at him steadily for a moment. Her name was Pagadan and, though no more human than a jellyfish, she was to human eyes an exquisitely designed creature. It was rather startling to realize that her Interstellar dossier described her as a combat-type mind—which implied a certain ruthlessness, at the very least—and also that she had been sent to Gull to act, among other things, as an executioner.


  “Now what did you mean by that?” she inquired, on a note of friendly wonder.


  “I meant,” Iliff said carefully, “that I’d now like to hear all the little details you didn’t choose to tell Interstellar. Let’s start with your trip to Lycanno!”


  “Oh, I see!” Pagadan said. “Yes, I went to Lycanno, of course—” She smiled suddenly and became with that, he thought, extraordinarily beautiful, though the huge silvery eyes with their squared black irises, which widened or narrowed flickeringly with every change of mood or shift of light, did not conform exactly to any standard human ideal. No more did her hair, a silver-shimmering fluffy crest of something like feathers—but the general effect, Iliff decided, remained somehow that of a remarkably attractive human, woman in permanent fancy dress. According to the reports he’d studied recently, it had pleased much more conservative tastes than his own.


  “You’re a clever little man, Zone Agent,” she said thoughtfully. “I believe I might as well be frank with you. If I’d reported everything I know about this case—though for reasons I shall tell you I really found out very little—the Bureau would almost certainly have recalled me. They show a maddening determination to see that I shall come to no harm while working for them.” She looked at him doubtfully. “You understand that, simply because I’m a Lannai, I’m an object of political importance just now?”


  Iliff nodded.


  “Very well. I discovered in Lycanno that the case was a little more than I could handle alone!” She shivered slightly, the black irises flaring wide with what was probably reminiscent fright.


  “But I did not want to be recalled. My people,” she said a little coldly, “will accept the proposed alliance only if they are to share in your enterprises and responsibilities. They do not wish to be shielded or protected, and it would have a poor effect on them if they learned that we, their first representatives among you, had been relieved of our duties whenever they threatened to involve us in personal danger!”


  “I see,” Iliff said seriously, remembering that she was royalty of a sort, or the Lannai equivalent of it. He shook his head. “The Bureau,” he said, “must have quite a time with you!”


  Pagadan stared and laughed. “No doubt they find me a little difficult at times. Still, I do know how to take orders! But in this case it seemed more important to make sure I was not going to be protected again than to appear reasonable and cooperative. So I made use, for the first time, of my special status in the Bureau and insisted that a Zone Agent be sent here. However, I can assure you that the case has developed into an undertaking that actually will require a Zone Agent’s peculiar abilities and equipment!”


  “Well,” Iliff shrugged, “it worked and here I am, abilities, equipment and all. What was it you found on Lycanno?”


  There was considerable evidence to show that, during the years Tahmey was on record as having been about his criminal activities in space, the man named Deel was living quietly on the fourth planet of the Lycanno System, rarely even venturing beyond its atmospheric limits because of a pronounced and distressing liability to the psychosis of space-fear.


  Pagadan gathered this evidence partly from official records, partly and in much greater detail from the unconscious memories of some two hundred people who had been more or less intimately connected with Deel. The investigation appeared to establish his previous existence in Lycanno beyond all reasonable doubt. It did nothing to explain why it should have become merged fantastically with the physical appearance of the pirate Tahmey.


  This Deel was remembered as a big, blond, healthy man, good-natured and shrewd, the various details of his features and personality blurred or exaggerated by the untrained perceptions of those who remembered him. The description, particularly after this lapse of time, could have fitted Tahmey just as well—or just as loosely.


  It was as far as she could go along that line. Officialdom was lax in Lycanno, and the precise identification of individual citizens by micro-structural images or the like was not practiced. Deel had been born there, matured there, become reasonably successful. Then his business was destroyed by an offended competitor, and it was indicated to him that he would not be permitted to re-establish himself in the System.


  He had business connections on Gull; and after undergoing a lengthy and expensive conditioning period against the effects of space-fear, he ventured to make the short trip, and was presently working himself back to a position comfortably near the top on Gull.


  That was all. Except that—somewhere along the line—his overall physical resemblance to Tahmey had shifted into absolute physical identity . . .


  “I realize, of course, that the duplication of a living personality in another body is considered almost as impossible as the existence of a microstructural double. But it does seem that Tahmey-Deel has to be one or the other!”


  “Or,” Iliff grunted, “something we haven’t thought of yet. This is beginning to look more and more like one of those cases I’d like to forget. Well, what did you do?”


  “If there was a biopsychologist in the Lycanno System who had secretly developed a method of personality transfer in-some form or other, he was very probably a man of considerable eminence in that line of work. I began to screen the minds of persons likely to know of such a man.”


  “Did you find him?”


  She shook her head and grimaced uncomfortably. “He found me—at least, I think we can assume it was he! I assembled some promising leads, a half dozen names in all, and then—I find this difficult to describe—from one moment to another I knew I was being . . . sought . . . by another mind. By a mind of quite extraordinary power, which seemed fully aware of my purpose, of the means I was employing—in fact, of everything except my exact whereabouts at the moment. It was intended to shock me into revealing that—simply by showing me, with that jolting abruptness, how very close I stood to being caught!”


  “And you didn’t reveal yourself?”


  “No,” she laughed nervously. “But I went ‘akaba’ instead! I was under it for three days and well on my way back to Gull when I came out of it—as a passenger on a commercial ship! Apparently, I had abandoned my own ship on Lycanno and conducted my escape faultlessly and without hesitation. Successfully, at any rate—But I remember nothing, of course!”


  “That was quite a Brain chasing you then!” Iliff nodded slowly. The akaba condition was a disconcerting defensive trick which had been played on him on occasion by members of other telepathic races. The faculty was common to most of them; completely involuntary, and affected the pursuer more or less as if he had been closing in on a glow of mental light and suddenly saw that light vanish without a trace.


  The Departmental Lab’s theory was that under the stress of a psychic attack which was about to overwhelm the individual telepath, a kind of racial Overmind took over automatically and conducted its member-mind’s escape from the emergency, if that was at all possible, with complete mechanical efficiency before restoring it to awareness of itself. It was only a theory since the Overmind, if it existed, left no slightest traces of its work—except the brief void of one of the very few forms of complete and irreparable amnesia known. For some reason, as mysterious as the rest of it, the Overmind never intervened if the threatened telepath had been physically located by the pursuer.


  They stared at each other thoughtfully for a moment, then smiled at the same instant.


  “Do you believe now,” Pagadan challenged, “that this task is worthy of the efforts of a Vegan Zone Agent and his shipload of specialists?”


  “I’ve been afraid of that right along,” Iliff said without enthusiasm. “But look, you seem to know a lot more about Galactic Zones than you’re really supposed to. Like that business about our shipload of specialists—that kind of information is to be distributed only ‘at or above Zone Agent levels.’ Where did you pick it up?”


  “On Jeltad—above Zone Agent levels,” Pagadan replied undisturbed. “Quite a bit above, as a matter of fact! The occasion was social. And now that I’ve put you in your place when do you intend to investigate Deel? I’ve become casually acquainted with him and could arrange a meeting at almost any time.”


  Iliff rubbed his chin. “Well, as to that,” he said, “Trader Casselmath dropped in to see a few of Deel’s business associates immediately after landing today. They were quite fascinated by the samples of perfume he offered them—he does carry an excellent line of the stuff, you know, though rather high-priced. So Deel turned up too, finally. You’ll be interested to hear he’s using a new kind of mind-shield now.”


  She was not surprised. “They were warned, naturally, from Lycanno. The mentality there knew I had been investigating Deel.”


  “Well, it shows the Brain wasn’t able to identify you too closely, because they’re waiting for you to pick up your research at this end again! The shield was hair-triggered to give off some kind of alarm. Old Casselmath couldn’t be expected to recognize that, of course! He took a poke at it, innocently enough—just trying to find out how far Deel and company could be swindled.”


  She leaned forward, eyes gleaming black with excitement. “What happened?”


  Iliff shrugged. “Nothing at all obvious. But somebody did come around almost immediately to look Casselmath over. In fact, they pulled his simple mind pretty well wide open, though the old boy never noticed it. Then they knew he was harmless and went away.”


  Pagadan frowned faintly.


  “No,” Iliff said, “it wasn’t the Brain! These were stooges, though clever ones—probably the same that were on guard when you probed Tahmey-Deel the first time. But they’ve been alerted now, and I don’t think we could do any more investigating around Deel without being spotted. After your experience on Lycanno, it seems pretty likely that the answers are all there, anyway.”


  She nodded slowly, “That’s what I think. So we go to Lycanno!”


  Iliff shook his head. “Just one of us goes,” he corrected her. And before her flash of resentment could be voiced he added smoothly, “That’s for my own safety as much as for yours. The Brain must have worked out a fairly exact pattern of your surface mentality by now; you couldn’t get anywhere near him without being discovered. If we’re together, that means I’m discovered, too!”


  She thought it over, shrugged very humanly and admitted, “I suppose you’re right. What am I to do?”


  “You’re to keep a discreet watch—a very discreet watch—on Deel and his guardians! How Deel manages to be Tahmey, or part of. him, at the same time is something the Brain’s going to have to explain to us; and if he has a guilty conscience, as he probably has, he may decide to let the evidence disappear. In that case, try to keep a line on where they take Deel—but don’t, under any circumstances, take any direct action until I get back from Lycanno.”


  The black-and-silver eyes studied him curiously. “Isn’t that likely to be quite a while?” Pagadan inquired—with such nice control that he almost overlooked the fact that this politically important nonhuman hothead was getting angry again.


  “From what we know now of the Brain, he sounds like one of our tougher citizens,” he admitted. “Well, yes . . . I might be gone all of two days!”


  There was a moment of rather tense silence. Then Iliff murmured approvingly:


  “See now! I just knew you could brake down on that little old temperament!”


  The Lannai released her breath. “I only hope you’re half as good as you think,” she said weakly. “But I am almost ready to believe you will do it in two days.”


  “Oh, I will,” Iliff assured her, “with my shipload of specialists.” He stood up and looked down at her unsmiling. “So now if you’ll give me the information you gathered on those top biopsychologists in Lycanno, I’ll be starting.”


  She nodded amiably. “There are two things I should like to ask you though, before you go. The one is—why have you been trying to probe through my mind-shields all evening?”


  “It’s a good thing to find out as much as you can about the people you meet in this business,” Iliff said without embarrassment. “So many of them aren’t really nice. But your shields are remarkably tough. I got hardly any information at all.”


  “You got nothing!” she said flatly, startled into contradiction.


  “Oh, yes. Just a little—when you were giving me that lecture about the Lannai being a proud people and not willing to be protected, and all that. For a moment there you were off guard—”


  He brought the captured thought slowly from his mind: the picture of a quiet, dawnlit city—seas of sloping, ivory-tinted roofs, and towers slender against a flaming sky.


  “That is Lar-Sancaya the Beautiful—my city, my home-planet,” Pagadan said. “Yes, that was my thought. I remember it now!” She laughed. “You are a clever little man, Zone Agent! What information was in that for you?”


  Iliff shrugged. Fie still showed the form of old Casselmath, the fat, unscrupulous little Terran trader whose wanderings through the galaxy coincided so often with the disappearance of undesirable but hitherto invulnerable citizens, with the inexplicable diversion of belligerent political trends, and the quiet toppling of venal governments. A space-wise, cynical, greedy but somehow ridiculous figure. Very few people ever took Casselmath seriously.


  “Well, for one thing that the Lannai are patriots,” he said gloomily. “That makes them potentially dangerous, of course. On the whole, I’m rather glad you’re on our side.”


  She grinned cheerfully. “So am I—on the whole. But now, if you’ll forgive a touch of malice, which you’ve quite definitely earned, I’d like the answer to my second question. And that is—what sent that little shock through your nerves when I referred to Tahmey’s probable connection with the Ghant Spacers a while ago?”


  Old Casselmath rubbed the side of his misformed nose reflectively.


  “It’s a long, sad story,” he said.


  “But if you want to know—some years back, I set out to nail down the boss of that outfit, the great U-1, no less! That was just after the Confederacy managed to break up the Ghant fleet, you remember—Well, I finally thought I’d got close enough to him to try a delicate probe at his mind—ugh!”


  “I gather you bounced!”


  “Not nearly fast enough to suit me. The big jerk knew I was after him all the time, and he’d set up a mind-trap for me. Mechanical and highly powered! I had to be helped out of it, and then I was psychoed for six months before I was fit to go back to work.


  “That was a long time ago,” Casselmath concluded sadly. “But when it comes to U-1, or the Ghant Spacers, or anything at all connected with them, I’ve just never been the same since!”


  Pagadan studied her shining nails and smiled sweetly.


  “Zone Agent Iliff, I shall bring you the records you want—and you may then run along! From now on, of course, I know exactly what to do to make you jump!”


  He sat bulky and expressionless at his desk, raking bejeweled fingers slowly through his beard—a magnificent, fan-shaped beard, black, glossy and modishly curled. His eyes were as black as the beard but so curiously lusterless he was often thought to be blind.


  For the first time in a long, long span of years, he was remembering the meaning of fear.


  But the alien thought had not followed him into the Dome—at least, he could trust his protective devices here! He reached into a section of the flowing black outer garments he wore, and produced a silvery, cone-shaped device. Placing the little amplifier carefully on the desk before him, he settled back in his chair, crossed his hands on his large stomach and half closed his eyes.


  Almost immediately the recorded nondirectional thought impulses began. So faint, so impersonal, that even now when he could study their modified traces at leisure, when they did not fade away the instant his attention turned to them, they defied analysis except of the most general kind. And yet the unshielded part of his mind had responded to them, automatically and stupidly, for almost an hour before he realized—


  Long enough to have revealed—almost anything!


  The gems on his hand flashed furious fire as he whipped the amplifier off the desk and sent it smashing against the wall of the room. It shattered with a tinny crackle and dropped to the floor where a spray of purple sparks popped hissing from its crumpled surfaces and subsided again. The thought-impulses were stilled.


  The black-bearded man glared down at the broken amplifier. Then, by almost imperceptible degrees, his expression began to change. Presently, he was laughing silently.


  No matter how he had modified and adapted this human brain for his purpose, it remained basically what it had been when he first possessed himself of it! Whenever he relaxed his guidance, it reverted automatically to the old levels of emotional reaction.


  He had forced it to develop its every rudimentary faculty until its powers were vastly superior to those of any normal member of its race. No ordinary human being, no matter how highly gifted, could be the equal of one who had had the advantage of becoming host-organism to a parasitizing Ceetal! Not even he, the Ceetal, himself was in any ordinary way the equal of this hypertrophied human intellect—he only controlled it. As a man controls a machine he has designed to be enormously more efficient than himself—


  But if he had known the human breed better, he would have selected a more suitable host from it, to be gin with. At its best, this one had been a malicious mediocrity; and its malice only expanded with its powers so that, within the limits he permitted, it now used the mental equipment of a titan to pamper the urges of an ape. A scowling moron who, on the invisible master’s demand, would work miracles! Now, at the first suggestion that its omnipotence might be threatened, it turned guilt-ridden and panicky, vacillating between brute fright and brute rages.


  Too late to alter that—he was linked to his slave for this phase of his life-cycle! For his purposes, the brute was at any rate adequate, and it often amused him to observe its whims. But for the new Ceetals—for those who would appear after his next Change—he could and would provide more suitable havens!


  One of them might well be the spy who had so alarmed his human partner! The shadowy perfection of his mental attack in itself seemed to recommend him for the role.


  Meanwhile, however, the spy still had to be caught.


  In swift waves of relaxation, the Ceetal’s influence spread through the black-bearded man’s body and back into the calming brain. His plan was roughly ready, the trap for the spy outlined, but his human thought-machine was infinitely better qualified for such work.


  Controlled now, its personal fears and even the memory of them neutralized, it took up the problem as a problem—swept through it, clarifying, developing, concluding:


  It was quite simple. The trap for this spy would be baited with the precise information he sought. On Gull, meanwhile, Tahmey remained as physical bait for the other spy, the first one—the nonhuman mind which had escaped by dint of the instantaneous shock-reflex that plucked it from his grasp as he prepared to close in. That the two were collaborating was virtually certain, that both were emissaries of the Confederacy of Vega was a not too unreasonable conjecture. No other organization suspected of utilizing combat-type minds of such efficiency was also likely to be interested in the person of Tahmey!


  He was not, of course, ready to defy the Confederacy as yet—would not be for some time. A new form of concealment for Tahmey might therefore be necessary. But with the two spies under control, with the information extracted from them, any such difficulties could easily be met.


  The black-bearded man’s hands began to move heavily and unhurriedly over the surface of the desk, activating communicators and recorders.


  The plan took shape in a pattern of swift, orderly arrangements.


  Four visitors were waiting for him when he transferred himself to the principal room of the Dome—three men and a woman of the tall, handsome Lycannese breed. The four faces turning to him wore the same expression, variously modified, of arrogant impatience.


  These and a few others, to all of whom the black-bearded man was known simply as the Psychologist, had considered themselves for a number of years to be the actual, if unknown, rulers of the Lycannese System. They were very nearly right.


  At his appearance, two of them began to speak almost simultaneously.


  But they made no intelligible sound.


  Outwardly, the black-bearded man had done nothing at all. But the bodies of the four jerked upright in the same instant, as if caught by a current of invisible power. They froze into that attitude, their faces twisted in grotesque terror, while his heavy-lidded, sardonic eyes shifted from one to the other of them.


  “Must it always affect you like that,” he said in friendly reproach, “to realize what I actually am? Or do you feel guilty for having planned to dispose of me, as a once-useful inferior who can no longer further your ambitions?” He paused and studied them again in turn, and the pleasantness went out of his expression.


  “Yes, I knew about that little plot,” he announced, settling his bulk comfortably on a low couch against the wall. He looked critically at his fingernails. “Normally, I should simply have made its achievement impossible, without letting you find out what had gone wrong. But as things stand, I’m afraid I shall be obliged to dispense with you entirely. I regret it, in a way. Our association has been a useful and amusing one—to me, at least! But, well—”


  He shook his head.


  “Even I make mistakes!” he admitted frankly. “And recent events have made it clear that it was a mistake to involve somewhat ordinary human beings as deeply in my experiments and plans as I involved you—and also that companion of yours, whose absence here may have caused you to speculate. He,” the Psychologist explained good-naturedly, “will outlive you by a day or so!” He smiled. “Oddly enough,” his brief continued usefulness to me is due to the fact that he is by far the least intelligent of you—so that I had really debated the advisability of dropping him from our little circle before this!”


  His smile broadened invitingly, but he showed no resentment when none of the chalk-faced, staring puppets before him joined in his amusement.


  “Well,” he beamed, “enough of this! There are minds on our track who seem capable of reaching you through any defense I can devise. Obviously, I cannot take that risk! Your friend, however, will live long enough to introduce me to one of these minds—another one of your ever-surprising species—who should eventually be of far greater value to me than any of you could hope to be. Perhaps even as valuable as the person you know as Tahmey! Let that thought console you in your last moments—which,” he concluded, glancing at a pearly oblong that was acquiring a shimmering visibility in the wall behind the four Lycannese, “are now at hand!”


  Two solidly built men came into the room through the oblong, saluted, and waited.


  The black-bearded one gave them a genial nod and jerked his thumb in the general direction of the motionless little group of his disposed associates.


  “Strangle those four,” he said, “in turn—”


  He looked on for a few moments but then grew bored. Rising from the couch, he walked slowly toward one of the six walls of the room. It began to turn transparent as he approached, and when he stood before it the port-city of Lycanno IV, the greatest city in the Lycannese System, was clearly visible a few thousand feet below.


  He gazed down at the scene almost affectionately, savoring a mood of rich self-assurance. For he was, as he had just now proved once more, the city’s absolute master—master of the eight million human beings who lived there; of the two billion on the planet; of the sixteen billion in the System. Not for years had his mastery been seriously challenged!


  His lusterless black eyes shifted slowly to Lycanno’s two suns, moving now toward their evening horizon. Scattered strategically through the galaxy, nearly a thousand such sums lighted as many planetary systems, each of which was being gathered slowly into a Ceetal’s grasp. The black-bearded man did not entertain the delusion that Lycanno by itself was an important conquest—no more than each of those other fractional human civilizations. But when the time came finally—


  He permitted himself to lapse into a reverie of galactic conquest. But curiously, it was now the human brain and mind which indulged itself in this manner. The parasite remained lightly detached, following the imaginings without being affected by them, alert for some new human foible which it might turn some day to Ceetal profit.


  It was, the Ceetal realized again, an oddly complicated organism, the human one! His host fully understood the relationship between them, and his own subordinate part in the Ceetal’s plans. Yet he never let himself become conscious of the situation and frequently appeared to feel an actual identity with the parasite. It was strange such a near-maniac species could have gained so dominant a position in this galaxy!


  There was a sudden minor commotion in the center of the room, harsh snoring sounds and then a brief, frenzied drumming of heels on the carpeted floor.


  “You are getting careless,” the Psychologist said coldly, without turning his head. “Such things can be done quietly!”


  The small yellow-faced man with the deep-set amber eyes drew a good number of amused and curious stares during the two days he was registered at the Old Lycannese Hotel.


  He expected nothing else. Even in such sophisticated and galactic-minded surroundings, his appearance was fantastic to a rather indecent degree. The hairless dome of his head sloped down comically into a rounded snout. He was noseless and apparently earless, and in animated moments his naked yellow scalp would twitch vigorously like the flanks of some vermin-bitten beast.


  However, the Old Lycannese harbored a fair selection of similarly freakish varieties of humanity within its many-storied walls—mutant humanity from worlds that were, more often than not, only nameless symbols on any civilized star-map. Side by side with them, indistinguishable to the average observer, representatives of the rarer humanoid species also came and went—on the same quest of profitable trade with Lycanno.


  The yellow-faced man’s grotesqueness, therefore, served simply to classify him. It satisfied curiosity almost as quickly as it drew attention; and no one felt urged to get too sociable with such a freak. Whether mutant human or humanoid, he was, at any rate, solvent and had shown a taste for quiet luxury. The hotel saw that he got what he wanted, pocketed his money and bothered its managerial head no further about him.


  This curiosity-distracting effect, the yellow-faced man considered, as he strolled across the ground-floor lobby, was almost as satisfactory when it was applied to those who had reason to take a much sharper practical interest in any stranger! Two members of the Psychologist’s bodyguard, behind whom he was heading toward an open elevator which led to the roof-terraces, had scrutinized him swiftly in passing a moment before—but only long enough to re-establish his identity beyond any doubt. They had checked that in detail the previous day—a Talpu, Humanoid, from a system of the Twenty-eighth Median Cluster, dealing in five varieties of gems—three of them previously unknown to Lycanno. Queer-looking little duck, but quite harmless.


  The Psychologist’s bodyguard took few chances, but they were not conditioned to look for danger in so blatantly obvious a shape.


  The Psychologist himself, whose dome-shaped dwelling topped one section of the Old Lycannese Hotel, was taking no chances at all these days. From the center of the moving cluster of his henchmen he gave the trailing humanoid’s mind a flicking probe and encountered a mind-shield no different than was to be expected in a traveler with highly valuable commercial secrets to preserve—a shield he could have dissolved in an instant with hardly any effort at all.


  However, so sudden an operation would have entailed leaving a small yellow maniac gibbering in agony on the floor of the lobby behind him—a complication he preferred to avoid in public. He dropped the matter from his thoughts, contemptuously. He knew of the Talpu—a base, timid race, unfit even for slavery.


  A secondary and very different shield, which the more obvious first one had concealed from the Psychologist’s probe, eased cautiously again in the yellow-faced man’s mind, while the Talpu surface thoughts continued their vague quick traceries over both shields, unaffected either by the probe or by the deeper reaction it had aroused.


  As the Psychologist’s group reached the automatic elevator, the humanoid was almost side by side with its rearmost members and only a few steps behind the dignitary himself. There the party paused briefly while one of the leading guards scanned the empty compartment, and then stood aside to let the Psychologist enter. That momentary hesitation was routine procedure. The yellow-faced man had calculated with it, and he did not pause with the rest—though it was almost another half-second before any of the Psychologist’s watch-dogs realized that something had just passed with a shadowy unobtrusiveness through their ranks.


  “By then, it was much too late. The great man had just stepped ponderously into the elevator; and the freakish little humanoid, now somehow directly behind him, was entering on his heels.


  Simultaneously, he performed two other motions, almost casually.


  As his left hand touched the switch that started the elevator on its way to the roof, a wall of impalpable force swung up and outwards from the floor-sill behind him, checking the foremost to hurl themselves at this impossible intruder—much more gently than if they had run into a large feather cushion but also quite irresistibly. The hotel took no chances of having its patrons injured on its premises; so the shocked bodyguards simply found themselves standing outside the elevator again before they realized it had flashed upward into its silvery shaft.


  As it began to rise, the yellowfaced man completed his second motion. This was to slip a tiny hypodermic needle into the back of the Psychologist’s neck and depress its plunger.


  One could not, of course, openly abduct the system’s most influential citizen without arousing a good deal of hostile excitement. But he had, Iliff calculated, when the elevator stopped opposite his apartments near the top of the huge hotel, a margin of nearly thirty seconds left to complete his getaway before any possible counterattack could be launched. There was no need to hurry.


  A half dozen steps took him from the elevator into his rooms, the Psychologist walking behind him with a look of vague surprise on his bearded face. Another dozen steps brought the two out to an open-air platform where a rented fast planecar was waiting.


  At sixty thousand feet altitude, Iliff checked the spurt of their vertical ascent and turned north. The land was darkening with evening about the jewellike sparkle of clustered seaboard cities, but up here the light of Lycanno’s primary sun still glittered greenly from the car’s silver walls. The speeding vehicle was shielded for privacy from all but official spy-rays, and for several more minutes he would have no reason to fear those. Meanwhile, any aerial pursuer who could single him out from among the myriad similar cars streaming into and out of the port city at that hour would be very good indeed.


  Stripping the vivo-gel masks carefully from his head and hands, he dropped the frenziedly twitching half-alive stuff into the depository beside his seat where the car’s jets would destroy it.


  The Psychologist sat, hunched forward and docile, beside him—dull black eyes staring straight ahead. So far, the new Vegan mind-lock was conforming to the Third Coordinator’s expectations.


  Interrogation of the prisoner took place in a small valley off the coast of an uninhabited island, in the subpolar regions. A dozen big snakenecked carnivores scattered from the carcass of a still larger thing on which they had been feeding as the planecar settled down; and their snuffing and baffled howls provided a background for the further proceedings which Iliff found grimly fitting. He had sent out a fear-impulse adjusted to the beast-pack’s primitive sensation-level, which kept them prowling helplessly along the rim of a hundred-yard circle.


  In the center of this circle Iliff sat cross-legged on the ground, watching the Quizzer go about its business.


  The Quizzer was an unbeautiful two-foot cube of machine. Easing itself with delicate ruthlessness through the Psychologist’s mental defenses, it droned its findings step by step into Iliff’s mind. He could have done the work without its aid, since the shield had never been developed that could block a really capable investigator if he was otherwise unhampered. But it would have taken a great deal longer; and at best he did not expect to have more time than he needed to extract the most vital points of information. Besides, he lacked the Quizzer’s sensitivity; if he was hurried, there was a definite risk of doing irreparable injury to the mind under investigation—at that stage, he hadn’t been able to decide whether or not it would be necessary to kill the Psychologist.


  The second time the Quizzer contacted the Ceetal, he knew. The little robot reported an alien form of awareness which came and went through the Quizzer’s lines of search as it chose and was impossible to localize.


  “It is the dominant consciousness in this subject. But it is connected with the organism only through the other one.”


  The Quizzer halted again. It was incapable of surprise or confusion, but when it could not classify what it found it stopped reporting. It was bothered, too, by the effects of the mind-lock—an innovation to which it was not adjusted. The chemical acted directly on the shields, freezing those normally flexible defensive patterns into interlocked nets of force which isolated the energy centers of the nervous system that produced them.


  “Give me anything you get on it!” Iliff urged.


  The machine still hesitated. And then:


  “It thinks that if it could break the force you call the mind-lock and energize the organism it could kill you instantly. But it is afraid that it would cause serious injury to the organism in doing so. Therefore it is willing to wait until its friends arrive and destroy you. It is certain that this will happen very quickly now.”


  Iliff grunted. That was no news to him, but it gave him an ugly thrill nevertheless. He’d found it necessary to cut his usual hit-and-run tactics very fine for this job; and so far he had got nothing he could use out of it.


  “Does this primary consciousness,” he inquired, “know what you’re trying to do and what you’re telling me?”


  “It knows what I’m trying to do,” the machine responded promptly. “It does not know that I’m telling you anything. It is aware of your presence and purpose but it can receive no sense impression of any kind. It can only think.”


  “Good enough,” Iliff nodded. “It can’t interfere with your activity then?”


  “Not while the mind-lock keeps it from arousing its energy sources.”


  “What of the other one—the human consciousness?”


  “That one is somnolent and completely helpless. It is barely aware of what is occurring and has made no attempt to interfere. It is only the mind-lock that blocks my approach to the information you require. If you could dissolve that force, there would be no difficulty.” Iliff wasted a baleful look on his squat assistant. “Except,” he. pointed out, “that I’d get killed!”


  “Undoubtedly,” the machine agreed with idiotic unconcern. “The energy centers of this organism are overdeveloped to an extent which, theoretically, should have drained it of its life-forces many years ago. It appears that the alien consciousness is responsible both for the neural hypertrophy and for the fact that the organism as a whole has been successfully adapted to meet the resultant unnatural stresses—”


  Towards the end of the next half-hour, the pattern of information finally began to take definite shape—a shape that made Iliff increasingly anxious to get done with the job. But which showed also that the Third Co-ordinator’s hunch had been better than he knew!


  Lycanno was long overdue for a Zone Agent’s attentions.


  He should, he supposed, have been elated; instead, he was sweating and shivering, keyed to nightmarish tensions. Theoretically, the mind-lock might be unbreakable, but the Ceetal, for one, did not believe it. It did fear that to shatter lock and shields violently might destroy its host and thereby itself; so far, that had kept it from making the attempt. That, and the knowledge it shared with its captor—that they could not remain undiscovered much longer.


  But at each new contact, the Quizzer unemotionally reported an increase in the gathering fury and alarm with which the parasite observed the progress of the investigation. It had been coldly contemptuous at first; then the realization came slowly that vital secrets were being drawn, piece by piece, from the drugged human mind to which it was linked—and that it could do nothing to check the process!


  By now, it was dangerously close to utter frenzy, and for many minutes Iliff’s wrist-gun had been trained on the hunched and motionless shape of the Psychologist. Man and Ceetal would die on the spot if necessary. But even in its death-spasms, he did not want to be in the immediate neighborhood of that mind and the powers it could unleash if it broke loose. Time and again, he drew the Quizzer back from a line of investigation that seemed too likely to provide the suicidal impulse. Other parts of the pattern had been gained piecemeal, very circumstantially.


  It was tight, carefully balanced work. However, there were only a few more really important points left now. There might be just time enough—


  Iliff jerked upright as a warning blared from an automatic detector he had installed in the planecar the day before, raising a chorus of furious carnivore yells from the rim of the hundred-yard fear-circle.


  “Two planetary craft approaching at low cruising speeds,” it detailed. “Sector fourteen, distance eighty-five miles, altitude nineteen miles. Surface and psyche scanners are being used.”


  And, an instant later:


  “You have been discovered!”


  The rescuers were several minutes earlier than he’d actually expected. But the warning gave him the exact margin required for his next action, and the uncertainty and tension vanished from his mind.


  He snapped a command to the Quizzer:


  “Release the subject—then destroy yourself!”


  Freed from invisible tentacles, the Psychologist’s body rolled clumsily forward to the turf, and at once came stumbling to its feet. Behind it, the Quizzer flared up briefly in a shower of hissing sparks, collapsed, liquefied, and fused again into metallic formlessness.


  Seconds later, Iliff had lifted the planecar over the valley’s tree-top level. The vehicle’s visiglobe was focused locally—every section of the dark little valley appeared as distinct in it as if flooded with brilliant daylight. Near its center, the figure of the Psychologist was groping through what to him was near-complete blackness down into the open ground. Whether the alien mind understood that its men had arrived and was attempting to attract their attention, Iliff would never know.


  It did not matter, now. The planecar’s concealed guns were trained on that figure; and his finger was on the trigger-stud.


  But he did not fire. Gliding out from under the trees, the lean, mottled shapes of the carnivore-pack had appeared in the field of the globe. Forgetting the intangible barrier of fear as quickly as it ceased to exist, they scuttled back toward their recently abandoned feast—and swerved, in a sudden new awareness, to converge upon the man-form that stumbled blindly about near it.


  Iliff grimaced faintly, spun the visiglobe to wide-range focus and sent the planecar hurtling over the shoreline into the sea. The maneuver would shield him from the surface scanners of the nearest pursuers and give him a new and now urgently needed headstart.


  It would please his scientific colleagues back on Jeltad, he knew, to hear that the Ceetal had been mistaken about the strength of their mind-lock! For the brief seconds it survived in the center of the ravening mottled pack, that malevolent intellect must have put forth every effort to break free and destroy its attackers.


  It had been quite unsuccessful.


  Near dawn, in the fifth-largest city of Lycanno IV, a smallish military gentleman proceeded along the docks of a minor space port towards a large, slow-looking, but apparently expensive craft he had registered there two days before. Under one arm he carried a bulging brief case of the openly spy-proof type employed by officials of the Terran embassy.


  The burden did not detract in the least from his air of almost belligerent dignity—an attitude which still characterized most citizens of ancient Earth in the afterglow of her glory. The ship he approached was surrounded by a wavering, globular sheen of light, like a cluster of multiple orange halos, warning dock attendants and the idly curious from coming within two hundred feet of it.


  Earthmen were notoriously jealous of their right to privacy.


  The military gentleman, whose size was his only general point of resemblance to either Iliff or the yellow-faced man who had been a guest of the Old Lycannese Hotel not many hours earlier, walked into the area of orange fire without hesitation. From the ship, a brazen, inhuman voice boomed instantly at him, both audibly and in mental shock-waves that would have rocked the average intruder back like a blow in the face:


  “Withdraw at once! This vessel is shielded from investigation in accordance with existing regulations. Further unauthorized advance into the area defined by the light-barrier—”


  The voice went silent suddenly. Then it continued, subvocally:


  “You are being observed from a strato-station. Nothing else to report. We can leave immediately.”


  In the strato-station, eighty miles above, a very young, sharp-faced fleet lieutenant was turning to his captain:


  “Couldn’t that be—?”


  The captain gave him a sardonic, worldly-wise smile.


  “No, Junior,” he said mildly, “that could not be. That, as you should recall, is Colonel Perritaph, recently attached to the Terran Military Commission. We checked him through this port yesterday morning. But,” he added, “we’re going to have a little fun with the colonel. As soon as he’s ready to take off, he’ll drop that light-barrier. When he does, spear him with a tractor and tell him he’s being held for investigation, because there’s a General Emergency out!”


  “Why not do it now? Oh!”


  “You catch on, Junior—you do catch on!” his superior approved tolerantly. “No light-barrier is to be monkeyed with, ever! Poking a tractor-beam into one may do no harm. On the other hand, it may blow up the ship, the docks, or, just possibly, our cozy little station up here—all depending on what stuff happens to be set how! But once the colonel’s inside and has the crate under control, he’s not going to blow up anything, even if we do hurt his tender Terran feelings a bit.”


  “That way we find out what he’s got in the ship, diplomatic immunity or not,” the lieutenant nodded, trying to match the captain’s air of weary omniscience.


  “We’re not interested in what’s in the ship,” the captain said softly, abashing him anew. “Terra’s a couple of hundred years behind us in construction and armaments—always was!” This was not strictly true; but the notion was a popular one in Lycanno, which had got itself into a brief, thunderous argument with the aging Mother of Galactic Mankind five hundred years before and limped for a century and a half thereafter. The unforeseen outcome had, of course, long since been explained—rotten luck and Terran treachery—and the whole regrettable incident was not often mentioned nowadays.


  But, for a moment, the captain glowered down in the direction of the distant spaceport, unaware of what moved him to malice.


  “We’ll just let him squirm around a bit and howl for his rights,” he murmured. “They’re so beautifully sensitive about those precious privileges!”


  There was a brief pause while both stared at the bulky-looking ship in their globe.


  “Wonder what that G.E. really went out for,” the lieutenant ventured presently.


  “To catch one humanoid ape—as described!” the captain grinned. Then he relented. “I’ll tell you one thing—it’s big enough that they’ve put out the Fleet to blast anyone who tries to sneak off without being identified!”


  The lieutenant tried to look as if that explained it, but failed. Then he brightened and announced briskly: “The guy’s barrier just went off!”


  “All right. Give him the tractor!”


  “It’s—”


  Up from the dock area then, clearly audible through their instruments, there rose a sound: a soft but tremendous WHOOSH! The cradle in which the slow-looking ship had rested appeared to quiver violently. Nothing else changed. But the ship was no longer there.


  In white-faced surprise, the lieutenant goggled at the captain. “Did . . . did it blow up?” he whispered.


  The captain did not answer. The captain had turned purple, and seemed to be having the worst kind of trouble getting his breath.


  “Took off—under space-drive!” he gasped suddenly. “How’d he do that without wrecking—With a tractor on him!”


  He whirled belatedly, and flung himself at the communicators. Gone was his aplomb, gone every trace of worldly-wise weariness.


  “Station 1222 calling Fleet!” he yelped. “Station 1222 calling—


  While Lycanno’s suns shrank away in the general-view tank before him, Iliff rapidly sorted the contents of his brief case into a small multiple-recorder. It had been a busy night—to those equipped to read the signs the Fourth Planet must have seemed boiling like a hive of furious bees before it was over! But he’d done most of what had seemed necessary, and the pursuit never really got within minutes of catching up with him again.


  When the excitement died down, Lycanno would presently discover it had become a somewhat cleaner place overnight. For a moment, Iliff wished he could be around when the real Colonel Perritaph began to express his views on the sort of police inefficiency which had permitted an impostor to make use of his name and position in the System.


  Terra’s embassies were always ready to give a representative of the Confederacy a helping hand, and no questions asked; just as, in any all-out war, its tiny, savage fleet was regularly found fighting side by side with the ships of Vega—though never exactly together with them. Terra was no member of the Confederacy; it was having no foreigners determine its policies. On the whole, the Old Planet had not changed so very much.


  When Iliff set down the empty brief case, the voice that had addressed him on his approach to the ship spoke again. As usual, it was impossible to say from just where it came; but it seemed to boom out of the empty air a little above Iliff’s head. In spite of its curious resemblance to his own voice, most people would have identified it now as the voice of a robot.


  Which it was—for its size the most complicated robot-type the science of Vega and her allies had yet developed.


  “Two armed space-craft, Lycannese destroyer-type, attempting interception!” it announced. After the barest possible pause, it added: “Instructions?”


  Iliff grinned a little without raising his head. No one else would have noticed anything unusual in the stereotyped warning, but he had been living with that voice for some fifteen years.


  “Evasion, of course, you big ape!” he said softly. “You’ll have had all the fighting you want before you’re scrapped!”


  His grin widened then, at a very convincing illusion that the ship had shrugged its sloping and monstrously armored shoulders in annoyed response. That, however, was due simply to the little leap with which the suns of Lycanno vanished from the tank in the abruptness of full forward acceleration.


  In effect, the whole ship was the robot—a highly modified version of the deadly one-man strike-ships of the Vegan battle fleet, but even more heavily armed and thus more than qualified to take on a pair of Lycannese destroyers for the split-second maneuverings and decisions, the whole slashing frenzy of a deep-space fight. Its five central brains were constructed to produce, as closely as possible, replicas of Iliff’s own basic mental patterns, which made for a nearly perfect rapport. Beyond that, of course, the machine was super-sensed and energized into a truly titanic extension of the man.


  Iliff did not bother to observe the whiplash evasion tactics which almost left the destroyers’ commanders wondering whether there had been any unidentified spaceship recorded on their plates in the first place. That order was being carried out much more competently than if he had been directing the details himself; and meanwhile there was other business on hand—the part of his job he enjoyed perhaps least of all. A transmitter was driving the preliminary reports of his actions on Lycanno Four across nearly half the galaxy to G.Z. Headquarters Central on the planet of Jeltad.


  There, clerks were feeding it, in series with a few thousand other current intermission reports, into more complex multiple-recorders, from which various sections were almost instantaneously disgorged, somewhat cut and edited.


  “She has not responded to her personal beam,” the robot announced for the second time.


  “Sure she just wasn’t able to get back at us?”


  “There is no indication of that.”


  “Keep it open then—until she does answer,” Iliff said. Personal telepathy at interstellar ranges was always something of an experiment, unless backed at both ends by mechanical amplifiers of much greater magnitude than were at Pagadan’s disposal.


  “But I do wish,” he grumbled, “I’d been able to find out what made the Ceetal so particularly interested in Tahmey! Saving him up, as host, for the next generation, of course. If he hadn’t been so touchy on that point—” He scowled at the idly clicking transmitter before him. Deep down in his mind, just on the wrong side of comprehension, something stirred slowly and uneasily and sank out of his awareness again.


  “Correlation ought to call in pretty soon,” he reassured himself. “With the fresh data we’ve fed them, they’ll have worked out a new line on the guy.”


  “Departmental Lab is now attempting to get back on transmitter,” the robot informed him. “Shall I blank them out till you’ve talked with Correlation?”


  “Let them through,” Iliff sighed. “If we have to, we’ll cut them off—”


  A staccato series of clicks conveying an impression of agitated inquiry, rose suddenly from the transmitter. Still frowning, he adjusted light-scales, twisted knobs, and a diminutive voice came gushing in mid-speech from the instrument. Iliff listened a while; then he broke in impatiently.


  “Look,” he explained, “I’ve homed you the full recorded particulars of the process they used! You’ll have the stuff any minute now, and you’ll get a lot more out of that than I could tell you. The man I got it from was the only one still alive of the group that did the job; but he was the one that handled the important part—the actual personality transfer.


  “I cleared his mind of all he knew of the matter and recorded it, but all I understood myself was the principle involved—if that!”


  The voice interjected a squeaky, rapid-fire protest. Iliff cut in again quickly:


  “Well, if you need it now—You’re right about there not having been any subjective switching of personalities involved, and I’m not arguing about whether it’s impossible! These people just did a pretty complete job of shifting everything that’s supposed to make up a conscious individual from one human body to another. From any objective point of view, it looks like a personality transfer.


  “No, they didn’t use psychosurgery,” he went on. “Except to fill in a six-months sequence of memory tracts to cover the interval they had Tahmey under treatment. What they used was a modification of the electronic method of planting living reflex patterns in robot brains. First, they blanked out Tahmey’s mind completely—neutralized all established neural connections and so on, right down to the primary automatic reflexes.”


  “The ‘no-mind’ stage?” Lab piped.


  “That’s right. Then they put the Lycannese Deel in a state of mental stasis. They’d picked him because of his strong physical resemblance to Tahmey.”


  “That,” Lab instructed him sharply, “could have no effect on the experiment as such. Did they use a chemical paralyzing agent to produce the stasis?”


  “I think so. It’s in the report—”


  “You—Zone Agents! Flow long did they keep the two nerve systems linked?”


  “About six months.”


  “I see. Then they broke the flow and had a complete copy of the second subject’s neural impulse paths stamped into the first subject’s nervous system. Re-energized, the artificial personality would pick up at the exact point it entered mental stasis and continue to develop normally from there on. I see, I see, I see . . . but what happened to the second subject—Deel?”


  “He died in convulsions a few seconds after they returned him to consciousness.”


  Lab clicked regretfully. “Usual result of a prolonged state of mental stasis—and rather likely to limit the usefulness of the process, you know. Now, there are a few important points—”


  “Correlation!” the robot said sharply into Iliff’s mind.


  The squeaky voice thinned into an abrupt high whistle and was gone.


  “I’m here, Iliff! Your friend and guide, Captain Rashallan of Correlation, himself! You haven’t started to close in on that Tahmey bird yet, have you? You aren’t anywhere near him yet?”


  “No,” Iliff said. He squinted down at the transmitter and was surprised by a sudden sense of constriction in his throat. “Why?”


  The Correlation man took about three minutes to tell him. He ended with:


  “We’ve just had a buzz from Lab—they were trying to get back to you, but couldn’t—and what they want us to tell you fits right in—


  “The neutralization of a nervous system that produces the no-mind stage is an effect that wears off completely within two years! Normally, the result is the gradual re-establishment of the original personality; but, in this case, there can be no such result because all energy centers are channeling constantly into the Deel personality.


  “However, there’s no reason to doubt that ‘Tahmey’ is now also present in the system—though unconscious and untraceable because unenergized! Obviously, the Ceetal could have no reason to be interested in a commonplace mentality such as Deel’s.


  “Now you see how it ties in! Whether it was the Ceetal’s intention or not—and it’s extremely probable, a virtual certainty, that it was—the whole artificial creation remains stable only so long as the Deel personality continues to function!


  “The instant it lapses, the original personality will be energized! You see what’s likely to happen to any probing outsider then?”


  “Yes,” Iliff said, “I see.”


  “Assuming it’s been arranged like that,” said Captain Rashallan, “the trigger that sets off the change is, almost certainly, a situational one—and there will be a sufficient number of such triggered situations provided so that any foreseeable emergency pattern is bound to develop one or more of them!


  “The Ceetal’s purpose with such last-resort measures would be, of course, to virtually insure the destruction of any investigator who had managed to overcome his other defenses, and who was now at the point of getting a direct line on him and his little pals!


  “So you’ll have to watch . . . well, Zones wants to get through to you now, and they’re getting impatient. Good luck, Iliff!”


  Iliff leaned forward then and shut off the transmitter. For a moment or so after that, he sat motionless, his yellow eyes staring with a hard, flat expression at something unseen. Then he inquired:


  “Did you get Pagadan?”


  “There’ve been several blurred responses in the past few minutes,” the robot answered. “Apparently, she’s unable to get anything beyond the fact that you are trying to contact her—and she is also unable to amplify her reply to the extent required just now’ ! Do you have any definite message?”


  “Yes,” Iliff said briskly. “As long as you get any response from her at all, keep sending her this: ‘Kill Tahmey! Get off Gull!’ Make it verbal and strong! Even if the beam doesn’t clear, that much might get through.”


  “There’s a very good chance of it,” the robot agreed. It added, after a moment, “But the Interstellar operative is not very likely to be successful in either undertaking, Iliff!”


  There was another pause before Iliff replied.


  “No,” he said then. “I’m afraid not. But she’s a capable being—she does have a chance.”


  FOR DISTRIBUTION AT AND ABOVE ZONE AGENT LEVELS


  Description: . . . mind-parasite of extragalactic origin, accidentally introduced into our Zones and now widely scattered there . . . In its free state a nonmaterial but coherent form of conscious energy, characterized by high spatial motility.


  . . . basic I.Q. slightly above A-type human being. Behavior . . . largely on reflex-intuition levels. The basic procedures underlying its life-cycle are not consciously comprehended by the parasite and have not, at present, been explained. Cycle: . . . the free state, normally forming only a fraction of the Ceetal life-cycle, may be extended indefinitely until the parasite contacts a suitable host-organism. Oxygen-breathing life-forms with neural mechanisms in the general class of the human nervous system and its energy areas serve this purpose.


  On contacting a host, the Ceetal undergoes changes in itself enabling it to control the basic energizing drives of the host-organism. It then develops the host’s neural carriers to a constant point five times beyond the previous absolute emergency overload.


  In type-case Ceetal-Homo—Lycanno S-4, 1782—a drastic localized hypertrophy of the central nerve tissue masses was observed, indicating protective measures against the overload induced in the organism.


  The advantages to the parasite of developing a host-organism of such abnormal potency and efficiency in its environment is obvious, as it is indissolubly linked to its host for the major part of its long parasitic stage and cannot survive the host’s death. Barring accidents or superior force, it is, however, capable of prolonging the host’s biological life-span almost indefinitely.


  At the natural end of this stage, the Ceetal reproduces, the individual parasite dividing into eight free-stage forms. The host is killed in the process of division, and each Ceetal is freed thereby to initiate a new cycle—


  CHIEF G.Z.: FROM CORRELATION


  F. . . The numerical strength of the original swarm of free-stage Ceetals can thus be set at approximately forty-nine thousand. The swarm first contacted the Toeller Planet and, with the exception of less than a thousand individuals, entered symbiosis with the highest life-form evolved there.


  The resultant emergency of the “Toeller-Worm,” previously regarded as the most remarkable example known of spontaneous mental evolution in a species, is thereby explained. The malignant nature of the Super-Toeller mirrors the essentially predatory characteristics of the Ceetal. Its complete extermination by our forces involved the destruction of the entire Ceetal swarm, excepting the individuals which had deferred adopting a host.


  G. Practical chances of a similar second swarm of these parasites contacting our galaxy are too low to permit evaluation.


  H. The threat from the comparatively few remaining Ceetals derives from the survivors’ decision to select their hosts only from civilized species with a high basic I.Q., capable of developing and maintaining a dominating influence throughout entire cultural systems.


  In the type-case reported, the Ceetal not only secured a complete political dominance of the Class-Twelve System of Lycanno but extended its influence into three neighboring systems.


  Since all surviving Ceetals maintain contact with each other and the identity and location of one hundred and eighteen of these survivors was given in the Agent’s report, it should not be too difficult to dispose of them before their next period of reproduction—which would, of course, permit the parasite to disperse itself to a dangerous extent throughout the galaxy.


  The operation cannot be delayed, however, as the time of reproduction for the first Ceetals to adopt hosts of human-level I.Q. following the destruction of the Toeller Worms can now be no more than between two and five years—standard—in the future. The danger is significantly increased, of course, by their more recent policy of selecting and conserving hosts of abnormally high I.Q. rating well in advance of the “change.”


  The menace to civilization from such beings, following their mental hypertrophy and under Ceetal influence, can hardly be overstated!


  The problem of disposing of all surviving Ceetals—or, failing that, of all such prospective super-hosts—must therefore be considered one of utmost urgency.


  “They’re telling me!” the Third Co-ordinator said distractedly. He rubbed his long chin, and reached for a switch.


  “Psych-tester?” he said. “You heard them? What are the chances of some other Ceetal picking up U-1?”


  “It must be assumed,” a mechanical voice replied, “that the attempt will be made promptly. The strike you have initiated against those who were revealed by the Agent’s report cannot prevent some unknown survivor from ordering U-1’s removal to another place of concealment, where he could be picked up at will. Since you are counting on a lapse of two days before the strike now under way will have yielded sufficient information to permit you to conclude the operation against the Ceetals, several of them may succeed in organizing their escape—and even a single Ceetal in possession of such a host as U-1 would indicate the eventual dominance of the species! Galactic Zones has no record of any other mentality who would be even approximately so well suited to their purposes.”


  “Yes,” said the Co-ordinator. “Their purposes—You think then if U-1 got their treatment, being what he is, he could take us?”


  “Yes,” the voice said. “He could.”


  The Co-ordinator nodded thoughtfully. His face looked perhaps a little harsher, a little grayer than usual.


  “Well, we’ve done what we can from here,” he said presently. “The first other Agent will get to Gull in eleven hours, more or less. There’ll be six of them there tomorrow. And a fleet of destroyers within call range—none of them in time to do much good, I’m afraid!”


  “That is the probability,” the voice agreed.


  “Zone Agent Iliff has cut communication with us,” the Co-ordinator went on. “Correlation informed him they had identified Tahmey as U-1. He would be, I suppose, proceeding at top velocities to Gull?”


  “Yes, naturally.”


  “Interstellar reports they have not been able to contact their operative on Gull. It appears,” the Co-ordinator concluded, rather bleakly, “that Zone Agent Iliff understands the requirements of the situation!”


  “Yes,” the voice said, “he does.”


  “G.Z. Headquarters is still trying to get through,” the robot said. After a moment, it added, “Iliff, this is no longer a one-agent mission!”


  “You’re right about that! Half the Department’s probably blowing its jets trying to converge on Gull right now! They’ll get there a little late, though. Meanwhile they know what we know, or as much of it as is good for them. How long since you got the last sign from Pagadan?”


  “Over two hours.”


  Iliff was silent a moment. “You might as well quit working her beam,” he said finally. “But keep it open, just in case. And pour on that power till we get to Gull!”


  It did not take long after his landing on that planet to establish with a reasonable degree of certainty that if Pagadan was still present, she was in no condition to respond to any kind of telepathic message. It was only a very little later—since he was working on the assumption that caution was not a primary requirement just now—before he disclosed the much more significant fact that the same held true of the personage who had been known as Deel.


  The next hour, however—until he tapped the right three or four minds—was a dragging nightmare! Then he had the additional information that the two he sought had departed from the planet, together, but otherwise unaccompanied, not too long after he had sent Pagadan his original message.


  He flashed the information back to the docked ship, adding:


  “It’s a question, of course, of who took whom along. My own guess is Pagadan hadn’t tripped any triggers yet and was still in charge—and U-1 was still Deel—when they left here! The ship’s a singlepilot yacht, shop-new, fueled for a fifty-day trip. No crew; no destination recorded.


  “Pass it on to Headquarters right away! They still won’t be able to do anything about it; but anyway, it’s an improvement.”


  “That’s done,” the robot returned impassively. “And now?”


  “I’m getting back to you at speed—we’re going after them, of course.”


  “She must have got the message,” the robot said after a moment, “but not clearly enough to realize exactly what you wanted. How did she do it?”


  “Nobody here seems to know—she blasted those watch-dogs in one sweep, and Gull’s been doing flip-flops quietly ever since! The Ceetal’s gang is in charge of the planet, of course, and they think Deel and his kidnapers are still somewhere around. They’ve just been alerted from Lycanno that something went wrong there in a big way; but again they don’t know what.


  “And now they’ve also begun to suspect somebody’s been poking around in their minds pretty freely this last hour or so.”


  The two men in the corridor outside the Port Offices were using mind-shields of a simple but effective type. It was the motor tension in their nerves and muscles that warned him first, surging up as he approached, relaxing slightly—but only slightly—when he was past.


  He drove the warning to the ship. “Keep an open line of communication between us, and look out for yourself. The hunt’s started up at this end!”


  “The docks are clear of anything big enough to matter,” the robot returned instantly. “I’m checking upstairs. How bad does it look? I can be with you in three seconds from here.”


  “You’d kill a few thousand bystanders doing it, big boy! This section’s built up. Just stay where you are. There are two men following me, a bunch more waiting behind the next turn of this corridor. All wearing mind-shields—looks like government police.”


  A second later: “They’re set to use paralyzers, so there’s no real danger. The Ceetal’s outfit wants me alive, for questioning.”


  “What will you do?”


  “Let them take me. It’s you they’re interested in! Lycanno’s been complaining about us, and they think we might be here to get Deel and the Lannai off the planet. How does it look around you now?”


  “Quiet, but not good! There’re some warships at extreme vision range where they can’t do much harm; but too many groups of men within two hundred miles of us are wearing mind-shields and waiting for something. I’d say they’re ready to use fixed-mount space guns now, in case we try to leave without asking again.”


  “That would be it—Well, here go the paralyzers!”


  He stepped briskly around the corridor corner and stopped short, rigid and transfixed in flickering white fountains of light that spouted at him from the nozzles of paralyzer guns in the hands of three of the eight men waiting there.


  After a fifth of a second, the beams snapped off automatically. The stiffness left Iliff’s body more slowly; he slumped then against the wall and slid to the floor, sagging jaw drawing his face down into an expression of foolish surprise.


  One of the gunmen stepped toward him, raised his head and pried up an eyelid.


  “He’s safe!” he announced with satisfaction. “He’ll stay out as long as you want him that way.”


  Another man spoke into a wrist-phone.


  “Got him! Orders?”


  “Get him into the ambulance waiting at the main entrance of the building!” a voice crackled back. “Take him to Dock 709. We’ve got to investigate that ship, and we’ll need him to get inside.”


  “Thought it would be that,” Iliff’s murmur reached the ship. “They’ll claim I was in an accident or something and ask to bring me in.” The thought trailed off, started up again a moment later: “They might as well be using sieves as those government-issue mind-shields! These boys here don’t know another thing except that I’m wanted, but we can’t afford to wait any longer. We’ll have to take them along. Get set to leave as soon as we’re inside!”


  The eight men who brought him through the ship’s ground lock—six handling his stretcher, two following helpfully—were of Gull’s toughest; an alert, well-trained and well-armed group, prepared for almost any kind of trouble. However, they never had a chance.


  The lock closed soundlessly, but instantaneously, on the heels of the last of them. From the waiting ambulance and a number of other camouflaged vehicles outside concealed semiportables splashed wild gusts of fire along the ship’s flanks—then they were variously spun around or rolled over in the backwash of the take-off. A single monstrous thunderclap seemed to draw an almost visible line from the docks towards the horizon; the docks groaned and shook, and the ship had once more vanished.


  A number of seconds later, the spaceport area was shaken again—this time by the crash of-a single fixed-mount space gun some eighty miles away. It was the only major weapon to go into action against the fugitive on that side of the planet.


  Before its sound reached the docks, two guns on the opposite side of Gull also spewed their stupendous charges of energy into space, but very briefly. Near the pole, the ship had left the planet’s screaming atmosphere in an apparent head-on plunge for Gull’s single moon, which was the system’s main fortress. This cut off all fire until, halfway to the satellite, the robot veered off at right angles and flashed out of range on the first half-turn of a swiftly widening evasion spiral.


  The big guns of the moon forts continued to snarl into space a full minute after the target had faded beyond the ultimate reach of their instruments.


  Things could have been much worse, Iliff admitted. And presently found himself wondering just what he had meant by that.


  He was neither conscious nor unconscious. Floating in a little Nirvana of first-aid treatment, he was a disembodied mind vaguely aware of being hauled back once more—and more roughly than usual—to the world of reality. And as usual, he was expected to be doing something there—something disagreeable.


  Then he realized the robot was dutifully droning a report of recent events into his mind while it continued its efforts to rouse him.


  It really wasn’t so bad! They weren’t actually crippled; they could still outrun almost anything in space they couldn’t outfight—as the pursuit had learned by now. No doubt, he might have foreseen the approximate manner in which the robot would conduct their escape under the guns of an alerted and a sizable section of that planet’s war fleet—while its human master and the eight men from Gull hung insensible to everything in the webs of the force-field that had closed on them with the closing of the ground lock.


  A clean-edged sixteen-foot gap scooped out of the compartment immediately below the lock was, of course, nobody’s fault! Through the wildest of accidents, they’d been touched there, briefly and terribly, by the outer fringe of a bolt of energy hurled after them by one of Gull’s giant moon-based guns.


  The rest of the damage—though consisting of comparatively minor rips and dents—could not be so simply dismissed! It was the result, pure and simple, of slashing headlong through clusters of quick-firing fighting ships, which could just as easily have been avoided.


  Dreamily, Iliff debated taking a run to Jeltad and having the insubordinate electronic mentality put through an emotional overhaul there. It wasn’t the first time the notion had come to him, but he’d always relented. Now he would see it was attended to! And at once—


  With that, he was suddenly awake and aware of the job much more immediately at hand. Only a slight sick fuzziness remained from the measures used to jolt him out of the force-field sleep and counteract the dose of paralysis rays he’d stopped. And that was going, as he bent and stretched, grimacing at the burning tingle of the stuff that danced like frothy acid through his arteries. Meanwhile, the robot’s steel tentacles were lifting his erstwhile captors, still peacefully asleep, into a lifeboat which was then launched into space, came round in a hesitant half-circle and started resolutely back towards Gull.


  “Here’s our next move,” Iliff announced as the complaining hum of the lifeboat’s “pick-me-up” signals began to fade from their instruments. “They didn’t get much of a start on us—and in an ordinary stellar-type yacht, at that! If they’re going where I think they are, we might catch up with them almost any moment. But we’ve got to be sure, so start laying a global interception pattern at full emergency speeds—centered on Gull, of course! Keep detectors full on and telepath broadcast at ultimate nondirectional range. Call me if you get the faintest indication of a pick-up on either line.”


  The muted brazen voice stated:


  “That’s done!”


  “Fine. The detectors should be our best bet. About the telepath: we’re not going to call Pagadan directly, but we’ll try for a subconscious response. U-1’s got to be in charge by now, unless Correlation’s quit being omniscient, but he might not spot that—at least, not right away! Give her this—”


  Events had been a little too crowded lately to make the memory immediately accessible. But, after a moment’s groping, he brought it from his mind: the picture of a quiet, dawnlit city—seas of sloping, ivory-tinted roofs and slender towers against a flaming sky.


  The pickup came on the telepath an hour later.


  “They’re less than half a light-year out. Shall I slide in and put a tractor on them?”


  “Keep sliding in, but no tractors! Not yet.” Iliff chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. “Sure she didn’t respond again?”


  “Not after that first subconscious reply. But the yacht may have been blanked against telepathy immediately afterwards!”


  “Well, anyway, she was still alive then,” Iliff said resignedly. “Give Headquarters the yacht’s location, and tell them to quit mopping their brows because U-1’s on his own now—and any Ceetal that gets within detection range of him will go free-stage the hard way. Then drop a field of freezers over that crate! I want her stopped dead. I guess I’ll have to board—”


  He grimaced uncomfortably and added, “Get in there fast, fella, but watch the approach! There couldn’t be any heavy armament on that yacht, but U-1’s come up with little miracles before this! Maybe that Ceetal was lucky the guy never got back to Lycanno to talk to him! It’s where he was pointed, all right.”


  “Headquarters is now babbling emotional congratulations!” the robot reported, rather coldly. “They also say two Vegan destroyers will be able to reach the yacht within six hours.”


  “That’s nice!” Iliff nodded. “Get just a few more holes punched in you, and we could use those to tow you in.”


  Inclosed in a steel bubble of suit-armor, he presently propelled himself to the lock. The strange ship, still some five minutes’ flight away in fact, appeared to be lying motionless at point-blank range in the port-screens—bow and flanks sparkling with the multiple pinpoint glitter of the freezer field which had wrapped itself around her like a blanket of ravenous, fiery leeches. Any ripple or thrust of power of which she was capable would be instantly absorbed now and dissipated into space; she was effectively immobilized and would remain so for hours.


  “But the field’s not flaring,” Iliff said. He ran his tongue gently over his lips. “That guy does know his stuff! He’s managed to insulate his power sources and he’s sitting there betting we won’t blast the ship but come over and try to pry him out! The trouble is, he’s right.”


  The robot spoke then, for the first time since it had scattered the freezer field in the yacht’s path. “Iliff,” it stated impersonally and somewhat formally, “regulations do not permit you to attempt the boarding of a hostile spaceship under such suicidal conditions. I am therefore authorized—”


  The voice broke off, on a note of almost human surprise. Iliff had not shifted his eyes from the port-screen below him. After a while, he said dryly:


  “It was against regulations when I tinkered with your impulses till I found the set that would let you interfere with me for my own good. You’ve been without that set for years, big boy—except when you were being overhauled!”


  “It was a foolish thing to do!” the robot answered. “I was given no power to act against your decisions, even when they included suicide, if they were justified in the circumstances that formed them. That is not the case here! You should either wait for the destroyers to come up or else let me blast U-1 and the yacht together, without any further regard for the fate of the Interstellar operative—though she is undoubtedly of some importance to civilization.”


  “Galactic Zones thinks so!” Iliff nodded. “They’d much rather she stays alive.”


  “Obviously, that cannot compare with the importance of destroying U-1 the instant the chance is offered! As chief of the Giant Spacers, his murders were counted, literally, by planetary systems! If you permit his escape now, you give him the opportunity to resume that career.”


  “I haven’t the slightest intention of permitting his escape,” Iliff objected mildly.


  “My responses are limited!” the robot reminded him. “Within those limits I surpass you, of course, but beyond them I need your guidance. If you force an entry for yourself into that ship, you may logically expect to die, and because of the telepathic block around it I shall not be aware of your death. You cannot be certain then that I shall be able to prevent a mind such as that of U-1 from effecting his escape before the destroyers get here!”


  Iliff snarled, suddenly white and shaking. He checked himself with difficulty, drew a long, slow breath. “I’m scared of the guy!” he complained, somewhat startled himself by his reaction. “And you’re not making me feel any better. Now quit giving good advice, and just listen for a change!”


  He went on carefully:


  “The Lannai’s quite possibly dead. But if she isn’t, U-1 isn’t likely to. kill her now until he finds out what we’re after. Even for him, it’s a pretty desperate mess—he’ll figure we’re Vegan, so he won’t even try to dicker! But he’ll also figure that as long as we think she’s alive, we’ll be just a little more cautious about how we strike at him.


  “So it’s worth taking a chance on trying to get her out of there. And here’s what you do! In the first place, don’t under any circumstances get any closer than medium beaming range to that crate! Then, just before I reach the yacht, you’re to put a tractor on its forward space-lock and haul it open. That will let me in close to the control room, and that’s where U-1’s got to be.


  “Once I’m inside, the telepath block will, of course, keep me from communicating. If the block’ goes down suddenly and I start giving you orders from in there, ignore them! The chances are I’ll be talking for U-1. You understand that—I’m giving you an order now to ignore any subsequent orders until you’ve taken me back aboard again?”


  “I understand.”


  “Good. Whatever happens, you’re to circle that yacht for twenty minutes after I enter, and at the exact end of that time you’re to blast it. If Pagadan or I, or both of us, get out before the time is up, that’s fine. But don’t pick us up, or let us come aboard, or pay any attention to any instructions we give you until you’ve burned the yacht. If U-1 is able to control us, it’s not going to do him any good. If he comes out himself—with or without us, in a lifeboat or armor—you blast him instantly, of course! Lab would like to study that brain all right, but this is one time I can’t oblige them. You’ve got all that?”


  “I’ve got it, yes.”


  “Then can you think of any other trick he might pull to get out of the squeeze?”


  The robot was silent a moment. “No,” it said then. “I can’t. But U-1 probably could!”


  “Yes, he probably could,” Iliff admitted thoughtfully. “But not in twenty minutes—and it will be less than that, because he’s going to be a terribly occupied little pirate part of the time, and a pretty shaky one, if nothing else, the rest of it! I may not be able to take him, but I’m sure going to make his head swim!”


  It was going wrong before it started—but it was better not to think of that.


  Actually, of course, he had never listed the entering of a hostile ship held by an experienced and desperate spacer among his favorite games. The powers that hurled a sliver of sub-steel alloys among the stars at dizzying multiples of the speed of light could be only too easily rearranged into a variety of appalling traps for any intruder.


  U-1, naturally, knew every trick in the book and how to improve on it. On the other hand, he’d been given no particular reason to expect interception until he caught and blocked their telepath-beam—unless he had managed, in that space of time, to break down the Lannai’s mind-shields without killing her, which seemed a next to impossible feat even for him.


  The chances were, then, that the spacer had been aware of pursuit for considerably less than an hour, and that wasn’t time enough to become really well prepared to receive a boarding party—or so Iliff hoped.


  The bad part of it was that it was taking a full four minutes in his armor to bridge the gap between the motionless, glittering yacht and the robot, which had now begun circling it at medium range. That was a quite unavoidable safety measure for the operation as a whole—and actually U-1 should not be able to strike at him by any conceivable means before he was inside the yacht itself. But his brief outburst on the ship was the clearest possible warning that his emotional control had dropped suddenly, and inexplicably, to a point just this side of sanity!


  He’d lived with normal fear for years—that was another thing; but only once before had he known a sensation comparable to this awareness of swirling, white-hot pools of unholy terror—held back from his mind now by the thinnest of brittle crusts! That had been long ago, in Lab-controlled training tests.


  He knew better, however, than to try to probe into that sort of phenomenon just now! If he did, the probability was that it would spill full over him at about the moment he was getting his attack under way—which would be, rather definitely, fatal!


  But there were other methods of emotional control, simple but generally effective, which might help steady him over the seconds remaining;


  There was, for example, the undeniably satisfying reflection that not only had the major disaster of a Ceetal-dominated galaxy been practically averted almost as soon as it was recognized, but that in the same operation—a bonus from Lady Luck!—the long, long hunt for one of civilization’s most ruthless enemies was coming to an unexpectedly sudden end! Like the avenging power of Vega personified was the deadly machine behind him, guided by a mind which was both more and less than his own, as it traced its graceful geometrical paths about the doomed yacht. Each completed circle would presently indicate that exactly one more minute had passed of the twenty which were the utmost remaining of U-1’s life.


  Just as undeniable, of course, was the probability that Pagadan’s lease on life would run out even sooner than that—if she still lived!


  But there wasn’t much he could do about it. If he waited for the Vegan destroyers to arrive, the Lannai would have no chance at all. No normal being could survive another six hours under the kind of deliberately measured mental pressure U-1 would be exerting on her now to drain every possible scrap of information through her disintegrating protective patterns.


  By acting as he was, he was giving her the best chance she could get after he had sent her in to spring the trap about U-1 on Gull. In the circumstances, that, too, had been unavoidable. Ironically, the only alternative to killing U-1 outright, as she no doubt had tried to do, was to blunder into one of the situational traps indicated by Correlation, and so restore that grim spacer to his own savage personality—which could then be counted on to cope with any Ceetal attempt to subordinate him once more to their purposes!


  Waiting the few hours until he could get there to do the job himself might have made the difference between the survival or collapse of civilization not many decades away!


  If he had hesitated, the Department would have sent the Interstellar operative in, as a matter of course—officially, and at the risk of compromising the whole Lannai alliance as a consequence.


  No, there hadn’t been any real choice—the black thoughts rushed on—but just the same it was almost a relief to turn from that fact to the other one that his own chances of survival, just now, were practically as bad! Actually, there was no particular novelty in knowing he was outmatched. Only by being careful to remain the aggressor always, consciously and in fact, by selecting time and place and method of attack, was he able regularly to meet the superiority of the monstrous mentalities that were an Agent’s most specific game! And back of him had been always the matchless resources of the Confederacy, to be drawn on as and when he needed them.


  Now that familiar situational pattern was almost completely reversed. U-1, doomed himself as surely as human efforts could doom him, had still been able to determine the form of the preliminary attack and force his enemy to adopt it!


  So, as usual, the encounter would develop by plan, but the plan would not be Iliff’s! His, for once, was to be the other role, that of the blundering, bewildered quarry, tricked into assault, then rushed through it to be struck down at the instant most favorable to the hunter.


  Almost frantically, he tore his mind back from the trap! But it was just a little late—the swirling terror had touched him, briefly, and he knew his chances of success were down by that further unnecessary fraction.


  Then the two-hundred-foot fire-studded bulk of the yacht came flashing toward him, blotting out space; and as he braked his jets for the approach he had time to remind himself that the quarry’s rush did, after all, sometimes carry it through to the hunter! And that, in any event, he’d thought it all out and decided he still disliked an unfinished job—and that he had liked Pagadan.


  Swinging himself up to the yacht’s forward space lock, every weapon at the ready, he caught the robot’s brief thought:


  “He’s waiting for you! All locks have been released from inside!”


  Iliff’s “Hm-m-m!” was a preoccupied salute to his opponent’s logic. The lock had swung gently open before him—there was, of course, no point in attempting to hold it closed against a more powerful ship’s sucking tractors; it would, simply, have been destroyed. Gingerly, he floated up to and through the opening, rather like a small balloon of greenish steel-alloy in his bulky armor.


  No force-field gripped at his defenses, no devastating bolts of radiant energy crashed at him from the inner walls. That spectral, abnormal terror of a moment ago became a dim sensation which stirred somewhere far down in his mind—and was gone!


  He was on the job.


  He drove through the inner transmitter, and felt the telepathic barrier that had blanked out the yacht dissolve and reform again behind him. In that instant, he dropped his shields and sent his mind racing full-open through the ship’s interior.


  There was the briefest of flickering, distorted thought-images from Pagadan. No message, no awareness of his presence—only the unconscious revelation of mind, still alive but strained to the utmost, already marked by the incoherence of ultimate exhaustion! As he sensed it, it vanished. Something had driven smoothly, powerfully, and impenetrably between—something that covered the Lannai’s mind like a smothering fog.


  Iliff’s shields went up just in time. Then he himself was swaying, physically, under as stunning a mental attack as he had ever sustained.


  Like the edge of a heavy knife, the impalpable but destructive force sheared at him—slashed once, twice, and was flicked away before he could grip it, leaving his vision momentarily blurred, his nerve-centers writhing.


  A wash of corrosive atomic fire splashed blindingly off the front of his armor as he appeared in the control-room door—through it twin narrow-beam tractor rays came ramming in reversed, brain-jarring thrusts at his face-piece. He drove quickly into the room and let the tractors slam him back against the wall. They could not harm him. They were meant to startle and confuse, to destroy calculation before the critical assault.


  The fire was different. For perhaps a minute, his armor could continue to absorb it, but no longer. He was being hurried into the attack from every side. There had been no serious attempt to keep him from getting to the control room—he was meant to come to it.


  He saw Pagadan first then, as he was meant to see her. Halfway down the narrow room, she sat facing him, only a few feet from the raised control platform against the wall, across which the projector fire came flashing in bluish twelve-inch jets. She was in an ordinary spacesuit—no armor. She sat rigid and motionless, blocking his advance down that side of the room because the suit she wore would have burst into incandescence at the first splash of the hellish energies pouring dangerously past her.


  U-1 made the point obvious—since he was here to get his ally out of the trap, he could not kill her.


  He accepted the logic of that by flicking himself farther along the opposite wall, drawing the fire behind him. As he did so, something like a giant beetle shifted position beyond the massive steel desk on the control platform and dipped from sight again, and he knew then that U-1 was in armor almost as massive as his own—armor that had been a part of Pagadan’s Interstellar equipment. To the end, that was the only glimpse he had of the spacer.


  There remained then only the obvious frontal attack with mind-shields locked—across the platform to bring his own powerful projectors to bear directly on his opponent’s armor!


  If he could do that, he would very likely win almost instantly, and without injuring Pagadan. Therefore, whatever was to happen to him would happen in the instant of time he was crossing the room to reach the spacer.


  And his gamble must be that his armor would carry him through it.


  Some eight seconds had passed since he entered the room. A stubby tentacle on the front of his chest armor now raised a shielded projectile gun and sprayed the top of the desk beyond which U-1 crouched with a mushrooming, adhesive blanket of incendiaries. The tractor rays, their controls smothered in that liquid flaring, ceased to be a distraction; and Iliff launched himself.


  The furious glare of U-1’s projectors winked out abruptly.


  The force that slammed Iliff down on the surface of the platform was literally bone-shattering.


  For an endless, agonizing instant of time he was in the grip of the giant power that seemed to be wrenching him down into the solid hull of the ship. Then, suddenly released, he was off the edge of the platform and on the floor beside It. Momentarily, at least, it took him out of the spacer’s line of fire.


  But that was about all. He felt bones in his shattered right arm grinding on each other like jagged pebbles as he tried to reach for the studs that would drive him upward again. Throughout his body, torn muscles and crushed nerve-fibers were straining to the dictates of a brain long used to interpret physical pain as a danger signal only; but to activate any of the instruments of the miniature floating tank that incased him was utterly impossible.


  He was doubly imprisoned then—in that two and a half ton coffin, and in ruined flesh that jerked aimlessly in animal agonies or had gone flaccid and unfeeling. But his brain, under its multiple separate protective devices, retained partial control; while the mind that was himself was still taut as a coiled snake, bleakly unaffected by the physical disaster.


  He knew well enough what had happened! In one titanic jolt, the control platform’s gravity field had received the full flow of the projector’s energies. It had burned out almost instantaneously under that incalculable overload—but not quite fast enough to save him.


  And now U-1’s mind came driving in, probing for the extent of his enemy’s helplessness, then coldly eager for the kill. At contact range, it would be only a matter of seconds to burn through that massive but no longer dangerous armor and blast out the life that lingered within!


  Dimly, Iliff felt him rise and start forward. He felt the probing thoughts flick about him again, cautious still, and then the mind-shields relaxing and opening out triumphantly as the spacer approached. He dropped his own shields, and struck!


  Never before had he dared risk the sustained concentration of destructive energy he hurled into U-1’s mind—for, in its way, it was an overload as unstable as that which had wrecked the gravity field! Instantly, the flaring lights before his face-piece spun into blackness. The hot taste of gushing blood in his mouth, the last sensation of straining lungs and pain-rocked twitching nerves vanished together. Blocked suddenly and completely from every outward awareness, he had become a bodiless force bulleting with deadly resolution upon another.


  The attack must have shaken even U-1’s battle-hardened soul to its core. Physically, it stopped him in mid-stride, held him rigid and immobilized with nearly the effect of a paralysis gun. But after the first near-fatal moment of shock, while he attempted automatically and unsuccessfully to restore his shields before that rush of destruction, he was fighting back—and not with a similar suicidal fury but with a grim cold weight of vast mental power which yielded further ground only slowly if at all.


  With that, the struggle became so nearly a stalemate that it still meant certain victory for the spacer. Both knew the last trace of physical life would drain out of Iliff in minutes, though perhaps only Iliff realized that his mind must destroy itself even more swiftly.


  Something tore through his consciousness then like jagged bolts of lightning. He thought it was death. But it came again and again—until a slow, tremendous surprise welled up in him:


  It was the other mind which was being torn! Dissolving now, crumbling into flashing thought-convulsions like tortured shrieks, though it still struggled on against him—and against something else, something which was by then completely beyond Iliff’s comprehension.


  The surprise dimmed out, together with his last awareness of himself—still driving relentlessly in upon a hated foe who would not die.


  The voice paused briefly, then added: “Get that part to Lab. They’ll be happy to know they hit it pretty close, for once.


  It stopped again. After a moment the bright-looking young man in the Jeltad Headquarters office inquired, not too deferentially:


  “Is there anything else, sir?”


  He’d glanced up curiously once or twice at the vision tank of the extreme-range communicator before him, while he deftly distributed Iliff’s after-mission report through the multiple-recorders. However, it wasn’t the first time he’d seen a Zone Agent check in from the Emergency Treatment Chamber of his ship, completely inclosed in a block of semisolid protective gel, through which he was being molded, rayed, dosed, drenched, shocked, nourished and psychoed back to health and sanity.


  With the irreverence of youth, the headquarters man considered that these near-legendary heroes of the Department bore on such occasions, when their robots even took care of heartbeat and breathing for them, a striking resemblance to damaged and bad-tempered embryos. He hoped suddenly no one happened to be reading his mind.


  “Connect me,” Iliff’s voice said, though the lips of the figure in the vision tank did not move, “with Three for a personal report.”


  “I’ve been listening,” came the deep, pleasantly modulated reply from an invisible source. “Switch off, Lallebeth—you’ve got all you need. All clear now, Iliff—and once more, congratulations!” And the picture of the tall, gray-haired, leanfaced man, who was the Third Coordinator of the Vegan Confederacy, grew slowly through the telepath-transmitter into the mind of the small, wiry shape—half restored and covered with irregular patches of new pink skin—in the ship’s Emergency Treatment Chamber.


  “Back in the tank again, eh?” the Co-ordinator observed critically. “For the second day after a mission, you don’t look too bad!” He paused, considering Iliff closely. “Gravity?” he inquired.


  “Gravity!” admitted the embryo.


  “That will mess a fellow up!” The Co-ordinator was nodding sympathetically. but it seemed to Iliff that his superior’s mind was on other matters, and more pleasing ones.


  “Lab’s just going to have to design me a suit,” Three ran on with his usual chattiness, “which will be nonreactive to any type of syntheti-gravs, including tractors! Theoretically impossible, they say, of course! But I’m sure the right approach—”


  He interrupted himself:


  “I imagine you’ll want to know what happened after she got you back to your ship and contacted the destroyers?”


  “She left word she was going to get in touch with you on her way back to Jeltad,” Iliff said.


  “Well, she did that. A remarkably energetic sort of person in a quiet way, Iliff! Fully aware, too, as I discovered, of the political possibilities in the situation! I persuaded her, of course, to take official credit for the death of U-1, and the termination of that part of the Ceetal menace—and, incidentally, for saving the life of one of our Department Agents.”


  “That wasn’t so incidental,” Iliff remarked.


  “Only in comparison with the other, of course. She really did it then?”


  “Oh, she did it all right! I was on my way out fast when she burned him down. Must have been a bad shock to U-1. I understand he hadn’t released her mind for more than three or four seconds before she was reaching for his projector.”


  The Co-ordinator nodded. “The mental resiliency of these highly developed telepathic races must be really extraordinary! Any human being would have remained paralyzed for minutes after such pressures—perhaps for hours! Well, he wasn’t omniscient, after all. He thought he could just let her lie there until he was finished with you.”


  “How long had he been pouring it on her?”


  “About four hours! Practically ever since they hit space, coming out from Gull.”


  “She didn’t crack at all?” Iliff asked curiously.


  “No, but she thinks she couldn’t have lasted more than another hour. However, she seems to have had no doubt that you would arrive and get her out of the mess in time! Rather flattering, eh?”


  The agent considered. “No,” he said then. “Not necessarily.”


  His superior chuckled. “At any rate, she was reluctant to take credit for U-1. She thought, if she accepted, you might feel she didn’t fully appreciate your plunging in to the rescue.”


  “Well, you seem to have reassured her. And now, just what are the political results going to be?”


  “It’s too early to say definitely, but even without any help from us they’d be pretty satisfactory. The Ceetal business isn’t for public consumption, of course—the boys made a clean sweep of that bunch a few hours back, by the way!—but there’ve always been plenty of idiots building U-1 up into a glamorous figure. The Mysterious Great Bandit of the Spaceways and that sickening kind of stuff! They’ll whoop it up just as happily now for the Champion of Vegan Justice who sent the old monster on his way, to wit—the Lannai Pagadan! It won’t hurt either that she’s really beautiful. And through her, of course, the glamour reflects back on her people, our nonhuman allies.”


  Iliff said thoughtfully: “Think they’ll stay fashionable long enough to cinch the alliance?”


  The Co-ordinator looked rather smug. “I believe that part of it can be safely left to me! Especially,” he added deliberately, “since most of the organized resistance to said alliance has already collapsed!”


  Iliff waited and made no comment, because when the old boy got as confidential as all that, he was certainly leading up to something. And he did not usually bother to lead up to things without some good reason—which almost always spelled a lot of trouble for somebody else.


  There was nobody else around at all, except Iliff.


  “I had an unexpected visit three days ago,” the Co-ordinator continued, “from my colleague, the Sixteenth Co-ordinator, Department of Cultures! He’d been conducting, he said, a personal investigation of Lannai culture and psychology and had found himself forced to the conclusion there was no reasonable objection to having them join us as full members of the Confederacy. ‘A people of extraordinary refinement . . . high moral standards—’ Hinted we’d have no further trouble with the Traditionalists either. Remarkable change of heart, eh?”


  “Remarkable!” Iliff agreed, watchfully.


  “But can you imagine,” inquired the Co-ordinator, “what brought Sixteen—between us, mind you, Iliff, as pig-headed and hidebound an obstructionist as the Council has been hampered by in centuries—to this state of uncharacteristic enlightenment?”


  “No,” Iliff said, “I can’t.”


  “Wait till you hear this then! After we’d congratulated each other and so on, he brought the subject back to various Lannai with whom he’d become acquainted. It developed presently he was interested in the whereabouts of one particular Lannai he’d met ill a social way right here on Jeltad a few weeks before. He understood she was doing some work—”


  “All right,” Iliff interrupted. “It was Pagadan.”


  The Co-ordinator appeared disappointed. “Yes, it was. She told you she’d met him, did she?”


  “She admitted to some circulating in our upper social levels,” Iliff said. “What did you tell him?”


  “That she was engaged in highly confidential work for the Department at present, but that we expected to hear from her within a few days—I had my fingers crossed there!—and that I’d see to it she heard he’d been inquiring about her. Afterwards, after he’d gone, I sat down and sweated blood until I got her message from the destroyer!”


  “You don’t suspect, I suppose, that she might have psychoed him?”


  “Nonsense, Iliff!” the Co-ordinator smiled blandly. “If I had the slightest suspicion of that, it would be my duty to investigate immediately. Wouldn’t it? But now, there’s one point—your robot, of course, made every effort to keep Pagadan from realizing there was no human crew manning the ship. However, she told me frankly she’d caught on to our little Department secret and suggested that the best way to keep it there would be to have her transferred from Interstellar to Galactic. As a manner of fact, she’s requested Zone Agent training! Think she’d qualify?”


  “Oh, she’ll qualify!” Iliff said dryly. “At that, it might be a good idea to get her into the Department, where we can try to keep an eye on her. It would be too bad if we found out, ten years from now, that a few million Lannai were running the Confederacy!”


  For an instant, the Co-ordinator looked startled. “Hm-m-m,” he said reflectively. “Well, that’s hardly likely. However, I think I’ll take your advice! I might send her over to your Zone in a week or so, and—”


  “Oh, no,” Iliff said quietly. “Oh, no, you don’t! I’ve been waiting right along for the catch, and this is one job Headquarters is going to swing without me!”


  “Now, Iliff—”


  “It’s never happened before,” Iliff added, “but right now the Department is very close to its first case of Zone Agent mutiny!”


  “Now, Iliff, take it easy!” The Co-ordinator paused. “I must disapprove of your attitude, of course, but frankly I admire your common sense. Well, forget the suggestion—I’ll find some other sucker.”


  He became pleasantly official.


  “I suppose you’re on your way back to your Zone at present?”


  “I am. In fact, we’re almost exactly in the position we’d reached when you buzzed me the last time. Now, there wouldn’t happen to be some little job I could knock off for you on the way?”


  “Well—” the Co-ordinator began, off guard. For the shortest fraction of a second, he had the air of a man consulting an overstuffed mental file.


  Then he started and blinked.


  “In your condition? Nonsense, Iliff! It’s out of the question!”


  On the last word, Iliff’s thought and image flickered out of his mind. But the Third Co-ordinator sat motionless for another moment or so before he turned off the telepath transmitter. There was a look of mild surprise on his face.


  Of course, there had been no change of expression possible in that immobilized and anaesthetized embryonic figure—not so much as the twitch of an eyelid! But in that instant, while he was hesitating, there had seemed to flash from it a blast of such cold and ferocious malignity that he was almost startled into flipping up his shields.


  “Better lay off the little devil for a while!” he decided. “Let him just stick to his routine. I’ll swear, for a moment there I saw smoke pour out of his ears.”


  He reached out and tapped a switch.


  “Psych-tester? What do you think?”


  “The Agent requires no deconditioning,” the Psych-tester’s mechanical voice stated promptly. “As I predicted at the time, his decision to board U-1’s ship was in itself sufficient to dissolve both the original failure-shock and the artificial conditioning later connected with it. The difficulties he experienced, between the decision and his actual entry of the ship, were merely symptoms of that process and have had no further effect on his mental health.”


  The Co-ordinator rubbed his chin reflectively.


  “Well, that sounds all right. Does he realize I . . . uh . . . had anything to do—?”


  “The Agent is strongly of the opinion that you suspected Tahmey of being U-1 when you were first informed of the Interstellar operative’s unusual report, and further, that you assigned him to the mission for this reason. While approving of the choice as such, he shows traces of a sub-level reflection that your tendency towards secretiveness will lead you to . . . out-fox . . . yourself so badly some day that he may not be able to help you.”


  “Why—”


  “He has also begun to suspect,” the Psych-tester continued, undisturbed, “that he was fear-conditioned over a period of years to the effect that any crisis involving U-1 would automatically create the highest degree of defensive tensions compatible with his type of mentality.”


  The Co-ordinator whistled softly.


  “He’s caught on to that, eh?” He reflected. “Well, after all,” he pointed out, almost apologetically, “it wasn’t such a bad idea in itself! The boy does have this tendency to bull his way through, on some short-cut or other, to a rather dangerous degree! And there was no way of foreseeing the complications introduced by the Ceetal threat and his sense of responsibility towards the Lannai, which made it impossible for him to obey that urgent mental pressure to be careful in whatever he did about U-1!”


  He paused invitingly, but the Psych-tester made no comment.


  “It’s hard to guess right every time!” the Co-ordinator concluded defensively.


  He shook his head and sighed, but then forgot Iliff entirely as he turned to the next problem.


  THE END


  THE WITCHES OF KARRES


  This is true science fiction about three real witches who cast curses and perform, magic. And it’s a delightful little yarn!


  I.


  It was around the hub of the evening on the planet of Porlumma that Captain Pausert, commercial traveler from the Republic of Nikkeldepain, met the first of the witches of Karres.


  It was just plain fate, so far as he could see.


  He was feeling pretty good as he left a high-priced bar on a cobbly street near the spaceport, with the intention of returning straight to his ship. There hadn’t been an argument, exactly. But someone grinned broadly, as usual, when the captain pronounced the name of his native system; and the captain had pointed out then, with considerable wit, how much more ridiculous it was to call a planet Porlumma, for instance, than to call it Nikkeldepain.


  He proceeded to collect a gradually increasing number of pained stares by a detailed comparison of the varied, interesting and occasionally brilliant role Nikkeldepain had played in history with Porlumma’s obviously dull and dumpy status as a sixth-rate Empire outpost.


  In conclusion, he admitted frankly that he wouldn’t care to be found dead on Porlumma.


  Somebody muttered loudly in Imperial Universum that in that case it might be better if he didn’t hang around Porlumma too long. But the captain only smiled politely, paid for his two drinks and left.


  There was no point in getting into a rhubarb on one of these border planets. Their citizens still had an innocent notion that they ought to act like frontiersmen—but then the Law always showed up at once.


  He felt pretty good. Up to the last four months of his young life, he had never looked on himself as being particularly patriotic. But compared to most of the Empire’s worlds, Nikkeldepain was downright attractive in its stuffy way. Besides, he was returning there solvent—would they ever be surprised!


  And awaiting him, fondly and eagerly, was Illyla, the Miss Onswud, fair daughter of the mighty Councilor Onswud, and the captain’s secretly affianced for almost a year. She alone had believed in him!


  The captain smiled and checked at a dark cross-street to get his bearings on the spaceport beacon. Less than half a mile away—He set off again. In about six hours, he’d be beyond the Empire’s space borders and headed straight for Illyla.


  Yes, she alone had believed! After the prompt collapse of the captain’s first commercial venture—a miffel-fur farm, largely on capital borrowed from Councilor Onswud—the future had looked very black. It had even included a probable ten-year stretch of penal servitude for “willful and negligent abuse of intrusted monies”. The laws of Nikkeldepain were rough on debtors.


  “But you’ve always been looking for someone to take out the old Venture and get her back into trade!” Illyla reminded her father tearfully.


  “Hm-m-m, yes! But it’s in the blood, my dear! His great-uncle Threbus went the same way! It would be far better to let the law take its course,” Councilor Onswud said, glaring at Pausert who remained sulkily silent. He had tried to explain that the mysterious epidemic which suddenly wiped out most of the stock of miffels wasn’t his fault. In fact, he more than suspected the tricky hand of young Councilor Rapport who had been wagging futilely around Illyla for the last couple of years!


  “The Venture, now—!” Councilor Onswud mused, stroking his long, craggy chin. “Pausert can handle a ship, at: least,” he admitted.


  That was how it happened. Were they ever going to be surprised! For even the captain realized that Councilor Onswud was unloading all the dead fish that had gathered the dust of his warehouses for the past fifty years on hint and the Venture, in a last, faint hope of getting some return on those half-forgotten investments. A value of eighty-two thousand maels was placed on the cargo; but if he’d brought even three-quarters of it back in cash, all would have been well.


  Instead—well, if started with that lucky bet on a legal point with an Imperial Official at the Imperial capitol itself. Then came a six-hour race fairly won against a small, fast private yacht—the old Venture 7333 had been a pirate-chaser in the last century and could still produce twice as much speed as her looks suggested. From there on, the captain was socially accepted as a sporting man and was in on a long string of jovial parties and meets.


  Jovial and profitable—the wealthier Imperials just couldn’t resist a gamble; and the penalty the captain always insisted on was that they had to buy!


  He got rid of the stuff right and left! Inside of twelve weeks, nothing remained of the original cargo except two score bundles of expensively-built but useless tinklewood fishing poles and one dozen gross bales of useful but unattractive all weather cloaks. Even on a bet, nobody would take them! But the captain had a strong, hunch those items had been hopefully added to the cargo from his own. stocks by Councilor Rapport; so his failure to sell them didn’t break his heart.


  He was a neat twenty percent net ahead, at that point—


  And finally came this last-minute rush-delivery of medical supplies to Porlumma on the return route. That haul alone would have repaid the miffel-farm losses three times over!


  The captain grinned broadly into the darkness. Yes, they’d he surprised—but just where was he now?


  He checked, again in the narrow street searching for the port-beacon In the sky. There it was—off to his left and a. little behind him. He’d got turned around somehow!


  He set off carefully down an excessively dark little alley. It was one of those towns where everybody locked their front doors at night and retired to lit-up, inclosed courtyards at the hacks of the houses. There were, voices and the rattling of dishes nearby, and occasional whoops of laughter and singing all around him; but it was all beyond high walls which let little or no light into the alley.


  It ended abruptly in a cross-alley and another walk. After a moment’s debate, the captain turned to his left again. Light spilled out on his new route a few hundred yards ahead, where, a courtyard was opened pa the alley. From it, as he approached, came the sound of doors being violently slammed, and then a sudden, loud mingling of voices.


  “Yeeee-eep!” shrilled a high, childish voice. It could have been mortal agony, terror, or even hysterical laughter. The captain broke into an apprehensive trot.


  “Yes, I see you up there!” a man shouted excitedly in Universum. “I caught you now—you get down from those boxes! I’ll skin you alive! Fifty-two customers sick of the stomachache—YOW!”


  The last exclamation was accompanied by a sound as of a small, loosely-built wooden house collapsing, and was followed by a succession of squeals and an angry bellowing, in which the only distinguishable words were: “. . . threw the boxes on me!” Then more sounds of splintering wood.


  “Hey!” yelled the captain indignantly from the corner of the alley.


  All action ceased. The narrow courtyard, brightly illuminated under its single overhead bulb, was half covered with a tumbled litter of what appeared to be empty wooden boxes. Standing with his foot temporarily caught in one of them was a very large, fat man dressed all in white and waving a stick. Momentarily cornered between the wall and two of the boxes, over one of which she was trying to climb, was a small-ish, fair-haired girl dressed in a smock of some kind, which was also white. She might be about fourteen, the captain thought—a helpless kid, anyway.


  “What you want?” grunted the fat man, pointing the stick with some dignity at the captain.


  “Lay. off the kid!” rumbled the captain, edging into the courtyard.


  “Mind your own business!” shouted the fat man, waving his stick like a club. “I’ll take care of her! She—”


  “I never did!” squealed the girl. She burst into tears.


  “Try it, Fat and Ugly!” the captain warned. “I’ll ram the stick down your throat!”


  He was very close now. With a sound of grunting exasperation, the fat man pulled his foot free of the box, wheeled suddenly and brought the end of the stick down on the top of the captain’s cap. The captain hit him furiously in the middle of the stomach.


  There was a short flurry of activity, somewhat hampered by shattering boxes everywhere. Then the captain stood up, scowling and breathing hard. The fat man remained sitting on the ground, gasping about “. . . the law!”


  Somewhat to his surprise, the captain discovered the girl standing just behind him. She caught his eye and smiled.


  “My name’s Maleen,” she offered. She pointed at the fat man. “Is he hurt bad?”


  “Huh—no!” panted the captain. “But maybe we’d better—”


  It was too late! A loud, self-assured voice became audible now at the opening to the alley:


  “Here, here, here, here, here!” it said in the reproachful, situation-under-control tone that always seemed the same to the captain, on whatever world and in whichever language he heard it.


  “What’s all this about?” it inquired rhetorically.


  “You’ll all have to come along!” it replied.


  Police Court on Porlumma appeared to be a business conducted on a very efficient, around-the-clock basis. They were the next case up.


  Nikkeldepain was an odd name, wasn’t it, the judge smiled. He then listened attentively to the various charges, countercharges, and denials.


  Bruth the Baker was charged with having struck a citizen of a foreign government on the head with a potentially lethal instrument—produced in evidence. Said citizen had admittedly attempted to interfere as Bruth was attempting to punish his slave Maleen—also produced in evidence—whom he suspected of having added something to a batch of cakes she was working on that afternoon, resulting in illness and complaints from fifty-two of Bruth’s customers.


  Said foreign citizen had also used insulting language—the captain admitted under pressure to “Fat and Ugly.”


  Some provocation could be conceded for the action taken by Bruth, but not enough. Bruth paled.


  Captain Pausert, of the Republic of Nikkeldepain—everybody but the prisoners smiled this time—was charged (a) with said attempted interference, (b) with said insult, (c) with having frequently and severely Struck Bruth the Baker in the course of the subsequent dispute.


  The blow on the head was conceded to have provided a provocation for charge (c)—but not enough.


  Nobody seemed to be charging the slave Maleen with anything. The judge only looked at her curiously, and shook his head.


  “As the Court considers this regrettable incident,” he remarked, “it looks like two years for you, Bruth ; and about three for you, captain. Too bad!”


  The captain had an awful sinking feeling. He had seen something and heard a lot of Imperial court methods in the fringe systems, He could probably get out of this three-year rap; but it would be expensive.


  He realized that the judge was studying him reflectively.


  “The Court wishes to acknowledge,” the judge continued, “that the captain’s chargeable actions were due largely to a natural feeling of human sympathy for the predicament of the slave Maleen. The Court, therefore, would suggest a settlement as follows—subsequent to which all charges could be dropped:


  “That Bruth the Baker resell Maleen of Karres—with whose services he appears to be dissatisfied—for a reasonable sum to Captain Pausert of the Republic of Nikkeldepain.”


  Bruth the Baker heaved a gusty sigh of relief. But the captain hesitated. The buying of human slaves by private citizens was a very serious offense in Nikkeldepain! Still, he didn’t have to make a record of it. If they weren’t going to soak him too much—


  At just the right moment, Maleen of Karres introduced a barely audible, forlorn, sniffling sound.


  “How much are you asking for the kid?” the captain inquired, looking without friendliness at his recent antagonist. A day was coming when he would think less severely of Bruth; but it hadn’t come yet.


  Bruth scowled back but replied with a certain eagerness: “A hundred and fifty m—” A policeman standing behind him poked him sharply in the side. Bruth shut up.


  “Seven hundred mads,” the judge said smoothly. “There’ll be Court charges, and a fee for recording the transaction—” He appeared to make a swift calculations. “Fifteen hundred and forty-two maels—” He turned to a clerk: “You’ve looked him up?”


  The clerk nodded. “He’s right!”


  “And we’ll take your check,” the judge concluded. He gave the captain a friendly smile. “Next case.”


  The captain felt a little bewildered.


  There was something peculiar about this! Fie was getting out of it much too cheaply. Since the Empire had quit its wars of expansion, young slaves in good health were a high-priced article. Furthermore, he was practically positive that Bruth the Baker had been willing to sell for a tenth of what the captain actually had to pay!


  Well, he wouldn’t complain. Rapidly, he signed, sealed and thumb-printed various papers shoved at him by a helpful clerk; and made out a check.


  “I guess,” he told Maleen of Karres, “we’d better get along to the ship.”


  And now what was he going to do with the kid, he pondered, padding along the unlighted streets with his slave trotting quietly behind him. If he showed up with a pretty girl-slave in Nikkeldepain, even a small one, various good friends there would toss him into ten years or so of penal servitude—immediately after Illyla had personally collected his scalp. They were a moral lot.


  Karres—?


  “How far off is Karres, Maleen?” he asked into the dark.


  “It takes about two weeks,” Maleen said tearfully.


  Two weeks! The captain’s heart sank again.


  “What are you blubbering about?” he inquired uncomfortably.


  Maleen choked, sniffed, and began sobbing openly.


  “I have two little sisters!” she cried.


  “Well, well,” the captain said encouragingly. “That’s nice—you’ll be seeing them again soon. I’m taking you home, you know!”


  Great Patham—now he’d said it! But after all—


  But this piece of good news seemed to be having the wrong effect on his slave! Her sobbing grew much more violent.


  “No, I won’t,” she wailed. “They’re here!”


  “Huh?” said the captain. He stopped short. “Where?”


  “And the people they’re with are mean to them, too!” wept Maleen.


  The captain’s heart dropped clean through his boots. Standing there in the dark, he helplessly watched it coming:


  “You could buy them awfully cheap!” she said.


  II.


  In times of stress, the young life of Karres appeared to take to the heights. It might be a mountainous place.


  The Leewit sat on the top shelf of the back wall of the crockery and antiques store, strategically flanked by two expensive-looking vases. She was a doll-sized edition of Maleen; but her eyes were cold and gray instead of blue and tearful. About five or six, the captain vaguely estimated. He wasn’t very good at estimating them around that age.


  “Good evening,” he said, as he came in through the door. The Crockery and Antiques Shop had been easy to find. Like Bruth the Baker’s, it was the one spot in the neighborhood that was all lit up.


  “Good evening, sir!” said what was presumably the store owner, without looking around. He sat with his back to the door, in a chair approximately at the center of the store and facing the Leewit at a distance of about twenty feet.


  “. . . and there you. can stay without food or drink till the Holy Man comes in the morning!” he continued immediately, in the taut voice of a man who has gone through hysteria and is sane again. The captain realized he was addressing the Leewit.


  “Your other Holy Man didn’t stay very long!” the diminutive creature piped, also ignoring the captain. Apparently, she had not yet discovered Maleen behind him.


  “This is a stronger denomination—much stronger!” the store owner replied, in a shaking voice but with a sort of relish. “He’ll exorcise you, all right, little demon—you’ll whistle no buttons off him! Your time is up! Go on and whistle all you want! Bust every vase in the place—”


  The Leewit blinked her gray eyes thoughtfully at him.


  “Might!” she said.


  “But if you try to climb down from there,” the store owner went on, on a rising note, “I’ll chop you into bits—into little, little bits!”


  He raised his arm as he spoke and weakly brandished what the captain recognized with a start of horror as a highly ornamented but probably still useful antique battle-ax. “Ha!” said the Leewit.


  “Beg your pardon, sir!” the captain said, clearing his throat.


  “Good evening, sir!” the store owner repeated, without looking around. “What can I do for you?”


  “I came to inquire,” the captain said hesitantly, “about that child.”


  The store owner shifted about in his chair and squinted at the captain with red-rimmed eyes.


  “You’re not a Holy Man!” he said.


  “Hello, Maleen!” the Leewit said suddenly. “That him?”


  “We’ve come to buy you,” Maleen said. “Shut up!”


  “Good!” said the Leewit.


  “Buy it? Are you mocking me, sir?” the store owner inquired.


  “Shut up, Moonell!” A thin, dark, determined-looking woman had appeared in the doorway that led through the back wall of the store. She moved out a step under the shelves; and the Leewit leaned down from the top shelf and hissed. The woman moved hurriedly back into the doorway.


  “Maybe he means it,” she said in a more subdued voice.


  “I can’t sell to a citizen of the Empire,” the store owner said defeatedly.


  “I’m not a citizen,” the captain said shortly. This time, he wasn’t going to name it.


  “No, he’s from Nikkei—” Maleen began.


  “Shut up, Maleen!” the captain said helplessly in turn.


  “I never heard of Nikkei,” the store owner muttered doubtfully.


  “Maleen!” the woman called shrilly. “That’s the name of one of the others—Bruth the Baker got her. He means it, all right! He’s buying them—”


  “A hundred and fifty maels!” the captain said craftily, remembering Bruth the Baker. “In cash!”


  The store owner looked dazed.


  “Not enough, Moonell!” the woman called. “Look at all it’s broken! Five hundred maels!”


  There was a sound then, so thin the captain could hardly hear it. It pierced at his eardrums like two jabs of a delicate needle. To right and left of him, two highly glazed little jugs went “Clink-clink!”, showed a sudden veining of cracks, and collapsed.


  A brief silence settled on the store. And now that he looked around more closely, the captain could spot here and there other little piles of shattered crockery—and places where similar ruins apparently had been swept up, leaving only traces of colored dust.


  The store owner laid the ax down carefully beside his chair, stood up, swaying a little, and came towards the captain.


  “You offered me a hundred and fifty maels!” he said rapidly as he approached. “I accept it here, now, see—before witnesses!” He grabbed the captain’s right hand in both of his and pumped it up and down vigorously. “Sold!” he yelled.


  Then he wheeled around in a leap and pointed a shaking hand at the Leewit.


  “And NOW,” he howled, “break something! Break anything! You’re his! I’ll sue him for every mael he ever made and ever will!”


  “Oh, do come help me down, Maleen!” the Leewit pleaded prettily.


  For a change, the store of Wansing, the jeweler, was dimly lit and very quiet. It was a sleek, fashionable place in a fashionable shopping block near the spaceport. The front door was unlocked, and Wansing was in.


  The three of them entered quietly, and the door sighed quietly shut behind them. Beyond a great crystal display-counter, Wansing was moving about among a number of opened shelves, talking softly to himself. Under the crystal of the counter, and in close-packed rows on the satin-covered shelves, reposed a many-colored, gleaming and glittering and shining. Wansing was no piker.


  “Good evening, sir!” the captain said across the counter.


  “It’s morning!” the Leewit remarked from the other side of Maleen.


  “Maleen!” said the captain.


  “We’re keeping out of this,” Maleen said to the Leewit.


  “All right,” said the Leewit.


  Wansing had come around jerkily at the captain’s greeting, but had made no other move,. Like all the slave owners the captain had met on Porlumma so far, Wansing seemed unhappy. Otherwise, he was a large, dark, sleek-looking man with jewels in his ears and a smell of expensive oils and perfumes about him.


  “This place is under constant visual guard, of course!” he told the captain gently. “Nothing could possibly happen to me here. Why am I so frightened?”


  “Not of me, I’m sure!” the captain said with an uncomfortable attempt at geniality. “I’m glad your store’s still open,” he went on briskly. “I’m here on business—”


  “Oh, yes, it’s still open, of course,” Warning said. He gave the captain a slow smile and turned back to his shelves. “I’m making inventory, that’s why! I’ve been making inventory since early yesterday morning. I’ve counted them all seven times—”


  “You’re very thorough,” the captain said.


  “Very, very thorough!” Wansing nodded to the shelves. “The last time I found I had made a million maels. But twice before that, I had lost approximately the same amount. I shall have to count them again, I suppose!” He closed a shelf softly. “I’m sure I counted those before. But they move about constantly. Constantly! It’s horrible.”


  “You’ve got a slave here called Goth,” the captain said, driving to the point.


  “Yes, I have!” Wansing said, nodding. “And I’m sure she understands by now I meant no harm! I do, at any rate. It was perhaps a little—but I’m sure she understands now, or will soon!”


  “Where is she?” the captain inquired, a trifle uneasily.


  “In her room perhaps,” Wansing suggested. “It’s not so bad when she’s there in her room with the door closed. But often she sits in the dark and looks at you as you go past—” He opened another drawer, and closed it quietly again. “Yes, they do move!” he whispered, as if confirming an earlier suspicion. “Constantly—”


  “Look, Wansing,” the captain said in a loud, firm voice. “I’m not a citizen of the Empire. I want to buy this Goth! I’ll pay you a hundred and fifty maels, cash.”


  Wansing turned around completely again and looked at the captain. “Oh, you do?” he said. “You’re not a citizen?” He walked a few steps to the side of the counter, sat down at a small desk and turned a light on over it. Then he put his face in his hands for a moment.


  “I’m a wealthy man,” he muttered. “An influential man! The name of Wansing counts for a great deal on Porlumma. When the Empire suggests you buy, you buy, of course—but it need not have been I who bought her! I thought she would be useful in the business—and then, even I could not sell her again within the Empire. She has been here for a week!”


  He looked up at the captain and smiled. “One hundred and fifty maels!” he said. “Sold! There are records to be made out—” He reached into a drawer and took out some printed forms. He began to write rapidly. The captain produced identifications.


  Maleen said suddenly: “Goth?”


  “Right here,” a voice murmured. Warning’s hand jerked sharply, but he did not look up. He kept on writing.


  Something small and lean and bonelessly supple, dressed in a dark jacket and leggings, came across the thick carpets of Wansing’s store and stood behind the captain. This one might be about nine or ten.


  “I’ll take your check, captain!” Wansing said politely. “You must be an honest man. Besides, I want to frame it.”


  “And now,” the captain heard himself say in the remote voice of one who moves through a strange dream, “I suppose we could go to the ship.”


  The sky was gray and cloudy; and the streets were lightening. Goth, he noticed, didn’t resemble her sisters. She had brown hair cut short a few inches below her ears, and brown eyes with long, black lashes. Her nose was short and her chin was pointed. She made him think of some thin, carnivorous creature, like a weasel.


  She looked up at him briefly, grinned, and said: “Thanks!”


  “What was wrong with him?” chirped the Leewit, walking backwards for a last view of Wansing’s store.


  “Tough crook,” muttered Goth. The Leewit giggled.


  “You premoted this just dandy, Maleen!” she stated next.


  “Shut up,” said Maleen.


  “All right,” said the Leewit. She glanced up at the captain’s face. “You been fighting!” she said virtuously. “Did you win?”


  “Of course, the captain won!” said Maleen.


  “Good for you!” said the Leewit.


  “What about the take-off?” Goth asked the captain. She seemed a little worried.


  “Nothing to it!” the captain said stoutly, hardly bothering to wonder how she’d guessed the take-off was the one operation on which he and the old Venture consistently failed to co-operate.


  “No,” said Goth, “I meant, when?”


  “Right now,” said the captain. “They’ve already cleared us. We’ll get the sign any second.”


  “Good,” said Goth. She walked off slowly down the hall towards the back of the ship.


  The take-off was pretty bad, but the Venture made it again. Half an hour later, with Porlumma dwindling safely behind them, the captain switched to automatic and climbed out of his chair. After considerable experimentation, he got the electric butler adjusted to four breakfasts, hot, with coffee. It was accomplished with a great deal of advice and attempted assistance from the Leewit, rather less from Maleen, and no comments from Goth.


  “Everything will be coming along in a few minutes now!” he announced. Afterwards, it struck him there had been a quality of grisly prophecy about the statement.


  “If you’d listened to me,” said the Leewit, “we’d have been done eating a quarter of an hour ago!” She was perspiring but triumphant—she had been right all along.


  “Say, Maleen,” she said suddenly, “you premoting again?”


  Premoting? The captain looked at Maleen. She seemed pale and troubled.


  “Spacesick?” he suggested. “I’ve got some pills—”


  “No, she’s premoting,” the Leewit said scowling. “What’s up, Maleen?”


  “Shut up,” said Goth.


  “All right,” said the Leewit. She was silent a moment, and then began to wriggle. “Maybe we’d better—”


  “Shut tip,” said Maleen.


  “It’s all ready,” said Goth.


  “What’s all ready?” asked the captain.


  “All right,” said the Leewit. She looked at the captain. “Nothing,” she said.


  He looked at them then, and they looked at him—one set each of gray eyes, and brown, and blue. They were all sitting around the control room floor in a circle, the fifth side of which was occupied by the electric butler.


  What peculiar little waifs, the captain thought. He hadn’t perhaps really realized until now just how very peculiar. They were still staring at him.


  “Well, well!” he said heartily. “So Maleen ‘promotes’ and gives people stomach-aches.”


  Maleen smiled dimly and smoothed back her yellow hair.


  “They just thought they were getting them,” she murmured.


  “Mass history,” explained the Leewit, offhandedly.


  “Hysteria,” said Goth. “The Imperials get their hair up about us every so often.”


  “I noticed that,” the captain nodded. “And little Leewit here—she whistles and busts things.”


  “It’s the Leewit,” the Leewit Said, frowning.


  “Oh, I see,” said the captain. “Like the captain, eh?”


  “That’s right,” said the Leewit. She smiled.


  “And what does little Goth do?” the captain addressed the third witch.


  Little Goth appeared pained. Maleen answered for her.


  “Goth teleports mostly,” she said.


  “Oh, she does?” said the captain. “I’ve heard about that trick, too,” he added lamely.


  “Just small stuff really!” Goth said abruptly. She reached into the top of her jacket and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle the size of the captain’s two fists. The four ends of the cloth were knotted together. Goth undid the knot. “Like this,” she said and poured out the contents on the rug between them. There was a sound like a big bagful of marbles being spilled.


  “Great Patham!” the captain swore, staring down at what was a cool quarter-million in jewel stones, or he was still a miffel-farmer.


  “Good gosh,” said the Leewit, bouncing to her feet. “Maleen, we better get at it right away!”


  The two blondes darted from the room. The captain hardly noticed their going. He was staring at Goth.


  “Child,” he said, “don’t you realize they hang you without trial on places like Porlumma, if you’re caught with stolen goods?”


  “We’re not on Porlumma,” said Goth. She looked slightly annoyed. “They’re for you. You spent money on us, didn’t you?”


  “Not that kind of money,” said the captain. “If Wansing noticed—They’re Wansing’s, I suppose?”


  “Sure!” said Goth. “Pulled them in just before take-off!”


  “If he reported, there’ll be police ships on our tail any—”


  “Goth!” Maleen shrilled.


  Goth’s head came around and she rolled up on her feet in one motion. “Coming,” she shouted. “Excuse me,” she murmured to the captain. Then she, too, was out of the room.


  But again, the captain scarcely noticed her departure. He had rushed to the control desk with a sudden awful certainty and switched on all screens.


  There they were! Two sleek, black ships coming up fast from behind, and already almost in gun-range! They weren’t regular police boats, the captain recognized, but auxiliary craft of the Empire’s frontier fleets. He rammed the Venture’s drives full on. Immediately, red-arid-black fire blossoms began to sprout in space behind him—then a finger of flame stabbed briefly past, not a hundred yards to the right of the ship.


  But the communicator stayed dead. Porlumma preferred risking the sacrifice of Wansing’s jewels to giving them a chance to surrender! To do the captain justice, his horror was due much more to the fate awaiting his three misguided charges than to the fact that he was going to share it.


  He was putting the Venture through a wildly erratic and, be hoped, aim-destroying series of sideways hops and forward lunges wit it one hand, and trying to unlimber the turrets of the nova guns with the other, when suddenly—!


  No, he decided at once, there was no use trying to understand it—There were just no more Empire ships around. The screens all blurred and darkened simultaneously ; and, for a short while, a darkness went flowing and coiling lazily past the Venture. Light jumped out of it at him once, in a cold, ugly glare, and receded again in a twisting, unnatural fashion. The Venture’s drives seemed dead.


  Then, just as suddenly, the old ship jerked, shivered, roared aggrievedly, and was hurling herself along on her own power again!


  But Porlumma’s sun was no longer in evidence. Stars gleamed and shifted distantly against the blackness of deep space all about. The patterns seemed familiar, but he wasn’t a good enough navigator to be sure.


  The captain stood up stiffly, feeling heavy and cold. And at that moment, with a wild, hilarious clacking like a metallic hen, the electric butler delivered four breakfasts, hot, one after the other, right onto the center of the control room floor.


  The first voice said distinctly: “Shall we just leave it on?”


  A second voice, considerably more muffled, replied: “Yes, let’s! You never know when you need it—”


  The third voice, tucked somewhere in between them, said simply: “Whew!”


  Peering about the dark room in bewilderment, the captain realized suddenly that the voices had come from the speaker of an intership communicator, leading to what had once been the Venture’s captain’s cabin.


  He listened; but only a dim murmuring came from it now, and then nothing at all. He started towards the hall, then returned and softly switched off the communicator. He went quietly down the hall until he came to the captain’s cabin. Its door was closed.


  He listened a moment, and opened it suddenly.


  There was a trio of squeals:


  “Oh, don’t! You spoiled it!”


  The captain stood motionless. Just one glimpse had been given him of what seemed to be a bundle of twisted black wires arranged loosely like the frame of a truncated cone on—or was it just above?—a table in the center of the cabin. Where, the tip of the cone should have been burned a round, swirling, orange fire. About it, their faces reflecting its glow, stood the three witches.


  Then the fire vanished; the wires collapsed. There was only ordinary light in the room. They were looking up at him variously—Maleen with smiling regret, the Leewit in frank annoyance, Goth with no expression at all.


  “What out of Great Patham’s Seventh Hell was that?” inquired the captain, his hair bristling slowly.


  The Leewit looked at Goth; Goth looked at Maleen. Maleen said doubtfully: “We can just tell you its name—”


  “That was the Sheewash Drive,” said Goth.


  “The what-drive?” asked the captain.


  “Sheewash,” repeated Maleen.


  “The one you have to do it with yourself,” the Leewit said helpfully.


  “Shut up,” said Maleen.


  There was a long pause. The captain looked down at the handful of thin, black, twelve-inch wires scattered about the table top. He touched one of them. It was dead-cold.


  “I see,” he said. “I guess we’re all going to have a long talk.” Another pause. “Where are we now?”


  “About three light-years down the way you were going,” said Goth. “We only worked it thirty seconds.”


  “Twenty-eight!” corrected Maleen, with the authority of her years. “The Leewit was getting tired.”


  “I see,” said Captain Pausert carefully. “Well, let’s go have some breakfast.”


  III.


  They ate with a silent voraciousness, dainty Maleen, the exquisite Leewit, supple Goth, all alike. The captain, long finished, watched them with amazement and—now at last—with something like awe.


  “It’s the Sheewash Drive,” explained Maleen finally, catching his expression.


  “Takes it out of you!” said Goth.


  The Leewit grunted affirmatively and stuffed on.


  “Can’t do too much of it,” said Maleen. “Or too often. It kills you sure!”


  “What,” said the captain, “is the Sheewash Drive?”


  They became reticent. People did it on Karres, said Maleen, when they had to go somewhere else fast. Everybody knew how there.


  “But of course,” she added, “we’re pretty young to do it right!”


  “We did it pretty good!” the Leewit contradicted positively. She seemed to be finished at last.


  “But how?” said the captain.


  Reticence thickened almost visibly. If you couldn’t do it, said Maleen, you couldn’t understand it either.


  He gave it up, for the time being.


  “I guess I’ll have to take you home next,” he said; and they agreed.


  Karres, it developed, was in the Iverdahl System. He couldn’t find any planet of that designation listed in his maps of the area, but that meant nothing. The maps were old and often inaccurate, and local names changed a lot.


  Barring the use of weird and deadly miracle-drives, that detour was going to cost him almost a month in time—and a good chunk of his profits in power used up. The jewels Goth had illegally teleported must, of course, be returned to their owner, he explained. He’d intended to look severely at the culprit at that point; but she’d meant well, after all! They were extremely peculiar children, but still children—they couldn’t really understand.


  He would stop off en route to Karres at an Empire planet with banking facilities to take care of that matter, the captain added. A planet far enough off so the police wouldn’t be likely to take any particular interest in the Venture.


  A dead silence greeted this schedule. It appeared that the representatives of Karres did not think much of his logic.


  “Well,” Maleen sighed at last, “we’ll see you get your money back some other way then!”


  The junior witches nodded coldly.


  “How did you three happen to get into this fix?” the captain inquired, with the intention of changing the subject.


  They’d left Karres together on a jaunt of their own, they explained. No, they hadn’t run away—he got the impression that such trips were standard procedure for juveniles in that place. They were on another planet, a civilized one but beyond the borders and law of Empire, when the town they were in was raided by a small fleet of slavers. They were taken along with most of the local youngsters.


  “It’s a wonder,” the captain said reflectively, “you didn’t take over the ship.”


  “Oh, brother!” exclaimed the Lee wit.


  “Not that ship!” said Goth.


  “That was an Imperial Slaver!” Maleen informed him. “You behave yourself every second on those crates.”


  Just the same, the captain thought as he settled himself to rest in the control room on a couch he had set up there, it was no longer surprising that the Empire wanted no young slaves from Karres to be transported into the interior! Oddest sort of children—But he ought to be able to get his expenses paid by their relatives. Something very profitable might even be made of this deal—


  Have to watch the record-entries though! Nikkeldepain’s laws were explicit about the penalties invoked by anything resembling the purchase and sale of slaves.


  He’d thoughtfully left the intership communicator adjusted so he could listen in on their conversation in the captain’s cabin. However, there had been nothing for some time beyond frequent bursts of childish giggling. Then came a succession of piercing shrieks from the Leewit. It appeared she was being forcibly washed behind the ears by Maleen and obliged to brush her teeth, in preparation for bedtime.


  It had been agreed that he was not to enter the cabin, because—for reasons not given—they couldn’t keep the Sheewash Drive on in his presence ; and they wanted to have it ready, in case of an emergency. Piracy was rife beyond the Imperial borders, and the Venture would keep beyond the border for a good part of the trip, to avoid the more pressing danger of police pursuit instigated by Porlumma. The captain had explained the potentialities of the nova guns the Venture boasted, or tried to. Possibly, they hadn’t understood. At any rate, they seemed unimpressed.


  The Sheewash Drive! Boy, he thought in sudden excitement, if he could just get the principles of that. Maybe he would!


  He raised his head suddenly. The Leewit’s voice had lifted clearly over the communicator:


  “. . . not such a bad old dope!” the childish treble remarked.


  The captain blinked indignantly.


  “He’s not so old,” Maleen’s soft voice returned. “And he’s certainly no dope!”


  He smiled. Good kid, Maleen.


  “Yeah, yeah!” squeaked the Leewit offensively. “Maleen’s sweet onthu-ulp!”


  A vague commotion continued for a while, indicating, he hoped, that someone he could mention was being smothered under a pillow.


  He drifted off to sleep before it was settled.


  If you didn’t happen to be thinking of what they’d done, they seemed more or less like normal children. Right from the start, they displayed a flattering interest in the captain and his background; and he told them all about everything and everybody in Nikkeldepain. Finally, he even showed them his treasured pocket-sized picture of Illyla—the one with which he’d held many cozy conversations during the earlier part of his trip.


  Almost at once, though, he realized that was a mistake. They studied it intently in silence, their heads crowded close together.


  “Ob, brother!” the Leewit whispered then, with entirely the wrong kind of inflection.


  “Just what did you mean by that?” the captain inquired coldly.


  “Sweet!” murmured Goth. But it was the way she closed her eyes briefly, as though gripped by a light spasm of nausea.


  “Shut up, Goth!” Maleen said sharply. “I think she’s very swee . . . I mean, she looks very nice!” she told the captain.


  The captain was disgruntled. Silently, he retrieved the maligned Illyla and returned her to his breast pocket. Silently, he went off and left them standing there.


  But afterwards, in private, he took it out again and studied it worriedly. His Illyla! He shifted the picture back and forth under the light. It wasn’t really a very good picture of her, be decided. It had been bungled! From certain angles, one might even say that Illyla did look the least bit insipid.


  What was he thinking, he thought, shocked.


  He unlimbered the nova gun turrets next and got in a little firing practice. They had been sealed when he took over the Venture and weren’t supposed to be used, except in absolute emergencies. They were somewhat uncertain weapons, though very effective, and Nikkeldepain had turned to safer forms of armament many decades ago. But on the third day out from Nikkeldepain, the captain made a brief notation in his log:


  “Attacked by two pirate craft. Unsealed nova guns. Destroyed one attacker; survivor fled—”


  He was rather pleased by that crisp, hard-bitten description of desperate space-adventure, and enjoyed rereading it occasionally. It wasn’t true, though. He had put in an interesting four hours at the time pursuing and annihilating large, craggy chunks of substance of a meteorite-cloud he found the Venture plowing through. Those nova guns were fascinating stuff! You’d sight the turrets on something; and so long as it didn’t move after that, it was all right. If it did move, it got it—unless you relented and deflected the turrets first. They were just the thing for arresting a pirate in midspace.


  The Venture dipped back into the Empire’s borders four days later and headed for the capital of the local province. Police ships challenged them twice on the way in; and the captain found considerable comfort in the awareness that his passengers foregathered silently in their cabin on these occasions. They didn’t tell him they were set to use the Sheewash Drive—somehow it had never been mentioned since that first day; but he knew the queer orange fire was circling over its skimpy framework of twisted wires there and ready to act.


  However, the space police waved him on, satisfied with routine identification. Apparently, the Venture had not become generally known as a criminal ship, to date.


  Maleen accompanied him to the banking institution that was to return Wansing’s property to Porlumma. Pier sisters, at the captain’s definite request, remained on the ship.


  The transaction itself went off without a visible hitch. The jewels would reach their destination in Porlumma within a month. But he Trad to take out a staggering sum in insurance—“Piracy, thieves!” smiled the clerk. “Even summary capital punishment won’t keep the rats down.” And, of course, he had to register name, ship, home planet, and so on. But since they already had all that information in Porlumma, he gave it without hesitation.


  On the way back to the spaceport, he sent off a sealed message by radiorelay to the bereaved jeweler, informing him of the action taken, and regretting the misunderstanding.


  He felt a little better after that, though the insurance payment had been a severe blow! If he didn’t manage to work out a decent profit on Karres somehow, the losses on the miffel farm would hardly be covered now.


  Then he noticed that Maleen was getting uneasy.


  “We’d better hurry!” was all she would say, however. Her face grew pale.


  The captain understood. She was having another premonition! The hitch to this premoting business was, apparently, that when something was brewing you were informed of the; bare fact but had to guess at most of the details. They grabbed an air-cab and raced back to the spaceport.


  They had just been cleared there when he spotted a small group of uniformed men coming along the dock on the double. They stopped short and then scattered, as the Venture lurched drunkenly sideways into the air. Everyone else in sight was scattering, too.


  That was a very bad take-off—one of the captain’s worst! Once afloat, however, he ran the ship promptly into the nigh! side of the planet and turned her nose towards the border. The old pirate-chaser had plenty of speed when you gave her the reins; and throughout the entire next sleep-period, he let her use it all.


  The Sheewash Drive was not required that time.


  Next day, he had a lengthy private talk with Goth on the Golden Rule and the Law, with particular reference to individual property rights. If Councilor Onswud had been monitoring the sentiments expressed by the captain, he could not have failed to rumble surprised approval. The delinquent herself listened impassively; but the captain fancied she showed distinct signs of being rather impressed by his earnestness.


  It was two days after that—well beyond the borders again—when they were obliged to make an unscheduled stop at a mining moon. For the captain discovered he had badly miscalculated the extent to which the prolonged run on overdrive after leaving the capitol was going to deplete the Venture’s reserves. They would have to juice up—


  A large, extremely handsome Sirian freighter lay beside them at the Moon station. It was half a battlecraft really, since it dealt regularly beyond the borders. They had to wait while it was being serviced; and it took a long time. The Sirians turned out to be as unpleasant as their ship was good-looking—a snooty, conceited, hairy lot who talked only their own dialect and pretended to be unfamiliar with Imperial Universum.


  The captain found himself getting irked by their bad manners—particularly when he discovered they were laughing over his argument with the service superintendent about the cost of repowering the Venture,


  “You’re out in deep space, captain!” said the superintendent. “And you haven’t juice enough left even to travel back to the Border. You can’t expect Imperial prices here!”


  “It’s not what you charged them!” The captain angrily jerked his thumb at the Sirian.


  “Regular customers!” the superintendent shrugged. “You start coming by here every three months like they do, and we can make an arrangement with you, too.”


  It was outrageous—it actually put the Venture back in the red! But there was no help for it.


  Nor did it improve the captain’s temper when he muffed the take-off once more—and then had to watch the Sirian floating into space, as sedately as a swan, a little behind him!


  An hour later, as he sat glumly before the controls, debating the chance of recouping his losses before returning to Nikkeldepain, Maleen and the Leewit hurriedly entered the room. They did something to a port screen.


  “They sure are!” the Leewit exclaimed. She seemed childishly pleased.


  “Are what?” the captain inquired absently.


  “Following us,” said Maleen. She did not sound pleased. “It’s that Sirian ship, Captain Pausert—”


  The captain stared bewilderedly at the screen. There was a ship in focus there, it was quite obviously the Sirian and, just as obviously, it was following them.


  “What do they want?” he wondered. “They’re stinkers but they’re not pirates. Even if they were, they wouldn’t spend an hour running after a crate tike the Venture!”


  Maleen said nothing. The Leewit observed: “Oh, brother! Got their bow-turrets out now—better get those nova guns ready!”


  “But it’s all nonsense!” the captain said, flushing angrily. He turned suddenly towards the communicators. “What’s that Empire general beam-length?”


  “.0044,” said Maleen.


  A roaring, abusive voice flooded the control room immediately. The one word understandable to the captain was “Venture.” It was repeated frequently, sometimes as if it were a question.


  “Sirian!” said the captain. “Can you understand them?” he asked Maleen.


  She shook her head. “The Leewit can—”


  The Leewit nodded, her gray eyes glistening.


  “What are they saying?”


  “They says you’re for stopping,” the Leewit translated rapidly, but apparently retaining much of the original sentence-structure. “They says you’re for skinning alive . . . ha! They says you’re for stopping right now and for only hanging. They says—”


  Maleen scuttled from the control room. The Leewit banged the communicator with one small fist.


  “Beak-Wock!” she shrilled. It sounded like that, anyway. The loud voice paused a moment.


  “Beak-Wock?” it returned in an aggrieved, demanding roar.


  “Beak-Wock!” the Leewit affirmed with apparent delight! She rattled off a string of similar-sounding syllables. She paused.


  A howl of inarticulate wrath responded.


  The captain, in a whirl of outraged emotions, was yelling at the Leewit to shut up, at the Sirian to go to Great Patham’s Second Hell—the worst—and wrestling with the nova gun adjustors at the same time. He’d had about enough! He’d—


  SSS-whoosh!


  It was the Sheewash Drive.


  “And where are we now?” the captain inquired, in a voice of unnatural calm.


  “Same place, just about,” said the Leewit. “Ship’s still on the screen. Way back though—take them an hour again to catch up.” She seemed disappointed; then brightened. “You got lots of time to get the guns ready!”


  The captain didn’t answer. He was marching down the hall towards the rear of the Venture. He passed the captain’s Cabin and noted the door was shut. He went on without pausing. He was mad clean through—he knew what had happened!


  After all he’d told her, Goth had teleported again.


  It was all there, in the storage. Items of half a pound in weight seemed to be as much as she could handle. But amazing quantities of stuff had met that one requirement—bottles filled with what might be perfume or liquor or dope, expensive-looking garments and cloths in a shining variety of colors, small boxes, odds, ends and, of course, jewelry!


  He spent half an hour getting it loaded into a steel space crate. He wheeled the crate into the rear lock, sealed the inside lock and pulled the switch that activated the automatic launching device.


  The outside lock clicked shut. He stalked back to the control room. The Leewit was still in charge, fiddling with the communicators.


  “I could try a whistle over them,” she suggested, glancing up. She added: “But they’d bust some-wheres, sure.”


  “Get them on again!” the captain said.


  “Yes, sir,” said the Leewit surprised.


  The roaring voice came back faintly.


  “SHUT UP!” the captain shouted in Imperial Universum.


  The voice shut up.


  “Tell them they can pick up their stuff—it’s been dumped out in a crate!” the captain told the Leewit. “Tell them I’m proceeding on my course. Tell them if they follow me one light-minute beyond that crate, I’ll come back for them, shoot their front end off, shoot their rear end off, and ram ’em in the middle.”


  “Yes, SIR!” the Leewit sparkled. They proceeded on their course.


  Nobody followed.


  “Now I want to speak to Goth,” the captain announced. He was still at a high boil. “Privately,” he added. “Back in the storage—”


  Goth followed him expressionlessly into the storage. He closed the door to the hall. He’d broken off a two-foot length from the tip of one of Councilor Rapport’s overpriced tinklewood fishing poles. It made a fair switch.


  But Goth looked terribly small just now! He cleared his throat. He wished for a moment he were back on Nikkeldepain.


  “I warned you,” he said.


  Goth didn’t move. Between one second and the next, however, she seemed to grow remarkably. Her brown eyes focused on the captain’s Adam’s apple; her lip lifted at one side. A slightly hungry look came into her face.


  “Wouldn’t try that!” she murmured.


  Mad again, the captain reached out quickly and got a handful of leathery cloth. There was a blur of motion, and what felt like a smalt explosion against his left kneecap. He grunted with anguished surprise and fell back on a bale of Councilor Rapport’s all-weather cloaks. But he had retained his grip—Goth fell half on top of him, and that was still a favorable position. Then her head snaked around, her neck seemed to extend itself; and her teeth snapped his wrist.


  Weasels don’t let go—


  “Didn’t think he’d have the nerve!” Goth’s voice came over the communicator. There was a note of grudging admiration in it. It seemed that she was inspecting her bruises.


  All tangled up in the job of bandaging his freely bleeding wrist, the captain hoped she’d find a good plenty to count. His knee felt the size of a sofa pillow and throbbed like a piston engine.


  “The captain is a brave man,” Maleen was saying reproachfully. “You should have known better—”


  “He’s not very smart, though!” the Leewit remarked suggestively.


  There was a short silence.


  “Is he? Goth? Eh?” the Leewit urged.


  “Perhaps not very,” said Goth.


  “You two lay off him!” Maleen ordered. “Unless,” she added meaningly, “you want to swim back to Karres—on the Egger Route!”


  “Not me,” the Leewit said briefly.


  “You could still do it, I guess,” said Goth. She seemed to be reflecting. “All right—we’ll lay off him. It was a fair fight, anyway.”


  IV.


  They raised Karres the sixteenth day after leaving Porlumma. There had been no more incidents; but then, neither had there been any more stops or other contacts with the defenseless Empire. Maleen had cooked up a poultice which did wonders for his knee. With the end of the trip in sight, all tensions had relaxed; and Maleen, at least, seemed to grow hourly more regretful at the prospect of parting.


  After a brief study, Karres could be distinguished easily enough by the fact that it moved counterclockwise to all the other planets of the Iverdahl System.


  Well, it would, the captain thought.


  They came soaring into its atmosphere on the dayside without arousing any visible interest. No communicator signals reached them; and no other ships showed up to look them over. Karres, in fact, had all the appearance of a completely uninhabited world. There were a larger number of seas, too big to be called Lakes and too small to be oceans, scattered over its surface. There was one enormously towering ridge of mountains that ran from pole to pole, and any number of lesser chains. There were two good-sized ice caps; and the southern section of the planet was speckled with intermittent stretches of snow. Almost all of it seemed to be dense: forest.


  It was a handsome place, in a wild, somber way.


  They went gliding over it, from noon through morning and into the: dawn fringe—the captain at the controls, Goth and the Leewit flanking him at the screens, and Maleen behind him to do the directing. After a few initial squeals, the Leewit became oddly silent. Suddenly the captain realized she was blubbering.


  Somehow, it startled, him to discover that her homecoming had affected the Leewit to that extent. He felt Goth reach out behind him and put her hand on the Leewit’s shoulder. The smallest witch sniffled happily.


  “ ’S beautiful!” she growled.


  He felt a resurge of the wondering, protective friendliness they had aroused in him at first. They must have been having a rough time of it, at that. He sighed; it seemed a pity they hadn’t got along a little better!


  “Where’s everyone hiding?” he inquired, to break up the mood. So far, there hadn’t been a sign of human habitation.


  “There aren’t many people on Karres,” Maleen said from behind his shoulder. “But we’re going to The Town—you’ll meet about half of them there!”


  “What’s that place down there?” the captain asked with sudden interest. Something like an enormous lime-white bowl seemed to have been set flush into the floor of the wide valley up which they were moving.


  “That’s the Theater where . . . ouch!” the Leewit said. She fell silent then but turned to give Maleen a resentful look.


  “Something strangers shouldn’t be told about, eh?” the captain said tolerantly. Goth glanced at him from the side.


  “We’ve got rules,” she said.


  He let the ship down a little as they passed over “the Theater where—” It was a sort of large, circular arena, with numerous steep tiers of seats running up around it. But all was bare and deserted now.


  On Maleen’s direction, they took the next valley fork to the right and dropped lower still. He had his first look at Karres animal life then. A flock of large, creamy-white birds, remarkably Terrestrial in appearance, flapped by just below them, apparently unconcerned about the ship. The forest underneath had opened out into a long stretch of lush meadow land, with small creeks winding down into its center. Here a herd of several hundred head of beasts was grazing—beasts of mastodonic-size and build, with hairless, shiny black hides. The mouths of their long, heavy heads were twisted up into sardonic, crocodilian grins as they blinked up at the passing Venture.


  “Black Bollems,” said Goth, apparently enjoying the captain’s expression. “Lots of. them around; they’re tame. But the gray mountain ones are good hunting.”


  “Good eating, too!” the Leewit said. She licked her lips daintily. “Breakfast—!” she sighed, her thoughts diverted to a familiar track. “And we ought to be just in time!”


  “There’s the field!” Maleen cried, pointing. “Set her down there, captain!”


  The “field” was simply a flat meadow of close-trimmed grass running smack against the mountainside to their left. One small vehicle, bright blue in color, was parked on it; and it was bordered on two sides by very tall, blue-black trees.


  That was all.


  The captain shook his head. Then he set her down.


  The town of Karres was a surprise to him in a good many ways. For one thing, there was much more of it than you would have thought possible after flying over the area. It stretched for miles through the forest, up the flanks of the mountain and across the valley—little clusters of houses or individual ones, each group screened from all the rest and from the sky overhead by the trees.


  They liked color on Karres; but then they hid it away! The houses were bright as flowers, red and white, apple-green, golden-brown—all spick and span, scrubbed and polished and aired with that brisk, green forest-smell. At various times of the day, there was also the smell of remarkably good things to eat. There were brooks and pools and a great number of shaded vegetable gardens to the town. There were risky-looking treetop playgrounds, and treetop platforms and galleries which seemed to have no particular purpose. On the ground was mainly an enormously confusing maze of paths—narrow trails of sandy soil snaking about among great brown tree roots and chunks of gray mountain rock, and half covered with fallen needle leaves. The first six times the captain set out unaccompanied, he’d lost his way hopelessly within minutes, and had to be guided back out of the forest.


  But the most hidden of all were the people! About four thousand of them were supposed to live in the town, with as many more scattered about the planet. But you never got to see more than three or four at any one time—except when now and then a pack of children, who seemed to the captain to be uniformly of the Leewit’s size, would burst suddenly out of the undergrowth across a path before you, and vanish again.


  As for the others, you did hear someone singing occasionally; or there might be a whole muted concert going on all about, on a large variety of wooden musical instruments which they seemed to enjoy tootling with, gently.


  But it wasn’t a real town at all, the captain thought. They didn’t live like people, these Witches of Karres—it was more like a flock of strange forest birds that happened to be nesting in the same general area. Another thing: they appeared to be busy enough—but what was their business?


  He discovered he was reluctant to ask Toll too many questions about it. Toll was the mother of his three witches; but only Goth really resembled her. It was difficult to picture Goth becoming smoothly matured and pleasantly rounded; but that was Toll. She had the same murmuring voice, the same air of sideways observation and secret reflection. And she answered all the captain’s questions with apparent frankness; but he never seemed to get much real information out of what she said.


  It was odd, too! Because he was spending several hours a day in her company, or in one of the next rooms at any rate, while she went about her housework. Toll’s daughters had taken him home when they landed; and he was installed in the room that belonged to their father—busy just now, the captain gathered, with some sort of research of a geological nature elsewhere on Karres. The arrangement worried him a little at first, particularly since Toll and he were mostly alone in the house. Maleen was going to some kind of school; she left early in the morning and came back late in the afternoon; and Goth and the Leewit were just plain running wild! They usually got in long after the captain had gone to bed and were off again before he turned out for breakfast.


  It hardly seemed like the right way to raise them! One afternoon, he found the Leewit curled up and asleep in the chair he usually occupied on the porch before the house. She slept there for four solid hours, while the captain sat nearby and leafed gradually through a thick book with illuminated pictures called “Histories of Ancient Yarthe.” Now and then, he sipped at a cool, green, faintly intoxicating drink Toll had placed quietly beside him some while before, or sucked an aromatic smoke from the enormous pipe with a floor rest, which he understood was a favorite of Toll’s husband.


  Then the Leewit woke up suddenly, uncoiled, gave him a look between a scowl and a friendly grin, slipped off the porch and vanished among the trees.


  He couldn’t quite figure that look! It might have meant nothing at all in particular, but—


  The captain laid down his book then and worried a little more. It was true, of course, that nobody seemed in the least concerned about his presence. All of Karres appeared to know about him, and he’d met quite a number of people by now in a casual way. But nobody came around to interview him or so much as dropped in for a visit. However, Toll’s husband presumably would be returning presently, and—


  How long had he been here, anyway?


  Great Patham, the captain thought, shocked. He’d lost count of the days!


  Or was it weeks?


  He went in to find Toll.


  “It’s been a wonderful visit,” he said, “but I’ll have to be leaving, I guess. Tomorrow morning, early—”


  Toll put some fancy sewing she was working on back in a glass basket, laid her thin, strong witch’s hands in her lap, and smiled up at him.


  “We thought you’d be thinking that,” she said, “and so we—You know, captain, it was quite difficult to find a way to reward you for bringing back the children?”


  “It was?” said the captain, suddenly realizing he’d also clean forgotten he was broke! And now the wrath of Onswud lay close ahead.


  “Gold and jewel stones would have been just right, of course!” she said, “but unfortunately, while there’s no doubt a lot of it on Karres somewhere, we never got around to looking for it. And we haven’t money—none that you could use, that is!”


  “No, I don’t suppose you do,” the captain agreed sadly.


  “However,” said Toll, “we’ve all been talking about it in the town, and so we’ve loaded a lot of things aboard your ship that we think you can sell at a fine profit!”


  “Well now,” the captain said gratefully, “that’s fine of—”


  “There are furs,” said Toll, “the very finest furs we could fix up—two thousand of them!”


  “Oh!” said the captain, bravely keeping his smile. “Well, that’s wonderful!”


  “And essences of perfume!” said Toll. “Everyone brought one bottle of their own, so that’s eight thousand three hundred and twenty-three bottles of perfume essences—all different!”


  “Perfume!” said the captain.


  “Fine, fine—but you really shouldn’t.”


  “And the rest of it,” Toll concluded happily, “is the green Lepti liquor you like so much, and the Wintenberry jellies!” She frowned. “I forget just how many jugs and jars,” she admitted, “but there were a lot. It’s all loaded now. And do you think you’ll be able to sell all that?” she smiled.


  “I certainly can!” the captain said stoutly. “It’s wonderful stuff, and there’s nothing like it in the Empire.”


  Which was very true. They wouldn’t have considered miffelfurs for lining on Karres. But if he’d been alone he would have felt like he wanted to burst into tears.


  The witches couldn’t have picked more completely unsalable items if they’d tried! Furs, cosmetics, food and liquor—he’d be shot on sight if he got caught trying to run that kind of merchandise into the Empire. For the same reason that they couldn’t use it on Nikkeldepain—they were that scared of contamination by goods that came from uncleared worlds!


  He breakfasted alone next morning. Toll had left a note beside his plate, which explained in a large, not too legible script that she had to run off and catch the Leewit; and that if he was gone before she got back she was wishing him good-by and good luck.


  He smeared two more buns with Wintenberry jelly, drank a large mug of cone-seed coffee, finished every scrap of the omelet of swan hawk eggs and then, in a state of pleasant repletion, toyed around with his slice of roasted Bollem liver.


  Boy, what food! He must have put on fifteen pounds since he landed on Karres.


  He wondered how Toll kept that sleek figure.


  Regretfully, he pushed himself away from the table, pocketed her jaote for a souvenir, and went out on the porch. There a tear-stained Maleen hurled herself into his arms.


  “Oh, captain!” she sobbed. “You’re leaving—”


  “Now, now!” the captain murmured, touched and surprised by the lovely child’s grief. He patted her shoulders soothingly. “I’ll be back,” he said rashly.


  “Oh, yes, do come back!” cried Maleen. She hesitated and added: “I become marriageable two years from now. Karres time—”


  “Well, well,” said the captain, dazed. “Well, now—”


  He set off down the path a few minutes later, with a strange melody tinkling in his head. Around the first curve, it changed abruptly to a shrill keening which seemed to originate from a spot some two hundred feet before him. Around the next curve, he entered a small, rocky clearing full of pale, misty, early-morning sunlight and what looked like a slow-motion fountain of gleaming rainbow globes. These turned out to be clusters of large, vari-hued soap bubbles which floated up steadily from a wooden tub full of hot water, soap, and the Leewit. Toll was bent over the tub; and the Leewit was objecting to a morning bath, with only that minimum of interruptions required to keep her lungs pumped full of a fresh supply of air.


  As the captain paused beside the little family group, her red, wrathful face came up over the rim of the tub and looked at him.


  “Well, Ugly,” she squealed, in a renewed outburst of rage, “who you staring at?” Then a sudden determination came into her eyes. She pursed her lips.


  Toll up-ended her promptly and smacked the Leewit’s bottom.


  “She was going to make some sort of a whistle at you,” she explained hurriedly. “Perhaps you’d better get out of range while I can keep her head under. And good luck, captain!”


  Karres seemed even more deserted than usual this morning. Of course, it was quite early. Great banks of fog lay here and there among the huge dark trees and the small bright houses. A breeze sighed sadly far overhead. Faint, mournful bird-cries came from still higher up—it could have been swan hawks reproaching him for the omelet.


  Somewhere in the distance, somebody tootled on a wood-instrument, very gently.


  He had gone halfway up the path to the landing field, when something buzzed past him like an enormous wasp and went CLUNK! into the bole of a tree just before him.


  It was a long, thin, wicked-looking arrow. On its shaft was a white card; and on the card was printed in red letters:


  STOP, MAN OF NIKKELDEPAIN!


  The captain stopped and looked around slowly and cautiously. There was no one in sight. What did it mean?


  He had a sudden feeling as if all of Karres were rising up silently in one stupendous, cool, foggy trap about him. His skin began to crawl. What was going to happen?


  “Ha-ha!” said Goth, suddenly visible on a rock twelve feet to his left and eight feet above him. “You did stop!”


  The captain let his breath out slowly.


  “What else did you think I’d do?” he inquired. He felt a little faint.


  She slid down from the rock like a lizard and stood before him. “Wanted to say good-by!” she told him.


  Thin and brown, in jacket, breeches, boots, and cap of gray-green rock-lichen color, Goth looked very much in her element. The brown eyes looked up at him steadily; the mouth smiled faintly; but there was no real expression on her face at all. There was a quiverful of those enormous arrows slung over her shoulder, and some arrow-shooting gadget—not a bow—in her left hand.


  She followed his glance.


  “Bollem hunting up the mountain,” she explained. “The wild ones. They’re better meat—”


  The captain reflected a moment. That’s right, he recalled; they kept the tame Bollem herds mostly for milk, butter, and cheese. He’d learned a lot of important things about Karres, all right!


  “Well,” he said, “good-by, Goth!”


  They shook hands gravely. Goth was the real Witch of Karres, he decided—more so than her sisters, more so even than Toll. But he hadn’t actually learned a single thing about any of them.


  Peculiar people!


  He walked on, rather glumly.


  “Captain!” Goth called after him. He turned.


  “Better watch those take-offs,” Goth called, “or you’ll kill yourself yet!”


  The captain cussed softly all the way up to the Venture.


  And the take-off was terrible! A few swan hawks were watching but, he hoped, no one else.


  V.


  There wasn’t the remotest possibility, of course, of resuming direct trade in the Empire with the cargo they’d loaded for him. But the more he thought about it now, the less likely it seemed that Councilor Onswud was going to let a genuine fortune slip through his hands on a mere technicality of embargoes. Nikkeldepain knew all the tricks of interstellar merchandising; and the councilor himself was undoubtedly the slickest unskinned miffel in the Republic.


  More hopefully, the captain began to wonder whether some sort of trade might not be made to develop eventually between Karres and Nikkeldepain, Now and then, he also thought of Maleen growing marriageable two years hence, Karres time. A handful of witch-notes went tinkling through his head whenever that idle reflection occurred.


  The calendric chronometer informed him he’d spent three weeks there. He couldn’t remember how their year compared with the standard one.


  He found he was getting remarkably restless on this homeward run; and it struck him for the first time that space travel could also be nothing much, more than a large hollow period of boredom. He made a few attempts to resume his sessions of small-talk with Illyla, via her picture; but the picture remained aloof.


  The ship seemed unnaturally quiet now—that was the trouble! The captain’s cabin, particularly, and the hall leading past it had become as dismal as a tomb.


  But at long last, Nikkeldepain II swam up on the screen ahead. The captain put the Venture 7333 on orbit, and broadcast the ship’s identification number. Half an hour later, Landing Control called him. He repeated the identification number, and added the ship’s name, his name, owner’s name, place of origin and nature of cargo.


  The cargo had to be described in detail.


  “Assume Landing Orbit 21,203 on your instruments,” Landing Control instructed him. “A customs ship will come out to inspect.”


  He went on the assigned orbit and gazed moodily from the vision ports at the flat continents and oceans of Nikkeldepain II as they drifted by below. A sense of equally flat depression overcame him unexpectedly. He shook it oil and remembered Illyla.


  Three hours later, a ship ran up next to him; and he shut off the orbital drive. The communicator began buzzing. He switched it on.


  “Vision, please!” said an official-sounding voice. The captain frowned, located the vision-stud of the communicator screen and pushed it down. Four faces appeared in vague outline on the screen, looking at him.


  “Illyla!” the captain said.


  “At least,” young Councilor Rapport said unpleasantly, “he’s brought back the ship, Father Onswud!”


  “Illyla!” said the captain.


  Councilor Onswud said nothing. Neither did Illyla. They both seemed to be staring at him, but the screen wasn’t good enough to permit the study of expression in detail.


  The fourth face, an unfamiliar one above a uniform collar, was the one with the official-sounding voice.


  “You are instructed to open the forward lock, Captain Pausert,” it said, “for an official investigation.”


  It wasn’t till he was releasing the outer lock to the control room that the captain realized it wasn’t Customs who had sent a boat out to him, but the police of the Republic.


  However, he hesitated for only a moment. Then the outer lock gaped wide.


  He tried to explain. They wouldn’t listen. They had come on board in contamination-proof repulsor suits, all four of them; and they discussed the captain as if he weren’t there. Illyla looked pale and angry and beautiful, and avoided looking at him.


  However, he didn’t want to speak to her before the others anyway.


  They strolled back to the storage and gave the Karres cargo a casual glance.


  “Damaged his lifeboat, too!” Councilor Rapport remarked.


  They brushed past him down the narrow hallway and went back to the control room. The policeman asked to see the log and commercial records. The captain produced them.


  The three men studied them briefly. Illyla gazed stonily out at Nikkeldepain II.


  “Not too carefully kept!” the policeman pointed out.


  “Surprising he bothered to keep them at all!” said Councilor Rapport.


  “But it’s all clear enough!” said Councilor Onswud.


  They straightened up then and faced him in a line. Councilor Onswud folded his arms and projected his craggy chin. Councilor Rapport stood at ease, smiling faintly. The policeman became officially rigid.


  Illyla remained off to one side, looking at the three.


  “Captain Pausert,” the policeman said, “the following charges—substantiated in part by this preliminary investigation—are made against you—”


  “Charges?” said the captain.


  “Silence, please!” rumbled Councilor Onswud.


  “First: material theft of a quarter-million value of maels of jewels and jeweled items from a citizen of the Imperial Planet of Porlumma—”


  “They were returned!” the captain protested.


  “Restitution, particularly when inspired hy fear of retribution, does not affect the validity of the original charge,” Councilor Rapport quoted, gazing at the ceiling.


  “Second,” continued the policeman. “Purchase of human slaves, permitted under Imperial law but prohibited by penalty of ten years to lifetime penal servitude by the laws of the Republic of Nikkeldepain—”


  “I was just taking them back where they belonged!” said the captain.


  “We shall get to that point presently,” the policeman replied. “Third, material theft of sundry items in the value of one hundred and eighty thousand maels from a ship of the Imperial Planet of Lepper, accompanied by threats of violence to the ship’s personnel—”


  “I might add in explanation of the significance of this particular charge,” added Councilor Rapport, looking at the floor, “that the Regency of Sirius, containing Lepper, is allied to the Republic of Nikkeldepain by commercial and military treaties of considerable value. The Regency has taken the trouble to point out that such hostile conduct by a citizen of the Republic against citizens of the Regency is likely to have an adverse effect on the duration of the treaties. The charge thereby becomes compounded by the additional charge of a treasonable act against the Republic—”


  He glanced at the captain. “I believe we can forestall the accused’s plea that these pdfered goods also were restored. They were, in the face of superior force!”


  “Fourth,” the policeman went on patiently, “depraved and licentious conduct while acting as commercial agent, to the detriment of your employer’s business and reputation—”


  “WHAT?” choked the captain, “—involving three of the notorious Witches of the Prohibited Planet of Karres—”


  “Just like his great-uncle Threbus!” nodded Councilor Onswud gloomily. “It’s in the blood, I always say!”


  “—and a justifiable suspicion of a prolonged stay on said Prohibited Planet of Karres—”


  “I never heard of that place before this trip!” shouted the captain.


  “Why don’t you read your Instructions and Regulations then?” shouted Councilor Rapport. “It’s all there!”


  “Silence, please!” shouted Councilor Onswud.


  “Fifth,” said the policeman quietly, “general willful and negligent actions resulting in material damage and loss to your employer to the value of eighty-two thousand maels.”


  “I’ve still got fifty-five thousand. And the stuff in the storage,” the captain said, also quietly, “is worth half a million, at least!”


  “Contraband and hence legally valueless!” the policeman said. Councilor Onswud cleared his throat.


  “It will be impounded, of course,” he said. “Should a method of resale present itself, the profits, if any, will be applied to the cancellation of your just debts. To some extent, that might reduce your sentence.” He paused. “There is another matter—”


  “The sixth charge,” the policeman said, “is the development and public demonstration of a new type of space drive, which should have been brought promptly and secretly to the attention of the Republic of Nikkeldepain!”


  They all stared at him—alertly and quite greedily.


  So that was it—the Sheewash Drive!


  “Your sentence may be greatly reduced, Pausert,” Councilor Onswud said wheedlingly, “if you decide to be reasonable now. What have you discovered?”


  “Look out, father!” Illyla said sharply.


  “Pausert,” Councilor Onswud inquired in a fading voice, “what is that in your hand?”


  “A Blythe gun,” the captain said, boiling.


  There was a frozen stillness for an instant. Then the policeman’s right hand made a convulsive movement.


  “Uh-uh!” said the captain warningly.


  Councilor Rapport started a slow step backwards.


  “Stay where you are!” said the captain.


  “Pausert!” Councilor Onswud and Illyla cried out together.


  “Shut up!” said the captain.


  There was another stillness.


  “If you’d looked,” the captain said, in an almost normal voice, “you’d have seen I’ve got the nova gun turrets out. They’re fixed on that boat of yours. The boat’s lying still and keeping its little yap shut. You do the same—”


  He pointed a finger at the policeman. “You got a repulsor suit on,” he said, “Open the inner port lock and go squirt yourself back to your boat!”


  The inner port lock groaned open. Warm air left the ship in a long, lazy wave, scattering the sheets of the Venture’s log and commercial records over the floor. The thin, cold upper atmosphere of Nikkeldepain II came eddying in.


  “You next, Onswud!” the captain said.


  And a moment later: “Rapport, you just turn around—”


  Young Councilor Rapport went through the port at a higher velocity than could be attributed reasonably to his repulsor units. The captain winced and rubbed his foot. But it had been worth it.


  “Pausert,” said Illyla in justifiable apprehension, “you are stark, staring mad!”


  “Not at all, my dear,” the captain said cheerfully. “You and I are now going to take off and embark on a life of crime together.”


  “But, Pausert—”


  “You’ll get used to it,” the captain assured her, “just like I did. It’s got Nikkeldepain beat every which way.”


  “Pausert,” Illyla said, whitefaced, “we told them to bring up revolt ships!”


  “We’ll blow them out through the stratosphere,” the captain said belligerently, reaching for the port-control switch. He added, “But they won’t shoot anyway while I’ve got you on board!”


  Illyla shook her head. “You just don’t understand,” she said desperately. “You can’t make me stay!”


  “Why not?” asked the captain.


  “Pausert,” said Illyla, “I am Madame Councilor Rapport.”


  “Oh!” said the captain. There was a silence. He added, crestfallen: “Since when?”


  “Five months ago, yesterday,” said Illyla.


  “Great Patham!” cried the captain, with some indignation. “I’d hardly got off Nikkeldepain then! We were engaged!”


  “Secretly . . . and I guess,” said Illyla, with a return of spirit, “that I had a right to change my mind!”


  There was another silence.


  “Guess you had, at that,” the captain agreed. “All right—the port’s still open, and your husband’s waiting in the boat. Beat it!”


  He was alone. He let the ports slam shut and banged down the oxygen release switch. The air had become a little thin.


  He cussed.


  The communicator began rattling for attention. He turned it on.


  “Pausert!” Councilor Onswud was calling in a friendly but shaking voice. “May we not depart, Pausert? Your nova guns are still fixed on this boat!”


  “Oh, that—” said the captain. He deflected the turrets a trifle. “They won’t go off now. Scram!”


  The police boat vanished.


  There was other company coming, though. Far below him but climbing steadily, a trio of revolt ships darted past on the screen, swung around and came back for the next turn of their spiral. They’d have to get a good deal closer before they started shooting; but they’d try to stay under him so as not to knock any stray chunks out of Nikkeldepain.


  Fie sat a moment, reflecting. The revolt ships went by once more. The captain punched in the Venture’s secondary drives, turned her nose towards the planet and let her go. There were some scattered white puffs around as he cut through the revolt ships’ plane of flight. Then he was below them, and the Venture groaned as he took her out of the dive.


  The revolt ships were already scattering and nosing over for a countermaneuver. He picked the nearest one and swung the nova guns towards it.


  “—and ram them in the middle!” he muttered between his teeth.


  SSS-whoosh!


  It was the Sheewash Drive—but, like a nightmare now, it kept on and on!


  VI.


  “Maleen!” the captain bawled, pounding at the locked door of the captain’s cabin. “Maleen—shut it off! Cut it off! You’ll kill yourself. Maleen!”


  The Venture quivered suddenly throughout her length, then shuddered more violently, jumped and coughed; and commenced sailing along on her secondary drives again. He wondered how many light-years from everything they were by now. It didn’t matter!


  “Maleen!” he yelled. “Are you all right?”


  There was a faint thump-thump inside the cabin, and silence. He lost almost a minute finding the right cutting tool in the storage. A few seconds later, a section of door panel sagged inwards; he caught it by one edge and came tumbling into the cabin with it.


  He had the briefest glimpse of a ball of orange-colored fire swirling uncertainly over a cone of oddly bent wires. Then the fire vanished, and the wires collapsed with a loose rattling to the table top.


  The crumpled small shape lay behind the table, which was why he didn’t discover it at once. He sagged to the floor beside it, all the strength running out of his knees.


  Brown eyes opened and blinked at him blearily.


  “Sure takes it out of you!” Goth grunted. “Am I hungry!”


  “I’ll whale the holy, howling tar out of you again,” the captain roared, “if you ever—”


  “Quit your bawling!” snarled Goth. “I got to eat.”


  She ate for fifteen minutes straight, before she sank back in her chair, and sighed.


  “Have some more Wintenberry jelly,” the captain offered anxiously. She looked pretty pale.


  Goth shook her head. “Couldn’t—and that’s about the first thing you’ve said since you fell through the door, howling for Maleen. Ha-ha! Maleen’s got a boy friend!”


  “Button your lip, child,” the captain said. “I was thinking.” He added, after a moment: “Has she really?”


  “Picked him out last year,” Goth nodded. “Nice boy from town—they get married as soon as she’s marriageable. She just told you to come hack because she was upset about you. Maleen had a premonition you were headed for awful trouble!”


  “She was quite right, little chum,” the captain said nastily.


  “What were you thinking about?” Goth inquired.


  “I was thinking,” said the captain, “that as soon as we’re sure you’re going to be all right, I’m taking you straight back to Karres!”


  “I’ll be all right now,” Goth said. “Except, likely, for a stomach-ache. But you can’t take me back to Karres.”


  “Who will stop me, may I ask?” the captain asked.


  “Karres is gone,” Goth said.


  “Gone?” the captain repeated blankly, with a sensation of not quite definable horror bubbling up in him.


  “Not blown up or anything,” Goth reassured him. “They just moved it! The Imperials got their hair up about us again. But this time, they were sending a fleet with the big bombs and stuff, so everybody was called home. But they had to wait then till they found out where we were—me and Maleen and the Leewit. Then you brought us in; and they had to wait again, and decide about you. But right after you’d left . . . we’d left, I mean . . . they moved it.”


  “Where?”


  “Great Patham!” Goth shrugged. “How’d I know? There’s lots of places!”


  There probably were, the captain admitted silently. A scene came suddenly before his eyes—that lime-white, arenalike bowl in the valley, with the steep tiers of seats around it, just before they’d reached the town of Karres—“the Theater where—”


  But now there was unnatural night-darkness all over and about that world; and the eight thousand-some Witches of Karres sat in circles around the Theater, their heads bent towards one point in the center, where orange fire washed hugely about the peak of a cone of curiously twisted girders.


  And a world went racing off at the speeds of the Sheewash Drive! There’d be lots of places, all right. What peculiar people!


  “Anyway,” he sighed, “if I’ve got to start raising you—don’t say ‘Great Patham’ any more. That’s a cuss word!”


  “I learned it from you!” Goth pointed out.


  “So you did, I guess,” the captain acknowledged. “I won’t say it either. Aren’t they going to be worried about you?”


  “Not very much,” said Goth. “We don’t get hurt often—especially when we’re young. That’s when we can do all that stuff like teleporting, and whistling, like the Leewit. We lose it mostly when we get older—they’re working on that now so we won’t. About all Maleen can do right now is premote!”


  “She premoted just dandy, though,” the captain said. “The Sheewash Drive—they can all do that, can’t they?”


  “Uh-huh!” Goth nodded. “But that’s learned stuff. That’s one of the things they already studied out.” She added, a trace uncomfortably: “I can’t tell you about that till you’re one yourself.”


  “Till I’m what myself?” the captain asked, becoming puzzled again.


  “A witch, like us,” said Goth. “We got our rules. And that won’t be for four years, Karres time.”


  “It won’t, eh?” said the captain. “What happens then?”


  “That’s when I’m marriageable age,” said Goth, frowning at the jar of Wintenberry jelly. She pulled it towards her and inspected it carefully. “I got it all fixed,” she told the jelly firmly, “as soon as they started saying they ought to pick out a wife for you on Karres, so you could stay. I said it was me, right away; and everyone else said finally that was all right then—even Maleen, because she had this boy friend.”


  “You mean,” said the captain, stunned, “this was all planned out on Karres?”


  “Sure,” said Goth. She pushed the jelly back where it had been standing, and glanced up at him again. “For three weeks, that’s about all everyone talked about in the town! It set a perceedent—”


  She paused doubtfully.


  “That would explain it,” the captain admitted.


  “Uh-huh,” Goth nodded relieved, settling back in her chair. “But it was my father who told us how to do it so you’d break up with the people on Nikkeldepain. He said it was in the blood.”


  “What was in the blood?” the captain said patiently.


  “That you’d break up with them. That’s Threbus, my father,” Goth informed him. “You met him a couple of times in the town. Big man with a blond beard—Maleen and the Leewit take after him.”


  “You wouldn’t mean my great-uncle Threbus?” the captain inquired. He was in a state of strange calm by now.


  “That’s right,” said Goth. “He liked you a lot.”


  “It’s a small Galaxy,” said the captain philosophically. “So that’s where Threbus wound up! I’d like to meet him again some day.”


  “We’ll start after Karres four years from now, when you learn about those things,” Goth said. “We’ll catch up with them all right. That’s still thirteen hundred and seventy-two Old Sidereal days,” she added, “but there’s a lot to do in between. You want to pay the money you owe back to those people, don’t you? I got some ideas—”


  “None of those teleporting tricks now!” the captain warned.


  “Kid stuff!” Goth said scornfully. “I’m growing up. This’ll be fair swapping. But we’ll get rich.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised,” the captain admitted. He thought a moment. “Seeing we’ve turned out to be distant relatives, I suppose it is all right, too, if I adopt you meanwhile—”


  “Sure,” said Goth. She stood up.


  “Where you going?” the captain asked.


  “Bed,” said Goth. “I’m tired.” She stopped at the hall door. “About all I can tell you about us till then,” she said, “you can read in those Regulations, like the one man said—the one you kicked off the ship. There’s a lot about us in there. Lots of lies, too, though!”


  “And when did you find out about the communicator between here and the captain’s cabin?” the captain inquired.


  Goth grinned. “A while back,” she admitted. “The others never noticed!”


  “All right,” the captain said. “Good night, witch—if you get a stomach-ache, yell and I’ll bring the medicine.”


  “Good night,” Goth yawned. “I will, I think.”


  “And wash behind your ears!” the captain added, trying to remember the bedtime instructions he’d overheard Maleen giving the junior witches.


  “All right,” said Goth sleepily. The hall door closed behind her—but half a minute later, it was briskly opened again. The captain looked up startled from the voluminous stack of “General Instructions and Space Regulations of the Republic of Nikkeldepain” he’d just discovered in one of the drawers of the control desk. Goth stood in the doorway, scowling and wide-awake.


  “And you wash behind yours!” she said.


  “Huh?” said the captain. He reflected a moment. “All right,” he said. “We both will, then.”


  “Right,” said Goth, satisfied.


  The door closed once more.


  The captain began to run his finger down the lengthy index of K’s—or could it be under W?


  THE END


  1950


  THE TRUTH ABOUT CUSHGAR


  Sometimes it isn’t good national policy to win too easily—and sometimes the most powerful weapon is the enemy’s conviction that he doesn’t understand . . .


  There was, for a time, a good deal of puzzled and uneasy speculation about the methods that had been employed by the Confederacy of Vega in the taming of Cushgar. The disturbing part of it was that nothing really seemed to have happened!


  First, the rumor was simply that the Confederacy was preparing to move into Cushgar—and then, suddenly, that it had moved in! This aroused surprised but pleased interest in a number of areas bordering the Confederacy. The Thousand Nations and a half-dozen similar organizations quietly flexed their military muscles, and prepared to land in the middle of the Confederacy’s back as soon as it became fairly engaged in its ambitious new project. For Cushgar and the Confederacy seemed about as evenly matched as any two powers could possibly be.


  But there was no engagement, then. There was not even anything resembling an official surrender. Star system by system, mighty Cushgar was accepting the governors installed by the Confederacy. Meekly, it coughed up “what was left of the captive peoples and the loot it had pirated for the past seven centuries. And, very simply and quietly then, under the eyes of a dumfounded galaxy, it settled down and began mending its manners.


  Then the rumors began! The wildest of them appeared to have originated in Cushgar itself, among its grim but superstitious inhabitants.


  The Thousand Nations and the other rival combines gradually relaxed their various preparations and settled back disappointedly. This certainly wasn’t the time to jump! The Confederacy had sneaked something over again; it was all done with by now.


  But what had they done to Cushgar—and how?


  In the Confederacy’s Council of Co-ordinators on Vega’s planet of Jeltad, the Third Co-ordinator, Chief of the Department of Galactic Zones, was being freely raked over the coals by his eminent colleagues.


  They, too, wanted to know about Cushgar; and he wasn’t telling.


  “Of course, we’re not actually accusing you of anything,” the Fifth Co-ordinator—Strategics—pointed out. “But you didn’t expect to advance the Council’s plans by sixty years or thereabouts without arousing a certain amount of curiosity, did you?”


  “No, I didn’t expect to do that,” the Third Co-ordinator admitted.


  “Come clean, Train!” said the First. Train was the name by which the Third Co-ordinator was known in this circle. “How did you do it?” Usually they were allies in these little arguments, but the First’s curiosity was also rampant.


  “Can’t tell you!” the Third Coordinator said flatly. “I made a report to the College, and they’ll dish out to your various departments whatever they ought to get.”


  He was within his rights in guarding his own department’s secrets, and they knew it. As for the College—that was the College of the Pleiades, metaphysically inclined body which was linked into the affairs of Confederacy government in a manner the College itself presumably could have defined exactly. Nobody else could. However, they were the final arbiters in a case of this kind.


  The Council meeting broke up a little later. The Third Co-ordinator left with Bropha, a handsome youngish man who had been listening in, in a liaison capacity for the College.


  “Let’s go off and have a drink somewhere,” Bropha suggested. “I’m curious myself.”


  The Co-ordinator growled softly. His gray hair was rumpled, and he looked exhausted.


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll tell you—”


  Bropha’s title was President of the College of the Pleiades. That was a good deal less important than it sounded, since he was only the executive scientist in charge of the College’s mundane affairs. However, he was also the Third Co-ordinator’s close personal friend and had been cleared for secrets of state of any kind whatsoever.


  They went off and had their drink.


  “You can’t blame them too much,” Bropha said soothingly. “After all, the conquest of Cushgar has been regarded pretty generally as the Confederacy’s principal and most dangerous undertaking in the century immediately ahead. When the Department of Galactic Zones pulls it off suddenly—apparently without preparation or losses—”


  “It wasn’t without losses,” the Coordinator said glumly.


  “Wasn’t it?” said Bropha.


  “It cost me,” said the Co-ordinator, “the best Zone Agent I ever had—or ever hope to have. Remember Zamm?”


  Bropha’s handsome face darkened.


  Yes, he remembered Zamm! There were even times when he wished he didn’t remember her quite so vividly.


  But two years would have been much too short an interval in any case to forget the name of the person who had saved your life—


  At the, time, the discovery that His Excellency the Illustrious Bropha was lost in space had sent a well-concealed ripple of dismay throughout the government of the Confederacy. For Bropha was destined in the Confederacy’s plans to become a political figure of the highest possible importance.


  Even the Third Co-ordinator’s habitual placidity vanished when the information first reached him. But he realized promptly that while a man lost in deep space was almost always lost for good, there were any number of mitigating factors involved in this particular case. The last report on Bropha had been received from his personal yacht, captained by his half brother Greemshard; and that ship was equipped with devices which would have tripped automatic alarms in monitor-stations thousands of light-years apart if it had been suddenly destroyed or incapacitated by any unforeseen accident or space attack.


  Since no such alarm was received, the yacht was still functioning undisturbed somewhere, though somebody on board her was keeping her whereabouts a secret.


  It all pointed, pretty definitely, at Greemshard!


  For its own reasons, the Department of Galactic Zones had assembled a dossier on Bropha’s half brother which was hardly less detailed than the information it had available concerning the illustrious scientist himself. It was no secret to its researchers that Greemshard was an ambitious, hard-driving man, who for years had chafed under the fact that the goal of his ambitions was always being reached first and without apparent effort by Bropha. The study of his personality had been quietly extended then to a point where it could be predicted with reasonable accuracy what he would do in any given set of circumstances; and with the department’s psychologists busily dissecting the circumstances which surrounded the disappearance of Bropha, it soon became apparent what Greemshard had done and what he intended to do next.


  A prompt check by local Zone Agents indicated that none of the powers who would be interested in getting Bropha into their hands had done so as yet, and insured, furthermore, that they could not do so now without leading the Confederacy’s searchers directly to him. Which left, as the most important remaining difficulty, the fact that the number of places where the vanished yacht could be kept unobtrusively concealed was enormously large.


  The number was a limited one, nevertheless—unless the ship was simply drifting about space somewhere, which was a risk no navigator of Greemshard’s experience would be willing to take. And through the facilities of its home offices and laboratories and its roving army of Agents, the Third Department was equipped, as perhaps no other human organization ever had been, to produce an exact chart of all those possible points of concealment and then to check them off in the shortest possible time.


  So the Co-ordinator was not in the least surprised when, on the eighth day of the search instigated by the department, a message from Zone Agent Zamman Tarradang-Pok was transferred to him, stating that Bropha had been found, alive and in reasonably good condition, and would be back in his home on Jeltad in another two weeks.


  “In a way, though, it’s too bad it had to be that space-pixy Zamm who found him!” one of the Co-ordinator’s aides remarked.


  And to that, after a moment’s reflection, the Chief of Galactic Zones agreed.


  II.


  The moon where Bropha’s yacht lay concealed was one of three approximately Earth-sized, ice-encrusted satellites swinging about the sullen glow of a fiery giant-planet.


  The robot-ship of Zone Agent Zamman Tarradang-Pok, working along its allotted section of the general search-pattern, flashed in at the moon on a tangent to its orbit, quartered its surface in two sweeping turns and vanished again toward the nearer of the two other satellites.


  All in all, that operation was completed in a matter of seconds; but before the ship left, Zone Agent Zamm had disembarked from it in a thirty-foot space-duty skiff—crammed to its skin just now with the kind of equipment required to pull off a miniature invasion-in-force. Whatever sort of camouflaged power station was down there had been shut off the instant it detected her ship’s approach. While that didn’t necessarily reveal a bad conscience, the momentary pattern of radiations Zamm’s instruments had picked up suggested an exact duplicate of the type of engines which powered Bropha’s yacht.


  So it probably was the yacht, Zamm decided—and it would be hidden just below the moon’s frozen surface! She had pin-pointed the spot; and on the opposite side of the big satellite the skiff came streaking down into a thin, icy atmosphere.


  “You can start hoping that ship was one of those I’ve been waiting for!” Greemshard was remarking meanwhile. “Or else just somebody who isn’t interested in us.”


  He stood in the center of the yacht’s control room, staring at Bropha with intense dislike and a touch of fear. A suspicion had begun to grow on Greemshard that with all his cleverness and planning he might have worked himself at last into an impossible situation! None of the dozens of coded messages he had sent out during the past few days had been answered or perhaps even received. It was a little uncanny.


  “Whatever happens,” he concluded, “they’re not getting you back alive!”


  Bropha, flattened by gravity shackles to one wall of the room, saw no reason to reply. For the greater part of the past week, he had been floating mentally in some far-off place, from where he detachedly controlled the ceaseless complaints of various abused nerve-endings of his body. His half brother’s voice hardly registered. He had begun to review instead, for perhaps the thousandth futile time, the possibilities of the trap into which he had let Greemshard maneuver him. The chances were he would have to pay the usual penalty of stupidity, but _it was unlikely that either Greemshard or his confederates would get any benefit out of that.


  Bropha was quite familiar—though Greemshard was not—with the peculiar efficiency of the organization headed by his friend, the Third Coordinator.


  “Do not move, Captain Greemshard!”


  That was all that tinkling, brittle voice really said. But it was a moment or so before Bropha grasped the meaning of the words.


  He had, he realized, been literally shocked into full consciousness by something that might have been the thin cry of a mindless death as it rose before its victim—a sound that ripped the clogging pain-veils from his thoughts and triggered off an explosion of sheer animal fright! Bropha’s brain was a curiously sensitive tool in many ways; it chose to ignore the explicit substance of Zamm’s curt warning and, instead, to read in it things like an insatiable hunger, and that ultimate threat! And also, oddly enough, a wailing, bleak despair.


  Later on, he would admit readily that in his wracked condition he might have put a good deal more into the voice than was actually there. He would point out, however, that Greemshard, who was not an imaginative man and recklessly brave, seemed to be similarly affected. His half brother, he saw, stood facing him some twenty feet away, with his back to the door that led from the control room into the main body of the yacht; and the expression on his face was one Bropha could never remember afterwards without a feeling of discomfort. There was an assortment of weapons about Greemshard’s person and on a desk to one side and within easy reach of him; but for that moment at least he did not move.


  Then Bropha’s startled gaze shifted beyond Greemshard.


  The passage door had disappeared, and a pale-green fire was trickling swiftly from about its frame. He saw Zone Agent Zamm next, standing just beyond the door with a gun in her hand, and several squat, glittering shapes looming up behind her. The shock of almost superstitious fear that had roused him left Bropha in that instant, because he knew at once who and what Zamm was.


  At about the same moment, Greemshard made his bid—desperately and with the flashing speed of a big, strong animal in perfect condition.


  He flung himself sideways to reach the floor behind the desk, one hand plucking at a gun in his belt; but he was still in mid-leap when some soundless force spun him about and hurled him across the room, almost to Bropha’s feet. What was left of Greemshard lay twitching there violently for a few seconds more, and was still. A faint smell of ozone began to spread through the room.


  Bropha looked down at the headless body and winced. As children and half-grown boys, he and Greemshard had been the best of friends; and later, he had understood his half brother better than Greemshard ever knew. For a moment at least, the events of the last few days seemed much less important than those years that were past.


  Then he looked back at the figure behind the coldly flaming door frame across the room and stammered: “Thank you, Zone Agent!”


  His first glance at Zamm had showed him that she was a Daya-Bal; and up to that moment he would have thought that no branch of humanity was emotionally less suited than they to perform the duties of an Agent of Galactic Zones. But under the circumstances, the person who had effected an entry into that room, in the spectacularly quiet and apparently instantaneous fashion which alone could have saved his life, was not likely to be anything else.


  Like a trio of goblin hounds, three different pieces of robotic equipment came variously gliding and floating through the glowing door frame on Zamm’s heels, and began to busy themselves gently about a now rather shock-dazed Bropha. His rescuer, he found himself thinking presently, seemed really more bizarre in these surroundings than her mechanical assistants!


  Zamm was not in armor but in a fitted spacesuit, so her racial characteristics were unmistakable. By ordinary human standards, the rather small Daya-Bal body was excessively thin and narrow; but Zamm’s white face with its pale eyes and thin, straight nose matched it perfectly, and every motion showed the swift, unconscious grace which accounted for some of the fascination her people exerted on their more normally constructed cousins. Bropha, who had spent over a year among the Daya-Bal planets in the Betelgeuse region, and during that time had also come under the spell of what was perhaps the youngest true branch of Genus Homo, addressed Zamm, by and by, in her own language.


  He noted her smile of quick pleasure and the flash of interest in her eyes, and listened carefully to her reply, which began as an apology for causing irreparable damage to his ship in the process of boarding it. Such responses all seemed disarmingly normal; and he felt unable to recapture the sensations which had awakened him so suddenly when he heard her challenge to Greemshard.


  Greemshard’s death, too—however he might feel about it personally—was, after all, simply the fate of a criminal who had been misguided enough to resist certain arrest. As it happened, Bropha never did learn the exact circumstances under which the four members of Greemshard’s little gang, who were acting as the yacht’s crew, had departed this life just before Zamm appeared at the control room; but it could be assumed that the situation there had been a somewhat similar one.


  His explanations, however, completely failed to satisfy him—because he knew the Daya-Bals.


  He spent most of the two weeks required for the return trip to Jeltad in a bed under robotic treatment.


  The physical damage his misadventure had cost him wasn’t too serious, but it had to be repaired promptly; and such first-aid patchwork usually involved keeping a human brain anaesthetized to the point of complete unconsciousness. But Bropha’s level of mind-training permitted him to by-pass that particular effect, and to remain as aware of his surroundings as he chose to be; and he remained much more aware of them than Zamman Tarradang-Pok or her robots appeared to realize.


  To the average bedridden traveler, that endless drive on a silent ship through the unreal-seeming voids of the overspeed might have seemed monotonous to the point of dreary boredom. Bropha—alert, wondering and reflecting—soon gained a different impression of it. Little enough was actually happening; but even the slightest events here seemed weighted to him with some abnormal dark significance of their own. It was almost, he thought, as if he were catching an occasional whispered line or two of some grim drama—the actors of which moved constantly all about him but were very careful to stay out of his sight!


  One day, finally, his watching was briefly rewarded; though what he observed left him, if anything, more puzzled than before. But afterwards, he found that faint echo of the chill Zamm’s voice first aroused in him had returned. In his mind, it now accompanied the slight shape which came occasionally through the shadowed passage before his cabin and, much more rarely, paused there quietly to look in on him.


  Simultaneously, he discovered that a sense of something depressing and frightening had crept into his concept of this stupendously powered ship of Zamm’s, with its electronic mentality through which sensations and reflexes flashed in a ceaseless billionfold shift of balances, over circuits and with meanings to which nothing remotely like a parallel existed in any human brain. Its racing drive through apparent nothingness, at speeds which no longer could be related mentally to actual motion, was like the expression of some fixed, nightmarish purpose which Bropha’s presence had not changed in any way. For the moment, he was merely being carried along in the fringe of the nightmare—soon he would be expelled from it.


  And then that somehow terrible unit, the woman of a race which mankind had long regarded as if they were creatures of some galactic Elfland—beings a little wiser, gentler, a little farther from the brute than their human brothers—and her train of attendant robots, of which there seemed to be a multi-shaped, grotesque insect-swarm about the ship, and finally the titanic, man-made monster that carried them all, would go rushing off again on their ceaseless, frightening search.


  For what?


  Without being able to give himself a really good reason for it even now, Bropha was, in brief, profoundly disturbed.


  But one day he came walking up into the control room, completely healed again, though still a little uncertain in his stride and more than a little dissatisfied in his thoughts. Vega was now some twenty-five light-years away in space; but in the foreshortening magic of the ship’s vision tank, its dazzling, blue-white brilliance floated like a three-inch fire-jewel before them. A few hours later, great Jeltad itself swam suddenly below with its wind-swept blues and greens and snowy poles—to the eyes of the two watchers on the ship much more like the historical Earth-home of both their races than the functional, tunneled hornet-hive of Terra was nowadays.


  So Bropha came home. Being Bropha, his return was celebrated as a planetary event that night, centered about a flamboyant festival at his fine house overlooking the tall, gray towers of Government Center. Being also the Bropha who could not leave any human problem unsettled, once it came to his attention, he tried to make sure that the festival would be attended both by his rescuer and by her boss—his old friend, the Third Co-ordinator of the Vegan Confederacy.


  However, only one of them appeared.


  “To tell you the truth,” Bropha remarked, “I didn’t expect her to show up. And to tell you the truth again, I feel almost relieved, now that she didn’t.” He nodded down at the thronged and musical garden stretches below the gallery in which they sat. “I can’t imagine Zamm in a setting like that!”


  The Co-ordinator looked. “No,” he agreed thoughtfully; “Zamm wouldn’t fit in.”


  “It would be,” said Bropha, rather more dramatically than was customary for him, “like seeing some fever-dream moving about in your everyday life—it wouldn’t do!”


  “So you want to talk about her,” the Co-ordinator said; and Bropha realized suddenly that his friend looked soberly amused.


  “I do,” he admitted. “In fact, it’s necessary! That Agent of yours made me extremely uneasy.”


  The Co-ordinator nodded.


  “It hasn’t anything to do,” Bropha went on, “with the fact of her immense personal attractiveness. After all, that’s an almost uniform quality of her race! I’ve sometimes thought that racial quality of the Daya-Bals might be strong enough to have diverted our sufficiently confused standards of such abstractions as beauty and perfection into entirely new channels—if their people happened to be spread out among our A-Class civilizations.”


  The Co-ordinator laughed. “It just might be, at that! Perhaps it’s fortunate for us they’ve lost the urges of migrating and dominating the widest possible range of surroundings.”


  Bropha didn’t agree.


  “If they hadn’t lost them,” he said, “they’d be something other than they are—probably something a good deal less formidable. As it is, they’ve concentrated on themselves. I’ve heard them described as metaphysicists and artists. But those are our terms. Personally I think the Daya-Bals understand such terms in a way we don’t. While I was living among them, anyway, I had a constant suspicion that they moved habitually in dimensions of mental reality I didn’t know of as yet—”


  He stopped and hauled himself back.


  “You were going to speak of Zamm,” his friend reminded him.


  “Well, in a way I am speaking of her!” Bropha said slowly. “Obviously, the mere fact that a Daya-Bal is working for you, for the Department of Galactic Zones—and operating one of those really hellish robot ships of yours—is a flat contradiction to everything we know about them. Or think we know! A fallen angel would seem much less of a paradox. And there was the manner in which she killed Greemshard—”


  The Co-ordinator raised a bushy gray eyebrow.


  “Naturally,” Bropha assured him, “I’m not blaming her for Greemshard’s death. Under the circumstances, that had become unavoidable, in any case. But Zamm killed him”—he was selecting his words carefully now—“as if she were under some inescapable compulsion to do it. I don’t know how else to describe the action.”


  He waited, but Zamm’s boss offered no comment.


  “There were two other incidents,” Bropha continued, “on our way back here. The first was on the same day that we took off from that chunk of ice of a moon. We chased something. I didn’t see what it was and I didn’t ask her. There was a little maneuvering and a fairly long, straight run, about two minutes. We got hit by something heavy enough to slow us; and then the ship’s automatics went off. That was all. Whatever it was, it was finished.”


  “It was finished, all right!” the Co-ordinator stated. “That was a Shaggar ship. They seem to be migrating through that section, Zamm reported the incident, and as I was following your return with interest, I heard of it directly.”


  “I’m not questioning the ethics of your Agents’ work, you know,” Bropha said after a pause. “Having seen something of what the Shaggar will do to anybody who can’t outfight them, I also realize that killing them, in particular, is in a class with destroying a plague virus. No, the point is simply that I saw Zamm’s face immediately afterwards. She came past my cabin and looked in at me for a moment. I don’t believe she actually saw me! Her eyes looked blind. And her face had no more expression than a white stone—”


  He added doubtfully, “And that’s not right either! Because at the same time I had the very clear impression that she was staring past me at something. I remember thinking that she hated whatever she saw there with an intensity no sane being should feel against anything.” He paused again. “You know now what I’m trying to say?”


  “It’s fairly obvious,” the Co-ordinator replied judicially, “that you believe one of my Agents, at least, is a maniac.”


  “It sounds thoroughly ungrateful of me,” Bropha nodded, “but that’s about it—except, of course, that I don’t actually believe it! However, for the sake of my own peace of mind, I’d be obliged if you’d take the trouble to look up the facts on Zone Agent Zamm and let me know what the correct explanation is.”


  It was the Co-ordinator who hesitated now.


  “She’s a killer, certainly,” he said at last. He smiled faintly. “In fact, Bropha, you’ve been granted the distinction of being rescued by what is quite probably the grand champion killer of the department. Zamm’s a Peripheral Agent—roving commission you might call it. No fixed zone of operations. When she runs out of work, she calls in to Central and has them lay out a pattern of whatever foci of disturbance there are in the areas she’s headed for. She checks in here at Jeltad about once a year to have her ship equipped with any worthwhile innovations Lab’s cooked up in the interval.”


  He reflected a moment. “I don’t know,” he said, “whether you were in a condition to notice much about that ship of hers?”


  “Not much,” Bropha admitted. “I remember, when she called it back to pick us up, it seemed bulkier than most Agent ships I’d seen—a big, dull-black spheroid mostly. I saw very little of its interior. Why?”


  “As an Agent ship, it’s our ultimate development in self-containment,” the Co-ordinator said. “In that particular type, camouflage and inconspicuousness are largely sacrificed to other advantages. Self-repair’s one of them; it could very nearly duplicate itself in case of need-. Those are the peripheral ships—almost perpetual travelers. The Agents who direct them prowl along the fringes of our civilizations and deal with whatever needs to be dealt with there before it gets close enough to cause serious trouble.”


  “I understand the need for such Agents,” Bropha said slowly. “I should think, however, that they would be selected for such work with particular care.”


  “They are,” said the Co-ordinator. “Then supposing,” said Bropha, “that another people, like the Daya-Bals—who are experts in other branches of robotics—came into possession of such a ship. They could duplicate it eventually?”


  “After some fifty years of study, they could,” the Co-ordinator agreed. “It wouldn’t worry us much since we expect to be studying hard ourselves throughout any given fifty years of history. Actually, of course, we have a theory that our Agents are psychologically incapable of giving away departmental secrets in a manner that could cause us harm.”


  “I know,” said Bropha, “that’s why I was surprised to discover that there are . . . or were . . . two other Daya-Bals on Zamm’s ship.”


  For the first time, the Co-ordinator looked a little startled.


  “What made you think so?”


  “I heard them talking,” Bropha said, “on various occasions, though I didn’t make out what they said. And finally I saw them—they came past my door, following Zamm.” He paused. “I was under drugs at the time,” he admitted, “and under treatment generally. But I can assure you that those incidents were not hallucinations.”


  “I didn’t think they were,” said the Co-ordinator. “Is that why you’re trying to check on Zamm’s motivations?”


  Bropha hesitated. “It’s one of the reasons.”


  The Co-ordinator nodded. “Fifteen years ago, Zamm lost her husband and child in a space attack on a Daya-Bal liner. There were three survivors—Zamm was one—but they’d been unconscious through most of the action and could give no description of the attackers. The bodies of most of the other passengers and of the crew were identified, but about fifty remained unaccounted for. Zamm’s husband and child were among that number. She believes they were taken along alive by the unknown beings that wrecked and looted the ship.”


  “That’s not so unreasonable!” Bropha said. But he looked rather shaken, suddenly.


  “No,” agreed the Co-ordinator. “Under the circumstances, though, it’s extremely unreasonable of her to expect to find them again. You might say that Zamm is under a delusion in that she believes she will be able to beat probability at such outrageous odds. But that’s the extent of her ‘insanity’—according to our psychologists.”


  Bropha started to speak, but then shook his head.


  “So it’s not too hard to understand that Zamm hates the things she hunts,” the Co-ordinator pointed out. “In her eyes, they must be much the same as the things that took her family from her—they might even, by coincidence, be those very things themselves!”


  “But that doesn’t—” Bropha began again.


  “And her delusion appears to have blinded her neither to the difficulties of the task nor to the methods most likely to overcome them,” the Coordinator continued blandly. “A few years after her loss, she reduced the odds against her at one stroke to the lowest practical level by coming to work for us. In effect, that put the Department of Galactic Zones permanently on the job of helping her in her search! For the past dozen years, any trace of a Daya-Bal any of our operatives has discovered outside of the Betelgeuse Zone has been reported to Zamm in a matter of hours. Now, those two you saw on her ship—can you describe them?”


  “It was dark in the passage,” Bropha said hesitantly. He was a little pale now. “However, I couldn’t be mistaken! It was a man and a boy.”


  The Co-ordinator was silent for a moment.


  “I thought it would be that,” he admitted. “Well, it’s an unpleasant notion to our way of thinking, I grant you—even a somewhat nightmarish one. There’s a flavor of necromancy. However, you can see it’s obviously not a matter that involves any question of Zamm’s loyalty. As you say, the Daya-Bals are very clever in robotics. And she was a neurosurgeon before she came to us. Those were just two marionettes, Bropha!”


  He stood up. “Shall we rejoin your party, now?”


  Bropha had come to his feet, too. “And you still say she isn’t insane?” he cried.


  The Co-ordinator spread his hands. “So far as I can see, your experience offers no contradictory proof! So I shall simply continue to rely on the department’s psychologists. You know their verdict: that whatever our Agents may do, their judgment will be almost as nearly infallible as it is possible for highly-trained human-type intelligences to become. And, further, that no matter how widely their motivations may vary, they will not vary even to the extent of being unacceptable to the department.”


  III.


  Three days out in space by now, Zone Agent Zamm was rapidly approaching the point at which she had first swerved aside to join the search for Bropha.


  She was traveling fast—a great deal faster than she had done while taking her damaged and politically valuable passenger home. With him on board she’d felt obliged to loiter, since the department did not recommend top velocities when some immediate emergency wasn’t impending. Only vessels of the truly titanic bulk of Vega’s Giant Rangers could navigate with apparent safety at such speeds; while to smaller ships things were likely to happen—resulting usually in sudden and traceless disappearances which had been the subject of much unsatisfactory theorizing in Department Lab and similar scientific centers throughout civilization. But Zamm was impatient both of the numbing, senseless vastness of space and of its less open dangers. Let it snap at her from ambush if it liked! It always missed.


  “Want a hot-spot chart on this line I’m following, for a week’s cruising range,” she informed the ship’s telepath transmitter; and her request was repeated promptly in. Galactic Zones Central on the now faraway planet of Jeltad.


  Almost as promptly, a three-dimensional star-map swam into view on the transmitter-screen before Zamm. She studied it thoughtfully.


  The green dot in the center indicated her position. Visually, it coincided with the fringe of a group of short crimson dashes denoting the estimated present position of the migrating Shaggar ships she had contacted briefly and reported on he’s run to Jeltad. A cloud of white light far ahead was a civilized star cluster. Here and there within that cluster, and scattered also around the periphery of the chart, some dozens of near-microscopic sun-systems stood circled in lines of deep red. Inclosing the red circles appeared others: orange, purple, green—indicating the more specific nature of the emergency.


  Zamm stabbed a pointer at three systems marked thus as focal points of trouble inviting a Zone Agent’s attention, near the far left of the chart.


  “Going to try to pick up the Shaggar drift again,” she announced. “If we find it, we ought to be somewhere up in that area before we’re done with them. Get me the particulars on what’s wrong around there, and home it out to me. That’s all—”


  She switched off the transmitter.


  The star map vanished and a soft, clear light filled the room. Zamm rubbed a thin, long hand over her forearm and blinked pale eyes at the light. “How about a snack?” she asked.


  A food tray slid out of the wall to a side table of the big desk, its containers variously iced or steaming.


  She ate slowly and lightly, mentally organizing the period of time ahead. Only for a few weeks—once she had laid out plans for a year or more—so and so many planets to investigate—such and such a field to cover! But the hugeness of the task had gradually overwhelmed her will to major planning. Now she moved about in briefer spurts, not aimlessly but diverted toward new areas constantly by hunches, sudden impulses and hopes—careful only not to retrace her tracks any more than could be avoided.


  But she was beaten, she knew. She’d never find them! Neither would any of the thousands and thousands of people she’d set watching and looking for traces of them. The Universe that had taken them was the winner.


  She glanced over at the black, cold face that filled the whole of her ship’s vision tank, its million glittering eyes mocking her.


  “Stupid thing—grinning!” she whispered, hating it tiredly. She got up and started moving restlessly about the big room.


  Black Face out there was her enemy! She could hurt it a little, but not much. Not enough to count. It was so big it only had to wait. For centuries; for thousands, for tens of thousands and hundred of thousands of years. Waiting while life built up somewhere, warm and brave and frail and hopeful—then it came suddenly with its flow of cold foulness to end it again! With some ravaging, savage destruction from outside, like the Shaggar; or more subtly with a dark pulse that slowly poisoned the mind of a race. Or it might be even only a single intelligent brain in which the cold death-pattern grew till it burst out suddenly to engulf a nation, a planet—There was simply no end to the number and kinds of weapons the Universe had against life!


  Zamm had stopped her pacing. She stood looking down at a big couch in the center of the room.


  “You shouldn’t try mind-search now, Zamm!” The voice of the gigantic robot that was the ship came, almost anxiously, into the room. “You’ve been under severe emotional tensions throughout the past weeks!”


  “I know,” she murmured. “Glad they got him back though—nice people; nice guy! We worried him, I think—” She kicked the side of the couch reflectively with the tip of one soft boot. “Those tensions might help, you know! Send the doll out and we’ll see.”


  “The big one?” the voice inquired.


  “No!” said Zamm with a sort of terror. “Can’t stand to look at him when I’m all alone. No, the little one—”


  Somewhere in the ship a door opened and closed. After a few seconds, footsteps came running, lightly, swiftly. A small shape scampered into the room, stopped, glanced about with bright sharp eyes, saw Zamm and ran to her.


  She opened her arms and swept up the shape as it flung itself at her laughing.


  “What an artist made those masks!” she said wonderingly, her fingertips tracing over a cheek of the face that was very like her own and yet different. “You couldn’t tell by just touching—!” She smiled down at the shape cradled in her arms. “Fifteen years! Be a bigger boy now—but not too much. We don’t shoot up quick like those old A-Class humans, do we? But for that, we grow up smarter. Don’t we?”


  The shape chuckled amiable agreement. Zamm blinked at it, half-smiling but alert, as if listening to something within herself. The dolls had very little in common with her working robots; they were designed to be visual hypnotics, compelling and dangerous agents that could permanently distort the fabric of sanity. Those of her people who had helped her in their design had done it reluctantly, though they understood the value of such devices for one who went searching in memory for what she had lost in time. With almost clinical detachment, she watched herself being drawn under the familiar compulsion that seemed to combine past and present, illusion and reality, until something stormy and cold washed suddenly through her face, slackening its features. Then she closed her eyes for a moment, and set the shape carefully back on its feet on the floor.


  “Run along, little boy!” she told it absently, her face taut and blank once more. “Back to your place! Mother’s busy.”


  Its gurgle of laughter merged into a receding rush of footsteps. Presently a door clicked shut again, somewhere.


  Zamm went slowly to the couch and lay down on it, flat on her back, arms over her head.


  “We’ll try mind-search now!” she said.


  The robot made no comment. A half-score glassy tentacles came out from under the couch and began to fasten themselves here and there over Zamm’s body, coiled about her skull and glued flaring tips to her temples.


  “I’m set,” she said. “Let it go!”


  A faint humming rose from the wall. Pier body stiffened suddenly, went rigid, and then relaxed completely.


  There had been a brief awareness of cold, rushing inwards from all sides. But almost instantly, it reached and chilled the nerve-linkages at which it was directed.


  Incoming sensation ceased with that, abruptly. Zamm’s brain swam alone, released, its consciousness diffused momentarily over an infinity of the what-had-been, the time-past—but also over deceptively similar infinities of the might-have-been, the never-was. Those swirling universes of events and symbols would crystallize now, obediently but not necessarily truthfully, into whatever pattern consciousness chose to impress on them.


  The brain could fool itself there! But it had an ally who wouldn’t be tricked.


  It ordered:


  “Back to just before it began!”


  Swarm after swarm of neurons woke suddenly to the spreading advance of the robot’s stimulating, probing forces through their pathways. Million-factored time-past events formed briefly, were discarded and combined anew. At last, familiar images began to flick up and reel away within the brain. Remembered sound crashed; remembered warmth swept in—pain, cold, touch, rest.


  Hate, love, terror—possession, loss.


  “We’re there! Where it began.”


  There was the darkened cabin on the doomed spaceliner, only a small pool of amber light glowed against one tapestried wall. Distant and faint came the quivering of gigantic engines.


  “They hadn’t quite worked the shake out of them, those days,” Zamm’s brain remembered.


  She lay on the cabin’s big bed, lazing, content, half asleep on her side, blinking at the amber glow. She’d been first to take note of the rest period’s arrival and come back to the cabin. As usual . . . used to love to sleep, those days!”


  Her menfolk were still playing around somewhere in the vacation ship’s variously and beautifully equipped playrooms. The big one and the little one—should be getting more rest, both of them! What’s a vacation for, otherwise?


  Zamm was beginning to wonder idly just where they’d gone to loiter this time, when the amber light flickered twice—


  “It’s begun!”


  Roar of sound, flash of light! Then the blaring attack-alarm from the cabin’s communicator was cut short; and a body went flip-flopping crazily about the room like an experimental animal speared by an electric current. Everywhere, the liner’s injured artificial gravs were breaking circuits, reforming instantly, breaking at other points; and reforming again. And holding at last, locked into a new, emergency-created pattern.


  But in the cabin was darkness and unconsciousness, while over the fifteen years, for the two-thousandth time, Zamm’s brain strained and tore for the one look out, the one identifiable sound—perhaps even a touch. A fraction of a second might be all she’d need!


  And it had lasted two hours, that period! For two-hours, they swarmed about the ship they had murdered, looting, despoiling, dragging away the ones still alive and not too badly hurt. They must have come into the cabin more than once, prowled about it, stared at her, touched her. Gone on—


  But—nothing.


  Full consciousness emerged suddenly at the same point as always. Then the body went crawling and scrambling up the tilted flat of a floor, tilted irrevocably now in the new gravitational pattern the stricken liner had achieved for its rigor mortis. Broken bone in lower right arm, right ankle flapping loosely—like the splintered cabin door overhead, that flapped from what was new one edge of a tilted ceiling! From somewhere within the ship came the steady roar of atomic fires; and then sudden sounds like the yelping of animals, rising into long shrieks.


  “The ray-burned ones!” gasped Zamm, as the clambering body stiffened in horror, unmoving, listening, “But those weren’t mine!” she screamed. “I checked them all!” She caught herself. “Wait—I’ll have to go through that period again.”


  “You can’t do that twice!” the robot’s voice said. “Not now. Not that part!”


  “Well—” It was right, of course. It usually was. “Get on with the sequence then!”


  “Even that’s too dangerous. You’re nearly exhausted, Zamm!”


  But the body reached for the edge of the door, hung on with the good arm, with the bad one, kicked with both legs and wriggled over awkwardly into a bright-lit corridor, slanted upward at a nightmarish angle. Other bodies lay there, in tumbled piles, not moving.


  “If I hadn’t stopped to check those—If I’d looked up sooner—just a few seconds sooner!”


  One by one, the lost seconds passed away as always, and then the body suddenly looked up. A bright glare filled the upper end of the tilted corridor. Something had moved within that glare of light—had just crossed the corridor and was disappearing again down another hallway that angled off it, slanting downwards. The light followed the moving shape like a personal shadow and vanished behind it.


  “Working in individual light-barriers, making a last check before they left,” murmured Zamm, while the body crawled and hobbled toward the point where the light had been, screaming with terror, rage, question and despair.


  “If I’d looked up that moment sooner, I’d have seen what they were like, even in space armor—human or what, I’d have seen!”


  She found herself staring up at the ceiling of her ship’s control room, muttering the worn old words.


  She stirred stiffly but made no attempt to sit up.


  “Nearly went out here,” she said tonelessly.


  “That was dangerous, Zamm,” said the robot-voice. “I warned you.”


  “No harm done!” she said. “Next time, we’ll just work the unconscious period through all by itself.”


  She lay quiet, her mouth bitter. Somewhere in memory, as somewhere in space, were points where she might pick up their trail. Things she had experienced in those hours but not consciously remembered. Scattered groups of cells within the bony box that inclosed her brain still held them locked.


  Statistically, it couldn’t happen that she would ever flood any specific group of cells with the impulse-pattern that revived those specific flickers of memory. Statistically, it would be a whole lot easier even to pick the one sun-system and planet where they might be out of the numberless fiery cells that were the galaxy’s body!


  But she was still learning! One way or the other, she was going to do it. Find them—


  Zamm lay there, staring upwards, bitter and unbelieving.


  “What is it?” she asked suddenly.


  “Company!” the robot said.


  They were a long, long distance away, moving at many times the speed of light. In the vision tank, they seemed to glide past unhurriedly almost within shouting range of the ship. One, two, three, four—


  Four clouds of diffused radiance, like great, luminous jellyfish pulsing down an indetectable current of space. Migrating Shaggar ships behind their camouflaging screens. They had spotted her, of course, but like most of the older forms of space life they had learned to be careful about strange ships that did not flee from them at once. They were waiting to see her next move.


  “Confirm position and direction of the drift for Central first!” Zamm said. Despair and rage were still bleak in her eyes, but her long, tapered fingers slid swiftly and surely above and about the armament banks of the control desk. Not touching anything just yet; only checking.


  “Two of these are nearly in line,” the robot reported.”


  “Five in all!” sniffed Zamm. “One more could make it a fight. Parallel course, and swing round once to make them bunch up—”


  A minute or so later, they flashed across the Shaggars’ path, at point-blank range ahead of them. The nebular screens vanished suddenly, and five deep-bellied, dark ships became visible instead. Light and energy boiled abruptly all about Zamm’s black globe—before, behind. It missed.


  “Spot any more, this side?”


  “Four more are approaching—barely detectable! They may have been called by this group.”


  “Good enough! We’ll take them next.” Zamm waited as the ship completed its swing and drove into line behind her quarry. They were beyond any weapon-reach by then, but space far ahead was being churned into a long whirlpool of flame. At the whirlpool’s core, the five Shaggar ships, retreating at speed, had drawn close together and were throwing back everything they had.


  “Instructions?” the robot-voice murmured.


  “Contact range—Move in!”


  Up the long cone of flame, the ship sprang at the five. Zamm’s hands soared, spread and high, above the armament banks—thin, curved, white claws of hate! Those seeming to swim down toward her now, turning and shifting slowly within their fire-veils, were not the faceless, more or less humanlike ones she sought. But they were marked with the same red brand: brand of the butchers, looters, despoilers—of all the death-thoughts drifting and writhing through the great stupid carnivore mind of the Universe—


  At point-blank range, a spectral brilliance clung and hammered at her ship and fell away. At half-range, the ship shuddered and slowed like a beast plowing through a mudhole and out. At one-quarter, space turned to solid, jarring fire for seconds at a time.


  Zamm’s hands flashed.


  “NOW—”


  A power ravened ahead of them then like the bellowing of a sun. Behind it, hardly slower, all defenses cut and every weapon blaring its specific ultimate of destruction, the ship came screaming the hate of Zamm.


  IV.


  Two years—


  The king-shark was bothering Zamm! It hung around some subspace usually where she couldn’t hope to trace it.


  It was a big ship, fast and smart and tricky. It had weapons and powers of which she knew nothing. She couldn’t even guess whether it realized she was on its tail or not. Probably, it didn’t.


  Its field of operations was wide enough so that its regularly spaced schedule of kills didn’t actually disrupt traffic there or scare it away. A certain percentage of losses had to be taken for granted in interstellar commerce. The chief difference seemed to be that in this area the losses all went to the king-shark.


  Zamm circled after it, trying to calculate its next points of appearance. A dozen times she didn’t miss it by much; but its gutted kills were still all she got.


  It took no avoidable chances. It picked its prey and came boiling up into space beside it—or among it, if it was a small convoy—and did its work. It didn’t bother with prisoners, so the work was soon done. In an hour everything was over. The dead hulks with their dead crews and dead passengers went drifting away for Zamm to find. The king-shark was gone again.


  Disgusted, Zamm gave up trying to outguess it. She went off instead and bought herself a freighter.


  The one she selected was an expensive, handsome ship, and she loaded it up with a fortune. She wanted no gilded hook for the king-shark; she’d feed it solid gold! There were a dozen fortunes lying around her globe, in salvaged cash and whatnot from previous jobs. She’d use it up as she needed it or else drop it off at Jeltad the next time she went back. Nobody kept accounts on that sort of stuff.


  Her freighter was all ready to start.


  “Now I need a nice pirate!” mused Zamm.


  She went out and caught herself one. It had an eighteen-man crew, and that was just right for the freighter. She checked over their memories first, looking for the one thing she wanted. It wasn’t there. A lot of other things were, but it had been a long time since that kind of investigation made her feel particularly sick.


  “Anyone lives through it, I’ll let him go!” she promised, cold-eyed. She would, and they knew it. They were small fry; let somebody else grab them up if they wanted them badly enough!


  At a good, fast, nervous pace, the freighter and its crew crossed what was currently the most promising section of the king-shark’s area—Zamm’s black globe sliding and shifting and dancing about its bait at the farthest possible range that would still permit it to pounce.


  By and by, the freighter came back on another route and passed through the area again. It was nearing the end of the fourth pass when the king-shark surfaced into space beside it and struck. In that instant, the freighter’s crew died; and Zamm pounced.


  It wasn’t just contact range; it was contact. Alloy hide to alloy hide, Zamm’s round black leech clung to the king-shark’s flank, their protective screens fused into a single useless mass about them. It didn’t matter at what point the leech started to bite; there weren’t any weak ones. Nor were there any strong enough to stop its cutter-beam at a four-foot range.


  It was only a question of whether they could bring up something in eighty seconds that would blast out the leech’s guts as the wall between them vanished.


  They couldn’t, it seemed. Zamm and her goblin crew of robots went into the king-shark in a glittering wave.


  “Just mess up their gravs!” said Zamm. “They don’t carry prisoners. There’ll be some in suits, but we’ll handle them.”


  In messed-up rows, the robots laid out the living and the nearly-dead about the king-shark’s passages and rooms.


  “From Cushgar!” said Zamm surprised. “They’re prowling a long way from home!”


  She knew them by their looks. The ancestors of the king-shark’s one hundred and fourteen crewmen had also once breathed the air of Terra. They had gone off elsewhere and mutated variously then; and, like the Daya-Bals, the strongest surviving mutant strains eventually had blended and grown again to be a new race.


  Not a handsome one, by Zamm’s standards! Short and squat and hairy, and enormously muscled. The spines of their neck and back vertebrae stuck out through their skins in horny spikes, like the ridge on a turtle’s shell. But she’d seen worse-looking in the human line; and she wasn’t judging a beauty contest.


  A robot stalked briskly along the rows like a hunting wasp, pausing to plunge a fine needle into the neck of each of the people from Cushgar, just beneath the fourth vertebral spike. Zamm and a robot that had loafed till now picked out the ones that seemed damaged worst, settled down beside each in turn and began their questioning.


  Some time passed—four, five hours—finally six. Then Zamm and her robots came back to her ship. The leech sealed its egress port, unclamped and took off. The king-shark’s huge, dark hulk went drifting along through space. There was no one alive on it now. Fifteen minutes later, a light suddenly flared from it, and it vanished.


  Zamm sat white-faced and silent at her desk for a much longer time than that.


  “The dolls,” she said finally, aloud.


  “Yes?” said the big robot-voice.


  “Destroy them,” said Zamm. She reached out and switched on the telepath transmitter. “And get me a line through to Jeltad. The Co-ordinator—”


  There was no reply, and no sound came from within the ship. She lit up some star-globes and began calculating from them. The calculations didn’t take long. Then she sat still again for a while, staring into the luminous green, slowly swirling haze that filled the transmitter screen.


  A shape and a face began forming in it at last; and a voice pronounced Tier name questioningly.


  “They’re in Cushgar!” said Zamm, the words running out in a brittle, tinkling rush. “I know the planet and the place. I saw them the way it saw them—the boy’s getting pretty big. It’s a gray house at a sort of big hospital. Seventeen years they’ve been working there! Seventeen years, working for them!” Her face was grisly with hate.


  The Co-ordinator waited till the words had all run out. He looked rather sick.


  “You can’t go there alone!” he said.


  “How else?” Zamm said surprised. “Who’d be going with me there? But I’ve got to take the ship. I wanted to tell you.”


  The Co-ordinator shook his head.


  “You bought the ship with your second mission! But you can’t go there alone, Zamm. You’ll be passing near enough to Jeltad on your way there, anyway. Stop in, and we’ll think of something!”


  “You can’t help me,” Zamm told him bluntly. “You can’t mission anybody into Cushgar. You lost every Agent you ever sent there. You try a Fleet squadron, and it’s war. Thousand Nations would jump you the day after!”


  “There’s always another way,” the Co-ordinator said. He paused a moment, looking for that other way. “You stay near your transmitter anyhow! I’ll call you as soon as we can arrange some reasonable method—”


  “No,” said Zamm. “I can’t take any more calls either—I just got off a long run. I’m hitting Deep Rest now till we make the first hostile contact. I’ve only got one try, and I’ve got to give it everything. There’s no other way,” she added, “and there aren’t any reasonable methods. I thought it all out. But thanks for the ship!”


  The Co-ordinator located a man called Snoops over a headquarters’ communicator and spoke to him briefly.


  Snoops swore softly.


  “She’s got other friends who would want to be told,” the Co-ordinator concluded. “I’m leaving that to you.”


  “You would,” said Snoops. “You going to be in your offices? I might need some authority!”


  “You don’t need authority,” the Co-ordinator said, “and I just started on a fishing trip. I’ve had a vacation coming these last eight years—I’m going to take it.”


  Snoops scowled unpleasantly at the dead communicator. He was a shriveled little old man who had no official position in the department. He had a long suite of offices and a laboratory, however. His business was to know everything about everybody, as he usually did.


  He scratched his bearded chin and gave the communicator’s tabs a few vindictive punches. It clicked back questioningly.


  “Want a location check on forty-two thousand and a couple of hundred names!” Snoops said. “Get busy!” The communicator groaned. Snoops ignored it. He was stabbing at a telepath transmitter.


  “Hi, Ferd!” he said presently. “Almighty sakes, Snoops,” said Ferdinand the Finger. “Don’t unload anything new on me now! I’m right in the middle—”


  “Zamm’s found out about her kin,” said Snoops. “They’re in Cushgar! She’s gone after them.”


  Zone Agent Ferdinand swore. His lean, nervous fingers worked at the knot of a huge scarlet butterfly cravat. He was a race tout at the moment—a remarkably good one.


  “Where’d she contact from?” he inquired.


  Snoops told him.


  “That’s right on my doorstep,” said Ferdinand.


  “So I called you first,” Snoops said. “But you can’t contact her. She’s traveling Deep Rest.”


  “Is, huh? What’s Bent say?” asked Ferdinand.


  “Bent isn’t talking—he went fishing. Hold on there!” Snoops added hastily. “I wasn’t done!”


  “Thanks a lot for calling, Snoops,” Ferdinand said with his hand on the transmitter switch. “But I’m right in the middle—”


  “You’re in the middle of the Agent-list of that cluster,” Snoops informed him. “I just unloaded it on you!”


  “That’ll take me hours!” Ferdinand howled. “You can’t—”


  “Just parcel it out,” Snoops said coldly. “You’re the executive type, aren’t you? You can do it while you’re traveling. I’m busy!”


  He cut off Ferdinand the Finger, “How you coming?” he asked the communicator.


  “That’s going to be over eighteen thousand to locate!” the communicator grumbled.


  “Locate ’em,” said Snoops. He was punching the transmitter again. When you wanted to get in touch with even just the key-group of the Third Department’s forty-two thousand and some Zone Agents, you had to keep on punching!


  “Hi, Senator!”


  If anyone was amusing himself that week by collecting reports of extraordinary events, with the emphasis on mysterious disappearances, he ran into a richer harvest than usual.


  It caused a quite exceptional stir, of course, when Senator Thartwith excused himself in the middle of a press interview, stepped into the next office to take an urgent personal call, and failed to reappear. For the senator was a prominent public figure—the Leader of the Opposition in the Thousand Nations. Fie had closed the door behind him; but his celebrated sonorous voice was heard raised in apparent expostulation for about a minute thereafter. Then all became still.


  Half an hour passed before an investigation was risked. It disclosed, by and by, that the senator had quite vanished!


  He stayed vanished for a remarkable length of time. In a welter of dark suspicions, the Thousand Nations edged close to civil war.


  Of only planetary interest, though far more spectacular, was line sudden ascension of the Goddess Loppos of Amuth in her chariot drawn by two mystical beasts, just as the conclusion of the Annual Temple Ceremony of Amuth began. A few moments before the event, the Goddess was noted to frown, and her lips appeared to move in a series of brisk, celestial imprecations. Then the chariot shot upwards; and a terrible flash of light was observed in the sky a short while later. Amuth bestrewed its head with ashes and mourned for a month until Loppos reappeared.


  Mostly, however, these freakish occurrences involved personalities of no importance and so caused no more than a splash of local disturbance. As when Grandma Wannattel quietly unhitched the rhinocerine pony from her patent-medicine trailer and gave the huge hut patient animal to little Grinip to tend—“Until I come back.” Nothing would have been made of that incident at all—police and people were always bothering poor Grandma Wannattel and making her move on—if Grinip had not glanced hack, just as he got home with the pony, and observed Grandma’s big trailer soaring quietly over a hillside and on into the sunset. Little Crimp caught it good for that whopper!


  In fact, remarkable as the reports might have seemed to a student of such matters, the visible flow of history was at all affected by only one of them. That was the unfortunate case of Dreem, dread Tyrant of the twenty-two Heebelant Systems:


  “. . . and me all set to be assassinated by the Freedom Party three nights from now!” roared Dreem, “Take two years to needle the chicken-livered hunch up to it again!”


  “Suit yourself, chum!” murmured the transmitter above his bed.


  “That I will,” the despot grumbled, groping about for his slippers. “You just bet your life I will!”


  V.


  “We should be coming within instrument-detection of the van of the ghost-fleet almost immediately!” the adjutant of the Metag of Cushgar reported.


  “Don’t use that term again!” the potentate said coldly. “It’s had a very bad effect on morale. If I find it in another official communication, there’ll be a few heads lifted from their neck-spines. Call them ‘the invaders.’ ”


  The adjutant muttered apologies.


  “How many invaders are now estimated in that first group?” the Metag inquired.


  “Just a few thousand, sir,” the adjutant said. “The reports, of course, remain very—vague! The main body seems to be still about twelve light-years behind. The latest reports indicate approximately thirty thousand there.”


  The Metag grunted. “We should be just able to intercept that main bunch with the Giant then!” he said. “If they keep to their course, that is. It’s high time to end this farce!”


  “They don’t appear to have swerved from their course to avoid interception yet,” the adjutant ventured.


  “They haven’t met the Giant yet, either!” the Metag returned grinning.


  He was looking forward to that meeting. His flagship, Giant, the spindle-shaped giant-monitor of Cushgar, had blown more than one entire attacking fleet out of space during its eighty years of operation. Its outer defenses weren’t to be breached by any known weapon; and its weapons could hash up a planetary system with no particular effort. The Giant was invincible.


  It was just a trifle slow, though. And these ghost ships, these ridiculous invaders, were moving at an almost incredible pace! He wouldn’t be able to get the Giant positioned in time to stop the van.


  The Metag scowled. If only the reports had been more specific—and less mysteriously terminated! Three times, in the past five days, border fleets had announced they had detected the van of the ghosts and were prepared to intercept. Each time that had been the last announcement received from the fleet in question! Of course, communications could become temporarily disrupted, in just that instantaneous, wholesale fashion, by perfectly natural disturbances—but three times!


  A slightly chilled breeze tickled the Metag’s back-spines for a moment. There was no nonsense about the Metag; but just the same, his conscience—like that of Cushgar generally—was riddled enough to be conducive to occasional superstitious chills.


  “There they are, sir!” the adjutant announced suddenly, in an excited quaver.


  The Metag stared unbelievingly.


  It was as bad as the worst of the reports. It was worse! Secure behind the Giant’s defenses, the sight of a few thousand hostile cruisers wouldn’t have caused him a qualm—


  But this!


  There were a few small war vessels among them—none over six hundred feet long. But, so far as one could tell from their seared, beam-blasted exteriors, most of them had been freighters of every possible size, type and description. There was a sprinkling of dainty, badly slashed yachts and other personal space craft. No wonder they’d been mistaken for the murdered cold hulks of the centuries, swept along in a current of awful new life—!


  But the worst of it was that, mixed up with that stream, was stuff which simply didn’t belong in space—it should have been gliding sedately over the surface of some planetary sea! Some, by Old Webolt, had wings!


  And that one, there!


  “It’s a house!” the Metag howled, in horrified recognition. “A thundering, Old-Webolt-damned HOUSE!”


  House and all, the battered ghost-horde came flashing up at a pace that couldn’t have been matched by Cushgar’s newest destroyers. Ponderously and enormously, the Giant raced forward in what was, even now, an obviously futile attempt to meet them.


  The adjutant was gabbling at his side.


  “Sir, we may just be able to reach their flank with the grapnels before they’re past!”


  “Get them out!” the Metag roared. “Full range! Get them out! We’ve got to stop one of them—find out! It’s a masquerade—”


  They didn’t quite make it. Near the end of the van, a torpedo-shaped, blackened thing seemed to be touched for a moment by a grapnel beam’s tip. It was whirled about in a monstrous semicircle, then darted off at a tangent and shot away after the others. They vanished in the direction of; Cushgar’s heart-cluster.


  “That was a mistake!” breathed the Metag.” It’ll be telling them about us. If the main body deflects its course, we’ll never . . . no, wait! There’s one more coming—stop it! NOW!”


  A slender, three-hundred-foot space yacht flashed headlong into a cluster of the Giant’s grapnels and freezers and stopped dead.


  “And now!” The Metag passed a broad tongue over his trembling lips. “Now we’ll find out! Bring them in!”


  Grapnels and tractors began to maneuver the little yacht in carefully through the intricate maze of passages between the Giant’s overlapping first, second, and third defense zones. There was nothing wrong with this ghost’s looks; it gleamed blue and silver and unblemished in the lights glaring upon it from a hundred different directions. It might have taken off ten minutes before on its maiden flight.


  The Great Squid of space had caught itself a shining minnow.


  “Sir,” the adjutant said uneasily, “mightn’t it be better to beam it first?”


  The Metag stared at him.


  “And kill whoever’s inside before we’ve talked to them?” he inquired carefully. “Have you gone mad? Does that look like a battleship to you—or do you think they are ghosts? It’s the wildest good luck we caught them. If it hadn’t come straight at us, as if it wanted to be caught—”


  He paused a moment, scowling out through the screens at the yacht which now hung in a bundle of guide beams just above the Giant’s yawning intake-port. The minnow was about to be swallowed.


  “As if it wanted to be caught?” he repeated doubtfully.


  It was the last doubt he had.


  The little yacht moved.


  It moved out of the grapnels and tractors and freezers as if there weren’t any! It slid over the monitor’s spindle length inside its defenses like a horrible caress. Behind it, the Giant’s multiple walls folded back in a white-hot, thick-lipped wound. The Giant split down its length like a giant clam, opened out and spilled its flaming, exploding guts into space.


  The little yacht darted on, unblemished, to resume its outrider position on the ghost-van’s flank.


  Zone Agent Pagadan of Lar-Sancaya really earned herself a chunk of immortal glory that day! But, unfortunately, no trace of the Giant was ever discovered again. And so no one would believe her, though she swore to the truth on a stack of Lar-Sancava’s holiest writings and on seven different lie detectors. Everyone knew what Pagadan could do to a lie detector, and as for the other—


  Well, there remained a reasonable doubt.


  “What about your contact with the ghosts—the invaders?” Cushgar-called to the invincible Giant. “Have you stopped them? Destroyed them?”


  The Giant gave no answer.


  Cushgar called the Giant. Cushgar called the Giant. Cushgar called the Giant. Cushgar called the Giant—


  Cushgar stared, appalled, into its night-sky and listened. Some millions of hostile stars stared back with icy disdain. Not a cry came again from the Giant—not a whisper!


  The main body of the ghost fleet passed the spot twenty minutes later. It looked hardly damaged at all. In its approximate center was Zone Agent Zamman Tarradang-Pok’s black globe, and inside the globe Zamm lay in Deep Rest. Her robot knew its duty—it would arouse her the instant it made hostile contact. It had passed through a third of Cushgar’s territory by now, but it hadn’t made any as yet.


  The main body overtook the eager beavers up front eight hours later and merged with them. Straggled groups came up at intervals from behind and joined. The ghost fleet formed into a single cluster—


  A hell-wind blew from the Galaxy’s center on Cushgar’s heart; and panic rushed before it. The dead were combing: the slaughtered billions, the shattered hulks, the broken defenders—joined now in a monstrous, unstoppable army of judgment that outsped sane thought!


  Cushgar panicked—and the good, solid strategy of centuries was lost. Nightmare was plunging at it! Scattered fleet after fleet, ship after ship, it hurled what it could grab up into the path of the ghosts.


  Not a cry, not a whisper, came back from the sacrifices!


  Then the remaining fleets refused to move.


  Zamm was having a nice dream.


  It didn’t surprise her particularly. Deep Rest was mostly dreamless; but at some levels it produced remarkably vivid and detailed effects. On more than one occasion they’d even tricked her into thinking they were real!


  This time her ship appeared to have docked itself somewhere. The somno-cabin was still darkened, but the rest of it was all lit up. There were a lot of voices.


  Zamm zipped up the side of her coverall suit and sat up on the edge of the couch. She listened a moment, and laughed. This one was going to be silly but nice!


  “Box cars again!” a woman’s voice shouted in the control room as Zamm came down the passage from her cabin. “You crummy, white-whiskered, cheating old—” A round of applause drowned out the last word, or words.


  “Lady or no lady,” the voice of Senator Thartwith rose in sonorous indignation, “one more such crack and I mow you down!”


  The applause went up a few decibels.


  “And here’s Zamm!” someone yelled.


  They were all around her suddenly. Zamm grinned at them, embarrassed. “Glad you found the drinks!” she murmured.


  The tall Goddess of Amuth, still flushed from her argument with Zone Agent Thartwith, scooped Zamm up from behind and set her on the edge of a table.


  “Where’s a glass for Zamm?”


  She sipped it slowly, looking them over. There they were, the tricky and tough ones—the assassins and hunters and organizers and spies! The Co-ordinator’s space pack, the innermost circle. There he was himself!


  “Hi, Bent!” she said, respecting his mission-alias even in a dream. “Hi, Weems! . . . Hi, Ferd!” she nodded around the circle between sips.


  Two score of them or more, come into Deep Rest to tell her good-by! She’d bought them all their lives, at one time or another; and they’d bought her hers. But she’d never seen more than three together at any one time in reality. Took a dream to gather them all!


  Zamm laughed.


  “Nice party!” she smiled. Nice dream. She put down her empty glass.


  “That’s it!” said the Goddess Loppos. She swung Zamm’s feet up on the table, and pulled her around by the shoulders to look at the wall. There was a vision port there, but it was closed.


  “What’s all this?” Zamm smiled expectantly, lying back in Loppos’ arms. What goofy turn would it take now?


  The vision port clicked open.


  Harsh daylight streamed in.


  The ship seemed to have set itself down in a sort of hot, sandy park. There was a huge gray building in the background. Zamm gazed at the building, the smile going slowly from her lips. A hospital, wasn’t it? Where’d she seen—?


  Her eyes darted suddenly to the lower left corner of the port. The edge of another building was visible there—a small house it was, also gray and very close. It would be right beside the ship!


  Zamm convulsed.


  “No!” she screamed. “It’s a dream!”


  She was being lifted from the table and put on her feet. Her knees wobbled, then stiffened.


  “They’re feeling fine, Zamm!” the voice of the gray-haired man called Bent was saying. He added: “The boy’s got pretty big!”


  “She’ll be all right now!” somebody else murmured behind her. “Zamm, you know Deep Rest! We couldn’t take chances with it. We told them they’d have to wait there in the house till you woke.”


  The ramp beam set her down on the sand of a path. There was hot daylight around her then—seventeen years behind her, and an open door twenty steps ahead.


  Her knees began wobbling again.


  Zamm couldn’t move.


  For a score of scores of light-years about, Cushgar the Mighty lay on its face, howling to its gods to save it from the wrath of the ghosts and the wrath of Zamm.


  But she—Zone Agent Zamman Tarradang-Pok, conqueror of space, time, and all the laws of probability—she, Free-mind. Unqualified of the Free Daya-Bals—Doctor of Neuronics—Vega’s grand champion of the Galaxy:


  No, she just couldn’t move!


  Something put-putted suddenly by overhead. Enough of its seared and molten exterior remained to indicate that at some earlier stage of its career it might have been a fat, amiable-looking freighter. But there was nothing amiable about its appearance now! It looked like a wreck that had rolled for a century in the fires of hell, and put in another decade or two sunk deep in an acid sea. It looked, in fact, exactly as a ship might expect to look whose pilot had a weakness for withholding his fire till he was well within point-blank range.


  But though it had lost its make-up, the ship was otherwise still in extragood condition! It passed over Zamm’s head, bobbed up and down twice in cheerful greeting, and went putting off on its secondaries, across the vast hospital and toward the city beyond, dropping a bit as it went, to encourage Cushgar to howl a little louder.


  Zamm gazed blankly after the beat-up, impossible warrior, and heard herself laughing. She took a step—and another step.


  Why, sure, she could move!


  She was running—


  “. . . so that’s how it was,” the Third Co-ordinator told Bropha. He swirled the contents of his nearly empty glass around gently, raised it and finished his drink. “All we’d really intended was to hold that dead-straight course, and smash their light interception all the way in. That was to make sure they’d bunch every heavy ship they had on that line, to stop us just before we reached the Cluster.


  “Then we were going to pop off at an angle, streak for the place they were keeping Zamm’s folks, grab them up and get out of Cushgar again—


  “Rut, of course,” he added, “when we discovered they’d all rolled over on their back spikes and were waving their hands in the air, we couldn’t resist taking over! You just never know what you start when you go off on an impromptu mission like that!”


  lie paused and frowned, and sighed. For the Third Co-ordinator was a man of method, who liked to see a job well worked out in advance, with all its angles considered and plenty of allowance made for any unforeseeable developments.


  “How about a second drink?” Bropha inquired.


  “No,” said his friend; “I’ve got to get back to work. They can squawk all they like”—Bropha realized he was referring to his colleagues of the Council—“but there isn’t another Department of the Confederacy that’s been jammed up by the Cushgar affair as badly as Galactic Zones is right now! That was forty-two thousand two hundred and thirty-eight individual mission-schedules we had to re-plot!” he said, still somewhat aghast at the completeness of the jam. “Only a third of it’s done! And afterwards, I’ll have time to worry about finding a replacement for Zamm. There’s nothing so scarce as a really good Peripheral Agent! That’s all I got out of it—”


  Bropha looked sympathetic.


  “I talked to that boy, and I’ve got some hopes for him,” the Coordinator added glumly. “If she keeps her promise, that is, and lets him, come to Jeltad, by and by. But he’ll never be like Zamm!”


  “Give hint time,” Bropha said consolingly. “They grow up slowly. They’re a long-lived race, the Daya-Bals.”


  “I thought of that, too!” the Coordinator nodded. “She’ll raise a dozen now before she’s done; and among them there might be one, or two—But, by the way she talked, I knew right then Zamm would never let any of the others go beyond fifty light-years of Betelgeuse!”


  THE END


  SECOND NIGHT OF SUMMER


  Throwing a person to the wolves to save the rest is never a pleasant solution. In this case it was an entire world!


  ON THE night after the day that brought summer officially to the land of Wend, on the planet of Noorhut, the shining lights were seen again in the big hollow at the east end of Grimp’s father’s farm.


  Grimp watched them for more than an hour from his upstairs room. The house was dark, but an occasional murmur of voices floated up to him through the windows below. Everyone in the farmhouse was looking at the lights.


  On the other farms around and in the village, which was over a hill and another two miles up the valley, every living soul who could get within view of the hollow was probably doing the same. For a time, the agitated yelling of the Village Guardian’s big pank-hound had sounded clearly over the hill, but he had quieted down then very suddenly—or had been quieted down, more likely, Grimp suspected. The Guardian was dead-set against anyone making a fuss about the lights—and that included the pank-hound, too.


  There was some excuse for the pank-hound’s excitement, though. From the window, Grimp could see there were a lot more lights tonight than had turned up in previous years—big, brilliant-blue bubbles, drifting and rising and falling silently all about the hollow. Sometimes one would lift straight up for several hundred feet, or move off over the edge of the hollow for about the same distance, and hang there suspended for a few minutes, before floating back to the others. That was as far as they ever went away from the hollow.


  There was, in fact, no need for the Halpa detector-globes to go any farther than that to get the information wanted by those who had sent them out, and who were listening now to the steady flow of brief reports, in some Halpa equivalent of human speech-thought, coming back to them through the globes:


  No signs of hostile activity in the vicinity of the breakthrough point. No weapons or engines of power within range of detection. The area shows no significant alterations since the last investigation. Sharp curiosity among those who observe us consciously—traces of alarm and suspicion. But no overt hostility.”


  The reports streamed on without interruption, repeating the same bits of information automatically and incessantly, while the globes floated and dipped soundlessly above and about the hollow.


  Grimp continued to watch them, blinking sleepily now and then, until a spreading glow over the edge of the valley announced that Noorhut’s Big Moon was coming up slowly, like a Planetary Guardian, to make its own inspection of the lights. The globes began to dim out then, just as they always had done at moonrise in the preceding summers; and even before the top rim of the Big Moon’s yellow disk edged over the hills, the hollow was completely dark.


  Grimp heard his mother starting up the stairs. He got hurriedly into bed. The show was over for the night and he had a lot of pleasant things to think about before he went to sleep.


  Now that the lights had showed up, his good friend Grandma Erisa Wannattel and her patent-medicine trailer were sure to arrive, too. Sometime late tomorrow afternoon, the big draft-trailer would come rolling up the valley road from the city. For that was what Grandma Wannattel had done the past four summers—ever since the lights first started appearing above the hollow for the few nights they were to be seen there each year. And since four years were exactly half of Grimp’s whole life, that made Grandma’s return a mathematical certainty for him.


  Other people, of course, like the Village Guardian, might have a poor opinion of Grandma, but just hanging around her and the trailer and the gigantic, exotic-looking rhinocerine pony that pulled it was, in Grimp’s opinion, a lot better even than going to the circus.


  And vacations started the day after tomorrow! The whole future just now, in fact, looked like one good thing after another, extending through a vista of summery infinities.


  Grimp went to sleep happily.


  AT ABOUT the same hour, though at a distance greater than Grimp’s imagination had stretched as yet, eight large ships came individually out of the darkness between the stars that was their sea, and began to move about Noorhut in a carefully timed pattern of orbits. They stayed much too far out to permit any instrument of space-detection to suspect that Noorhut might be their common center of interest.


  But that was what it was. Though the men who crewed the eight ships bore the people of Noorhut no ill will, hardly anything could have looked less promising for Noorhut than the cargo they had on board.


  Seven of them were armed with a gas which was not often used any more. A highly volatile lethal catalyst, it sank to the solid surface of a world over which it was freed and spread out swiftly there to the point where its presence could no longer be detected by any chemical means. However, its effect of drawing the final breath almost imperceptibly out of all things that were oxygen-breathing was not noticeably reduced by diffusion.


  The eighth ship was equipped with a brace of torpedoes, which were normally released some hours after the gas-carriers dispersed their invisible death. They were quite small torpedoes, since the only task remaining for them would be to ignite the surface of the planet that had been treated with the catalyst.


  All those things might presently happen to Noorhut. But they would happen only if a specific message was flashed from it to the circling squadron—the message that Noorhut already was lost to a deadly foe who must, at any cost now, be prevented from spreading out from it to other inhabited worlds.


  NEXT afternoon, right after school, as Grimp came expectantly around the bend of the road at the edge of the farm, he found the village policeman sitting there on a rock, gazing tearfully down the road.


  “Hello, Runny,” said Grimp, disturbed. Considered in the light of gossip he’d overhead in the village that morning, this didn’t look so good for Grandma. It just didn’t look good.


  The policeman blew his nose on a handkerchief he carried tucked Into the front of his uniform, wiped his eyes, and gave Grimp an annoyed glance.


  “Don’t you call me Runny, Grimp!” he said, replacing the handkerchief. Like Grimp himself and most of the people on Noorhut, the policeman was brown-skinned and dark-eyed, normally a rather good-looking young fellow. But his eyes were swollen and red-rimmed now; and his nose, which was a bit larger than average, anyway, was also red and swollen and undeniably runny. He had hay-fever.


  Grimp apologized and sat down thoughtfully on the rock beside the policeman, who was one of his numerous cousins, most of the families of Noorhut being somehow related. He was about to mention that he had overheard Vellit using the expression when she and the policeman came through the big Leeth-flower orchard above the farm the other evening—at a much less leisurely rate than was their custom there. But he thought better of it. Vellit was the policeman’s girl for most of the year, but she broke their engagement regularly during hay-fever season and called him cousin instead of dearest.


  “What are you doing here?” Grimp asked bluntly instead.


  “Waiting,” said the policeman.


  “For what?” said Grimp, with a sinking heart.


  “Same individual you are, I guess,” the policeman told him, hauling out the handkerchief again.


  He blew. “This year she’s going to go right back where she came from or get pinched.”


  “Who says so?” scowled Grimp. “The Guardian, that’s who,” said the policeman. “That good enough for you?”


  “He can’t do it!” Grimp said hotly. “It’s our farm, and she’s got all her licenses.”


  “He’s had a whole year to think up a new list she’s got to have,” the policeman informed him. He fished in the breast-pocket of his uniform, pulled out a folded paper and opened it. “He put thirty-four items down here I got to check—she’s bound to miss on one of them.”


  “It’s a dirty trick!” said Grimp, rapidly scanning as much as he could see of the list.


  “Let’s us have more respect for the Village Guardian, Grimp!” the policeman said warningly.


  “Uh-huh,” muttered Grimp. “Sure . . .” If Runny would just move his big thumb out of the way. But what a list! Trailer; rhinocerine pony (beast, heavy draft, imported); patent medicines; household utensils; fortune-telling; pets; herbs; miracle-healing—


  The policeman looked down, saw what Grimp was doing and raised the paper out of his line of vision. “That’s an official document,” he said, warding Grimp off with one hand and tucking the paper away with the other. “Let’s us not get our dirty hands on it.”


  Grimp was thinking fast. Grandma Wannattel did have framed licenses for some of the items he’d read hanging around inside the trailer, but certainly not thirty-four of them.


  “Remember that big skinless werret I caught last season?” he asked.


  The policeman gave him a quick glance, looked away again and wiped his eyes thoughtfully. The season on werrets would open the following week and he was as ardent a fisherman as anyone in the village—and last summer Grimp’s monster werret had broken a twelve-year record in the valley.


  “Some people,” Grimp said idly, staring down the valley road to the point where it turned into the woods, “would sneak after a person for days who’s caught a big werret, hoping he’d be dumb enough to go back to that pool.”


  The policeman flushed and dabbed the handkerchief gingerly at his nose.


  “Some people would even sit in a haystack and use spyglasses, even when the hay made them sneeze like crazy,” continued Grimp quietly.


  The policeman’s flush deepened. He sneezed.


  “But a person isn’t that dumb,” said Grimp. “Not when he knows there’s anyway two werrets there six inches bigger than the one he caught.”


  “Six inches?” the policeman repeated a bit incredulously—eagerly.


  “Easy,” nodded Grimp. “I had a look at them again last week.”


  It was the policeman’s turn to think. Grimp idly hauled out his slingshot, fished a pebble out of his small-pebble pocket and knocked the head off a flower twenty feet away. He yawned negligently.


  “You’re pretty good with that slingshot,” the policeman remarked. “You must be just about as good as the culprit that used a slingshot to ring the fire-alarm signal on the defense unit bell from the top of the schoolhouse last week.”


  “That’d take a pretty good shot,” Grimp admitted.


  “And who then,” continued the policeman, “dropped pepper in his trail, so the pank-hound near coughed off his head when we started to track him. The Guardian,” he added significantly, “would like to have a clue about that culprit, all right.”


  “Sure, sure,” said Grimp, bored. The policeman, the Guardian, and probably even the pank-hound, knew exactly who the culprit was; but they wouldn’t be able to prove it in twenty thousand years. Runny just had to realize first that threats weren’t going to get him anywhere near a record werret.


  Apparently, he had; he was settling back for another bout of thinking. Grimp, interested in what he would produce next, decided just to leave him to it . . .


  Then Grimp jumped up suddenly from the rock.


  “There they are!” he yelled, waving the slingshot.


  A half-mile down the road, Grandma Wannattel’s big, silvery trailer had come swaying out of the woods behind the rhinocerine pony and turned up toward the farm. The pony saw Grimp, lifted its head, which was as long as a tall man, and bawled a thunderous greeting. Grandma Wannattel stood up on the driver’s seat and waved a green silk handkerchief.


  Grimp started sprinting down the road.


  The werrets should turn the trick—but he’d better get Grandma informed, just the same, about recent developments here, before she ran into Runny.


  GRANDMA WANNATTEL flicked the pony’s horny rear with the reins just before they reached the policeman, who was waiting at the side of the road with the Guardian’s check-list unfolded in his hand.


  The pony broke into a lumbering trot, and the trailer swept past Runny and up around the bend of the road, where it stopped well within the boundaries of the farm. They climbed down and Grandma quickly unhitched the pony. It waddled, grunting, off the road and down into the long, marshy meadow above the hollow. It stood still there, cooling its feet.


  Grimp felt a little better. Getting the trailer off community property gave Grandma a technical advantage. Grimp’s people had a favorable opinion of her, and they were a sturdy lot who enjoyed telling off the Guardian any time he didn’t actually have a law to back up his orders. But on the way to the farm, she had confessed to Grimp that, just as he’d feared, she didn’t have anything like thirty-four licenses. And now the policeman was coming up around the bend of the road after them, blowing his nose and frowning.


  “Just let me handle him alone,” Grandma told Grimp out of the corner of her mouth.


  He nodded and strolled off into the meadow to pass the time with the pony. She’d had a lot of experience in handling policemen.


  “Well, well, young man,” he heard her greeting his cousin behind him. “That looks like a bad cold you’ve got.”


  The policeman sneezed.


  “Wish it were a cold,” he said resignedly. “It’s hay-fever. Can’t do a thing with it. Now I’ve got a list here—”


  “Hay-fever?” said Grandma. “Step up into the trailer a moment. We’ll fix that.”


  “About this list—” began Runny, and stopped. “You think you got something that would fix it?” he asked skeptically. “I’ve been to I don’t know how many doctors and they didn’t help any.”


  “Doctors!” said Grandma. Grimp heard her heels click up the metal steps that led into the back of the trailer. “Come right in, won’t take a moment.”


  “Well—” said Runny doubtfully, but he followed her inside.


  Grimp winked at the pony. The first round went to Grandma.


  “Hello, pony,” he said.


  His worries couldn’t reduce his appreciation of Grandma’s fabulous draft-animal. Partly, of course, it was just that it was such an enormous beast. The long, round barrel of its body rested on short legs with wide, flat feet which were settled deep in the meadow’s mud by now. At one end was a spiky tail, and at the other a very big, wedge-shaped head, with a blunt, badly chipped horn set between nose and eyes. From nose to tail and all around, it was covered with thick, rectangular, horny plates, a mottled green-brown in color. It weighed as much as a long-extinct terrestrial elephant, but that was because it was only a pony.


  Grimp patted its rocky side affectionately. He loved the pony most for being the ugliest thing that had ever showed up on Noorhut. According to Grandma, she had bought it from a bankrupt circus which had imported it from a planet called Treebel; and Treebel was supposed to be a world full of hot swamps, inexhaustibly explosive volcanoes and sulphurous stenches.


  One might have thought that after wandering around melting lava and under rainfalls of glowing ashes for most of its life, the pony would have considered Noorhut pretty tame. But though there wasn’t much room for expression around the solid slab of bone supporting the horn, which was the front of its face, Grimp thought it looked thoroughly contented with its feet sunk out of sight in Noorhut’s cool mud.


  “You’re a big fat pig!” he told it fondly.


  The pony slobbered out a long, purple tongue and carefully parted his hair.


  “Cut it out!” said Grimp. “Ugh!”


  The pony snorted, pleased, curled its tongue about a huge clump of weeds, pulled them up and flipped them into its mouth, roots, mud and all. It began to chew.


  Grimp glanced at the sun and turned anxiously to study the trailer. If she didn’t get rid of Runny soon, they’d be calling him back to the house for supper before he and Grandma got around to having a good talk. And they weren’t letting him out of doors these evenings, while the shining lights were here.


  He gave the pony a parting whack, returned quietly to the road and sat down out of sight near the back door of the trailer, where he could hear what was going on.


  “. . . so about the only thing the Guardian could tack on you now,” the policeman was saying, “would be a Public Menace charge. If there’s any trouble about the lights this year, he’s likely to try that. He’s not a bad Guardian, you know, but he’s got himself talked into thinking you’re sort of to blame for the lights showing up here every year.”


  Grandma chuckled. “Well, I try to get here in time to see them every summer,” she admitted.”I can see how that might give him the idea.”


  “And of course,” said the policeman, “we’re all trying to keep it quiet about them. If the news got out, we’d be having a lot of people coming here from the city, just to look. No one but the Guardian minds you being here, only you don’t want a lot of city people tramping around your farms.”


  “Of course not,” agreed Grandma. “And I certainly haven’t told anyone about them myself.”


  “Last night,” the policeman added, “everyone was saying there were twice as many lights this year as last summer. That’s what got the Guardian so excited.”


  Chafing more every minute, Grimp had to listen then to an extended polite argument about how much Runny wanted to pay Grandma for her hay-fever medicines, while she insisted he didn’t owe her anything at all. In the end, Grandma lost and the policeman paid up—much too much to take from any friend of Grimp’s folks.


  Grandma protested to the last. And then, finally, that righteous minion of the law came climbing down the trailer steps again, with Grandma following him to the door.


  “How do I look, Grimp?” he beamed cheerfully as Grimp stood up.


  “Like you ought to wash your face sometime,” Grimp said tactlessly, for he was fast losing patience with Runny. But then his eyes widened in surprise.


  Under a coating of yellowish grease, Runny’s nose seemed to have returned almost to the shape it had out of hay-fever season, and his eyelids were hardly puffed at all! Instead of flaming red, those features, furthermore, now were only a delicate pink in shade. Runny, in short, was almost handsome again.


  “Pretty good, eh?” he said. “Just one shot did it. And I’ve only got to keep the salve on another hour. Isn’t that right, Grandma?”


  “That’s right,” smiled Grandma from the door, clinking Runny’s money gently out of one hand into the other. “You’ll be as good as new then.”


  “Permanent cure, too,” said Runny. He patted Grimp benevolently on the head. “And next week we go werret-fishing, eh, Grimp?” he added greedily.


  “I guess so,” Grimp said, with a trace of coldness. It was his opinion that Runny could have been satisfied with the hay-fever cure and forgotten about the werrets.


  “It’s a date!” nodded Runny happily and took his greasy face whistling down the road. Grimp scowled after him, half-minded to reach for the slingshot then and there and let go with a medium stone at the lower rear of the uniform. But probably he’d better not.


  “Well, that’s that,” Grandma said softly.


  At that moment, up at the farmhouse, a cow horn went “Whoop-whoop!” across the valley.


  “Darn,” said Grimp. “I knew it was getting late, with him doing all that talking! Now they’re calling me to supper.” There were tears of disappointment in his eyes.


  “Don’t let it fuss you, Grimp,” Grandma said consolingly. “Just jump up in here a moment and close your eyes.”


  Grimp jumped up into the trailer and closed his eyes expectantly.


  “Put out your hands,” Grandma’s voice told him.


  He put out his hands, and she pushed them together to form a cup. Then something small and light and furry dropped into them, caught hold of one of Grimp’s thumbs, with tiny, cool fingers, and chittered.


  Grimp’s eyes popped open.


  “It’s a lortel!” he whispered, overwhelmed.


  “It’s for you!” Grandma beamed.


  Grimp couldn’t speak. The lortel looked at him from a tiny, black, human face with large blue eyes set in it, wrapped a long, furry tail twice around his wrist, clung to his thumb with its fingers, and grinned and squeaked.


  “It’s wonderful!” gasped Grimp. “Can you really teach them to talk?”


  “Hello,” said the lortel.


  “That’s all it can say so far,” Grandma said. “But if you’re patient with it, it’ll learn more.”


  “I’ll be patient,” Grimp promised, dazed. “I saw one at the circus this winter, down the valley at Laggand. They said it could talk, but it never said anything while I was there.”


  “Hello!” said the lortel.


  “Hello!” gulped Grimp.


  The cow horn whoop-whooped again.


  “I guess you’d better run along to supper, or they might get mad,” said Grandma.


  “I know,” said Grimp. “What does it eat?”


  “Bugs and flowers and honey and fruit and eggs, when it’s wild. But you just feed it whatever you eat yourself.”


  “Well, good-by,” said Grimp. “And golly—thanks, Grandma.”


  He jumped out of the trailer. The lortel climbed out of his hand, ran up his arm and sat on his shoulder, wrapping its tail around his neck.


  “It knows you already,” Grandma said. “It won’t run away.”


  Grimp reached up carefully with his other hand and patted the lortel.


  “I’ll be back early tomorrow,” he said. “No school . . . They won’t let me out after supper as long as those lights keep coming around.”


  The cow horn whooped for the third time, very loudly. This time it meant business.


  “Well, good-by,” Grimp repeated hastily. He. ran off, the lortel hanging on to his shirt collar and squeaking.


  Grandma looked after him and then at the sun, which had just touched the tops of the hills with its lower rim.


  “Might as well have some supper myself,” she remarked, apparently to no one in particular. “But after that I’ll have to run out the go-buggy and create a diversion.”


  Lying on its armor-plated belly down in the meadow, the pony swung its big head around toward her. Its small yellow eyes blinked questioningly.


  “What makes you think a diversion will be required?” its voice asked into her ear. The ability to produce such ventriloquial effects was one of the talents that made—the pony well worth its considerable keep to Grandma.


  “Weren’t you listening?” she scolded. “That policeman told me the Guardian’s planning to march the village’s defense unit up to the hollow after supper, and start them shooting at the Halpa detector-globes as soon as they show up.”


  The pony swore an oath meaningless to anyone who hadn’t been raised on the planet Treebel. It stood up, braced itself, and began pulling its feet out of the mud in a succession of loud, sucking noises.


  “I haven’t had an hour’s straight rest since you talked me into tramping around with you eight years ago!” it complained.


  “But you’ve certainly been seeing life, like I promised,” Grandma smiled.


  The pony slopped in a last, enormous tongueful of wet weeds. “That I have!” it said, with emphasis.


  It came chewing up to the road.


  “I’ll keep a watch on things while you’re having your supper,” it told her.


  AS THE uniformed twelve-man defense unit marched in good order out of the village, on its way to assume a strategic position around the hollow on Grimp’s father’s farm, there was a sudden, small explosion not very far off.


  The Guardian, who was marching in the lead with a gun over his shoulder and the slavering pank-hound on a leash, stopped short. The unit broke ranks and crowded up behind him.


  “What was that?” the Guardian inquired.


  Everybody glanced questioningly around the rolling green slopes of the valley, already darkened with evening shadows. The pank-hound sat down before the Guardian, pointed its nose at the even darker shadows in the woods ahead of them and growled.


  “Look!” a man said, pointing in the same direction.


  A spark of bright green light had appeared on their path, just where it entered the woods. The spark grew rapidly in size, became as big as a human head—then bigger! Smoky green streamers seemed to be pouring out of it . . .


  I’m going home right now,” someone announced at that point, sensibly enough.


  “Stand your ground!” the Guardian ordered, conscious of the beginnings of a general withdrawal movement behind him. He was an old soldier. He unslung his gun, cocked it and pointed it. The pank-hound got up on his six feet and bristled.


  “Stop!” the Guardian shouted at the green light.


  It expanded promptly to the size of a barrel, new streamers shooting out from it and fanning about like hungry tentacles.


  He fired.


  “Run!” everybody yelled then. The pank-hound slammed backward against the Guardian’s legs, upsetting him, and streaked off after the retreating unit. The green light had spread outward jerkily into the shape of something like a many-armed, writhing starfish, almost the size of the trees about it. Deep, hooting sounds came out of it as it started drifting down the path toward the Guardian.


  He got up on one knee and, in a single drumroll of sound, emptied all thirteen charges remaining in his gun into the middle of the starfish. It hooted more loudly, waved its arms more wildly, and continued to advance.


  He stood up quickly then, slung the gun over his shoulder and joined the retreat. By the time the unit reached the first houses of the village, he was well up in the front ranks again. And a few minutes later, he was breathlessly organizing the local defenses, employing the tactics that had shown their worth in the raids of the Laggand Bandits nine years before.


  The starfish, however, was making no attempt to follow up the valley people’s rout. It was still on the path at the point where the Guardian had seen it last, waving its arms about and hooting menacingly at the silent trees.


  “THAT should do it, I guess,” Grandma Wannattel said. “Before the first projection fizzles out, the next one in the chain will start up where they can see it from the village. It ought to be past midnight before anyone starts bothering about the globes again. Particularly since there aren’t going to be any globes around tonight—that is, if the Halpa attack-schedule has been correctly estimated.”


  “I wish we were safely past midnight right now,” the rhinocerine pony worriedly informed her. Its dark shape stood a little up the road from the trailer, outlined motionlessly like a ponderous statue against the red evening sky. Its head was up; it looked as if it were listening. Which it was, in its own way—listening for any signs of activity from the hollow.


  “No sense getting anxious about it,” Grandma remarked. She was perched on a rock at the side of the road, a short distance from the pony, with a small black bag slung over her shoulder. “We’ll wait here another hour till it’s good and dark and then go down to the hollow. The breakthrough might begin a couple of hours after that.”


  “It would have to be us again!” grumbled the pony. In spite of its size, its temperament was on the nervous side; and any companion of Grandma’s was bound to run regularly into situations that were far from soothing. She belonged to a powerful human organization whose activities extended throughout most of those sections of the Galaxy where Terra’s original colonies, and their branch-colonies, and branches of the branches, had grown down the centuries into new and independent civilizations. The role of the organization was that of watchdog for the safety of all, without regard for the often conflicting rulings and aims of individual governments; and sometimes that wider view made it necessary to take some very grim risks locally. Unfortunately, this was one of the times.


  “I’d feel a lot better myself if Headquarters hadn’t picked us for this particular operation,” Grandma admitted. “Us and Noorhut . . .”


  Because, by what was a rather singular coincidence, considering how things stood there tonight, the valley was also Grandma’s home. She had been born, quite some while before, a hundred and eighty miles farther inland, at the foot of the dam of the great river Wend, which had given its name to the land, and nowadays supplied it with almost all its required power.


  Erisa Wannattel had done a great deal of traveling since she first became aware of the fact that her varied abilities and adventuresome nature needed a different sort of task to absorb them than could be found on Noorhut, which was progressing placidly up into the final stages of a rounded and balanced planetary civilization. But she still liked to consider the Valley of the Wend as her home and headquarters, to which she returned as often as her work would permit. Her exact understanding of the way people there thought about things and did things also made them easy for her to manipulate; and on occasion that could be very useful.


  In most other places, the means she had employed to turn the Guardian and his troop back from the hollow probably would have started a panic or brought armed ships and radiation guns zooming up for the kill within minutes. But the valley people had considered it just another local emergency. The bronze alarm bell in the village had pronounced a state of siege, and cow horns passed the word up to the outlying farms. Within minutes, the farmers were pelting down the roads to the village with their families and guns; and very soon afterward, everything quieted down again. Guard lines had been set up by then, with the women and children quartered in the central buildings, while the armed men had settled down to watching Grandma’s illusion projections—directional video narrow beams—from the discreet distance marked by the village boundaries.


  If nothing else happened, the people would just stay there till morning and then start a cautious investigation. After seeing mysterious blue lights dancing harmlessly over Grimp’s farm for four summers, this section of Wend was pretty well conditioned to fiery apparitions. But even if they got too adventurous, they couldn’t hurt themselves on the projections, which were designed to be nothing but very effective visual displays.


  What it all came to was that Grandma had everybody in the neighborhood rounded up and immobilized where she wanted them.


  IN EVERY other respect, the valley presented an exceptionally peaceful twilight scene to the eye. There was nothing to show that it was the only present point of contact between forces engaged in what was probably a war of intergalactic proportions—a war made wraithlike but doubly deadly by the circumstance that, in over a thousand years, neither side had found out much more about the other than the merciless and devastating finality of its forms of attack. There never had been any actual battles between Mankind and the Halpa, only alternate and very thorough massacres—all of them, from Mankind’s point of view, on the wrong side of the fence.


  The Halpa alone had the knowledge that enabled them to reach their human adversary. That was the trouble. But, apparently, they could launch their attacks only by a supreme effort, under conditions that existed for periods of less than a score of years, and about three hundred years apart as Mankind measured time.


  It was hard to find any good in them, other than the virtue of persistence. Every three hundred years, they punctually utilized that brief period to execute one more thrust, carefully prepared and placed, and carried out with a dreadfully complete abruptness, against some new point of human civilization—and this time the attack was going to come through on Noorhut.


  “Something’s starting to move around in that hollow!” the pony announced suddenly. “It’s not one of their globe-detectors.”


  “I know,” murmured Grandma. “That’s the first of the Halpa themselves. They’re going to be right on schedule, it seems. But don’t get nervous. They can’t hurt anything until their transmitter comes through and revives them. We’ve got to be particularly careful now not to frighten them off. They seem to be even more sensitive to emotional tensions in their immediate surroundings than the globes.”


  The pony made no reply. It knew what was at stake and why eight big ships were circling Noorhut somewhere beyond space-detection tonight. It knew, too, that the ships would act only if it was discovered that Grandma had failed. But—


  The pony shook its head uneasily. The people on Treebel had never become civilized to the point of considering the possibility of taking calculated risks on a planetary scale—not to mention the fact that the lives of the pony and of Grandma were included in the present calculation. In the eight years it had been accompanying her on her travels, it had developed a tremendous respect for Erisa Wannattel’s judgment and prowess. But, just the same, frightening the Halpa off, if it still could be done, seemed like a very sound idea right now to the pony.


  As a matter of fact, as Grandma well knew, it probably could have been done at this stage by tossing a small firecracker into the hollow. Until they had established their planetary foothold, the Halpa took extreme precautions. They could spot things in the class of radiation weapons a hundred miles away, and either that or any suggestion of local aggressiveness or of long-range observation would check the invasion attempt on Noorhut then and there.


  But one of the principle reasons she was here tonight was to see that nothing did happen to stop it. For this assault would only be diverted against some other world then, and quite probably against one where the significance of the spying detector-globes wouldn’t be understood before it was too late. The best information system in the Galaxy couldn’t keep more than an insignificant fraction of its populations on the alert for dangers like that—


  She bounced suddenly to her feet and, at the same instant, the pony swung away from the hollow toward which it had been staring. They both stood for a moment then, turning their heads about, like baffled hounds trying to fix a scent on the wind.


  “It’s Grimp!” Grandma exclaimed.


  The rhinocerine pony snorted faintly. “Those are his thought images, all right,” it agreed. “He seems to feel you need protection. Can you locate him?”


  “Not yet,” said Grandma anxiously. “Yes, I can. He’s coming up through the woods on the other side of the hollow, off to the left. The little devil!” She was hustling back to the trailer. “Come on, I’ll have to ride you there. I can’t even dare use the go-buggy this late in the day.”


  The pony crouched beside the trailer while she quickly snapped on its saddle from the top of the back steps. Six metal rings had been welded into the horny plates of its back for this purpose, so it was a simple job. Grandma clambered aloft, hanging onto the saddle’s hand-rails.


  “Swing wide of the hollow,” she warned. “Grimp came just as I suggested him mentally to. You needn’t worry about making noise. The Halpa don’t notice noise as such—it has to have emotional content for them to hear it—and the quicker Grimp spots us, the easier it will be to find him.”


  The pony already was rushing down into the meadow at an amazing rate of speed—it took a lot of muscle to drive a body like that through the gluey swamps of Treebel, and there were none here to impede it. It swung wide of the hollow and of what it contained, crossed a shallow bog farther down the meadow with a sound like a charging torpedo-boat, and reached the woods.


  It had to slow down then to avoid brushing off Grandma.


  “Grimp’s down that slope somewhere,” Grandma said. “He’s heard us . . .”


  “They’re making a lot of noise,” Grimp’s thought reached them suddenly and clearly. He seemed to be talking to someone. “But we’re not scared of them, are we?”


  “Bang-bang!” another voice-thought came excitedly.


  “That was the lortel,” Grandma said. “They’re very good for giving children courage. Much better than Teddy Bears.”


  “That’s the stuff,” Grimp resumed approvingly. “We’ll slingshot them all if they don’t watch out. But we’d better find Grandma soon.”


  “Grimp!” shouted Grandma. The pony backed her up with a roaring call.


  “Hello?” came the lortel’s thought.


  “Wasn’t that the pony?” Grimp asked it, getting only another “hello” in reply. “All right, we’ll go that way,” he added, as though they had reached a joint decision.


  “Here we come, Grimp!” Grandma shouted, and the pony descended the steep side of a ravine with the straightforward technique of a rock slide.


  “That’s Grandma!” thought Grimp. “Grandma!” he yelled. “Look out, there’s monsters all around!”


  “WHAT you missed!” yelled Grimp, dancing around the pony as Grandma Wannattel scrambled down from the saddle. “The monsters have the village surrounded, and the Guardian killed one and I slingshot another till he fizzled out, and I was coming to find you—”


  “Your mother will be worried,” said Grandma as they rushed into each other’s arms.


  “No,” grinned Grimp. “All the kids are supposed to be sleeping in the school house, and she won’t look there till morning, and the teacher said the monsters were all holynations—ho-lucy-nations. But he wouldn’t go look when the Guardian said they’d show him one. He stayed right in bed! But the Guardian’s all right—he killed one, and I slingshot another one and the lortel learned a new word. Say ‘bang-bang,’ lortel!”


  “Hello!” squeaked the lortel. “Aw, he’s scared,” said Grimp disappointedly. “He can say it, though. And I’ve come to take you to the village so the monsters don’t chase after you. Hello, pony!”


  “Bang-bang,” said the lortel distinctly.


  “See?” cried Grimp. “He wasn’t scared, after all—he’s a real brave lortel! If we see some monsters, don’t you get scared, either, because I’ve got my slingshot,” he said, waving it bloodthirstily, “and two back pockets all full of real big stones. I just hope my pants stay up. But that doesn’t matter—the way to do it is to kill them all.”


  “It sounds like a pretty good idea, Grimp,” Grandma agreed. “But you’re awfully tired now.”


  “No, I’m not!” Grimp said, surprised. His right eye sagged shut and then his left. He opened them both with an effort and looked at Grandma. “I can stay awake all night, I bet,” he argued drowsily. “I am—”


  “In fact,” said Grandma, “you’re asleep.”


  “No, I’m n—” objected Grimp. Then he sagged toward the ground, and Grandma caught him firmly.


  “In a way, I hate to do it,” she panted, wrestling him aboard the pony, which had hunkered down and flattened itself as much as it could to make the job easier. “He’d probably enjoy it. But we can’t take a chance. He’s a husky little devil, too,” she groaned, giving a final boost, “and those ammunition pockets don’t make him any lighter.” She clambered up again behind him and noticed that the lortel had transferred itself to her coat collar.


  The pony stood up cautiously.


  “Now what?” it asked.


  “Might as well go straight to the hollow,” said Grandma, breathing hard. “We’ll probably have to wait around there a few hours, but if we’re careful it won’t do any harm.”


  “DID you find a good deep pond?” Grandma asked the pony a little later, as it came squishing up softly through the meadow behind her to rejoin her at the edge of the hollow.


  “Yes,” said the pony. “About a hundred yards back. That should be close enough. How much more waiting do you think we’ll have to do?”


  Grandma shrugged carefully. She was sitting in the grass with what, by daylight, would have been a good view of the hollow below. Grimp was asleep with his head on her knees. The lortel, after catching a few bugs in the grass and eating them, had settled down on her shoulder and dozed off, too.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s still three hours till Big Moonrise, and it’s bound to be some time before then. Now that you’ve found a waterhole, we’ll just stay here together and wait. The one thing to remember is not to let yourself start getting excited about them.”


  The pony stood huge and chunky beside her, staring down, its forefeet on the edge of the hollow. Muddy water trickled from its knobby flanks. It had brought the warm mud-smells of a summer pond back with it to hang in a cloud about them.


  There was vague, dark, continuous motion at the bottom of the hollow. A barely noticeable stirring in the single big pool of darkness that filled it.


  “If I were alone,” the pony said, “I’d get out of here! I know when I ought to be scared. But you’ve taken psychological control of my reactions, haven’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Grandma. “It’ll be easier for me, though, if you help along as much as you can. There’s really no danger until their transmitter has come through.”


  “Unless,” objected the pony, “they’ve worked out some brand-new tricks in the past few hundred years.”


  “There’s that chance,” Grandma admitted. “But they’ve never tried changing their tricks on us yet. If it were us doing the attacking, we’d vary our methods each time, as much as we could. But the Halpa don’t seem to think the way we do about anything. They wouldn’t still be so careful if they didn’t realize they were very vulnerable at this point.”


  “I hope they’re right about that!” the pony said anxiously.


  Its head moved then, following the motion of something that sailed flutteringly out of the depths of the hollow, circled along its far rim, and descended again. The beings of Treebel had a much deeper range of night vision than Grandma Wannattel, but she was also aware of that shape.


  “They’re not much to look at,” the pony remarked. “Like a big, dark rag of leather, almost.”


  “Their physical structure is believed to be quite simple,” Grandma agreed slowly.


  The pony was tensing up again, and she realized that it was best to go on talking to it, about almost anything at all. That always helped, even though the pony knew her much too well by now to be really fooled by such tricks.


  “Many very efficient life-forms aren’t physically complicated, you know,” she went on, letting the sound of her voice ripple steadily into its mind. “Parasitical types, particularly. It’s pretty certain, too, that the Halpa have the hive-mind class of intelligence, so what goes for the nerve systems of most of the ones they send through to us might be nothing much more than secondary reflex-transmitters . . .


  Grimp stirred in his sleep at that point and grumbled. Grandma looked down at him. “You’re sound asleep!” she told him severely, and he was again.


  “You’ve got plans for that boy, haven’t you?” said the pony, without shifting its gaze from the hollow.


  “I’ve had my eye on him,” Grandma admitted, “and I’ve already recommended him to the organization for observation. That’s if we beat off the Halpa this time—and Grimp will be pretty important in deciding that. If we do, we’ll let him develop with only a little help here and there. We’ll see what he picks up naturally from the lortel, for instance, in the way of telepathic communication and sensory extensions. I think Grimp’s the kind we can use.”


  “He’s all right,” the pony agreed absently. “A bit murderous, though, like most of you . . .”


  “He’ll grow out of it!” Grandma said, a little annoyedly, for the subject of human aggressiveness was one she and the pony argued about frequently. “You can’t hurry developments like that along too much. All of Noorhut should grow out of that stage, as a people, in another few hundred years. They’re about at the turning-point right now—”


  Their heads came up together then, as something very much like a big, dark rag of leather came fluttering up from the hollow and hung in the dark air above them. The representatives of the opposing powers that were facing each other on Noorhut that night took quiet stock of one another for a few moments.


  THE Halpa was about six feet long and two feet wide, and considerably less than an inch thick. It held its position in the air with a steady, rippling motion, like a bat the size of a man, and then suddenly it extended itself with a snap, growing taut as a curved sail.


  The pony snorted involuntarily. The apparently featureless shape in the air turned toward it and drifted a few inches closer. When nothing more happened, it turned again and fluttered quietly back down into the hollow.


  “Could it tell I was scared?” the pony asked uneasily.


  “You reacted just right,” Grandma soothed. “Startled suspicion at first, and then just curiosity, and then another start when it made that jump. It’s about what they’d expect from creatures that would be hanging around the hollow now. We’re like cows to them. They can’t tell what things are by their looks, as we do.”


  But her tone was thoughtful, and she was more shaken than she would have cared to let the pony notice. There had been something indescribably menacing and self-assured in the Halpa’s attitude. Almost certainly, it had only been trying to draw a reaction of hostile intelligence from them, probing, perhaps, for the presence of weapons that might be dangerous to its kind.


  But there was a chance—a tiny but appalling chance—that the things had developed some drastically new form of attack since their last breakthrough, and that they already were in control of the situation.


  In which case, neither Grimp nor anyone else on Noorhut would be doing any more growing up after tomorrow.


  Each of the eleven hundred and seventeen planets that had been lost to the Halpa so far still traced a fiery, forbidding orbit through space—torn back from the invaders only at the cost of depriving it, by humanity’s own weapons, of the natural conditions that any known form of life could tolerate.


  The possibility that that might also be Noorhut’s future had loomed as an ugly enormity before her for the past four years. But of the nearly half a hundred worlds which the Halpa were found to be investigating, through their detector-globes, as possible invasion points for this assault period, Noorhut finally had been selected by Headquarters as the one where local conditions were most suited to meet them successfully. That meant in a manner that must include the destruction of their only real invasion weapon, the fabulous and mysterious Halpa Transmitter. Capable as they undoubtedly were, they had shown in the past that they were able or willing to employ only one of those instruments for each period of attack. Destroying the transmitter meant, therefore, that humanity would gain a few more centuries to figure out a way to get back at the Halpa before a new invasion attempt was made.


  SO ON all planets but Noorhut, the detector-globes shrewdly had been encouraged to send back reports of a dangerously alert and well-armed population. On Noorhut, however, they had been soothed along . . . and just as her home planet had been chosen as the most favorable point of encounter, so was Erisa Wannattel herself selected as the agent most suited to represent humanity’s forces under the conditions that existed there.


  Grandma sighed gently and reminded herself again that Headquarters was as unlikely to miscalculate the overall probability of 5 as it was to select the wrong person to achieve it. There was only the tiniest, the most theoretical, of chances that something might go wrong, and that she would end her long career with the blundering murder of her own home world—


  But there was that chance. It meant the lives of people whose ancestors she had known, an entire world she loved and hoped to retire to some day. Worse yet, it meant relying on a small, helpless, untrained Child—who might, after all, not be the instrument she should have chosen.


  “There seem to be more down there every minute!” the pony was saying.


  Grandma drew a deep breath.


  “Must be several thousand by now,” she acknowledged. “It’s getting near breakthrough time, all right—but that’s only the advance forces.” She added, “Do you notice anything like a glow of light down there, toward the center?”


  The pony stared a moment. “Yes,” it said. “But I would have thought that was way under the red for you. Can you see it?”


  “No,” said Grandma. “I get a kind of feeling, like heat. That’s the transmitter beginning to come through. I think we’ve got them!”


  The pony shifted its bulk slowly from side to side.


  “Yes,” it said resignedly, “or they’ve got us.”


  “Don’t think about that,” Grandma ordered sharply and clamped one more mental lock shut on the foggy, dark terrors that were curling and writhing under her conscious thoughts, trying to emerge and paralyze her actions.


  She had opened her black bag and was unhurriedly fitting together something composed of a few pieces of wood and wire, and a rather heavy, stiff spring . . . “Just be ready,” she added.


  “I’ve been ready for an hour,” said the pony, shuffling its feet.


  “I mean Grimp,” she explained, looking down at the sleeping boy intently. “A child is more perceptive than an adult, and his time sense is sharper because he lives at a much faster rate.”


  “Then his time sense should be faster, too,” the pony said.


  “It’s like slow-motion film,” Grandma told him. “The faster the camera goes, the more pictures it takes and the slower the action. A child is like that. Our time sense speeds up as we grow older and our life processes slow down. You might say we take fewer pictures than a child does.”


  “Makes sense,” the pony agreed. “But what does it lead to?”


  “Grimp,” said Grandma, her face very close to the boy’s, “is going to feel the critical moment of the breakthrough and let us know. He’ll tell by the static tension in the air, the way a child becomes cranky when an electrical storm is getting ready to happen. We can’t respond like that . . . even trained perceptives like us . . . and not, certainly, in awareness of fractions of a second.”


  The pony stared at Grimp with new respect. “He can?”


  GRANDMA took in a breath that sounded like the fluttering of agitated strips of paper. “I hope so,” she said. “It can’t be just any child, though all of them are more sensitive than any adult. It has to be a hyper-sensitive child.”


  “Then you’re not sure he is.”


  “No,” Grandma confessed reluctantly. “I can’t be sure until it’s too late.”


  They did no more talking after that. All the valley had become quiet about them. But slowly the hollow below was filling up with a black, stirring, slithering tide. Bits of it fluttered up now and then like strips of black smoke, hovered a few yards above the mass, and settled again.


  Suddenly, down in the center of the hollow, there was something else.


  The rhinocerine pony had seen it first, Grandma Wannattel realized. It had been staring in that direction for almost a minute before she grew able to distinguish something that might have been a group of graceful miniature spires. Semi-transparent in the darkness, four small domes showed at the corners, with a larger one in the center. The central one was about twenty feet high and very slender.


  The whole structure began to solidify-swiftly . . .


  The Halpa Transmitter’s appearance of crystalline slightness was perhaps the most mind-chilling thing about it. For it brought instantly a jarring sense of what must be black distance beyond all distances, reaching back unimaginably to its place of origin. In that unknown somewhere, a prodigiously talented and determined race of beings had labored for human centuries to prepare and point some stupendous gun . . . and were able then to bridge the vast interval with nothing more substantial than this dark sliver of glass that had come to rest suddenly in the valley of the Wend!


  But, of course, the Transmitter was all that was needed; its deadly poison lay in a sluggish, almost inert mass about it. Within minutes from now, it would waken to life, as similar transmitters had wakened on other nights on those lost and burning worlds. And in much less than minutes after that, the Halpa invaders would be hurled by their slender machine to every surface section of Noorhut—no longer inert, but quickened into a ravening, almost indestructible form of vampiric life, dividing and sub-dividing in its incredibly swift cycle of reproduction, fastening to feed anew, growing again—


  Spreading, at that stage, much more swiftly than it could be exterminated by anything but the ultimate weapons!


  The pony stirred suddenly, and she felt the wave of panic rolling up in it.


  “It’s the Transmitter, all right.”


  Grandma’s thought reached it quickly. “We’ve had two descriptions of it before. But we can’t be sure it’s here until it begins to charge itself. Then it lights up—first at the edges, and then at the center. Once the central spire lights up, it will be energized too much to let them pull it back again. At least, they couldn’t pull it back after that last time they were observed.” She touched the sleeping boy anxiously. “Grimp will have to tell us when that exact instant is.”


  The pony had been told all that before. But as it listened, it was quieting down again.


  “And you’re to go on sleeping!” Grandma Wannattel’s thought instructed Grimp next. “Your perception and time sense are to be alert, but you’ll sleep on and remember nothing until I wake you.”


  LIGHT surged suddenly up in the Transmitter—first into the four outer spires, and a moment later into the big central one, in a sullen red glow. It lit the hollow with a smoky glare. The pony took two startled steps backward.


  “Don’t fail us, Grimp!” whispered Grandma’s thought.


  She reached again into her black bag and took out a small plastic bail. It reflected the light from the hollow in dull crimson gleamings. She let it slip down carefully inside the shaftlike frame of the gadget she had put together of wood and wire. It clicked into place there against one end of the compressed spring.


  But she didn’t take her eyes off the boy. He was stirring restlessly, his breathing growing quicker and more difficult. His little hands twitched from time to time, though he remained asleep.


  “Watch the Halpa,” she tensely told the pony. “I don’t know if Grimp will sense the moment exactly. I’m not sure we can handle it then, but . . .”


  Down below, they lay now in a blanket fifteen feet thick over the wet ground, like big, black, water-sogged leaves swept up in circular piles about the edges of the hollow. The tops and sides of the piles were fluttering and shivering and beginning to slide down toward the Transmitter. She felt tension growing, but she couldn’t trust her own age-dulled perception. If the child failed, all Noorhut would fall to the Halpa.


  Grimp twisted in Grandma’s arms abruptly, like a caught and fighting werret, and a strangled cry that was almost a sob came from him.


  It was what Grandma had been waiting for. She raised the wooden catapult to her shoulder. The pony shook its blunt-horned head violently from side to side, made a loud bawling noise, surged forward and plunged down the steep slope of the hollow in a thundering rush.


  Grandma aimed carefully and let go.


  There was no explosion. The blanket of dead-leaf creatures was lifting into the air ahead of the pony’s ground-shaking approach in a weightless, silent swirl of darkness, which instantly blotted both the glowing Transmitter and the pony’s shape from sight. The pony roared once as the blackness closed over it. A second later, there was a crash like the shattering of a hundred-foot mirror. At approximately the same moment, Grandma’s plastic ball exploded somewhere in the center of the swirling storm of lethal life.


  Cascading fountains of white fire filled the whole of the hollow. Within the fire, a dense mass of shapes fluttered and writhed frenziedly like burning rags. From down where the fire boiled fiercest rose continued sounds of brittle substances suffering enormous violence. The pony was trampling the Transmitter, making sure of its destruction.


  “Better get out of it!” Grandma shouted anxiously. “What’s left of that will all melt now, anyway!”


  She didn’t know whether it heard her or not, but a few seconds later, it came pounding up the side of the hollow again. Blazing from nose to rump, it tramped past Grandma, plunged through the meadow behind her, shedding white sheets of fire that exploded the marsh grass in its tracks, and hurled itself headlong into the pond it had selected previously. There was a great splash, accompanied by sharp hissing noises. Pond and pony vanished together under billowing clouds of steam.


  “That was pretty hot!” its thought came to Grandma.


  “Hot as anything that ever came out of a volcano!” she affirmed. “If you’d played around in it much longer, you’d have provided the village with roasts for a year.”


  “I’ll just stay here for a while, till I’ve cooled off a bit,” said the pony. “And I’d like to forget that last remark of yours, too. Civilized cannibals, that’s what people are!”


  GRANDMA found something strangling her then, and discovered it was the lortel’s tail. She unwound it carefully. But the lortel promptly reanchored itself with all four hands in her hair. She decided to leave it there. It seemed badly upset.


  Grimp, however, relaxed suddenly and slept on. It was going to take a little maneuvering to get him back into the village undetected before morning, but she would figure that out by and by. A steady flow of cool night air was being drawn past them into the hollow now, and rising out of it again in boiling, vertical columns of invisible heat. At the bottom of the de-luxe blaze she’d lit down there, things still seemed to be moving about—but very slowly. The Halpa were tough organisms, all right, though not nearly so tough, when you heated them up with a really good incendiary, as the natives of Treebel.


  She would have to make a final check of the hollow around dawn, of course, when the ground should have cooled off enough to permit it—but her century’s phase of the Halpa War did seem to be over. The defensive part of it, at any rate.


  Wet munching sounds from the pond indicated the pony felt comfortable enough by now to take an interest in the parboiled vegetation it found floating about it.


  “You picked the right child, after all,” the pony’s thought remarked to her.


  “Yes, Grimp worked out fine,” Grandma said a little proudly.


  “I was pretty worried for a while.”


  “I won’t say I was exactly easy myself. I thought Grimp was reacting slowly and I was getting ready to hurl the incendiary.”


  “But you didn’t,” the pony pointed out, chewing loudly.


  “No. I suspected my perception might be too fast. It turned out to be almost two minutes off.”


  The rhinocerine pony stopped munching and she felt the shiver of fear that went through its mind. “As much as that? You’d have caught the Transmitter before it was matter. Nothing would have happened . . . except the Halpa would have swarmed through when the Transmitter materialized. We couldn’t have stopped them.”


  “Grimp had the crisis down to the micro-second,” she said happily. “Why fret about what might have happened?”


  “You’re right, of course,” the pony agreed, but its enormous appetite seemed suddenly to have disappeared.


  Grandma settled down carefully to sleep in the long marsh grass without disturbing Grimp’s position too much. She appeared calm, but her sleep was more of a faint than untroubled slumber.


  BY SUNRISE, Grandma Wannattel’s patent-medicine trailer was nine miles from the village and rolling steadily southward up the valley road through the woods. As usual, she was departing under an official cloud.


  Grimp and the policeman had showed up early to warn her. The Guardian was making use of the night’s various unprecedented disturbances to press through a vote on a Public Menace charge against Grandma in the village. Since everybody still felt rather excited and upset, he had a good chance just now of getting a majority.


  Grimp had accompanied her far enough to explain that this state of affairs wasn’t going to be permanent. He had it all worked out: Runny’s new immunity to hay-fever had brought him and the pretty Vellit to a fresh understanding overnight; they were going to get married five weeks from now. As a married man, Runny would then be eligible for the post of Village Guardian at the harvest elections. Between Grimp’s cousins and Vellit’s cousins, Runny’s backers would just about control the vote. So when Grandma got around to visiting the valley again next summer, she needn’t worry any more about police interference or official disapproval . . .


  Grandma had nodded approvingly. That was about the kind of neighborhood politics she’d begun to play herself at Grimp’s age. She was pretty sure by now that Grimp was the one who eventually would become her successor as guardian of Noorhut, as well as of the star-system to which Noorhut belonged, and perhaps of a good many other star-systems besides. With careful schooling, he ought to be just about ready for the job by the time she was willing, finally, to retire.


  An hour after he had started back to the farm, looking suddenly a little forlorn, the trailer swung off the valley road into a narrow-forest path. Here the pony lengthened its stride, and less than five minutes later they entered a curving ravine, at the far end of which lay something that Grimp would have recognized instantly as a small spaceship from his one visit to the nearest port city.


  A large round door opened soundlessly in its side as they approached. The pony came to a stop. Grandma got down from the driver’s seat and unhitched it. The pony walked into the airlock, and the trailer picked its wheels off the ground and floated in behind it. Grandma Wannattel walked in last, and the lock closed quietly.


  The ship lay still a moment longer. Then it was suddenly gone. Dead leaves went dancing for a while about the ravine, disturbed by the breeze of its departure.


  In a place very far away—so far that neither Grimp nor his parents nor anyone in the village except the schoolteacher had ever heard of it—a set of instruments began signaling for attention. Somebody answered them.


  Grandma’s voice announced distinctly:


  “This is Agent Wannattel’s report on the successful conclusion of the Halpa operation on Noorhut—”


  High above Noorhut’s skies, eight great ships swung instantly out of their watchful orbits about the planet and flashed off again into the blackness of space that was their sea and their home.


  1951


  SPACE FEAR


  Of all the weapons man can use against man, none is so powerful, so binding and paralyzing, as Fear. And in an interstellar culture, dictators who rule by fear have special problems . . .


  I.


  The three Bjanta scouts were within an hour’s flight of the yellow dwarf star of Ulphi when the Viper’s needle-shape drove into their detection range, high up but on a course that promised almost to intersect their own.


  It didn’t exactly come to that point, though the unwary newcomer continued to approach for several minutes more. But then, with an abruptness which implied considerable shock On board at discovering Bjanta ahead, she veered off sharply and shot away at a very respectable speed.


  The scout disks swung about unhurriedly, opened out in pursuit formation and were presently closing in again, with leisurely caution, on the fugitive. Everything about that beautifully designed, blue-gleaming yacht suggested the most valuable sort of catch. Some very wealthy individual’s plaything it might have been, out of one of the major centers of civilization, though adventuring now far from the beaten path of commercial spaceways. In which case, she would be very competently piloted and crewed and somewhat better armed than the average freighter. Which should make her capable of resisting their combined attack for a maximum of four or five minutes—or, if she preferred energy-devouring top velocity, of keeping ahead of them for even one or two minutes longer than that.


  But no Bjanta was ever found guilty of impulsive recklessness. And, just possibly, this, yacht could also turn out to be another variation of those hellish engines of destruction which galactic humanity and its allies had been developing with ever-increasing skill during the past few thousand years, against just such marauders as they.


  As it happened, that described the Viper exactly. A Vegan G.Z. Agent-Ship, and one of the last fifty or so of her type to be completed, she was, compared with anything else up to five times her three-hundred-foot length, the peak, the top, the absolute culmination of space-splitting sudden death. And, furthermore, she knew it.


  “They’re maintaining pattern and keeping up with no sign of effort,” her electronic brain reported to her pilot. “Should we show them a little more speed?”


  “The fifteen percent increase was plenty,” the pilot returned in a pleasant soprano voice. “If they edge in, you can start weaving, but remember they’re sensitive little apes! Anything fancy before we get within range of our cruiser is bound to scare them off.”


  There was a moment of silence. Then the ship’s robot voice came into the control room again:


  “Pagadan, the disk low in Sector Twelve has moved in almost to contact beaming range! You could get any two of them at any time now and leave us the third to run down.”


  “I know it, little Viper,” the pilot gave back patiently, “but this whole job’s based on the assumption that the Bjantas are operating true to form. In which case, their Mother Disk will be somewhere within three light-years behind us—and the cruiser wants to run two of these scouts back far enough to show just where it’s lying. We need only one for ourselves.”


  Her face had turned up over her shoulder as she spoke. Except for the eyes, it was a human face, the face of a very pretty young woman. But the eyes were inhumanly large and elongated, the silver eyes and squared black pupils of a Lannai humanoid—the first nonhuman race to have become a member-nation of the far-flung Confederacy of Vega.


  There was no one else on board, or required there. Agent-Ship and Agent were not so much a team as a calculated synthesis of optimal efficiency in their specialized branch of Confederacy business. And so smoothly did their function overlap that sometimes it would have been a little difficult for Pagadan to say immediately whether it was her organic brain or its various electronic extensions in the ship which was attending to some specific hit of business. Just now it was the Viper who was watching the communicators.


  “The Agent-Trainee on the O-Ship off Ulphi is trying to talk to you, Pagadan,” the robot-voice came into the room. “Will you adjust to his range?”


  The Lannai’s silver-nailed hand shot out and spun a tiny dial on the desk before her. From a communicator to her left a deep voice inquired, a little anxiously:


  “Pag? Do you hear me? This is Hallerock. Pag?”


  “Go ahead, chum!” she invited. “I was off beam for a moment there. The planet still look all right?”


  “No worse than it ever did,” said Hallerock. “But this is about your Fleet operation. The six destroyers are spread out behind you in interception positions by now, and the cruiser should he coming into detection dead ahead at any moment. You still want them to communicate with you through the Observation Ship here?”


  “Better keep it that way,” Pagadan nodded. “The Bjantas might spot Fleet signals, as close to me as they are, but it’s a cinch they can’t tap this beam! I won’t slip up again. Anything from the Department?”


  “Correlation is sending some new stuff out on the Ulphi business, hut nothing important. At any rate, they didn’t want to break into your maneuver with the Bjantas. I told them to home it here to the O-Ship. Right?”


  “Right,” Pagadan approved. “You’ll make a Zone Agent yet, my friend! In time.”


  “I doubt it,” Hallerock grunted. “There’s no real future in it anyway. Here’s the cruiser calling again, Pag! I’ll be standing by—”


  Pagadan pursed her lips thoughtfully as a barely audible click indicated her aide had gone off communication. She’d been a full-fledged Zone Agent of the Vegan Confederacy for exactly four months now—the first member of any nonhuman race to attain that, rank in the super-secretive Department of Galactic Zones. Hallerock, human, was an advanced Trainee. Just how advanced was a question she’d have to decide, and very soon.


  The surface reflections vanished from her mind at the Viper’s subvocal warning:


  “Cruiser—dead ahead!”


  “The disk on your left!” Pagadan snapped. “Cut it off from the others as soon as they begin to turn. Give it a good start then—and be sure you’re crowding the last bit of speed out of it before you even think of closing in. We may not be able to get what we’re after—probably won’t—but Lab can use every scrap of information we collect on those babies!”


  “We’ll get what we’re after, too,” the Viper almost purred. And, a bare instant later:


  “They’ve spotted, the cruiser. Now!”


  In the vision tank, the fleeing disk grew and grew. During the first few minutes, it had appeared there, only as a comet-tailed spark, a dozen radiant streamers of different colors fanning out behind it—not an image of the disk itself but the tank’s visual representation of any remote moving object on which the ship’s detectors were held. The shifting lengths arid brightness of the streamers announced at a glance to those trained to read them the object’s distance, direction, comparative and absolute speeds and other matters of interest to a curious observer.


  But as the Viper began to reduce, the headstart the Bjanta had been permitted to get, at the exact rate calculated to incite it to the most intensive efforts to hold that lead, a shadowy outline of the disk’s true shape began to grow about the spark. A bare quarter million miles away finally, the disk itself appeared to be moving at a visual range of two, hundred yards ahead of the ship, while the spark still flickered its varied information from the center of the image.


  Pagadan’s hands, meanwhile, played continuously over the control desk’s panels, racing the ship’s recording instruments through every sequence of descriptive analysis of which they were capable.


  “We’re still getting nothing really new, I’m afraid,” she said at last, matter-of-factly. She had never been within sight of a Bjanta before; but Vega’s Department of Galactic Zones had copies of every available record ever made of them, and she had studied the records. The information was largely repetitious and not conclusive enough to have ever permitted a really decisive thrust against the marauders. Bjantas no longer constituted a major threat to civilization, but they had never stopped being a dangerous nuisance along its fringes—space-vermin of a particularly elusive and obnoxious sort.


  “They’ve made no attempt to change direction at all?” she inquired.


  “Not since they first broke out of their escape-curve,” the Viper replied. “Shall I close in now?”


  “Might as well, I suppose.” Pagadan was still gazing, almost wistfully, into the tank. The disk was tilted slightly sideways, dipping and quivering in the familiar motion-pattern of Bjanta vessels; a faint glimmer of radiation ran and vanished and ran again continuously around its yard-thick edge. The Bjantas were conservatives; the first known recordings made of them in the early centuries of the First Empire had shown space-machines of virtually the same appearance as the one now racing ahead of the Viper.


  “The cruiser seems satisfied we check with its own line on the Mother Disk,” she went on. She sighed, tapping the tank anxiously. “Well, nudge them a bit—and be ready to jump!”


  The Viper’s nudging was on the emphatic side. A greenish, transparent halo appeared instantly about the disk; a rainbow-hued one flashed into visibility just beyond it immediately after. Then the disk’s dual barrier vanished again; and the disk itself veered crazily off its course, flipping over and over like a crippled bat, showing at every turn the deep, white-hot gash the Viper’s touch had seared across its top.


  It was on the fifth turn, some tour-tenths of a second later, that it split halfway around its rim. Out of that yawning mouth a few score minute duplicates of itself were spewed into space and flashed away in all directions—individual Bjantas in their equivalent of a combined spacesuit and lifeboat. As they dispersed the stricken scout gaped wider; a blinding glare burst out of it; and the disk had vanished in the traditional Bjanta style of self-destruction when trapped by superior force.


  Fast as the reaction had been, the Viper’s forward surge at full acceleration following her first jabbing beam was barely slower. She stopped close enough to the explosion to feel its radiations activate her own barriers; and even before she stopped, every one of her grappling devices was fully extended and combing space about her.


  Within another two seconds, therefore, each of the fleeing Bjantas was caught—and at the instant of contact, all but two had followed the scout into explosive and practically traceless suicide. Those two, however, were wrenched open by paired tractors which gripped simultaneously and twisted as they gripped—an innovation with which the Viper had been outfitted for this specific job.


  Pagadan, taut and watching, went white and was on her feet with a shriek of inarticulate triumph.


  “You did it, you sweetheart!” she yelped then. “First ones picked up intact in five hundred years!”


  “They’re not intact,” the Viper corrected, less excitedly. “But I have all the pieces, I think!”


  “The bodies are hardly, damaged,” gloated Pagadan, staring into, the tank. “It doesn’t matter much about the shells, just bring it all in easy now! The lovely things. Wait till Lab hears we got them.”


  She hovered around nervously while the flat, brown, soft-shelled—and really not badly dented—bodies of the two Bjantas were being drawn in through one of the Vipers locks and deposited gently in a preservative tank, where they floated against the top, their twenty-two angular legs folded up tightly against their undersides. Most of the bunched neural extensions that made them a unit with the mechanisms of their detachable space-shells had been sheared off, of course; but the Viper had saved everything.


  “Nice work, Pag!” Hallerock’s voice came from the communicator as she returned exultantly to the control room. “No chance of any life being left: in those things, I suppose?”


  “Not after that treatment!” Pagadan said regretfully. “But I’m really not complaining. You heard me then?”


  “I did,” acknowledged Hallerock. “Paralyzing sort of war whoop you’ve got! Want to see the recording the cruiser shot back to me on the Mother Disk? That run just went off, too, as per schedule.”


  “Put it on!” Pagadan said, curling herself comfortably and happily into her desk chair. “So they found Mommy, eh? Never had such fun before I started slumming around with humans. What were the destructive results?”


  “They did all right. An estimated forty-five percent of the scouts right on the strike—and they figure it will be over eighty before the survivors get out of pursuit range. One of the destroyers and a couple of the cruiser’s strike-ships were slightly damaged when the core blew up. Nothing serious.”


  The visual recording appeared on the communication screen a moment later. It was very brief, as seen from the cruiser—following its hornet-swarm of released strike-ships in on the great, flat, scaly-looking pancake bulk of the Mother Disk, while a trio of destroyers closed down on either side. As a fight, Pagadan decided critically, it was also the worst flop she’d seen in years, considering that the trapped quarry was actually a layered composite of several thousand well-armed scouts! For a brief instant, the barriers of every charging Vegan ship blazed a warning white; then the screen filled momentarily with a rainbow-hued sparkle of scouts scattering under the lethal fire of the attackers—and the brighter flashing of those that failed.


  As both darkened out and, the hunters swirled off in pursuit of the fugitive swarms, an ellipsoid crystalline core, several hundred yards in diameter, appeared where the Disk had lain space. The Bjanta breeding center—


  It seemed to expand slightly.


  An instant later, it was a miniature nova.


  Pagadan blinked and nodded approvingly as the screen went blank.


  “Tidy habit! Saves us a lot of trouble. But we made the only real haul of the day, Viper, old girl!” She grimaced. “So now we’ve still got to worry about that sleep-walking silly little planet of Ulphi, and the one guy on it who isn’t . . . isn’t sleep-walking, anyway. And a couple of other—” She straightened up suddenly. “Who’s that working your communicators now?”


  “That’s the robot-tracker you put on the Department of Cultures investigator on Ulphi,” the. Viper informed her. “He wants to come in to tell you the lady’s got herself into some kind of jam with the population down there. Shall I switch him to the O-ship and have the Agent-Trainee check and take over, if necessary?”


  “Hold it!” Pagadan’s hands flew out towards the section of instrument panel controlling the communicators. “Not if it’s the D.C. girl! That would mess up all my plans. The tracker’s ready and equipped to see nothing happens to her before I get there. Just put that line through to me, fast!”


  Some while later, she summoned Hallerock to the Ship’s communicator.


  “. . . So I’m picking you up in a few minutes and taking you on board the Viper. Central Lab wants a set of structural recordings of these pickled Bjantas right away—and you’ll have to do it, because I won’t have the time.”


  “What’s happened?” her aide inquired, startled.


  “Nothing very serious,” Pagadan said soothingly. “But it’s likely to keep me busy for the next few hours. Our D.C. investigator on Ulphi may have got an. accidental whiff of what’s rancid on the planet—anyway, somebody’s trying to get her under mental control right now! I’ve got her covered by a tracker, of course, so she’s in no real danger; but I’ll take the Viper’s skiff and go on down as soon as I get you on board. By the way, how soon can you have the hospital ship prepared for its job?”


  Hallerock hesitated a moment. “I suppose it’s ready to start any time. I finished treating the last of the personnel four hours ago.”


  “Good boy,” Pagadan applauded. “I’ve got something in mind—not sure yet whether it will work. But that attack on the D.C. might make it possible for us to wind up the whole Ulphi operation inside the next twenty-four hours!”


  It had started out, three weeks before, looking like such a nice little mission. Since it was her fifth assignment in four months, and since there had been nothing even remotely nice about any of the others, Pagadan could appreciate that.


  Nothing much to do for about three or four weeks now, she’d thought gratefully as she hauled out her skiff for a brief first survey of the planet of Ulphi. She had landed as an ostensible passenger on a Vegan destroyer, the skiff tucked away in one of the destroyer’s gun locks, while the Viper went on orbit at a safe distance overhead. That gleaming deep-space machine looked a trifle too impressive to be a suitable vehicle for Pelial, the minor official of Galactic Zones, which was Pagadan’s local alias. And as Ulphi’s entire population was planet-bound by congenital space-fear, the skiff would provide any required amount of transportation, while serving principally as living quarters and a work-office.


  But there would be really nothing to do. Except, of course, to keep a casual eye on the safety of the other Vegans newly arrived on the planet and co-operate with the Fleet in its unhurried preparations to receive the Bjantas, who were due to appear in about a month for the ninth of their series of raids on Ulphi. Those obliging creatures conducted their operations in cycles of such unvarying regularity that it was a pleasure to go to work on them, once you’d detected their traces and could muster superior force to intercept their next return.


  On Ulphi Bjantas had been reaping their harvest of life and what they could use of civilization’s treasures and tools at periods which lay just a fraction over three standard years apart. It had done no very significant damage as yet, since it had taken eight such raids to frighten the population into revealing its plight by applying for membership in the far-off Confederacy of Vega and the protection that would bring them. The same cosmic clockwork which first set the great Disk on this course would be returning it now, predictably, to the trap Vega had prepared.


  Nothing for Pagadan to worry about. Nobody, actually, seemed to have much confidence that the new shell-cracker beams installed on the Viper to pick up a couple of Bjantas in an unexploded condition would work as they should, but that problem was Lab’s and not hers. And, feeling no doubt that she’d earned a little vacation, they were presenting her meanwhile with these next three weeks on Ulphi. The reports of the officials of other Confederacy government branches who had preceded Pagadan here had described it as a uniquely charming little backwater world of humanity, cut off by the development of planetary space-fear from the major streams of civilization for nearly four hundred years. Left to itself in its amiable climate, Ulphi had flowered gradually into a state of quaint and leisurely prettiness.


  So went the reports!


  Jauntily, then, Pagadan set forth in her skiff to make an aerial survey of this miniature jewel of civilization and pick out a few of the very best spots for some solid, drowsy loafing.


  Two days later, her silver hair curled flat to her skull with outraged shock, she came back on board the Viper. The activated telepath transmitter hummed wish the ship’s full power, as it hurled, her wrathful message to G.Z. Headquarters Central on the planet of Jeltad—in Vega’s system, eight thousand light-years away.


  At Central on Jeltad, a headquarters clerk, on his way out to lunch, paused presently behind the desk of another. His manner was nervous.


  “What’s the Pyramid Effect?” he inquired.


  “You ought to know,” his friend replied. “If you don’t, go punch it from Restricted Psych-Library under that heading. I’ve got a final mission report coming through,” He glanced around. “How come the sudden urge for knowledge, Linky?”


  Linky jerked a thumb hack towards his desk transmitter. “I got that new Lannai Z. A. on just before the end of my stretch. She was blowing her silver top about things in general—had me lining up interviews with everybody from Snoops to the Old Man for her! The Pyramid Effect seems to be part of it.”


  The other clerk snickered. “She’s just diving into a mission then. I had her on a few times while she was in Zonal Training. She’ll swear like a Terran till she hits her stride. After that, the rougher things get the sweeter she grows. You want to wait a little? If I get this beam through, I’ll turn it over to a recorder and join you for lunch.”


  “All right.” Linky hesitated a moment and then drifted hack towards his desk. At a point well outside the vision range of its transmitter screen, he stopped and listened.


  “. . . Well, why didn’t anybody know?” Pagadan’s voice, came, muted but crackling. “That Department of Cultures investigator has been on Ulphi for over a month now, and others just as long! You get copies of their reports, don’t you? You couldn’t put any two of them together without seeing that another Telep-Two thinks he’s invented the Pyramid Effect out here—there isn’t a thing on the crummy little planet that doesn’t show it! And I’ll be the daughter of a C-Class human,” she added bitterly, “it isn’t a type-case in full flower, with all the trimmings! Including immortalization and the Siva Psychosis,. No, I do not want Lab to home any of their findings out to me! Tell them I’m staying right here on telepath till they’ve sorted out what I gave them. Where’s Snoops, that evil little man? Or can somebody locate that fuddle-headed, skinny, blond clerk I had on a few minutes—”


  Linky tiptoed gently back out of hearing.


  “She’s talking to Correlation now,” he reported to his friend. “Not at the sweetness stage yet. I think I’ll put in a little time checking the Library at that.”


  The other clerk nodded without looking up. “You could use the Head’s information cabinet. He just went out.”


  “Pyramid Effect,” Psych-Library Information instructed Linky gently a minute later. “Restricted, Galactic Zones. Result of the use of an expanding series of psychimpulse-multipliers, organic, or otherwise, by Telepaths of the Orders Two to Four, for the transference of directional patterns, compulsions, illusions, et cetera, to large numbers of subjects.


  “The significant feature of the Pyramid Effect is its elimination of excessive drain on the directing mentality, achieved by utilizing the neural or neural-type energies of the multipliers themselves in transferring the directed impulses from one stage to the next.


  “Techniques required to establish the first and second stages of multipliers’ are classified as Undesirable General Knowledge. Though not infrequently developed independently by Telepaths above the primary level, their employment in any form is prohibited throughout the Confederacy of Vega and variously discouraged by responsible governments elsewhere.


  “Establishment of the third stage, and subsequent stages, of impulse-multipliers involves a technique-variant rarely developed by uninstructed Telepaths below the Order of Five. It is classified, under all circumstances, as Prohibited General Knowledge and is subject to deletion under the regulations pertaining to that classification.


  “Methodology of the Pyramid Effect may be obtained in detail under the heading ‘Techniques: Pyramid Effect’—”


  The gentle voice subsided.


  “Hm-m-m!” said Linky. He glanced about but there was nobody else in immediate range of the information cabinet. He tapped out “Techniques: Pyramid Effect,” and punched.


  “The information applied for,” another voice stated tonelessly, “is restricted to Zone Agent levels and above. Your identification?”


  Linky scowled, punched “Cancellation” quickly, murmured “Nuts!” and tapped another set of keys.


  “Psychimpulse-multiplier,” the gentle voice came back. “Restricted, Galactic Zones. Any person, organic entity, energy form, or mentalized instrument employed in distributing the various types of telepathic impulses to subjects beyond the scope of the directing mentality in range or number—Refer to ‘Pyramid Effect’—”


  That seemed to be that. What else was the Z. A. crying about? Oh, yes!


  “Siva Psychosis,” the gentle voice resumed obligingly. “Symptom of the intermediate to concluding stages of the Autocrat Circuit in human-type mentalities—Refer to ‘Multiple Murder Causes’—”


  Linky grimaced.


  “Got what you wanted?” The other clerk was standing behind him.


  Linky got up. “No,” lie said. “Let’s go anyhow. Your Final Mission come through?”


  His friend shook his head.


  “The guy got it. Ship and all. The automatic death signals just started coming in. That bong-bong . . . bong-bong stuff always gets on my nerves!” He motioned Linky into an elevator ahead of him. “They ought to work out a different sort of signal.”


  “Understand you’ve been having some trouble with Department of Cultures personnel,” Snoops told the transmitter genially.


  “Just one of them,” Pagadan replied, regarding him with disfavor. Probably, he wasn’t really evil but he certainly looked it—aged in evil, and wizened with it. Also, he had been, just now, very hard to find. “That particular one,” she added, “is worse than any dozen others I’ve run into, so far!”


  “DC-CFI 1227, eh?” Snoops nodded. “Don’t have to make up a dossier for you on her. Got it all ready.”


  “We’ve had trouble with her before, then?”


  “Oh, sure! Lots of times. System Chief Jasse—beautiful big thing, isn’t she?” Snoops chuckled. “I’ve got any number of three-dimensionals of her.”


  “You would have,” said Pagadan sourly. “For a flagpole, she’s not so bad looking, at that. Must be eight feet if she’s an inch!”


  “Eight foot two,” Snoops corrected. “What’s she up to now, that place you’re at—Ulphi?”


  “Minding other people’s business like any D.C. Mostly mine, though she doesn’t know that. I’m objecting particularly to her practice of pestering the Fleet for information they either don’t have or aren’t allowed to give for reasons of plain standard operational security. There’s a destroyer commander stationed here who says every time she looks at him now, he gets a feeling he’d better watch his step or he’ll get turned over and whacked.”


  “She wouldn’t do that,” Snoops said earnestly. “She’s a good girl, that Jasse. Terribly conscientious, that’s all. You want that dossier homed out to you or right now, vocally?”


  “Both. Right now I want mostly background stuff, so I’ll know how to work her. I’d psycho it out of her myself, but she’s using a pretty good mind shield and I can’t spend too much mission-time on the Department of Cultures.”


  Snoops nodded, cleared his throat, rolled his eyes up reflectively, closed them and began!


  “Age twenty-five, or near enough to make no difference. Type A-Class Human, unknown racial variant. Citizen of the Confederacy; home-planet Jeltad. Birthplace unknown-parentage ditto; presumably spacer stock.”


  “Details on that!” interrupted Pagadan.


  He’d intended to, Snoops said, looking patient.


  Subject, at about the age of three, had been picked up in space, literally, and in a rather improbable section-high in the northern latitudes where the suns thinned out into the figurative Rim. A Vegan scout, pausing to inspect an area littered with the battle-torn wreckage of four ships, found her drifting about there unconscious and half-alive, in a spacesuit designed for a very tall adult—the kind of adult she eventually became.


  Investigation indicated she was the only survivor of what must have been an almost insanely savage and probably very brief engagement. There was some messy evidence that one of the ships had been crewed by either five or six of her kind. The other three had been manned by Lartessians, a branch of human space marauders with whom Vega’s patrol forces were more familiar than they particularly wanted to be.


  So was Pagadan. “They fight just like that, the crazy apes! And they’re no slouches—our little pet’s people must he a rugged lot to break even with them at three-to-one odds. But we’ve got no record at all of that breed?”


  “He’d checked pretty closely but without results,” Snoops shrugged. “And so, naturally enough, had Jasse herself later on. She’d grown up in the family of the scout’s second pilot. They were earnest Traditionalists, so it wasn’t surprising that at sixteen she entered the Traditionalist College on Jeltad. She was a brilliant student and a spectacular athlete—twice a winner in Vega’s System Games.”


  “Doing what?” inquired Pagadan curiously.


  Javelin, and one of those swimming events; Snoops wasn’t sure just which—She still attended the College intermittently; but at nineteen she’d started to work as a field investigator for the Department of Cultures. Which wasn’t surprising either, since Cultures was practically the political extension of the powerful Traditionalist Creed—They had made her a System Chief only three years later.


  “About that time,” Snoops concluded, “was when we started having trouble with Jasse. She’s smart enough to suspect that whatever Galactic Zones is doing doesn’t jibe entirely with our official purpose in life.” He looked mildly amused. “Seems to think we might be some kind of secret police—you know how Traditionalists feel about anything like that!”


  Pagadan nodded. “Everything open and aboveboard. They mean well, bless them!”


  She went silent then, reflecting; while the alien black-and-silver eyes continued to look at Snoops, or through him possibly, at something else.


  He heard himself saying uneasily, “You’re not going to do her any harm, Zone Agent?”


  “Now why should I be doing System Chief Jasse any harm?” Pagadan inquired, much too innocently. “A good girl, like you say. And so lovely looking, too—in spite of that eight-foot altitude.”


  “Eight foot two,” Snoops corrected mechanically. He didn’t feel at all reassured.


  II.


  The assistant to the Chief of G.Z. Office of Correlation entered the room to which his superior had summoned him and found the general gazing pensively upon a freshly assembled illumined case-chart.


  The assistant glanced at the chart number and shrugged sympathetically.


  “I understand she wants to speak to you personally,” he remarked. “Is it as bad as she indicates?”


  “Colonel Deibos,” the general said, without turning his head. “I’m glad you’re here. Yes, it’s just about as bad!” He nodded at the upper right region of the chart where a massed group of symbols flickered uncertainly. “That’s the bulk of the information we got from the Zone Agent concerning the planet of Ulphi just now. Most of the rest of it has been available to this office for weeks.”


  Both men studied the chart silently for a moment.


  “It’s a mess, certainly!” the colonel admitted then. “But I’m sure the Agent understands that when an emergency is not indicated in advance all incoming information is necessarily handled here in a routine manner, which frequently involves a considerable time-lag in correlation.”


  “No doubt she does,” agreed the general. “However, we kept running into her socially when she’s around the System, my wife and I. Particularly my wife. You understand that I should like our summation of this case to be as nearly perfect as we can make it?”


  “I understand, sir.”


  “I’m going to read it,” the general sighed. “I want you to check me closely. If you’re doubtful on any point of interpretation at all, kindly interrupt me at once.”


  They bent over the chart together.


  “The over-all pattern on Ulphi,” the general stated, “is obviously that produced by an immortalized A-Class human intellect, Sub-Class Twelve, variant Telep-Two—as developed in planetary or small-system isolation, over a period of between three and five centuries.”


  He’d lapsed promptly, Colonel Deibos noted with a trace of amusement, into a lecturer’s tone and style. Being one of the two men primarily responsible for devising the psychomathematics of correlation and making it understandable to others, the general had found plenty of opportunity to acquire such mannerisms.


  “In that time,” he went on, “the system of general controls has, of course, become almost completely automatic. There is, however, continuing and fairly intensive activity on the part of the directing mentality. Development of the Siva Psychosis is at a phase typical for the elapsed period—concealed and formalized killings cloaked in sacrificial symbolism. Quantitatively, they have not begun as yet to affect the population level. The open and indiscriminate slaughter preceding the sudden final decline presumably would not appear, then, for at least another century.


  “Of primary significance for the identification of the controlling mentality is this central grouping of formulae. Within the historical period which must have seen the early stages of the mentality’s dominance, the science of Ulphi—then practically at Galactic par—was channeled for thirty-eight years into a research connected with the various problems of personal organic immortality. Obviously, under such conditions, only the wildest sort of bad luck could prevent discovery and co-ordination of the three basic requirements for any of the forms of individual perpetuation presently developed.


  “We note, however, that within the next two years the investigation became completely discredited, was dropped and has not been resumed since.


  “The critical date, finally, corresponds roughly to the announced death of the planet’s outstanding psychic leader of the time—an historical figure even on present-day Ulphi, known as Moyuscane the Immortal Illusionist.


  “Corroborative evidence—”


  The reading took some fifteen minutes in all.


  “Well, that’s it, I think,” the general remarked at last. “How the old explorers used to wonder at the frequency with which such little lost side-branches of civilization appeared to have simply and suddenly ceased to exist!”


  He became aware of the colonel’s sidelong glance.


  “You agree with my interpretations, colonel?”


  “Entirely, sir.”


  The general hesitated. “The population on Ulphi hasn’t been too badly debased as yet,” he pointed out. “Various reports indicate an I.Q. average of around eleven points below A-Class—not too bad, considering the early elimination of the strains least acceptable to the controlling mentality and the stultifying effect of life-long general compulsions on the others.


  “They’re still eligible for limited membership—capable of self-government and, with help, of self-defense. It will be almost a century, of course, before, they grow back to a point where they can be of any real use to us. Meanwhile, the location of the planet itself presents certain strategic advantages—”


  He paused again. “I’m afraid, colonel,” he admitted, “that I’m evading the issue! The fact remains that a case of this kind simply does not permit of, solution by this office. The identification of Moyuscane the Immortal as the controlling mentality is safe enough, of course. Beyond that we cannot take the responsibility for anything but the most general kind of recommendation. But now, colonel—since I’m an old man, a cowardly old man who really hates an argument—I’m going on vacation for the next hour or so.


  “Would you kindly confront the Zone Agent with our findings? I understand she is still waiting on telepath for them.”


  Zone Agent Pagadan, however, received the information with a degree of good nature which Colonel Deibos found almost disquieting.


  “Well, if you can’t, you can’t,” she shrugged. “I rather expected it. The difficulty is to identify our Telep-Two physically without arousing his suspicions? And the danger is that no one knows how to block things like a planet-wide wave of suicidal impulses, if he happens to realize that’s a good method of self-defense?”


  “That’s about it,” acknowledged the colonel. “It’s very easy to startle mentalities of his class into some unpredictable aggressive reaction. That makes it a simple matter to flush them into sight, which helps to keep them from becoming more than a temporary nuisance, except in such unsophisticated surroundings as on Ulphi. But in the situation that exists there—when the mentality has established itself and set up a widespread system of controls—it does demand the most cautious handling on the part of an operator. This particular case is now further aggravated by the various psychotic disturbances of immortalization.”


  Pagadan nodded, “You’re suggesting, I suppose, that the whole affair should be turned over to Interstellar Crime for space-scooping or some careful sort of long-range detection like that?”


  “It’s the method most generally adopted,” the colonel said. “Very slow, of course—I recall a somewhat similar case which took thirty-two years to solve. But once the directing mentality has been physically identified without becoming aware of the fact, it can be destroyed safely enough.”


  “I can’t quite believe in the necessity of leaving Moyuscane in control of that sad little planet of his for another thirty-two, years, or anything like it,” the Lannai said slowly. “I imagine he’ll he willing to put up with our presence until the Bjanta raids have been deflected?”


  “That seems to be correct. If you decide to dig him out yourself, you have about eight weeks to do it. If the Bjantas haven’t returned to Ulphi by then, he’ll understand that they’ve either quit coming of their own accord, as they sometimes door that they’ve been chased off secretly. And he could hardly help hitting on the reason for that! In either case, the Senate of Ulphi will simply withdraw its application for membership in the Confederacy. It’s no secret that we’re too completely tied up in treaties of nonintervention to do anything but pull our officials out again, if that’s what they want.”


  “The old boy has it all figured out, hasn’t he?” Pagadan paused. “Well—we’ll see. Incidentally, I notice your summation incorporated Lab’s report on the space-fear compulsion Moyuscane’s clamped on Ulphi. Do you have that with you in detail—Lab’s report, I mean? I’d like to hear it.”


  “It’s here, yes—” A muted alto voice addressed Pagadan a moment later:


  “In fourteen percent of the neuro-plates submitted with the Agent’s report, space-fear traces were found to extend into the subanalytical levels normally involved in this psychosis. In all others,. the symptoms of the psychosis were readily identifiable as an artificially induced compulsion.


  “Such a compulsion would maintain itself under reality-stresses to the point required to initiate space-fear death in the organism but would yield normally to standard treatment.”


  “Good enough,” Pagadan nodded. “Fourteen percent space-fear susceptibility is about normal for that type of planetary population, isn’t it? But what about Moyuscane himself? Is there anything to show, anywhere, that he suffered from the genuine brand of the psychosis—that he is one of that fourteen percent?”


  “Well—yes, there is!” Colonel Deibos looked a little startled. “That wasn’t mentioned, was it? Actually, it shows up quite clearly in the historical note that none of his reported illusion performances had any but planetary backgrounds, and usually interior ones, at that. It’s an exceptional Illusionist, you know, who won’t play around with deep-space effects in every conceivable variation. But Moyuscane never touched them—”


  “Telepath is now cleared for Zone Agent 131.71,” the Third Co-ordinator of the Vegan Confederacy murmured into the transmitter before him.


  Alone in his office as usual, he settled back into his chair to relax for the few seconds the visualization tank would require to pick up and re-structure Zone Agent Pagadan’s personal beam for him.


  The office of the Chief of Galactic Zones was as spacious as the control room of a first-line battleship, and quite as compactly equipped with strange and wonderful gadgetry. As the master cell of one of the half dozen or so directing nerve-centers of Confederacy government, it needed it all. The Third Co-ordinator was one of Jeltad’s busier citizens, and it was generally understood that no one intruded on his time except for some extremely good and sufficient reason.


  However, he was undisturbed by the reflection that there was no obvious reason of any kind for Zone Agent Pagadan’s request for an interview. The Lannai was one of the Third Co-ordinator’s unofficial group of special Agents, his trouble-shooters de luxe, whom he could and regularly did unleash in the pits of space against virtually any kind of opponent—with a reasonable expectation of being informed presently of the Agent’s survival and success. And whenever one of that fast-moving pack demanded his attention, he took it for granted they had a reason and that it was valid enough. Frequently, though not always, they would let him know then what it was.


  The transmitter’s visualization tank cleared suddenly from a smokily glowing green into a three-dimensional view of the Viper’s control room; and the Co-ordinator gazed with approval on the silver-eyed, spacesuited, slender figure beyond the ship’s massive control desk. Human or not, Pagadan was nice to look at.


  “And what do you want now?” he inquired.


  “Agent-Trainee Hallerock,” the Lannai informed him, “6972.41, fourth year.”


  “Hm-m-m. Yes, I know him!” The Co-ordinator tapped the side of his long jaw reflectively; “Rather striking chap, isn’t he?”


  “He’s beautiful!” Pagadan agreed enthusiastically. “How soon can you get him out here?”


  “Even by Ranger,” the Co-ordinator said doubtfully, “it would be ten days. There’s an Agent in the nearest cluster I could route out to you in just under four.”


  She shook her head. “Hallerock’s the boy—gloomy Hallerock. I met him a few months ago, back on Jeltad,” she added, as if that made it clear. “What are his present estimated chances for graduation?”


  The inquiry was strictly counterregulation, but the Co-ordinator did not raise an eyebrow. Pie nudged a switch on his desk.


  “I’ll let the psych-tester answer that.”


  “If the Agent-Trainee were admitted for graduation,” a deep mechanical voice came immediately from the wall to his left, “the percentage of probability of his passing all formal tests would be ninety-eight seven. But because of a background-conditioned lack of emotional adjustment to Vegan Civilization, graduation has been indefinitely postponed.”


  “What I thought,” Pagadan nodded. “Well, just shoot him out to me then—by Ranger, please!—and I’ll do him some good. That’s all, and thanks a lot for the interview!”


  “It was a pleasure,” said the Coordinator. Then, seeing her hand move towards her transmitter switch, he added hastily, “I understand you’ve run into a secondary mission problem out there, and that Correlation foresees difficulties in finding a satisfactory solution.”


  The Lannai paused, her hand on the switch. She looked a! little surprised. “That Ulphian illusionist? Shouldn’t be too much trouble. If you’re in a hurry for results though, please get behind Lab Supply on the stuff I requisitioned just now—the Hospital ship, the Kynoleen and the special types of medics I need. Push out that, and Hallerock, to me and you’ll have my final mission report in three weeks, more or less.”


  She waved a cheerful farewell and switched off, and the view of the Viper’s control room vanished from the transmitter.


  The Co-ordinator chewed his upper lip thoughtfully.


  “Psych-tester,” he said then, “just what is the little hellcat cooking up now?”


  “I must remind you,” the psych-tester’s voice returned, “that Zone Agent 131.71 is one of the thirty-two individuals who have been able to discern my primary purpose here, and who have established temporary blocks against my investigations. She is, furthermore, the first to have established a block so nearly complete that I can offer no significant answer to your question. With that understood, do you wish an estimate?”


  “No!” grunted the Co-ordinator. “I’d forgotten. I can make a few wild guesses myself.” He ran his hand gently through his graying hair. “Let’s see—this Hallerock’s trouble is a background-conditioned lack of adjustment to our type of civilization, you say?”


  “He comes,” the psych-tester reminded him, “of the highly clannish and emotionally planet-bound strain of Mark Wieri VI.”


  The Co-ordinator nodded. “I remember now. Twenty-two thousand light-years out. They’ve been isolated there almost since the First Stellar Migrations—were rediscovered only a dozen years or so ago. Extra good people! But Hallerock was the only one of them we could talk into going to work for us.”


  “He appears to be unique among them in being galactic-minded in the Vegan sense,” the psych-tester agreed. “Subconsciously, however, he remains so strongly drawn to his own kind that a satisfactory adjustment to permanent separation from them has not been achieved. Outwardly, the fact is expressed only in a lack of confidence in himself and in those with whom he happens to be engaged in any significant work; but the tendency is so pronounced that it has been considered unsafe to release him for Zonal duty.”


  “Ninety-eight point seven!” the Co-ordinator said. He swore mildly. “That means he’s way the best of the current batch—and I could use a couple like that so beautifully right now! Psychoing won’t do it?”


  “Nothing short of complete mind-control for a period of several weeks.”


  The Co-ordinator shook his head. “It would settle his personal difficulties, but he’d be spoiled for us.” He considered again, briefly, sighed and decided: “Pagadan’s claimed him, anyway. She may wreck him completely; but she knows her therapy at that. Better let her give it a try.” He added, as if in apology:


  “I’m sure that if we could consult Trainee Hallerock on the question, he’d agree with us—”


  He was reaching out to punch down a desk stud with the last words and continued without a noticeable break:


  “Central Communicator clear for Lab report on the rate of spread of the Olleeka plagues—”


  His mind clearing also with that of any other matter, he settled back quietly and waited for Lab to come in.


  System Chief Jasse, D.C. Cultural Field Investigator, listened attentively till her study recorder had clicked out “Report Dispatched.” Then she sat frowning at the gadget for a moment.


  The home office would like that report! A brisk, competent review of a hitherto obscure section of Ulphi’s long-past rough and ready colonial period, pointing out and explaining the contrast between those days and the present quaintly perfect Ulphian civilization. It was strictly in line with the Department of Cultures’ view of what any group of A-Class human beings, left to themselves, could achieve and it had sounded plausible enough when she played it back. But somehow it left her dissatisfied. Somehow Ulphi itself left her dissatisfied.


  Perhaps she just needed a vacation! As usual, when a new case was keeping her busy, she had been dosing herself with insomniates for the past two weeks. But in her six years of work with Cultures she had never felt the need for a vacation before.


  Patting back a yawn in the process of formation, Jasse shook her head, shut off the recorder and stepped out before the study mirror. Almost time for another appointment—some more historical research.


  Turning once slowly before the tall mirror, she checked the details of her uniform and its accessories—the Traditionalist Greens which had been taken over with all their symbolic implications by the Department of Cultures. Everything in order, including the concealed gravmoc batteries in belt and boots and the electronic mind-shield switch in her wrist bracelet. No weapons to check; as a matter of policy they weren’t carried by D.C. officials.


  She pulled a be jeweled cap down on her shoulder-length wave of glossy black hair, grimaced at the face that, at twenty-five or thereabouts, still wore an habitual expression of intent, childish seriousness, and left the study.


  By the lake shore, fifty feet from the D.C. mobile-unit’s door, the, little-people were waiting. Six of them today—middle-aged historians in, the long silver-gray garments of their guild, standing beside a beautifully shaped vehicle with a suggestion of breath-taking speed about its lines. The suggestion didn’t fool Jasse, who knew by experience that, its looks were the only breath-taking thing, about an Ulphian flow-car. The best it would produce in action was an air-borne amble, at so leisurely a pace that throughout her first trip in one of the things she had felt like getting out and pushing.


  One mustn’t, of course, she reminded herself conscientiously, settling back in the flow-car, judge any; human culture by the achievements of another! Granted that Ulphi had long since lost the driving power of Vega’s humming technologies, who was to say that it hadn’t found, a better thing in its place?


  A fair enough question, but Jasse: doubtfully continued to weigh the answer while the lengthy little Ulphian ritual of greetings and expressions of mutual esteem ran its course and came to an end in the flow-ear. Then her escort of historical specialists settled down to shop talk in their flowery derivative of one of the twelve basic human dialects, and she began automatically to contribute her visiting dignitary’s share to the conversation-just enough to show she was deeply interested but no more. Her attention, however, remained on the city below.


  They were gliding only five hundred feet above the lake’s shoreline, but all roofs were low enough to permit a wide view—and everything, everywhere, was in superbly perfect symmetry and balance. The car’s motion did not change that impression. As it drove on, the gleaming white and softly tinted buildings about and below it flowed steadily into new and always immaculate patterns of sweeping line and blended color, merging in and out of the lake front with a rightness that trembled and stopped at the exact point of becoming too much so.


  And that was only a direct visual expression of the essence of Ulphi’s culture. Every social aspect of the planet showed the same easy order, the same minute perfectionist precision of graceful living—achieved without apparent effort in cycle on cycle of detail.


  Jasse smiled pleasantly at her companions. The puzzling fact remained that this planetary batch of little-people just wasn’t particularly bright! And any population with the gumption of a flock of rabbits should have sent a marauding Mother Disk of Bjantas on its way in a panicky hurry, without having to ask for help to solve that sort of problem!


  She really must need a vacation, Jasse sighed, disturbed by such unorthodox reflections. A-Class humans just didn’t go off on the wrong track, however gracefully, unless they were pushed there—so her doubts about Ulphi meant simply that she hadn’t found the key to it yet!


  Possibly she could do with a few weeks of re-indoctrination in basic Traditionalism.


  “The Tomb of Moyuscane the Immortal—the last of our Great Illusionists!”


  Jasse regarded the tomb with an air of respectful appreciation. Tombs, on the whole, she could do without; but this one undoubtedly was something special. She and Requada-Attan, Historian and Hereditary Custodian of the Tomb, had come together out of one of the main halls of the enormous building complex which housed the Historical Institute of Ulphi’s Central City into a small, transparently over-roofed park. The remainder of her escort had shown her what they had to show and then withdrawn respectfully to their various duties; but Requada-Attan, probably hot averse to having a wider audience benefit by the informative lecture he was giving the distinguished visitor, had left the gate to the park open behind them. A small crowd of sightseeing Ulphians had drifted in and was grouped about them by now.


  “A fitting resting place for the Immortal One!” Jasse commented piously.


  That brought a murmur of general appreciation from the local citizens. She suspected wryly that she, with her towering height and functional Vegan uniform, was the real center of interest in this colorfully robed group of little-people—few of them came up to a point much above the level of her elbows. But otherwise, the Tomb of Moyuscane must seem well worth a visit to a people as culturally self-centered as the Ulphians. Set against the rather conventional background of a green grove and whispering fountains, it was a translucently white moment, combining stateliness and exquisite grace with the early sweeping style which the last four centuries had preserved and expanded over the planet.


  “The common people have many interesting superstitions about the Tomb,” Requada-Attan confided loudly. “They say that Moyuscane’s illusions are still to be seen within this park occasionally. Especially at night.”


  His round, pink face smiled wisely up at her. It was obvious that he, a historical scientist, did not share such superstitions.


  Illusion performances, Jasse thought, nodding. She’d seen a few of those of a minor sort herself, but the records indicated that some centuries ago on Ulphi they had been cultivated to an extent which no major civilization would tolerate nowadays. The Illusionists of Ulphi had been priest-entertainers and political leaders; their mental symphonies—a final culmination and monstrous flowering of all the tribal dances and varied body-and-mind shaking communal frenzies of history—had swayed the thinking and the emotional life of the planetary race. And Moyuscane the Immortal had wound up that line of psychic near-rulers as the greatest of them all.


  It was rather fascinating at that, she decided, to go adventuring mentally back over the centuries into the realm of a human power which, without word or gesture, could sweep up and blend the emotions of thousands of other human beings into a single mighty current that flowed and ebbed and thundered at the impulses of one will through the channels its imagination projected.


  Fascinating—but a little disturbing, too!


  “I think—” she began, and stopped.


  Words and phrases which had been no previous part of her thoughts suddenly were floating up in her mind—and now, quite without her volition, she was beginning to utter them!


  “But that explains it!” her voice was saying, with a note of pleased, friendly surprise. “I’ve been wondering about you, Requada-Attan, you and your mysterious, beautiful world! I should have known all along that it was simply the dream-creation of an artist—that one of your Great Illusionists was still alive!”


  The last words seemed to drop one by one into a curiously leader! silence, and then they stopped. Jasse was still only completely, incredulously astonished. Then something began to stir in that heavy silence about her; and her head came sharply around.


  It was their faces that warned her—once before, she’d seen the expression of a mob that was acting under mental compulsion; and so she knew at once and exactly what she’d have to do next. Not stop to figure out what had happened, or try to reason with them, argue, threaten, or waste time yelling for help. Just get out of the immediate neighborhood, fast!


  There weren’t, of course, really enough Ulphians around to be called a mob—hardly more than twenty adults in all. That they had been directed against her was obvious enough, in the eyes that saw only her now, and in the synchronized motion with which they were converging quietly on the spot where she stood.


  They stopped moving as if at a command Jasse could not hear, as she swung about, unconsciously with a very similar quietness, to face them.


  Requada-Attan was under it, too! He still stood nearest her, about four steps to her left. Straight ahead, between, Jasse and the gate, was the next closest group: two husky looking young men with the shaved heads and yellow robes of professionals from the School of Athletes; and immediately behind them another silver-robed historian whom she had noticed previously—an elderly man, very thin and tall. No weapons in sight anywhere—


  The three ahead were the ones to pass then! Jasse took two quick steps in their direction; and gravel scattered instantly under their sandaled feet, as they came to meet her in a rush. All about was the same sudden noise and swirl of motion.


  But it was Requada-Attan who reached her first, with a quickness she hadn’t counted on in a man of his plump build. Abruptly his weight was dragging at her arm, both hands gripped about her wrist, and jerking sideways to throw her off balance. Jasse twisted free sharply—that wrist-carried her mind-shield bracelet and had to be guarded!—hauled the Hereditary Custodian off his feet with her right hand, hesitated a moment, half turned and rather regretfully sent him rolling before the knees of the charging yellow-robes.


  They went down in a satisfactorily sprawling confusion, the thin historian turning a complete clumsy somersault with flapping garments across them a moment later. But the others had arrived by then, and Jasse became temporarily the center of a clawing, grappling, hard-breathing but voiceless cluster of humanity. What sent the first shock of real fright through her was that most of them seemed to be trying to get at her shield-bracelet! Because that indicated a mental attack was impending—mental attacks and mass compulsions on present-day Ulphi!


  The jolt of that realization—the implication that hidden powers had been roused into action against her on this innocuous-looking world-might have resulted in a rash of snapping necks and other fatal incidents all around Jasse. Though Cultures frowned on weapons for its officials, the ancient Terran Art of the Holds was highly regarded among Traditionalists everywhere and had been developed by them to a polished new perfection. But she hauled herself back promptly from the verge of slipping into that well-drilled routine, which she never yet had put to its devastating practical use. The situation, so far, certainly wasn’t as bad as all that—if she just kept her head! Slapping, shoving, shaking and turning, she twisted her way through this temporarily demented group of little-people, intent primarily on staying on her feet and keeping her left wrist out of reach.


  Then the yellow-robed athletes were up again, and Jasse bumped the two shaven heads together with measured violence, stepped with great caution across an overturned but viciously kicking little boy found herself suddenly free, and tripped up the last of the lot to come plunging in, a youngish, heavy-set woman.


  The brief and practically bloodless melee had circled to within a dozen strides of the gateway of the park. She darted through it, slammed the high bronze gate behind her, saw Requada-Attan’s key still in the lock and had her assailants shut in an instant later.


  She could spare a moment then to look back at them. Most of them were still on the ground or clambering awkwardly to their feet. With one exception, all stared after her with those chillingly focused and expressionless eyes. The exception was a white-robed, dark-skinned man of middle age with a neatly trimmed fringe of brown beard around his chin, who stood on a tiled walk a little apart from the others. He was watching them, and Jasse could not recall having noticed him before.


  Then their eyes met for an instant as she was turning away, and there was conscious intelligence in his look, mingled with something that might have been fright or anger.


  At least, she thought, loping worriedly down one of the corridors towards the main halls of the Institute from which she had come, she wasn’t the only one who had got a surprise out of the affair! She would have time to think about that later. The immediate problem was how to get out of this mess, and it would be stupid to assume that she had succeeded in that.


  There were plenty of other people in those buildings ahead, and she had no way at all of knowing what their attitude: would be.


  III.


  She came with swift caution out of the corridor, into a long, sun-bright and apparently deserted hall.


  The opposite wall was formed of vertical blue slabs of some marbled-like mineral with wide window embrasures between. The tops of feathery trees and the upper parts of buildings, a good distance off, were visible beyond the windows. Several hundred feet away in either direction a high doorway led out of the hall.


  Both exits were blocked just now by a wedged, immobile mass of little-people. Robes of all colors—citizens of all types arid classes, hastily assembled to stop her again. Even at this distance their faces sickened her. Apparently they had been directed simply to prevent her from leaving this hall, until—


  It clamped down then about her skull—and tightened!


  Mental attach!


  Jasse’s hands leaped to her temples in a convulsive, involuntary motion, though she knew there was nothing tangible there to seize. It was inside her, an enormous massing of tiny, hard pressures which were not quite pain, driving upon an equal number of critical linkages within her brain. In her first flash of panicky reaction, it seemed the burst of an overwhelming, irresistible force. A moment later, she realized it was quite bearable.


  She should have known, of course—with her mind-shield activated as it was, it would take some while before that sort of thing could have much effect. The only immediately dangerous part of it was that it cut down the time she could afford to spend on conducting her escape.


  She glanced again at the nearer of the two doorways, and knew instantly she wasn’t even going to consider fighting her way through another mindless welter of grappling human bodies like that! The nearest window was a dozen steps away.


  A full hundred yards beneath her, the building’s walls dropped sheer into a big, blue-paved courtyard, with a high-walled park on the opposite side and open to the left on a city street, a block or more away. The street carried a multicolored, murmuring stream of traffic, too far off to make any immediate difference. A few brightly dressed people were walking across the courtyard below—they made no difference either. The important thing was the row of flow-cars parked against the wall down there, hardly eighty feet to her right.


  Her hand dropped to her belt and adjusted the gravmoc unit. She felt almost weightless as she swung over the sill and pushed away from the building; but she touched the pavement in something less than eighteen seconds, rolled over twice and came up running.


  There was scattered shouting then.


  Two young women, about to step out of one of the cars, stared in open-mouthed surprise as she came towards them. But neither they nor anyone else made any attempt to check her departure.


  She had one of the vehicles airborne, and headed in the general direction of the lake-front section which was being used as a spaceport by the one Vegan destroyer stationed on Ulphi, before she was reminded suddenly that Central City had police ships for emergency use, which could fly rings around any flow-car—and that long, silvery, dirigiblelike shapes seemed to be riding on guard directly over the area to which she wanted to go!


  A few minutes later, she realized the ship might also be several miles to either side of the spaceport. At this distance and altitude she couldn’t tell, and the flow-car refused to be urged any higher.


  She had kept the clumsy conveyance on its course, because she hadn’t really much choice of direction. There was no way of contacting or locating any of the other Vegan officials currently operating on Ulphi except through the destroyer itself or through the communicators in her own study; and her mobile-unit was also in the spaceport area. There were enough similar cars moving about by themselves to keep her from being conspicuous, though traffic, on the whole, was moderate over the city and most of it was confined to fairly definite streams between the more important points.


  A second police ship became briefly visible far to her right, gliding close to the building tops and showing hardly more than its silhouette through a light haze which veiled that sector. If they knew where she was, either of the two could intercept her within minutes.


  Very probably though, Jasse reassured herself, nobody did know just where she was. The mental force still assailing her shield was non-directional in any spatial sense; and her departure from the Historical Institute must have been much more sudden and swift than had been anticipated by her concealed attackers. In spite of her size, strangers were quite likely to underestimate her because of her slender build and rather childlike features, and on occasions like this that could be very useful. But-


  Jasse bit her lip gently, conscious of a small flurry of panic bubbling up inside her and subsiding again, temporarily.


  Because they needed only to ring off the spaceport, far enough away from the destroyer to avoid arousing its interest, and then wait for her arrival. She would have to come to them then—and soon! Her shield was still absorbing the punishment it was getting, but secondary effects of that unrelenting pressure had begun to show up. The barest touch of a dozen different, slowly spreading sensations within her brain—burning, tingling, constricting, dully throbbing sensations. Within the last few minutes, the first flickering traces of visual and auditory disturbances had appeared.; Effects like that could; build up for an indeterminate time without doing any real damage. But in the end they would merge suddenly into an advanced stage of blurred confusion—technically, her shield might still maintain its function; but she would no longer know or be able to control what she did.


  A curiously detached feeling overcame Jasse then as the flow-car carried her steadily forward into whatever lay ahead. What she had to do was clear enough: go on until she was discovered and then ground the flow-car and try her luck on foot. But meanwhile, who or what had stirred up this mess about her? What were they after?


  She sat quietly behind the flow-cat’s simple controls, leaning forward a trifle to conceal herself, while her mind ran over the implications of the odd little speech she had made in the park before Moyuscane’s tomb. Those hadn’t been her thoughts; if they had been, she wouldn’t have uttered them voluntarily—so, shielded or not, somebody must have been tampering with her mind before this! Were there opposing groups of mental adepts on Ulphi, and was one of them trying to use her, and Vega, against the other in some struggle for control; of this planetary civilization?


  Once more then, System Chief Jasse surprised herself completely—this time by a flash of furious exasperation with the lofty D.C. policies which had put her in a spot like this unarmed. To trust in the innate rightness of A-Class humanity was all very well. But, mysterious superior mentalities or not, a good, ordinary, old-fashioned blaster in her hand would have been so satisfactory just now!


  “Oh, Suns and Planets!” Jasse muttered aloud, shocked into a half-forgotten Traditionalist invocation acquired during her childhood. “They’ve got me fighting mad!”


  And at that moment, a clean-edged shadow, which was not the shadow of any cloud, came sliding soundlessly over the flow-car and stayed there.


  Jasse, heart pounding wildly, was still trying to twist around far enough to look up without pitching herself out of the car or releasing its controls when a voice, some twenty feet above her, remarked conversationally:


  “Say—I thought it was you!”


  She stared up speechlessly.


  The words had been Vegan—and nothing like that dull-green, seamless, thirty-foot sliver of space-alloy floating overhead had even been dreamed up on Ulphi! While the pert, huge-eyed face that peered down at her out of the craft’s open lock—she remembered suddenly the last time she’d met that member of a nonhuman race in a G.Z. space-duty uniform and the polite effort she’d made to mask the antipathy and suspicions which were bound to arise in a Traditionalist when confronted by any such half-and-half creature.


  But—safe!


  A shaking began in her knees. She sat down quietly.


  And Zone Agent Pagadan, for whom any kind of thought-shield on which she really directed her attention became as sheerest summer gossamer—unless, of course, it was backed by a mind that approximated her own degree of nerve-energy control-smiled amiably and chalked one up to her flair for dramatic timing.


  “Remember me, eh?” she nodded. “Pelial, of Galactic Zones, at your service! I was scoping the area from ten miles above and spotted you drifting along by yourself. What occurs, my tall colleague? Are you just going sightseeing in that piece of primitive craftsmanship, or did your pilot fall out?”


  “Ulp—!” began Jasse, nodding and shaking her head at the same time. Pagadan’s contemplative eyes became a little bigger.


  “Skip it!” she said apprehensively. “From close up, you look both chewed on and distraught, my girl! What happ—Hey, hang on a moment and I’ll slide in close and take you aboard. Maybe you ought to be home in bed, or something.”


  The head withdrew; and Jasse took a deep, sighing breath, raked a snarled strand of black hair out of her forehead and dabbed tentatively at a deep scratch on the back of her hand.


  She did look a mess, now that she noticed it—the Greens were badly ripped and streaked with the blue chalk of the pavement over which she had rolled; and her jeweled cap was gone, A moment passed before she realized suddenly that the clinging constrictions of the mental attack were gone, too!


  She was still wondering about that as she swung over into the space-skiff, steadied by Pagadan’s gloved hand.


  Then, as the skiff’s lock slammed shut behind her, she made another discovery:


  Her shield-bracelet hung free, attached to her wrist now only by its safety chain. The shield switch flickered, warningly red, on “Open”—


  “Your mind-shield?” The Lannai Agent, measuring a rose-colored liquid carefully from a fat little jug into a cup, absently repeated Jasse’s stunned exclamation. “Probably snagged the bracelet while you were climbing in from the car. It happens.” She glanced around and her eyes caught the light with a wicked crystalline glitter. “Why? Could it matter? Was someone pressuring you?”


  “They were before,” Jasse whispered; and suddenly there wasn’t any question about her being frightened! Panic hammered into her brain and stayed; a dizzy shimmering grew before her eyes. Mixed with that came a queer, growing feeling as if something were surging and pulsing within her skull—a wildly expectant feeling of something about to happen.


  She realized the Lannai was holding the filled cup to her lips.


  “Drink that!” the cool voice ordered. “Whatever you’ve got it’s good tor. Then just settle back, relax, and let’s hear what you know!”


  The liquid she had gulped, Jasse noticed, wasn’t really rose-colored as she had thought, but a deep, dim, ruby red, almost black—an enormously quiet color—and with a highly curious slowing-down effect on things, too! For instance, you might realize perfectly well that somewhere, but around the edges of you, you were still horribly upset, with fear-thoughts racing about everywhere at a dizzy speed. Every so often, one of them would turn inwards and come shooting right at you, flashing like a freezing arrow into the deep-red dusk where you were. But just as you started. to shrink away from it, you noticed it was getting slower and slower, the farther it came; until finally it just stayed where it was, and then gradually melted away.


  They never could get through to reach you. It was rather comical!


  It appeared she had asked some question about it, because the big-eyed little humanoid was saying: “You like the effect, eh? That’s just antishock, little chum! Thought you knew the stuff . . . don’t they teach you anything at Cultures?” That was funny, too! Cultures, of course, taught you everything there was to know! But wait—hadn’t there been . . . what had there been that she—? Jasse decided to examine that point about Cultures very carefully, some other time.


  By and large there seemed to be a good deal of quiet conversation going on around her. Perhaps she was doing some of it, but it was hard to tell; since, frankly, she wasn’t much interested in those outside events any more. And then, for a while, the two tall shapes, the man and the woman, came up again to the barrier in her past and tried to talk to her, as they always did when she was feeling anxious and alone. A little puzzled, because she didn’t feel that way now, Jasse watched them from her side of the barrier, which was where the explosions and shrieking lights were, that had brought terror and hurt and the sudden forgetting which none of Culture’s therapists had been able to lift. Dimly, she could sense the world behind them, to which they wanted her to go—the star-glittering cold and the great silent flows of snow, and the peace and enchantment that were there. But she could make no real effort to reach it now, and in the end the tall shapes seemed to realize that and went away.


  Or else, they merely faded out of her sight as the color about her deepened ever more from ruby redness into the ultimate, velvety, all-quieting, all-slowing-down black—


  “Wonderful—” Jasse murmured contentedly, asleep.


  “Hallerock?”


  “Linked in, Pag! I’m back on the Observation Ship again. Go ahead.”


  “Just keep this thought-line down tight! Everything’s working like a charm, so far. I tripped the D.C.’s shield open when I took her aboard, and our good friend Moyuscane came right in, all set to take control and find out whether we actually knew something about him and his setup here or not. Then he discovered I was around, and he’s been lying quiet and just listening through her ever since.”


  “What makes him shy of you?” Hallerock inquired.


  “He tried a long-range probe at my shields a couple of weeks ago. I slapped him on the beak—some perfectly natural startled-reaction stuff by another telepath, you understand. But lie certainly didn’t like it! He went out fast, that time—”


  “I don’t blame him,” Hallerock said thoughtfully. “Sometimes you don’t realize your own strength. Does the D.C. really have anything on him?”


  “No. It’s about as we suspected. She made some sort of innocent remark—I couldn’t take the chance of digging around in her mind long enough to find out just what—and Moyuscane jumped to the wrong conclusions.”


  “I was wondering, you know,” Hallerock admitted, “whether you mightn’t have done some work on the Cultures girl in advance—something that would get her to drop a few bricks at some appropriate occasion.”


  “Well, you’re just naturally a suspicious little squirt!” Pagadan replied amiably. “To use Confederacy personnel against their will and knowledge for any such skulduggery is strictly counter-regulation. I advise you to make a note of the fact! However, it was the luckiest sort of coincidence. It should save us a week or two of waiting, especially since you have the hospital ship and staff all prepared. Moyuscane’s got himself a listening-post right in our ranks now, and that’s all he needs to stay reasonably safe—he thinks!”


  Hallerock appeared to be digesting this information for a moment. Then his thought came again:


  “Where are you at present?”


  “Down at the Central City spaceport, still in the Viper’s skiff. The D.C.’s under antishock and asleep on the bunk here!”


  “Oh,” said Hallerock, “you’re all ready to start the drive then?”


  “Wake up, little brother!” Pagadan advised him. “It started ten minutes ago! The last thing I told the girl before she went down deep was that a Vegan, Fleet Hospital Ship was approaching Ulphi with a brand-new, top-secret drug against space-fear, called Kynoleen—a free gift from the Confederacy to the afflicted population of this planet!”


  “Well . . . I Suppose I’d better set the H-Ship down at the spaceport about an hour from now, then?”


  “One Hour would be about right. Moyuscane must be in a considerable stew at the prospect of having the Kynoleen disclose the fact that most of the local population is suffering from an artificially imposed space-fear psychosis, but it won’t take him long to see to it that the drug won’t actually be used around here for quite some time. When that’s settled, we’ll let him breathe easier for about three hours. Then I’ll wake tip the D.C., make sure he’s listening through her and feed him the big jolt. So see I get that message we’ve prepared half an hour beforehand—three hours and thirty minutes from now! And send it as a straight coded communication, to make it look authentic.”


  “All right,” Hallerock said doubtfully. “But wouldn’t it be better to check over the entire schedule once more—just to be sure nothing can go wrong?”


  “There’s no need for that!” the Lannai said, surprised. “We’ve got Moyuscane analyzed down to the length of his immortal whiskers, and we’ve worked out the circumstances required to produce the exact effects we want. It’s just a matter of timing it now! You’re not letting yourself get rattled by a Telepath of the Second Order, are you? If he didn’t happen to have the planet under control, this wouldn’t he a job for Galactic Zones at all.”


  “Possibly not,” said Hallerock reasonably, “but then he does have it under control. Enough to hash it up from one pole to the other if he panics. That’s what keeps putting this dew on my brow.”


  “Agent-Trainee Hallerock,” Pagadan replied impatiently, “I love you like a son or something, but at times you talk like a dope. Even a Telep-Two doesn’t panic, unless you let him get the idea he’s cornered. All we’ve got to do is keep Moyuscane’s nose pointed towards the one way out and give him time enough to use it when we switch on the pressure—but not quite time enough to change his mind again! If it makes you feel any better, you could put trackers on any unprotected Vegans for the next eight hours.”


  Hallerock laughed uneasily. “I just finished doing that,” he admitted.


  Pagadan shrugged. Gloomy old Hallerock! From here on out, he’d be waiting for the worst to happen, though this kind of a job, as anyone who had studied his training records would know, was right up his alley. And it had been a pleasure, at that, to observe the swift accuracy with which he’d planned and worked out the schedule and details of this operation, in spite of head-shakings and forebodings. The only thing he couldn’t possibly have done was to take the responsibility for: it himself!


  She smiled faintly, and came over to sit down for a while beside the bunk on which Jasse was lying.


  Two hours later, when her aide contacted her again, he seemed comparatively optimistic.


  “Reaction as predicted,” he reported laconically. “I’m beginning to believe you might know what you’re doing.”


  “Moyuscane’s got the Kynoleen space-tests stalled?”


  “Yes. The whole affair was hushed up rather neatly. The H-Ship is down now at some big biochemical center five hundred miles from Central City, and the staff was routed through to top officials immediately. The question was raised then whether Ulphian body-chemistry mightn’t have varied just far enough from standard A-Class to make it advisable to conduct a series of local lab experiments with the drug before putting it to use. Our medics agreed and were asked, as between scientists, to keep the matter quiet meanwhile, to avoid exciting the population unduly. There also was the expected vagueness as to how long the experiments might take.”


  “It makes it so much easier,” Pagadan said gratefully, “when the opposition is using its brains! Was anyone shown around the ship?”


  “A few dozen types of specialists are still prowling all over it. They’ve been introduced to our personnel. It seems a pretty safe bet,” Hallerock acknowledged hesitantly, “that Moyuscane has discovered there isn’t a shielded mind among them, and that he can take control of the crate and its crew whenever he wants.” He paused. “So now we just wait a while?”


  “And let him toy around with the right kind of ideas,”-agreed Pagadan. “He should be worried just enough by now to let them come floating up naturally.”


  Night had fallen over Central City when the message she was expecting was rattled suddenly from the skiff’s communicator. She decoded it, produced evidence of considerable emotional shock, shook Jasse awake and, in a few dozen suitably excited sentences, handed Moyuscane his jolt. After that, though, there were some anxious moments before she got her patient quieted down enough to let the antishock resume its overall effect.


  “She kept wanting to get up and do something about it!” Pagadan reported to Hallerock, rubbing a slightly sprained wrist. “But I finally got it across that it wasn’t Cultures’ job to investigate undercover mass homicide on a foreign planet, and that one of our own Zone Agents, no less, was landing secretly tomorrow to take charge of the case.”


  “And that,” said Hallerock darkly, “really is switching on the pressure!”


  “Just pressure enough for our purpose! It’s still a big, hidden organization that’s suspected of those fancy murder rituals, and not just one little telepath who’s played at being planetary god for the past few centuries. Of course, if we’d pointed a finger straight at Moyuscane himself, he would have cracked right there!”


  She passed a small handkerchief once, quickly, over her forehead. “This kind of thing is likely to be a bit nerve-wracking until you get used to it,” she added reassuringly. “I can remember when I’ve felt just about as jumpy as you’re feeling now. But all we have to do is to settle down and let Moyuscane work out his little problem by himself. He can’t help seeing the answer—”


  But a full two hours passed then, and the better part of a third, while Pelial, the minor official of Galactic Zones, continued to work quietly at her files of reports and recordings, and received and dispatched various coded communications connected with the impending arrival of her superior—the hypothetical avenging Zone Agent.


  By now, she conceded at last, she might be beginning to feel a little disturbed, though, naturally, she had prepared alternative measures, in case—


  Hallerock’s thought flashed questioningly into her mind then. For a moment, Pagadan stopped breathing.


  “Linked!” she told him crisply. “Go ahead!”


  “The leading biochemists of Ulphi,” Hallerock informed her, “have just come up with a scientific achievement that would be regarded as noteworthy almost anywhere—”


  “You subhuman comic!” snapped Pagadan. “Tell me!”


  “. . . Inasmuch as they were able to complete—analyze, summarize and correlate—all tests required to establish the complete harmlessness of the new space-fear drug Kynoleen for all type-variations of Ulphian body-chemistry. They admit that, to some extent, they art? relaying—”


  “Hallerock,” Pagadan interrupted, in cold sincerity now, “you drag in one more unnecessary detail, and the very next time I meet you, you’re going to be a great, big, ugly-looking dead body!”


  “That’s not like you, Pag!” Hallerock complained. “Well, they rushed fifty volunteers over to the H-Ship anyway, to have Kynoleen given a final check in space right away—all Ulphi is now to have the benefit of it as soon as possible! But nobody seemed particularly upset when our medics reminded them they had been informed that the ship was equipped to conduct tests on only one subject at a time—”


  Pagadan drew a shivery breath and sat suffused for a moment by a pure, bright glow of self-admiration.


  “When will they take off with him?” she inquired with quiet; triumph.


  “They took off ten minutes ago,” her aide returned innocently, “and headed straight out. As a matter of fact, just before I beamed you, the test-subject had discovered that ten minutes in space will get you a whole lot farther than any Telep-Two can drive a directing thought. It seemed to disturb him to lose contact with Ulphi-WOW! Watch it, Pag! Supposing I hadn’t been shielded when that lethal stunner of yours landed!”


  “That’s a beautiful supposition!” hissed Pagadan. “Some day, you won’t be! But the planet’s safe, anyway—I guess I can forgive you. And now, my friend, you may start worrying about the ship!”


  IV.


  “I’ve got to compliment you,” she admitted a while later, “on the job you did when you installed those PT-cells. What I call perfect coverage! Half the time I don’t know myself from just what point of the ship I’m watching the show.”


  She was curled up now in a large chair, next to the bunk on which Jasse still slumbered quietly; and she appeared almost as completely relaxed as her guest. The upper part of her head was covered by something like a very large and thick-walled but apparently light helmet, which came down over her forehead to a line almost with her eyes, and her eyes were closed.


  “Just at the moment”—Hallerock hesitated—“I think you’re using the Peeping Tommy in the top left corner of the visitank Moyuscane’s looking into. He still doesn’t really like the: idea of being out in deep space, does he?”


  “No, but he’s got his dislike of it under control,” Pagadan said lazily. “He’s the one,” she added presently, “who directed the attack on our D.C. today at the Historical Institute. She has a short but very sharp memory-picture of him. So it is Moyuscane, all right!”


  “You mean,” Hallerock asked, stunned, “you weren’t really sure of it?”


  “Well—you can’t ever, be sure till everything’s all over,” Pagadan informed him cheerfully. “And then you sometimes wonder.” She opened her eyes, changed her position in the chair and settled back carefully again. “Don’t you pass out on me, Hallerock!” she warned. “You’re supposed to be recording every single thing that happens on the H-Ship for Lab!”


  There hadn’t been, Hallerock remarked, apparently still somewhat disturbed, very much to record as yet. The dark-skinned, trimly bearded Ulphian volunteer was, of course, indulging in a remarkable degree of activity, considering he’d been taken on board solely as an object of scientific investigation. But no one about him appeared to find anything odd in that. Wherever he went, padding around swiftly on bare feet and dressed in a set of white hospital pajamas, the three doctors who made up the ship’s experimental staff followed him earnestly, with a variety of instruments at the ready, rather like a trio of mother hens trailing an agitated chicken. Occasionally, they interrupted whatever he was doing and carried out some swift examination or other, to which he submitted indifferently.


  But he spoke neither to them nor to any of the ship’s officers he passed. And they, submerged in their various duties with an intentness which alone might have indicated that this was no routine flight, appeared unaware of his presence.


  “The old boy’s an organizer,” Pagadan conceded critically. “He’s put a flock of experts to work for him, and he’s smart enough to leave them alone. They’ve got the ship on her new course by now, haven’t they? Can you make out where they think they’re going?”


  Hallerock told her.


  “An eighty-three day trip!” she said thoughtfully. “Looks like he didn’t want to have anything at all to do with us any more! Someone on board must know what’s in that region—or was able to get information on it.”


  Up to the end, that was almost all there was to see. At a velocity barely below the cruising speed of a Vegan destroyer, the 11-Ship moved away from Ulphi. Like a harried executive, too involved in weighty responsibilities to bother about his informal attire, the solitary Ulphian continued to roam about within the ship, disregarded by all but his attendant physicians. “But finally—he was back in the ship’s big control room by then and had just cast another distasteful glance at the expanse of star-glittering blackness within the visitank between the two pilots— Moyuscane began to speak.


  It became startlingly clear in that instant how completely alone lie actually was among the 11-Ship’s controlled crew. Like a man who knows he need not act with restraint in a „ dream peopled by phantoms, the exruler of Ulphi poured forth what was in his mind, in a single screaming spurt of frustrated fury and fears and hopes that should have swung the startled attention of everybody within hearing range upon hint, like the sudden ravings of a madman.


  The pilots became involved with the chief navigator and his two assistants in a brisk five-cornered discussion of a stack of hitherto unused star-plates. The three doctors—gathered about the couch on which Moyuscane sat—exchanged occasional comments with the calm unhurriedness of men observing the gradual development of a test, the satisfactory conclusion of which already is assured.


  As suddenly as the outburst had begun, it was over. The Ulphian wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and salt scowling quietly at the floor.


  “I think,” said Pagadan, “you could start the destroyers out after them now, Hallerock!”


  “I just did,” Hallerock said. “I clocked the end of ‘minimum effective period right in the middle of that little speech.”


  “So did I,” she replied. “And I hope it won’t be too long now. I’ve got work to do here, and it shouldn’t wait.”


  There were sufficiently deadly gadgets of various types installed throughout the fugitive ship, which they could have operated through the PT-cells. But since all of them involved some degree of risk to the ship’s personnel they were intended for emergency use only—in case Moyuscane attempted to vent his annoyance with the change in his worldly fortunes on one of his new subjects. Pagadan, however, had not believed that the recent lord of all Ulphi would be capable of wasting any part of his reduced human resources for any motive so impractical as spite.


  Convinced by now that she was right in that, she waited, more patiently on the whole than Hallerock, for something safer than gun or gas to conclude Moyuscane’s career.


  It caught up with him some twenty minutes later—something that touched him and went through him in a hardly perceptible fashion, like the twitching of a minor electric shock.


  The reaction of the two watchers was so nearly simultaneous that neither knew afterwards which of them actually tripped the thought-operated mechanism which filled the H-Ship briefly with a flicker Of cold radiation near the upper limit of visibility for that particular crew.


  To that signal, the ship’s personnel reacted in turn, though in a far more leisurely manner. They blinked about doubtfully for a few seconds as if trying to remember something; and then—wherever they were and whatever they happened to be doing—they settled down deliberately on chairs, bunks, beds, and the floor, stretched out, and went to sleep.


  Moyuscane alone remained active, since his nerve centers had not been drenched several days before with a catalyst held there in suspense until I that flare of radiance should touch it off. Almost within seconds though, he was plucked out of his appalled comprehension of the fact that there was no longer a single mind within his reach that would respond to control. For Kynoleen gave complete immunity to space-fear within the time limit determined by the size of the dose and the type of organism affected, but none at all thereafter. And whatever the nature of the shattering terrors the hidden mechanisms of the mind flung, up when gripped in mid-space by that dreaded psychosis, their secondary effects on body and brain were utterly devastating.


  Swiftly and violently, then, Moyuscane the Immortal died, some four centuries after his time, bones and muscles snapping in the mounting fury of the Fear’s paroxysms. Hallerock, still conscientiously observing and recording for G.Z. Lab’s omnivorous files, felt somewhat sick.


  But Pagadan appeared undisturbed.


  “I’d have let him out an easier way if it could have been done safely,” her thought came indifferently. “But he would, after all, have considered this barely up to his own standards of dispatch. Turn the ship back now and let the destroyers pick it up, will you, Hallerock? I’ll be along to see you after a while—”


  The Viper came slamming up behind the Observation Ship some five hours later, kicked it negligently out of its orbit around Ulphi, slapped on a set of tractors fore and aft, and hauled it in, lock to lock.


  “Just thirty-five seconds ago,” Hallerock informed Pagadan coldly as she trotted into the O-Ship’s control room, “every highly-condemned instrument on this unusually-condemned crate got knocked dean out of alignment! Any suggestions as to what might have caused it?”


  “Your language, my pet!” Pagadan admonished, for his actual phrasing had been more crisp. She flipped a small package across his desk into his hands. “To be studied with care immediately after my departure! But you might open it now.”


  A five-inch cube of translucence made up half the package. It contained the full-length image of a slender girl with shining black hair, who carried a javelin in one hand and wore the short golden skirt of a contestant in the planetary games of Jeltad.


  “Cute kid!” Hallerock acknowledged. “Vegan, eh? The rest of it’s a stack of her equation-plates? Who is she and what do I do about it?”


  “That’s our Department of Cultures investigator,” Pagadan explained.


  “The System Chief?” Hallerock said surprised. lie glanced at the image again, which was a copy of one of Snoops’ three-dimensionals, and looked curiously up at the Lannai. “Didn’t you just finish doing a mental job on her?”


  “In a way. Mostly a little hypno-information to bring her up to date on what’s been going on around Ulphi—including her part in it. She was asleep in that D.C. perambulator she’s camping in here when I left her.”


  “As I understand it,” Hallerock remarked thoughtfully, “the recent events on Ulphi would be classified as information very much restricted to Galactic Zones! So you wouldn’t have spotted the makings of a G.Z. parapsychic mind in a D.C. System Chief, would you?”


  “Bright boy! I’ll admit it’s an unlikely place to look for one, but she is a type we can use. I’m releasing her now for G.Z. information, on Agent authority. Her equation-plates will tell you how to handle her in case she runs into emotional snags while absorbing it. You’re to be stationed on Ulphi another four months anyway, and you’re to consider that a high-priority part of your job.”


  “I will? Another four months?” Hallerock repeated incredulously. “I was winding up things on the O-Ship to start back to Jeltad. You don’t need me around here any more, do you?”


  “I don’t, no!” Pagadan appeared to he quietly enjoying herself. “The point is though, I’m the one who’s leaving. Got word from Central two hours ago to report back at speed, just as soon as we’d mopped up Old Man Moyuscane.”


  “What for?” Hallerock began to look bewildered. “The Agent work isn’t finished here.”


  She shook her head. “Don’t know myself yet! But it’s got to do with the recordings on those pickled Bjantas you homed back to Lab. Central sounded rather excited.” The silver eyes were sparkling with unconcealed delight now. “It’s to be a Five-Agent Mission, Hallerock!” she fairly sang. “Beyond Galactic Rim!”


  “Beyond the Rim? For Bjanta? They’ve got something really new on them then!” Hallerock had come to his feet.


  Pagadan nodded and smacked her lips lightly. “Sounds like it, doesn’t it? New and conclusive—and we delivered it to them! But now look what face it’s making,” she added maliciously, “just because it doesn’t get to go along!”


  Hallerock scowled and laughed. “Well, I’ve been wondering all this time about those Bjantas. Now you take out after them—and I can hang around Ulphi dishing out a little therapy to a D.C. neurotic.”


  “We all start out small,” said the Lannai. “Look at me—would you believe that a few short years ago I was nothing but the High Queen of Lar-Sancaya? Not,” she added loyally, “that there’s a sweeter planet anywhere, from the Center to the Clouds or beyond!”


  “And that stretch distinctly includes Ulphi!” Hallerock stated, unreconciled to his fate. “When’s the new Agent coming put to this hive of morons?”


  Pagadan slid to her feet off the edge of the desk and surveyed him pityingly. “You poor chump! What I gave you just, now was Advance Mission Information, wasn’t it? Ever hear of a time that wasn’t restricted to Zone Agent levels? Or do I have to tell you officially that you’ve just finished putting in a week as a Z. A. under orders?”


  Hallerock stared at her. His mouth opened and shut and opened again. “Here, wait a—” he began.


  She waved him into silence with both fists.


  “Close it kindly, and listen to the last instructions I’m giving you! Ulphi’s being taken, in, as a Class 18 System—outpost garrison. I imagine even you don’t have to be told that the only thing, pot, strictly, routine about the procedure will be the elimination of every traceable connection between its, present, culture and, Moyuscane’s personal influence on it—and our recent corrective operation?”


  “Well, of course!” Hallerock said hoarsely. “But look here, Pag—”


  “Considerable amount of detail work in that, naturally—it’s why the monitors at Central have assigned you four whole months for the job! When you’re done here, report back to Jeltad. They’ve already started roughing out your robot, but they’ll need you around to transfer basic impulse patterns and so on. A couple of months more, and you’ll be equipped for any dirty work they can think up—and I gather the Chief’s already thought up some sweet ones especially for you! So God help you—and now I’m off. Unless you’ve got some more questions?”


  Hallerock looked at her, his face impassive now. If she had been human he couldn’t have told her. But, unlike most of the men of Pagadan’s acquaintance, Hallerock never, forgot that the Lannai were of another kind. It was one of the things she liked about him.


  “No, I haven’t any questions just now,” he said. “But if I’m put to work by myself on even a job like this, I’m going to feel lost and alone. I just don’t have the feeling that I can be trusted with Z.A. responsibility.”


  Pagadan waved him off again, impatiently.


  “The feeling will grow on you,” she assured him.


  And then she was gone.


  As motion and velocity were normally understood, the Viper’s method of homeward progress was something else again. But since the only exact definition of it was to be found in a highly complex grouping of mathematical concepts, such terms would have to do.


  She was going home, then, at approximately half her normal speed, her automatic receptors full out. Pagadan sat at her desk, blinking reflectively into the big vision-tank, while she waited for a call that had to be coming along any moment now.


  She felt no particular concern about it. In fact, she could have stated to the minute how long it would take Hallerock to recover far enough from the state of slight shock she’d left him in to reach out for the set of dossier-plates lying on his desk. A brief section of System Chief Jasse’s recent behavior-history, with the motivation patterns underlying it, was revealed in those plates, in the telepathic shorthand which turned any normally active hour of an individual’s life into as Complete a basis for analysis as ordinary understanding required.


  She’d stressed that job just enough to make sure he’d attend to it before turning to any other duties. And Hallerock was a quick worker. It should take him only three or four minutes to go through the plates, the first time.


  But then he’d just sit there for about a minute, frowning down at them, looking a little baffled and more than a little worried. Poor old Hallerock! Now he couldn’t even handle a simple character-analysis any more unaided!


  Grimly he’d rearrange the dossier-plates, tap them together into a neat little pile, and start all over again. He’d go through each One very slowly and carefully now, determined to catch the mistake that had to be there!


  Pagadan grinned faintly.


  Almost to the calculated second, his search-thought came flickering after her down the curving line to Jeltad. As the Viper’s receptors caught it and brought it in, she flipped over the transmitter switch: “Linked, Hallerock—nice reach you’ve got! What gives, my friend?” There was a short pause; then: “Pag, what’s wrong with her—the D.C., I mean?”


  “Wrong with her?” Pagadan returned, on a note of mild surprise.


  “In the plates,” Hallerock explained carefully. “She’s an undeveloped parapsychic, all right—a Telep-Three, at the least. But she’s also under a master-delusion—thinks she’s a physical monster of some kind! Which she obviously isn’t.” The Lannai hesitated, letting a trickle of uncertainty through to him to indicate a doubtful mental search. There wasn’t, after all, anything that took quite such ticklish, sensitive handling as a parapsychic mind that had gone thoroughly off the beam.


  “Oh, that!” she said, suddenly and obviously relieved. “That’s no delusion, Hallerock—just one of those typical sublevel exaggerations. No doubt I overemphasized it a little. There’s nothing wrong with her really—she’s A-Class plus. Very considerably plus, as you say! But she’s not a Vegan.”


  “Not a Vegan? Well, why should—”


  “And, of course, she’s always been quite sensitive about that physical peculiarity!” Pagadan resumed, with an air of happy discovery. “Even as a child. But with the Traditionalist training she was getting, she couldn’t consciously admit any awareness of isolation from other human beings. It’s just that our D.C.’s a foundling, Hallerock. I should have mentioned it, I suppose. They picked her up in space, and she’s of some unidentified human breed that grows around eight foot tall—”


  Back in the study of her mobile-unit, System Chief Jasse wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and pocketed her handkerchief decisively.


  She’d blubbered for an hour after she first woke up. The Universe of the Traditionalists had been such a nice, tidy, easy-to-understand place to live in, even if she’d never felt completely at her ease there! It had its problems to be met and solved, of course; and there were the lesser, nonhuman races, to be coolly pitied for their imperfections and kept under control for their own good, and everybody else’s. But A-Class humanity could work itself into such a dismally gruesome mess as it had done on Ulphi—that just wasn’t any part of the Traditionalist picture! They didn’t want any such information there. They could live, more happily without it.


  Well, let them live happily then! She was still Jasse, the space-born, and in return for knocking down the mental house of cards she’d been living in, the tricky little humanoid at any rate had made her aware of some unsuspected possibilities of her Own which she could now develop!


  She began to re-examine those discoveries about herself with a sort of new, cool, speculating interest. There were two chains of possibilities really—that silent, cold, whitely enchanted world of her childhood dreams came floating up in her mind again, clear and distinct under its glittering night-sky now that the barriers that had blurred it in her memory had been dissolved. The home-world of her distant race! She could go to it if she chose, straight and unerringly, and find the warm human strength and companionship that waited there. That knowledge had been returned to her, too.


  But was that what she wanted most?


  There was another sort of companionship, the Lannai had implied, and a different sort of satisfaction she could gain, beyond that of placidly living out her life among her own kind on even the most beautiful of frozen worlds. They were constructing a civilized galaxy just now, and they would welcome her on the job.


  She’d bathed, put on a fresh uniform and was pensively waiting for her breakfast to present itself from the wall-butler in the study, when the unit’s automatic announcer addressed her:


  “Galactic Zones Agent Hallerock requesting an interview.”


  Jasse started and half turned in her chair to look at the closed door. Now what did that mean? She didn’t want to see any of them just yet! She intended to make up her own mind on the matter.


  She said, a little resentfully:


  “Well . . . let him right in, please!”


  The study door opened as she flipped the lock-switch on her desk. A moment later, Hallerock was bowing to her from the entrance hall just beyond it.


  Jasse began to rise, glanced up at him; and then sat back suddenly and gave him another look.


  “Hello, Jasse!” Hallerock said, in a voice that sounded amiable but remarkably self-assured.


  Even when not set off as now by his immaculate blue and white G.Z. dress uniform, Zone Agent Hallerock undoubtedly was something almost any young woman would look at twice. However, it wasn’t so much that he was strikingly handsome with his short-cropped dark-red hair and the clear, black-green eyes with their suggestion of some icy midnight ocean. The immediate point was that you didn’t have to look twice to know that he came from no ordinary planet of civilization.


  Jasse got up slowly from behind her desk and came around it and stood before Hallerock.


  Basically, that was it perhaps—the world he came from! Mark Wieri VI, a frontier-type planet, so infernally deserving of its classification that only hair-brained first-stage Terrans would have settled there in the first place. Where the equatorial belt was a riot of throbbing colors, a maddened rainbow flowering and ripening, for two months of a thirty-eight month year—and then, like the rest of that bleak world forever, sheet-ice and darkness and the soundless, star-glittering cold.


  Even back on Terra, two paths had been open to life that faced the Great Cold as its chosen environment. To grow squalidly tough, devoted to survival in merciless single-mindedness—or to flourish into a triumphant excess of strength that no future challenge could more than half engage.


  On Mark Wieri’s world, human life had adapted, inevitably, to its relentlessly crushing environment. In the two hundred and eighty-odd generations between the last centuries of the First Stellar Migrations and the day an exploring Giant-Ranger of the Confederacy turned in that direction, it had become as much a part of its background as the trout is of its pool. And no more than the trout could it see any purpose then in leaving so good a place again.


  But it had not, in any sense, grown squalid.


  So Jasse stood before Hallerock, and she was still looking up at him. There were nine foot three inches of him to look up to, shaped into four hundred and sixty-five lean pounds of tigerish symmetry.


  The dress uniform on a duty call was a clue she didn’t miss or need. The ice of his home-planet was in Hallerock’s eyes; but so was the warm, loyal human strength that had triumphed over it and carelessly paid in then the full, final price of con-, quest. This son of the conquerors alone had been able to sense that the galaxy itself was now just wide and deep and long enough for man; and so he’d joined the civilization that was of a like spirit.


  But he, too, had been a giant among little-people then. If his conscious thoughts wouldn’t admit it, every cell of his body knew he’d lost his own kind.


  Jasse, all her mind groping carefully, questioningly out towards this phenomenon, this monster-slayer of Galactic Zones—beginning to understand all that and a good deal more—slowly relaxed again.


  A kinsman of hers! Her own eyes began to smile, finally.


  “Hello, Hallerock!” Jasse said.


  And that was, Pagadan decided, about the right moment to dissolve the PT-cell she’d spent an hour installing in the wall just above the upper right-hand corner of Jasse’s study mirror.


  Those two baby giants might be all full of emotional flutters just now at having met someone from the old home town; but they were going to start thinking of their good friend Pagadan almost immediately! And one of the very first things that would leap to Hallerock’s suspicious mind would he the possible presence of a Peeping Tommy.


  Good thing those tiny units left no detectable trace!


  She pulled off the PT-helmet, yawned delicately and sat relaxed for a minute, smirking reminiscently into the vision-tank.


  “What I call a really profitable mission!” she informed the vision-tank. “Not a slip anywhere either—and just think how tame it all started out!”


  She thought about that for a moment. The silver eyes closed slowly; and opened again.


  “It’s no particular wonder,” she remarked, “that Central’s picked me for a Five-Agent job—after only five missions! When you get right down to it, you can’t beat a Lannai brain!”


  The hundred thousand friendly points of light in the vision-tank applauded her silently. Pagadan smiled at them. In the middle of the smile her eyes closed once more—and this time, they stayed close. Her head began to droop forward.


  Then she, sat up with a start;


  “Hey,” she said in drowsy indignation, “what’s, all this?”


  “Sleepy gas,” the Viper’s voice returned. “If you’re headed for another job, you’re going to sleep all the way to Jeltad. You need your rest.”


  “That’s a whole week!” Pagadan protested. But though she could not remember being transported there, „ she was in her somno-cabin by then, and flat on her back. Pillows were just being shoved under her head; and lights were going out all over the ship.


  “You big, tricky bum!” she muttered. “I’ll, dismantle your reflexes yet!”


  There was no answer to that grim threat; but she couldn’t have heard it anyway. A week was due to pass before Zone Agent Pagadan would be permitted to become aware of her surroundings again.


  Meanwhile, a dim hum had begun to grow throughout the Viper’s giant body-: Simultaneously, in the darkened and deserted control room, a bright blue spark started climbing steadily up the velocity indicator.


  The humming rose suddenly to a howl, thinned out and became inaudible.


  The spark stood gleaming steadily then at a point just below the line marked “Emergency.”


  Space had flattened out before the Viper—she was homeward-bound with another mission accomplished.


  She began to travel—


  THE END


  CAPTIVES OF THIEVE-STAR


  When Peer and Channok grappled the derelict Ra-Twelve, they hooked a death-prize—haunted by the Yomm, stalked by the Mysterious Nine!


  THE CELEBRATION OF THE wedding of Peer and Channok had to be cut a little short, because a flock of police-boats from Irrek showed up at detector-range about midway. But it was carried off with a flourish nevertheless.


  The oxygen-bubble in the small moon-crater was filled with colorful solidographs, creating the impression of an outdoor banquet hall. The best bands playing in the Empire that night unwittingly contributed their efforts, and food and drink were beyond reproach.


  Though somewhat dazed throughout, Channok was startled to discover at one point that the thick carpets on which he stood were a genuine priceless Gaifornaab weave—and no solidographs either! The eighty-four small ships of the space-rat tribe—or voyageurs, as they distinctly preferred to be called—lined up along the outer edges of the banquet hall looked eerily out of place to him; but Peer didn’t seem to mind. Her people rarely did go far away from their ships, and the lawless, precarious life they led made that an advisable practice.


  It would be up to him now, Channok reflected, beaming down on Peer, to educate her into customs and attitudes more fitting for the wife of a regular citizen of the Empire and probable future member of the Imperial Secret Service—


  And then, suddenly, the whole ceremony seemed to be over! A bit puzzled by the abruptness with which everybody had begun to pack up and leave, Channok was standing beside the ramp of Ins own ship, the Asteroid—an honest, licensed trader—when Santis strolled over to talk to him. Santis was Peer’s father and the pint-sized chieftain of the tribe.


  “Didn’t tell you before, son,” he remarked, “because you were already nervous enough. But as soon as they finish collapsing the bubble, you’ll have about six minutes to get your Asteroid aloft and off this moon before the cops from Irrek arrive!”


  “I heard you, Pop, and everything’s packed!” Peer called down from the open lock of the Asteroid. “Come up and kiss me good-by and we’ll seal her up!”


  Frowning suspiciously, Channok followed Santis up the ramp. “Why should I worry about cops?” he inquired, looking down at the two little people while they briefly embraced. Peer came about up to his shoulder, though perfectly formed, and Santis was an inch or two shorter. The tribe didn’t run to bulk. “Nobody’s hunting for me!”


  “Not yet, son,” Santis conceded. He twirled his fierce brown mustache-tips thoughtfully and glanced at Peer.


  “If you’re passing anywhere near Old Nameless, you might cache that special cargo you’re carrying for me there,” he told her. “Around the foot of the Mound. Too bulky for the ships I’ve got here! Put a dowser plate in with it, and I’ll come pick it up with a transport sometime in the next four months.”


  “Yes, Pop,” said Peer.


  “The Fourth Voyageur Fleet will rendezvous at New Gymovaan next Terraspring. If you can talk this big lug into it, try to make it there, daughter!”


  “We’ll be there,” promised Peer.


  Channok cleared his throat impatiently. Not if he could help it, they wouldn’t!


  “Those cops are looking for the missing Crown Jewels of Irrek,” Santis resumed, looking at him. “After they’ve opened you up from stem to stern to make sure you’re not hiding them, they might apologize. And again they might not.”


  “Holy Satellites!” Channok said, stunned. “Did you actually—”


  “Not I, son. I just master-mind these things. Some of the boys did the job. There goes the oxygen-bubble! Now will you get going?”


  They got going, Channok speechless for once.


  SOME TWO MONTHS LATER, he stood in the Asteroid’s control room, watching a pale blur creep up along the starboard screen.


  “That’s not just one ship—that’s at least a hundred!” he announced presently, somewhat startled. “Looks like they’ve turned out the entire Dardrean war-fleet! Wonder what’s up?”


  Peer laid the cargo list she was checking down on the desk and came over to look at the screen.


  “Hm!” she said.


  “It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with us, could it?” he inquired, on a sudden alarming hunch. Being unfamiliar with the dialect used on Dardrea, he had left most of the bargaining there to her.


  Peer shrugged She showed the bland, innocent look of a ten-year-old child, but that was habitual with her. On one occasion she’d been mistaken for his daughter, and at times he even had to remind himself that she’d been eighteen and a student at the Imperial Institute of Technology when he first met her there—and then unwittingly became Santis’ tool in the abstraction of a small but important section of the IIT’s top-secret experimental files! He’d been trying to counteract that little brigand’s influence on Peer ever since, but he wasn’t too sure of his degree of success so far.


  “We took the Merchants Guild for plenty on our auction!” she admitted.


  “Well,” Channok frowned, “they’d hardly send a fleet after us for that.”


  “And, of course,” added Peer, “we got the Duke of Dardrea’s fabulous Coronet. Forgot to mention that. Perfectly legal, though! Some local crook swiped it and we took it in trade.”


  Channok winced. As a matter of fact, fencing was a perfectly legitimate business on Dardrea. But a man who planned to enter the Imperial Secret Service, as soon as he could save up the money to pay his way through the Academy, couldn’t afford any stains on his past! Throughout the Empire, the Service was renowned in song and story as the one body of men who stood above the suspicion of reproach.


  “The Duke won’t know it’s gone for another week,” Peer consoled him. “Anyway, it looks to me as if those ships are beginning to pull off our course!”


  There followed some seconds of tense observation.


  “So they are,” Channok acknowledged then. He mopped his forehead. “But I wish you wouldn’t be quite so technical in your interpretation of local laws, Peer! Those babies are really traveling. Wonder who or what they’re chasing?”


  Three days later, as the Asteroid approached the area of the red giant sun of Old Nameless, where they were going to cache Santis’ cargo for him—hot cargo, probably; and it would be a load off Channok’s mind to get rid of it—they picked up the trail of the foundering spaceship Ra-Twelve and found part of the answer on board.


  II


  “IT SEEMED TO ME,” CHANNOK remarked, watching the Ra-Twelve in the viewscreen before them, “as if her drives had cut off completely just then! But they’re on again now. What do you think, crew-member Peer?”


  “Let’s just follow her a bit,” Peer suggested. “I’ve seen ships act like that that were just running out of juice. But this one won’t even answer signals!”


  “It could be,” Channok said hopefully, “a case of fair salvage! You might keep working the communicators, though . . .” However, the Ra-Twelve continued to ignore them while she plodded on towards the distant red glare of the Nameless System like a blind, thirsty beast following its nose to a water-hole. Presently, she began a series of quavering zigzag motions, wandered aimlessly off her course, returned to it again on a few final puffs of invisible energy and at last went drifting off through space with her drives now obviously dead.


  The Asteroid continued to follow at a discreet distance like a chunky vulture, watching. If there was anyone on board the Ra-Twelve, it almost had to be a ghost. Her rear lock was wide open, and the hull showed deep scars and marks of some recent space-action.


  “But she wasn’t really badly hurt,” Channok pointed out. “What do you suppose could have happened to her crew?” Peer gave him a nervous grin. “Maybe a space-ghost came on board!”


  “You don’t really believe those spooky voyageur stories, do you?” he said tolerantly.


  “Sure I do—and so will you some day!” Peer promised him. “I’ll tell you a few true ones just before your next sleep-period!”


  “No, you won’t,” Channok said firmly. “Aside from space-ghosts, though, that crate has a downright creepy look to her. But I suppose I’d better go over and check, as soon as she slows down enough so we can latch on. And you’re going to stay on the Asteroid, Peer.”


  “In a pig’s eye, I am!” Peer said indignantly. And though Channok wished to know if she had forgotten that he was the Asteroid’s skipper, it turned out that this was one time he’d have to yield.


  “Because, Channy dear,” Peer said, her big dark eyes welling slow tears, “I’d just die if something happened to you over there and I was left all alone in space!”


  “All you’d have to do,” Channok said uncomfortably, “is to head the Asteroid for New Gymovaan, and you know it. Well—you’ve got to promise to stay right behind me, anyway!”


  “Of course,” promised Peer, the tears vanishing miraculously. “Santis says a wife should always stick with her husband in space, because he might lead her into a jam, all right, but nothing like the !!*****!; !**!! jams she’s likely to run into if she strays around by herself.”


  “Whereas Ship’s Regulation 66-B says,” said Channok with grim satisfaction, “that crew-member Peer gets her mouth washed out with soap just before the next sleep-period because of another uncontrolled lapse into vituperous profanity—and what was that comment?”


  “That one was under my breath,” said Peer, crestfallen, “so it doesn’t count!”


  WITHOUT making any particular remarks about it, both of them had fastened a brace of guns to their jet-harnesses. At close range—held thirty feet away against the Asteroid’s ring-bumpers fey a set of dock grapnels—the Ran Twelve’s yawning lock looked more than ever like the black mouth of a cavern in which something was lurking for them.


  Channok went over first, propelled by a single squirt of his jets, and landed a little heavier than he had intended to. Peer, following instructions to keep right behind him, came down an instant later in the middle of his back. They got untangled hurriedly, stood up and started swiveling their helmet beams about the Ra-Twelve’s storage lock.


  It was practically empty. So was the big rack that had held the ship’s single big lifeboat. There were some tools scattered around. They kicked at them thoughtfully, looked at each other and started forward through an open door up a dark passageway, switching their lights ahead and from side to side.


  There was a locked door which probably led into the Ra-Twelve’s engine section, and then four cabins, each of which had been used by two men. The cabins were in considerable disorder, but from what one could tell in a brief look-around, each of the occupants had found time to pack up about what you would expect a man to take along when he was planning on a lifeboat trip. So whatever had happened probably hadn’t been entirely unexpected.


  The mess-room, all tidied up, was next; two locked doors were at the back of it, and also an open entrance to the kitchen and food storage. They glanced around at everything, briefly, and went on to the control-room.


  It was considerably bigger than the one on the Asteroid and luxuriously equipped. The pilot’s section was in a transparently walled little office by itself. The instruments showed both Dardrean and Empire markings and instructions. Channok switched the dead drives off first and then reached out, quite automatically, for the spot above the control desk where a light button ought to be—


  Light instantly flooded the interior of the Ra-Twelve.


  The intruders jumped a foot. It was as if the ship had suddenly come alive around them! Then they looked at each other and grinned.


  “Automatic,” Channok sighed.


  “Might as well do it the easy way!” Peer admitted. She slid the Ophto Needle she’d half-drawn back into its holster.


  THE RA-TWELVE had eighteen fully charged drive batteries still untouched. With some system of automatic power transfer working, she could have gone cruising along on her course for months to come. However, she hadn’t been cruising, Channok discovered next; the speed controls were set to “Full Emergency”. . . . An empty ship, racing through space till the battery she was operating on went dead—


  He shook his head. And then Peer was tapping his arm.


  “Look what I found! I think it’s her log!”


  It was a fiat steel box with an illuminated tape at its front end, on which a date was printed. A line of spidery Dardrean script was engraved on a plate on the top of the box.


  “Ra-Twelve,” Peer translated. “That’s her name.”


  “So it’s a Dardrean ship! But they’re using the Empire calendar,” Channok pointed out, “which would make it an Empire crew . . . How do you work this thing? If it is her log, it might give us an idea of what’s happened.”


  “Afterwards, Channy! I just found another door leading off the other end of the control room—”


  The door opened into a second passage, parallel to the one by which they had come forward, but only half as long and very dimly lit. Filled with uneasy speculations, Channok forgot his own instructions and let Peer take the lead.


  “More cabins!” her voice said, just as he became aware of the wrecked doorframe out of which the light was spilling ahead of her.


  A woman had been using that cabin. A woman who had liked beautiful and expensive things, judging by what was strewn about. It looked, Channok thought, as if she hadn’t had time to finish her packing.


  “Her spacesuit’s gone, though,” Peer’s voice announced from the interior of a disordered closet.


  Channok was inspecting the door. This was the first indication that there had been any violence connected with whatever had happened on the Ra-Twelve. The door had been locked from without and literally ripped open from within by a stream of incandescence played on it by a gun held probably not much more than a foot away. That woman had wanted out in an awful hurry!


  Peer came over to watch him. He couldn’t quite read her expression, but he had a notion she wanted to bawl.


  “Let’s take a quick look at the rest of it and get back to the Asteroid,” he suggested, somewhat disturbed himself. “We ought to talk this over.”


  The one remaining cabin lay just beyond the point where the passage angled back into the ship. There was light in that one, too, and the door was half open. Channok got there first and pushed it open a little farther. Then he stood frozen in the door-frame for a moment.


  “What’s stopping you?” Peer inquired impatiently, poking his ribs from behind.


  He stepped back into the passage, pulled the door shut all the way, scooped her up and heaved her to his shoulder. His space-boots felt like iron anchors as he clunk-clunked hastily back through the passages to the derelict’s lock. There was nothing definite to rim from any more; but he knew now what had happened on the Ra-Twelve, and he felt nightmare pacing after him all the way.


  He crossed to the Asteroid’s control room lock in a jump, without bothering with his jets.


  “CLOSE the outer lock!” he told Peer hoarsely, reaching up for the switch marked “Decontaminant” above him.


  A fourfold spray of yellowish Killall was misting the trapped air in the lock about them an instant later.


  “What was it?” Peer’s voice came out of the fog.


  “Antibiotic,” Channok said, his scalp still crawling. “What you—what voyageurs call a lich, I think. I don’t know that kind. But it got the guy in that last cabin.”


  The occupant of the last cabin had looked as if somebody had used a particularly vicious sort of acid gun on him, which somehow had missed damaging his clothing. To the grisly class of life-forms that produced that effect, an ordinary spacesuit offered exactly no resistance.


  “A lich can’t last more than an hour or so in space, Channy,” Peer’s voice came shakily after a pause. “It’s a pretty awful way to get it, but that stuff over there must have been dead for a long time now.”


  “I know,” said Channok. He hesitated, and then cut off the Killall spray and started the blowers to clear the lock. “I guess I just panicked for a moment. But I’m going to go over that ship with decontaminant before we do any more investigating! And meanwhile you’d better get in a few hours of sleep!”


  “Wouldn’t hurt any,” Peer agreed. “How do you suppose the lich got on board?”


  He could tell her that. He’d seen a heavy, steel-framed glassite container in a corner of the cabin, opened. They must have been transporting some virulent form of antibiotic; and there might have been an accident—


  Five hours later, they had come to the conclusion that it had been no accident. Four hours of that time, Channok had been engaged in disinfecting the Ra-Twelve, even her engine sections. He’d given the one man left on board space-burial in one of the Asteroid’s steel cargo crates. The crate hadn’t been launched very far and presently hung suspended some eighty yards above the two ships, visible as a black oblong that obscured the stars behind it.


  It and its contents were one of the reasons Channok was anxious to get done with the job of salvaging the Ra-Twelve. She was a stream-lined, beautiful ship; but after what had happened, he knew he would never be able to work up any liking for her. She seemed to be waiting sullenly and silently for a chance to deal with the two humans who had dared come on board her again.


  He sealed her up presently, filled her with a fresh airmix and, having once more checked everything he could think of, let Peer come over again for a final briefing on their run to Old Nameless.


  Peer wandered promptly into the cabin where the dead man had been and there discovered the wall-safe.


  III


  SHE CALLED HIM. HE COULDN’T imagine how he had overlooked it. Perhaps because it was so obviously there! It was an ordinary enough safe, from what they could see of the front of it; and there was a tiny key in its lock.


  They looked at it thoughtfully.


  “You didn’t try to open it, did you?” Channok inquired.


  “No,” said Peer; “because—”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” Channok admitted.


  There had been, they had decided, at least two groups working against each other in the ship. The dead man had been in charge of the antibiotic. Perhaps the woman had been on his side, perhaps not. But the eight other men had acted together and had controlled the ship. What action or threat of theirs had caused the dead man to release his terrible weapon would be hard to discover now. But he had done it, and the eight men had abandoned the Ra-Twelve promptly, leaving the woman locked in her cabin . . .


  It looked pretty much as if she had been the one who had switched the drives to full speed—before jumping out into space. A pretty tough, desperate lot all around, in Channok’s opinion. The Ra-Twelve’s log offered the information that they had left Dardrea three calendric days earlier, but had been of no further help in identifying crew or passengers. That most of them were professional criminals, however, seemed a pretty safe bet—as Peer had pointed out, in voyageur terms, amateurs didn’t play around with taboo-weapons like a bottled lich!


  Also, amateurs—Peer and Channok, for example—could have sense enough not to blunder into a booby-trap . . .


  “He’d know, of course,” Channok said reflectively, “that everybody would be wondering what’s hidden in that safe! And it could be anything up to and including full instructions on how to set up an artificial culture of antibiotics. Plenty of governments would pay twenty times what the Ra-Twelve is worth as salvage for that kind of information. But it’s no tiling we need to know.”


  “Not that bad,” Peer agreed.


  “And the guy who opens that wall-safe had better be an armaments expert! Which we’re not. But now, crew-member Peer, if we want to get Santis’ cargo cached on Old Nameless before I fall asleep, we ought to get started. Idle curiosity is something we can satisfy some other time.”


  “Two hours past your sleep-period right now!” said Peer, glancing at her wrist-watch. “Tsk, tsk! That always makes you so grouchy.”


  Half an hour later, they were on their way—Channok in the Ra-Twelve, Peer in the Asteroid, keeping as close to each other as two ships in flight could safely get. With the red glare of the Old Nameless sun a trifle off-center before him, Channok settled down in the most comfortable pilot-seat he’d ever found on any ship and decided he could relax a trifle. Peer was obviously having a wonderful time doing her first solo-piloting job on a ship of the Asteroid’s size; and since she’d run and landed the Asteroid any number of times under his supervision, he wasn’t worried about her ability to handle it However, he continued to check in on her over the communicators every five minutes or so, and grinned at the brisk, spacemanlike replies he got in return. Crew-member Peer was on her best behavior right now!


  By and by, then—he couldn’t have said just when it started—Channok began to realize that some very odd things were happening around him—


  IT APPEARED that the Thing he had put out for burial in a space-crate hadn’t like the idea of being left alone. So it was following him.


  Channok decided uneasily that it might be best to ignore it. But it kept coming closer and closer until, finally, the crate was floating just outside the Ra-Twelve’s control room port, spinning slowly like a running-down top.


  The crate stayed shut, but he knew the Thing inside it was watching him.


  “That’s my ship,” the Thing remarked presently.


  Channok ignored it.


  “And you’re all alone,” said the Tiling. “No, I’m not!” said Channok. “Peer’s with me.”


  “Peer’s gone back to Santis,” said the Thing. “You’re all alone! Except,” it added, “for me.”


  “Well, good-by!” Channok said firmly. There was no point in getting too chummy with it. He punched the Ra-Twelve’s drives down as far as they would go, and the crate vanished.


  How that ship could travel! Nothing could hope to keep up with him now—except, perhaps, that round, red glare of light just behind the Ra-Twelve.


  That was actually overtaking him, and fast. It was coming up like a cosmic police-ship, with a huge, hollow noise rushing before it. Channok listened apprehensively. Suddenly, there were words: “WHOO-WHOOO!” it howled. “This is the Space Ghost!”


  He shot up out of his chair like a jabbed cat, knocking it over, and glared around.


  The Ra-Twelve’s control room lay brightly lit and silent behind him.


  “Ha-ha!” Peer’s chuckle came from the communicator. “That woke you up, I bet! Was that you that fell over?”


  “Aw-awk!” breathed Channok. Articulation came back to him. “All right, crewmember Peer! Just wait till we get to Old Nameless! I’ll fix you good!”


  “Shall I tell you the story now about the Horror Ship from Mizar?” Peer inquired intrepidly.


  “Go right ahead,” Channok challenged, righting his chair and settling back into it. “You can’t scare me with that sort of stuff!” He began checking their position.


  He must have been asleep for quite a while! The Nameless System was less than two hours ahead now. He switched on the front screen; and the sun swam up like a big, glowing coal before him. He began checking for the seventh planet.


  “Well,” he reminded the communicator grimly, “you were going to tell me a story.”


  The communicator remained silent a moment.


  “I don’t think I will, anyway,” Peer said then, rather quietly.


  “Why not?” Channok inquired, getting his screen-viewer disentangled from a meteor-belt in the Nameless System.


  “I made that Space Ghost too good!” whispered Peer. “I’m getting scared myself now.”


  “Aha!” said Channok. “See what behaving like that will get you?” He got Old Nameless VII into the viewer.


  The communicator remained still. He looked over at it.


  “Of course, there’s really nothing to be scared of!” he added reassuringly.


  “How do you know?” quavered Peer.


  “I’m all alone.”


  “Nonsense!” Channok said heartily. “I can see the Asteroid right over there on the screen! You can see me, can’t you?”


  “Sure,” said Peer. “That’s a long way off, though. You couldn’t do anything!”


  “It’s not safe for two ships to travel much closer together,” Channok reminded her. “We’re only two hours from Old Nameless right now—I’m already focussed on it.”


  “I’ve been focussed on it for an hour,” said Peer. “While you were snoring,” she added. “Two hours is an awful long time!”


  “Tell you what,” suggested Channok. “I’ll race you to it. The Ra-Twelve’s a mighty fast boat—” He checked himself. He’d only dreamed that, after all.


  “Let’s go!” Peer said briefly.


  HE LET PEER STAY just ahead of him all the way in, though the streamlined derelict probably could have flown rings around the Asteroid, at that. Just an hour later, they went around Old Nameless VII twice, braking down, and then coasted into its atmosphere on their secondary drives.


  “That’s the place,” Peer’s voice said suddenly. “I can see the old Mound in the plain! In the evening strip, Channy—that straight-up cliff!”


  He set the Ra-Twelve down first, at the base of a mountain that reared up almost vertically for eighteen thousand feet or so out of a flat, dimly-lit stretch of rocky desert land.


  The Asteroid came down in a very neat landing, two hundred yards away. He got there on the run, just as the front lock opened. Peer came tumbling out of it into his arms and hung on fiercely, while her skipper hugged her.


  “Let that scare be a lesson to you!” he remarked when he set her down.


  “It certainly will,” said Peer, still clutching his arm as they started over to the Ra-Twelve. “That old Space Ghost had me going!”


  “Me, too,” he confessed; “just for a moment, anyway! Well, let’s get busy.” They went over the Ra-Twelve again from bow to stern, to make sure there was nothing they would want to take along immediately, and found there wasn’t. They gave the unopened wall-safe a last calculating regard, and decided once more that they’d better not. Then they shut off everything, closed the front lock behind them and safetied it with the dock bolts.


  The plain was darkening when they came out, but the top of the mountain still glowed with red light. They climbed into the Asteroid, and Channok closed the lock. He started for the control desk then; but Peer beat him to it and anchored herself into the seat of command with hands, knees and feet. It became apparent almost at once that he couldn’t get her out of it without running the risk of pulling off her head.


  “Now look here, crew-member Peer,” he said persuasively, “you know good and well that if these top-heavy cargo crates have one weakness, it’s the take-off!”


  “It could be the pilot, too,” Peer said meaningly. “I’ve been studying the manual, and I’ve watched you do it. It’s my turn now.”


  He considered her thoughtfully.


  “Suppose you die of old age, all of a sudden?” argued Peer. “Wouldn’t want me to sit here alone without knowing even how to take her off, would you?”


  That did it.


  “Go ahead,” said Channok with dignity, taking a position back of the chair. “Go right ahead! This decrepit old man of twenty-eight is going to stand right here and laugh himself sick!”


  “You’ll be sick, all right,” promised Peer. “But it won’t be from laughing! I’ll read that chapter out of the manual to you sometime.”


  She had studied it, too, he decided. She sat perched forward on the edge of the chair, alert and cocky, and went through the starting operations without hitch or hesitation. The Asteroid rumbled beneath them, briefly building up power . . .


  Channok braced himself—


  IV


  FOR THE NEXT few seconds, the question seemed to be whether they’d pile into the plain or the mountain first; and, for another improbable moment, they were distinctly skidding along upside down. Then Peer got them straightened out, and they soared up rapidly into the night sky above Old Nameless.


  Channok’s hair settled slowly back into place.


  Peer looked around at him, puzzled and rather pale.


  “That’s not the way it said in the manual!” she stated.


  Channok whooped. Then he sat down on the floor, bent over and yelled.


  When he got around to wiping the tears from his eyes, Peer was looking down at him disgustedly from the control chair.


  “It wasn’t the way it said in the manual!” she repeated firmly. “We’re going to have to have this old crate overhauled before she’ll be safe to fly—and if you weren’t my husband, I’d really let you have it now!”


  He stood up, muttering some sort of apology.


  “I’ve done some just as bad!” he assured her.


  “Hum!” said Peer coldly, studying Old Nameless in the screen below them. It seemed safe to pat her on the head then, but he kept his hand well out of biting range.


  “We’d better get back to that mountain and bury the Ra-Twelve before it gets too dark to find the spot,” he suggested.


  “It’s still just in sight,” said Peer. “You get the guns ready, and I’ll run us past it slowly.”


  Spaceships being what they were, there wasn’t much ceremony about caching the Ra-Twelve. Channok got the bow-turret out; and as Peer ran the Asteroid slowly along the mountainside a few hundred feet above the Ra-Twelve, he cut a jagged line into the rock with the gun’s twin beams. A few dozen tons of rock came thundering down on the Ra-Twelve.


  They came back from the other side, a little higher up, and he loosened it some more. This time, it looked as if a sizable section of the mountain were descending; and when the dust had settled the Ra-Twelve was fifty feet under a sloping pile of very natural-looking debris. To get her out again, they’d only have to cut a path down to her lock and start her drives.


  She’d come out of the stuff then, like a trout breaking water . . .


  Satisfied, they went off and got the Asteroid on an orbit around Old Nameless, not too far out. Peer had assured Channok that Santis’ investigations had proved the planet safe for human beings, so it probably was. But he knew he’d feel more comfortable if they put in their sleep-periods outside its atmosphere. Bathed in the dismal light of its giant sun, Old Nameless looked like a desolate backyard of Hell. It was rocky, sandy, apparently waterless and lifeless and splotched with pale stretches of dry salt seas. Incongruously delicate auroras went crawling about its poles, like lopsided haloes circling a squat, brooding demon. It wasn’t, Channok decided, the kind of planet he would have stopped at of his own accord, for any purpose.


  THE CLIFF against which they had buried the Ra-Twelve was the loftiest section of an almost unbroken chain of mountains, surrounding the roughly circular hundred-mile plain, which was littered with beds of boulders and sandhills, like a moon crater. What Peer had referred to as the “Mound” lay approximately at the center of the plain. It turned out, next morning, to be a heavily weathered, dome-shaped structure half a mile high and five miles across, which gave the impression that all but the top tenth of a giant’s skull had been buried in the sand, dented here and there with massive hammers, and sprinkled thickly with rock dust. It was obviously an artifact—constructed with hundred-foot bricks! As the Asteroid drifted down closer to it, Channok became interested.


  “Who built it?” he asked.


  Peer shrugged. She didn’t know’. “Santis spent a few hours jetting around the edges of it once,” she said. “But he wouldn’t tell us much; and, afterwards, he wouldn’t let us get nearer than a mile to it. He didn’t go back himself, either—said it was dangerous to get too close!”


  It didn’t look dangerous. But fifty thousand years ago, it might have been a fortress of some sort.


  “You oughtn’t to be flying so low over it, even!” Peer said warningly. “Right in the middle on top is where it’s the most dangerous, Santis said!”


  Channok didn’t argue the matter—they had to get Santis’ special cargo cached and off their hands first, anyway. He lifted the Asteroid a mile or so and then brought her down a couple of miles beyond the Mound, at the point Peer had designated.


  They got out of the ship and gazed about the broken, rocky plain. The red light of the Nameless Sun was spilling across it in what passed for morning on this world. In it, the black mountain chains rearing about the horizon and the craggy waves of flat land had the general effect of a bomb-shattered and slowly burning city. Far off to their left, he could see the upper half of the towering precipice which marked the Ra-Twelve’s resting-place.


  “How long a time did you say you spent here?” he asked.


  Peer reflected. “About two Terra-months, I guess. I’m not sure, though. That was a long time ago. My youngest brother Dobby wasn’t born yet.”


  He shook his head. “What a spot for a nice family picnic!”


  “It wasn’t a picnic,” Peer said. “But my kid brother Wilf and I had a lot of fun anyway, just running around and teasing the ghouls. I guess you don’t notice so much what a place looks like when you’re little.”


  “Teasing the what?”


  “Ghouls,” said Peer carelessly.


  He looked at her suspiciously; but she seemed to be studying the nearby terrain for a good spot to start digging.


  “And what were Santis and your mother doing?” he inquired.


  “They were looking for some sort of mineral, deposit on Old Nameless; I forget just what. How about that spot—just under that little overhang? It looks like good, solid top-rock.”


  CHANNOK agreed it was just the place. He’d got a drilling attachment mounted to the Asteroid’s small all-purpose tractor; and now he went back and ran the machine down the ramp from the storage lock. He ordered Peer, who wanted to help, up a rock about twenty feet overhead, where she perched looking like an indignant elf, out of reach of any stray puffs of the drill-blast. Then he started running a slanting, narrow tunnel down under the overhang.


  Half an hour later, when he backed the tractor out of the tunnel, pushing a pile of cooking slag behind him, he saw her standing up on the rock with a small stun-gun in her hand. She beckoned to him.


  Channok pulled off his breather-mask, shut off the tractor, and jumped from the saddle.


  “What is it?” he called anxiously, trotting towards her, while the machine’s clacking and roaring subsided.


  “Some of those ghouls!” Peer called back. “Climb up here and I’ll show you.” She didn’t seem worried.


  “They’ve ducked behind those rocks now,” she said as he clambered up beside her; “but they won’t stay there long. They’re curious, and I think some of them remember the time we were here before.”


  “Are they dangerous?” he inquired, patting his holstered set of heavy-duty Reaper guns.


  “No,” said Peer. “They look sort of awful, but you mustn’t shoot them! If they get inside of thirty feet I’ll hit them in the stomach with a stunner. They grunt then and run. Santis said that was the right way to teach them not to get too nosey.”


  They waited a moment in silence, scanning the rocks.


  Then Channok started violently.


  “Holy!!**?** Satellites!” he swore, his hair bristling.


  A big, dead-white shape had popped up springily on a rock about fifty feet away, stared at him for an instant out of eyes like grey glass-platters, and popped down out of sight again. Awful was right!


  “Aha!” crew-member Peer gloated, grinning. “You shouldn’t have said that! Tonight you’ve got to let me soap out your mouth!”


  A light dawned gradually.


  “You did it on purpose!” he accused her. “You knew I’d say something like that the first time I saw one!”


  Peer didn’t deny it.


  “It’s the soap for you, just the same!” she shrugged. “People ought to have some self-control—that’s what you said! Look, then?’ another one now—no, two!”


  V


  WHEN HE CAME UP FOR lunch, he found about fifty ghouls collected around the area. By that time he had dug the cache, steel-lined it, disinfected it and installed preservatives, a humidifier and a dowser plate. Loading it up would take most of the rest of the day.


  He avoided looking at the local population as much as he could while he ate. However, the occasional glimpses he got suggested that the Nameless System had made a half-hearted and badly botched attempt at developing its own type of humanoid inhabitant. They had extremely capable looking jaws, at any rate, and their wide, lipless mouths were wreathed in perpetual idiot grins. The most completely disagreeable parts of them, Channok decided, were the enormous, red-nailed hands and feet. Like fat, white gargoyles, they sat perched around the tops of the rocks in a wide circle and just stared.


  “Sloppy-looking things,” he remarked, noticing Peer’s observant eyes on him. “But at least they’re not trying to strike up a conversation!”


  “They never say anything until you hit them in the stomach with a stunner,” she informed him. “Then they just grunt and run.”


  “Sure they mightn’t get mean about that? The smallest of this lot looks plenty big enough to take us both apart.”


  Peer laughed. “All of them together wouldn’t try it! They’re real yellow. Wilf got mad at a couple of ’em once and ran ’em halfway over to the Mound before mother caught up with him and stopped him. Wilf had his blood up, that time!”


  “Maybe the ghouls built the Mound,” Channok suggested. “Their great-great-ancestors, anyway.”


  “They won’t go near it now,” Peer said, following his gaze. “They’re scared of that, too!”


  They studied the rugged, ungainly slopes of the huge artifact for a moment.


  There was something fascinating about it, Channok thought. Perhaps just its size.


  “Santis said the plain was the bottom of a sea a while ago,” Peer offered. “So it could have been some sort of sea-things that built it.”


  “Any entrances into it?” he asked casually.


  “Just one, right at the top.”


  “You know,” he said, “I think I’d like to go over and have a look at that thing before we leave.”


  “No!” said Peer, alarmed. “You’d better not. Santis said it was dangerous—and there is something there! We saw a light one night.”


  “What kind of a light?”


  “Like someone walking around the top of it, near that entrance, with a big lamp in his hand,” Peer remembered. “Like he might have been looking for something.”


  “Sounds a bit like your old friend, the Space Ghost,” Channok murmured suspiciously.


  “No,” Peer grinned. “This was a real light—and we took off the next evening. Santis said it might be as well if we moved somewhere else for a while.”


  Channok considered a moment. “Look,” he said finally, “we can do it like this. I’ll jet myself over there and stroll around it a bit in daylight; and if you’re worried, you could hang overhead in the Asteroid with a couple of turrets out. Just in case someone gets tough.”


  “I could, maybe,” said Peer, in a tight voice, “but I’m not going to. If you’re going to go walking around there, after all Santis said, I’m going to be walking right behind you!”


  “Oh, no, you’re not,” Channok said. “Oh, yes, I am!” said Peer. “You can’t make me stay here!”


  He looked at her in surprise. Her eyes were angry, but her lower lip. quivered.


  “Hey,” he said, startled. “Maybe I’m being a pig!”


  “You sure are!” Peer said, relieved. The lip stopped quivering. “You’re not going over there, then?”


  “Not if you feel that way about it,” Channok said. He paused. “I guess,” he admitted awkwardly, “I just didn’t like the idea of Santis flitting around space.


  Holy Aynstyn knows where, and still putting in his two millicredits worth every so often, through crew-member Peer!” Peer blew her nose and considered in turn. “Just the same,” she concluded, “when Santis says something like that, it’s a lot better if people do it. Is ‘Holy Aynstyn knows where a swear-word?”


  “No,” said Channok. “Not exactly.”


  HE’D FINISHED his lunch and was just going to suggest they rim the tractor out of the cache and back the few hundred yards to the Asteroid for the first load of Santis’ cargo, when he noticed that all the ghouls had vanished.


  He called Peer’s attention to the fact. “Uh-huh,” she said in an absent-minded tone. “They do that sometimes . . .”


  Channok looked at her. She was staring at a high boulder a short distance away, with a queer, intent expression, as if she were deep in thought about something. He hoped she wasn’t still brooding about their little argument—


  Then she glanced at him, gave him a sudden grin, swung herself around and slid nimbly off the rock.


  “Come on down quick!” she said. “I want to show you something before you get back to work. A ghoul-burrow!”


  “A ghoul-burrow?” Channok repeated unenthusiastically.


  “Yes, sure!” said Peer impatiently. “They’re cute! They’re all lined with glass or something.” She spread her arms wide. “Jump, and I’ll catch you!”


  Channok laughed, flopped over on his stomach with his legs over the edge of the rock, and slid down in a fair imitation of Peer’s nonchalant style of descent, spraining his ankle only a little. Well, he hadn’t grown up skipping from craggy moon to asteroid to heavy-planet to whatnot like she had . . .


  They threaded their way about the rocks to the spot she had been studying. She explained that he’d have to climb into the burrow to get a good idea of what it was like.


  “Well, look now, Peer!” Channok protested, staring into the big, round hole that slanted downwards under a big boulder—it did seem to be lined with black glass or some similar stuff. “That cave’s got ‘No Trespassing’ written all over it. Supposing I slide down a half a mile and land in a mess of ghouls!”


  “No, you won’t,” Peer said hurriedly. “It goes level right away, and they’re never more than thirty feet long. And the ghoul’s out—there’s never more than one to a burrow; and I saw this one pop out and run off just before we started here! You’re not scared, are you? Wilf and I crawled in and out of hundreds of them!”


  “Well, just for a moment then,” said Channok resignedly.


  HE GOT DOWN on hands and knees and crept into the tunnel. After about six feet, he stopped and found he could turn around, without too much trouble. “Peer?” he called back.


  “Yes?” said Peer.


  “How can I see anything here,” Channok demanded peevishly, “when it’s all dark?”


  “Well, you’re in far enough now,” said Peer, who had sat down before the entrance of the tunnel and was looking in after him. “And now I’ve got to ask you to do something! You know how I always promptly carry out any orders you give me, like getting in my full sleep-period and all?” she added anxiously.


  “No, you do not!” Channok stated flatly, resting on his elbows. “Half the time I practically have to drag you to the cabin. Anyway, what’s that got to do with—”


  “It’s like this,” Peer said desperately. She glanced up for a moment, as if she had caught sight of something in the dim red sky overhead. “You’ve got to stay in there a while, Channy!”


  “Eh?” said Channok.


  “When those ghouls pop out of sight in daytime like that, it’s because there’s a ship or something coming.”


  “Peer, are you crazy? A ship! Who—I’m coming right out!”


  “Stay there, Channy!. It’s hanging over the Asteroid right now. A big lifeboat with its guns out—it must be those men from the Ra-Twelve! They must have had a tracer of some sort on her!”


  “Then get in here quick, Peer!” Channok choked, hauling out one of the Reapers. “You know good and well that bunch would kill a woman as soon as a man!”


  “They’ve already seen me—I wanted them to,” Peer informed him. She was talking out of the side of her mouth, looking straight ahead of her, away from the cave. “I’m not going to be a woman. I’m going to be a dumb little girl, ordinary size. I can pull that one off any time!”


  “But—”


  “They’ll want to ask questions. I think I can get them to send that lifeboat away. We can’t fight that, Channy; it’s a regular armed launch! Santis says you can always get the other side to split its forces, if you’re smart about it.”


  “But how—”


  “And then, when I yell ‘Here we go!’ then you pop out. That’ll be the right moment—” She stood up suddenly. “We can’t talk any more! They’re getting close—” She vanished with that from before the mouth of the burrow.


  “Hold on there!” a voice yelled in the distance a few seconds later, as Channok came crawling clumsily up the glassy floor of the tunnel, hampered by the Reaper he still clutched in one hand. It seemed to come from up in the air, and it was using the Empire’s universal dialect.


  Peer’s footsteps stopped abruptly.


  “Who you people?” her voice screeched in shrill alarm. “You cops? I ain’t done nothing!”


  VI


  “AND JUST LOOK AT THOSE guns she’s carrying!” the deeper of the two strange voices commented. “The real stuff, too—a stunner and an Ophto Needle! Better get them from her. If it isn’t a baby Flauval!”


  “I didn’t shoot nobody lately!” Peer said, trembly-voiced.


  “No, and you ain’t going to shoot nobody either!” the other strange voice mimicked her. That one was high-pitched and thin, with a pronounced nasal twang to it. “Chief, if there’re kids with them, it’s just a bunch of space-rats that happened along. It couldn’t be Flauval!”


  “I’d say ‘it couldn’t be Flauval, if we’d 2—Planet Stories—May found her dead in her cabin,” the deep voice said irritably. “But that door was burned out from inside—and somebody ditched the Ra-Twelve on this clod!” It sounded as if the discovery of Peer had interrupted an argument between them.


  “I still can’t see how she got out,” Nasal-voice Ezeff said sullenly. “She must have been sleeping in her spacesuit. We were out of the ship thirty seconds after I slap-welded that lock across her door! She must have felt the boat leaving and started burning her way out the same instant—”


  “It doesn’t matter how she did it,” said the deep voice. Apparently, it belonged to someone with authority. “If Flauval could think and move fast enough to switch the drives to Full Emergency and still get alive out of a ship full of the Yomm, she could cheat space, too! She always did have the luck of the devil. If we’d had just that minute to spare before leaving, to make sure—”


  It paused a moment and resumed gloomily: “That stubborn old maniac of a Koyle—‘I’m the Duke’s man, sir!’ Committing suicide—like that—so no one else would get control of the Yomm! If we hadn’t managed to start the launch’s locators in time . . . Well, I hope I’ll never have to sweat out another four days like the last. And now we still have to find whoever got Koyle’s records!”


  “Flauval ain’t here,” Peer offered at that point, brightly.


  There was a pause. It seemed that the two newcomers must have almost forgotten their prisoner for a moment.


  “WHAT WAS THAT you said, kid?” Nasal-voice inquired carefully.


  “Those space-rats are all half crazy,” the deep voice said contemptuously. “She doesn’t know what we’re talking about.”


  “Sure I know!” Peer said indignantly. “You was talking about Flauval. It’s Wilf that’s the crazy one—I ain’t! And she ain’t here. Flauval.”


  “She ain’t, eh?” Nasal-voice said, with speculative alertness.


  “No, sir,” Peer said, timid again. “She’s went with the rest of ’m.”


  Both voices swore together in startled shock.


  “Where are they?” the deep voice demanded. “Hiding on the ship?”


  “No, sir,” quavered Peer. “It’s just me on the ship, till they come back.”


  “You mean,” the deep voice said, with strained patience, “you’re supposed to be on the ship?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Peer. She added in a guilty mutter, “Sleepin’ . . .”


  “Where did the others go?” Nasal-voice inquired sharply.


  “But I ain’t tired,” said Peer. “Well, with the boxes and stuff! What Flauval wants buried.”


  There was another duet of exclamations which Channok, at almost any other time, would have considered highly unsuitable for Peer’s ears. Right now, it escaped his attention.


  “She’s got Koyle’s records!” stated the deep voice then.


  “What’s in those boxes?” Nasal-voice snapped.


  “D-d-don’t shake me!” wept Peer. “Papers and stuff—I don’t know. They don’t never tell me nothing,” she wailed, “because I’m just a little girl!”


  “Yes, you’re just a little girl,” said Nasal-voice, exasperated. “You’re not going to get much bigger either.”


  “Cut that,” said the deep voice. “No sense scaring the kid.”


  “Well, you’re not figuring on taking them back, are you?” Nasal-voice inquired.


  “No. Just Flauval. The colonel will be glad to chat with Flauval a bit, now that she’s turned up alive again. Koyle may have told her plenty before we soured him on her. But there’s no point in making the rest of them desperate. It’s easier when they surrender.”


  There was a short pause. Then the deep voice addressed Peer with a sort of amiable gruffness:


  “So they all went off to bury the boxes, but you don’t know where they went—is that it, little girl?”


  “Oh, sure!” Peer said, anxious to please. “Yes, sir! I know that!”


  “WHERE?” said both voices together, chorusing for the third time.


  “It’s that big Mound over there,” Peer said; and Channok started nervously. “It’s got a big door on top. No,” she added, “I guess you can’t see from down here—and you can’t see from the ship. That’s why I came out. To watch for’m. But you can see it plain from the top of the rocks.”


  “That would be the old reservoir or whatever it was we passed back there,” said the deep voice.


  “That’s right,” said Peer. “That’s just what Flauval called it at lunch! The word you said. There was water there oncet, she said. They flew the boxes over with jets, but they’ll be back before it’s dark, they said.”


  There was a brief silence.


  “Scares me when it’s dark, it does!” grumbled the idiot-child.


  “Well, that ties it up!” the deep voice said, satisfied. “It’s the exact kind of stunt Flauval would try. But she’s outsmarted herself, this time!”


  “HOW DO YOU figure on handling it?” Nasal-voice inquired.


  “Get up on one of those rocks with the kid where you can watch both that ‘mound’ and the lock of their ship. Yes, I know it’s more trouble that way—but don’t, ah, do anything conclusive about the—uh—aforementioned, before we’ve corralled the rest! Much more useful while capable of inhaling. Hostage possibilities. Inducement to surrender!”


  “Uh-huh,” Nasal-voice said comprehendingly.


  “Yes, sir!” added Peer.


  There was another short pause.


  “Might as well skip the circumlocutions,” the deep voice continued. “Barely human! I’ll send a couple of men through the ship and, if it’s empty, I’ll leave one of them in the forward lock where you can see him. That’s just in case anyone slips past us and comes back. The rest of us will go over to the reservoir in the launch. If the entrance is where she says it is, we’ve got them bottled. If it looks right, we’ll go in.”


  “That’ll be only four of you,” said Nasal-voice. “No; three—you’re keeping one at the launch-guns, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, of course. Hey, little girl—how many are with Flauval?”


  “Of us, you mean?” Peer asked.


  “Of what else?” snarled Nasal-voice.


  “Now don’t get her so scared she can’t talk!” the deep voice reproved. “That’s right, little girl—how many of you?”


  “Well, there’s me,” sniffled Peer, “and my old man, and my big brother Dobby. And then there’s Wilf—that’s all. But I don’t like Wilf!”


  “I don’t like Wilf either!” agreed Nasal-voice. “Four against three, chief! It might be safer to bring over the two from the Ra-Twelve first—no point in searching her anyway, now that we know where the records are!”


  “No,” said the deep voice. “Flauval could just happen to decide to come out in the few minutes we’re gone. It’s sewed up too neatly right now. We’ll have the heavy guns from the launch and we’ll give them a chance to surrender. Flauval’s too intelligent to pass that up—she never stops hoping! The chances are there won’t be any shooting, till, afterwards.”


  “Any friends of hers are likely to be tough,” Nasal-voice warned.


  “Very tough,” said his chief. “Like the kid there! You worry at the wrong times, my boy. A parcel of space-rats that happened along.” He swore again. “That woman’s unbelievable luck! Well, take care of yourself, Ezeff. I’m off. Keep your eyes open both ways! Just in case—”


  VII


  THERE WAS SILENCE FOR A moment. Then footsteps came crunching over the rocks towards the ghoul-burrow, and Channok got set. But the footsteps halted a few yards away.


  “That’s the one I was sitting on,” Peer volunteered. “Nice, easy one to climb!”


  “Yeah, I never saw a nicer looking rock,” Nasal-voice said sourly. “We’ve got to climb it, too! I’m not trying any point-landings with jets. Get on up there then, before I boot you up!”


  There were sounds of scrambling. “Don’t you move now!” Peer said suddenly.


  “What are you talking about?” demanded Nasal-voice.


  “Durn rock come loose!” muttered Peer.


  “Near flung me off!”


  But Channok, meanwhile, had got the idea and settled back. It was not yet the Right Moment . . .


  There were more scrambling sounds and some breathless swearing from Ezeff, who obviously had not spent his formative years in asteroid-hopping either. But at last all become quiet.


  “And here we are!” Peer’s voice floated down clearly. A small chunk of rock dropped right in front of the burrow’s entrance, like a punctuation mark.


  “Sit still, blast you!” said Nasal-voice, badly out of breath.


  A large, dim shadow swept silently over the ground before the ghoul’s burrow just then. That would be the launch, going towards the Mound. A prolonged silence overhead confirmed the impression.


  “They want to give Flauval a surprise?” Peer inquired meekly at last.


  Rather startlingly, Nasal-voice laughed. “They sure do!” he agreed. “That’s a good one! Yes, sir, they sure do!”


  “Flauval’s nice, don’t you think?” continued Peer conversationally, picking up courage.


  “Depends a lot on how you look at it,” Nasal-voice said dreamily. “She’s a real pretty thing anyhow, that Flauval! Luck of the devil she’s had, too. But it’s got to run out sometime.”


  There was another silence. Then Peer remarked:


  “Boy, he set that launch down nice! Right quick spang on top of the—what the big guy said it was. On the Mound.”


  “We’ve got a good pilot,” Nasal-voice agreed. “Flauval’s going to get her surprise in just a minute now!”


  “And there they come out of the launch,” continued Peer. “One, two, three, four. All four of them. Marching right down into the Mound!”


  “You’ve got sharp eyes,” Nasal-voice acknowledged. “But that’s funny!” he continued worriedly. “One of them was to stay with the guns.”


  “And now look at the launch!” cried Peer in a high, bright voice. “Getting pulled right into the Mound!”


  Nasal-voice was making loud, choking sounds.


  “What was that?” he screamed then. “What’s happened? What’s that over there?”


  “Let go my arm!” cried Peer. “Don’t pull it—you’re pushing me off! Here we go!”


  A SMALL AVALANCHE of weathered rock came down before the burrow’s mouth as Channok shot out through it into the open. He looked up. In what looked like an inextricable tangle of arms and legs, Peer and Nasal-voice were sliding and scuffling down the steep side of the rock together. Nasal-voice was trying to hang on to the rock, but Peer was hanging on to him and jerking like a hooked fish whenever he got a momentary hold.


  She looked down and saw Channok, put her boots into the small of Nasal-voice’s back, pushed off and landed two yards from Channok on hands and feet. He flattened himself back against the boulder, while Nasal-voice skidded down the rest of the way unaided, wisely refraining from triggering his jets. In the position he was in, they simply would have accelerated his descent to a fatal degree.


  He arrived more or less on his feet. Peer bounced up and down before him, her finger pointed, like a small lunatic.


  “Surprise!” she screamed. “Surprise! Like Flauval got! When you locked her in her cabin and ran off with the launch, so she’d have to jump out into space!”


  “That’s right, kid,” Nasal-voice panted softly, fumbling for his gun without taking his eyes off her. He looked somewhat like a white-faced lunatic himself just then. “Don’t get scared, kid! Don’t run off! I won’t shoot.”


  He pulled the gun out suddenly.


  But Channok had taken two soft steps forward by then, and he had only to swing. The Reaper was clubbed in his right hand, and he brought the butt end down on the top of Nasal-voice Ezeff’s skull-tight flying cap as if he were trying to ram a stake through the surface rock of Old Nameless.


  “WHAT happened over there on the Mound?” he inquired in a voice that kept wanting to quaver. He was hurriedly pulling on Nasal-voice’s flight suit.


  “Here’s his goggles,” said Peer, also shakily. “Tell you tonight about the Mound. But Santis was right!”


  “That’s what it sounded like,” Channok admitted. He slipped on the goggles. “Do I look like this Ezeff now?”


  “Not very much,” Peer said doubtfully. “You still got that nose and that jaw. Better hold me close up to your face! I’ll put on a good act.”


  “All right. As soon as I set you down in the lock, jump past the guard and yell, or something. If he looks after you, we mightn’t have to kill this one.” He held out his arms. “Hop up! We’d better get started before those last two on the Ra-Twelve decide to come over.”


  Peer hopped up. Channok wrapped his right arm carefully around her. They looked at each other thoughtfully for a moment.


  “All set?” he asked.


  “Sure,” said crew-member Peer. She smiled faintly.


  He triggered the jets with his left hand, and they shot upwards. Peer drew a deep breath.


  “Quit bossing me around all the time, you big lug!” she yelled suddenly. She reached up for that nose and gave it a good yank.


  “All right,” Channok muttered, startled. “You don’t have to be so realistic! He can’t even see us yet!”


  “Just because you’re bigger’n me!” shrieked Peer as they soared over the top of the rocks into view of the Asteroid’s lock. She hooked a smart right to Channok’s left ear.


  “Cut that out now, Peer!” he ordered futilely.


  He was lightly battered all around by the time they reached the Asteroid’s lock, though the act did get them in safely. But then—whether it was the nose or the jaw—the instant he dropped Peer to her feet, the guard stopped laughing and brought a gun out and up faster than Channok ever had seen a man produce one before. However, the Reaper had been ready in his hand all the time; so, with a safe fraction of a second to spare, it talked first—


  The glare of the discharge seemed about fifty times brighter than normal.


  “Hit the floor, Channy!” he heard Peer’s shout.


  He hit it without thought, dropping over the dead guard’s legs . . .


  Sound rammed at him enormously, roared on and began banging itself about and away among distant mountains. The Asteroid’s floor had surged up ponderously, settled back, quivered a bit and become stable again.


  “An earthquake,” Channok muttered, sitting up dazedly, “was exactly all we needed right now!”


  “That wasn’t any earthquake!” said Peer, standing pale-faced above him. “Get up and look!”


  LONG VEILS of stuff, presumably solid chunks of mountain, were drifting down the distant, towering face of the cliff at the foot of which they had buried the Ra-Twelve. Rising to meet them, its source concealed beyond the horizon of the plain, was the slow, grey cloud of some super-explosion.


  “I guess,” he said slowly, “one of those two must have got curious about Koyle’s wall-safe!”


  “We were pretty smart about that,” nodded Peer.


  “We were, for once!” Channok agreed. He was looking around for something to sit down on quietly when he caught sight of the dead guard again. He started violently.


  “Almost forgot about him! I guess now I’ll have to bury him, and that Ezeff, the first thing. Maybe this one is carrying something that will show who they were.” He found something almost instantly—and he was glad then that Peer was still watching the oily writhings of the cloud across the plain. It was in a flat steel case he took out of one of the dead man’s pockets: the identification disk of a member of the Imperial Secret Service—


  The Service!


  And they would have murdered us, he thought, shocked. They were going to do it!


  He turned the guard over on his back.


  A big muscular young man with a look of sudden purpose and confidence still fixed on his face. It was the same face as the one on the disk.


  Channok put the disk back in its case and shoved the case into the dead man’s pocket. He stood up, feeling rather sick. Peer turned around from the lock and regarded him reflectively for a moment.


  “You know, Channy,” she stated carefully, “if you can’t help it, it doesn’t count.”


  He looked back at her. “I guess not,” he said—and suddenly, for a moment, he could see four men marching one after the other down into the Mound. “Of course, it doesn’t count!” he told her firmly.


  VIII


  THEY WORKED HARD AT shifting the cargo into the cache, but the Nameless Sun was beginning to slide down behind the mountains before they were finished. And by the time Channok had rammed the tunnel full of rocks with the tractor and cemented them into a glassy plug with the drill-blast, and scattered a camouflaging mess of boulders over everything, only a foggy red glow over the mountain crests, half obscured by the lingering upper drifts of the explosion of the Ra-Twelve, remained of the day.


  There was no moon, but the sky had come full of stars big and little over the opposite section of the plain; and so there was light enough to make out the dark hump of the Mound in the distance. Every time Channok looked in that direction, the low, sinister pile seemed to have edged a little closer; and he looked as often as his work gave him a chance to do it. Santis might have been right in stating that the Mound wasn’t dangerous if you didn’t get too close to it—but the instant he suspected there might be something going on over there, Channok was going to hop off the tractor, grab up Peer and get off Old Nameless at the best speed he and the Asteroid could produce.


  However, the Mound remained quiet. With everything done, he gave Peer a last ride back to the Asteroid on the tractor, ran it up the ramp into the storage section and closed the rear lock. Then they discovered they’d left then lunch containers lying among the rocks.


  If he’d been alone, Channok would have left them there. But Peer looked so matter-of-fact about it that he detached the tractor’s headlight and started back with her on foot. It was only a couple of hundred yards, and they found the containers without any difficulty. The Mound seemed to have moved a little closer again, but not too much. He gave it only a casual glance this time.


  “Where are your friends, the ghouls?” he inquired, shining the light around the rocks as they started back. The grisly creatures had put in a few cautious appearances during the afternoon, but their nerves seemed to have suffered even more than his own from all that had happened.


  “The ghouls always hit their burrows at sundown,” Peer explained. “They’re not like the story ones.”


  “What do they find to eat around here?” Channok inquired.


  “Some sorts of rocks. They’ve got no real teeth but their mouth is like a grinder inside. Most of the rest of their insides, too, Santis said. I had a tame one I used to pitch stones at and he’d snap ’em up. But all that weren’t blue he’d spit out. The blue ones went right down—you could hear them crunching for about a foot.”


  “What a diet!” Channok commented. Then he stopped short. “Say, Peer! If they bite like that, they could chew right into our cache!”


  “They won’t,” said Peer. “Come on.”


  “How do you know?” Channok asked, following her.


  “They can’t bite through a good grade of steel-alloy. And they don’t like its taste anyhow. Santis said so.”


  WELL, IT HAD BEEN Santis this and Santis that for quite a while now! Peer’s father seemed to be on record with a definite opinion on just about everything. And what made him think he knew what a ghoul liked to chew on?


  Perhaps Channok couldn’t be blamed too much. He was dog-tired and dirty and hungry, He’d killed his first two men that day, and not in fair fight either but with an assassin’s sneak thrusts, from behind and by trickery; and he’d buried them, too. He’d seen the shining ISS disclose itself in action as something very tarnished and ugly, and a salvaged ship worth a fortune go up in a cloud of writhing grey smoke . . .


  There had been a number of other things—close shaves that had felt too close, mostly.


  At any rate, Channok stated, in flat unequivocal terms, that he didn’t wish to hear anything else that Santis had said. Not ever!


  “You’re taking the wrong attitude,” Peer informed him, frowning. “Santis is a very smart man. He could teach you a lot!”


  “What makes you think I want to learn anything from a space-rat?” Channok inquired, exasperated.


  Peer stopped short. “That was a dirty thing to say!” she said in a low, furious voice. “I’m not talking to you any more.”


  She drew away till there was a space of about six feet between them and marched on briskly towards the Asteroid, looking straight ahead.


  Channok had to hurry to keep abreast of her. He watched her in the starlight for a few moments from the corners of his eyes. He probably shouldn’t have used that term—the half-pint did look good and mad!


  “Tsk! Tsk!” he said, disturbed.


  Peer said nothing. She walked a bit faster. Channok lengthened his stride again.


  “Who’s my nice little girl friend?” he inquired wheedlingly.


  “Shuddup!” growled Peer.


  She climbed into the Asteroid ahead of him and disappeared while he sealed the locks. The control room was dark, but he felt she was around somewhere. He switched on the power and the instruments. Familiar dim pools of green and pink gleamings sprang up in quick sequence like witchfire quivering over the control desk. Perhaps it wasn’t an exceptionally beautiful sight, but it looked homelike to Channok. Like fires lighting up on a hearth.


  “Well, let’s see you handle this takeoff!” he invited the shadows around him briskly. This time there weren’t any mountains nearby to worry about.


  “You handle it,” Peer said from behind his shoulder. “It’s my turn to laugh.”


  She did, too, a few minutes later—loud and long! After he’d got over the first shock of narrowly missing the Mound, Channok gave a convincing imitation of a chagrined pilot and indignantly blamed the Asteroid . . .


  HE’D GUIDED THEM halfway out of the Nameless System when she came behind the control chair in the dark, wrapped her arms in a stranglehold around his neck, and fondly bit his ear.


  “Cut it out,” Channok choked.


  “Just the same,” stated Peer, loosening her grip a trifle, “you’re not so smart, like Santis is!”


  “I’m not, eh?”


  “No,” said Peer. “But Santis said you would be some time. ‘That Channok’s going to make a real spacer!’ he said. ‘Just give him a chance to catch on.’ ”


  “Well,” Channok muttered, secretly flattered, “we’ll hope he was right.”


  “And, anyway,” said Peer, “I LOVE you just as much!”


  “Well, that’s something, too!” Channok admitted. He was beginning to feel very much better.


  “And guess what I’ve got here,” Peer said tenderly.


  “What?”


  “A nice, soapy cloth. For what you said when you saw the first ghoul. So just open that big trap right up now, Channy!” He couldn’t tell in the dark; but it tasted like she’d taken the trouble to mix something extra foul into the soap lather, too.


  “And after you’ve stopped spitting bubbles,” said crew-member Peer, who was switching on all lights to observe that part of the business, “I’ll tell you what I saw on the Mound.”


  Channok shuddered.


  “If you don’t mind, Peer,” he suggested soapily, “let’s wait with that till we’re a lightyear or two farther out!”


  THE END OF THE LINE


  A well-integrated civilization gets to be hard to retire from. Civilizations get that way—because the threat of trouble always comes from the other side of the frontier. But the frontier isn’t necessarily geographical!


  The spaceship dropped near evening towards the edge of a curving beach. A half-mile strip of grassy growth stood tall and still behind the beach; and beyond the jungle smoothly marbled prows of pink and gray cliffs swept steeply upwards for nearly two thousand feet to the northernmost shelf of a wide, flat continent. The green-black waters of the planet’s largest ocean stretched away in a glassy curve ahead, broken by two narrow chains of islands some thirty miles out.


  The sleek machine from beyond the stars settled down slowly, a wind thundering out below it and wrinkling the shallows near the beach into sudden zigzag patterns.


  It fell through explosive sprays of dry sand, sank its base twenty feet deep into the rock below and stopped. A sharp click announced the opening of a lock a third of the way up its rounded flank; and seven of the nine members of Central Government’s Exploration Group 1176 came riding out of the lock a moment later, bunched forty feet above the beach on the tip of their ship’s extension ramp.


  Six of them dropped free of the ramp at various points of its swooping descent. They hit the hard sand in a succession of soft, bounceless thumps like so many cats and went loping off towards the water. Grevan alone, with the restraint to be looked for in a Group Commander, rode the ramp all the way down to the ground.


  He stepped off it unhurriedly there: a very big man, heavy of bone and muscle, though lean where weight wasn’t useful, and easy-moving as the professional gladiators and beast-fighters whose training quarters he’d shared in his time. A brooding, implacable expression went so naturally with the rest of it that ordinary human beings were likely to give him one look and step out of his way, even when they weren’t aware of his technical rank of Central Government Official.


  It was a pity in a way that the members of his Exploration Group weren’t so easily impressed.


  Grevan scowled reflectively, watching five of the six who had come out of the ship with him begin shucking off weapon belts, suits and other items of equipment with scarcely a break in their run as they approached the water’s edge. Cusat, Eliol, Freckles, Lancey, Vernet—he checked them off mentally as they vanished a few seconds later, with almost simultaneous splashes, from the planet’s surface. They were of his own experimental breed or something very near it, born in one of Central Government’s germination laboratories and physically, though not quite adults yet, very nearly as capable as Grevan was himself. However, nobody could tell from here what sort of alien, carnivorous life might be floating around beyond this ocean’s shallows—


  They had too good an opinion of themselves!


  Weyer, at any rate, seemed to have decided to stay on shore with his clothes on and his armament handy, in case of trouble. Somewhat reassured, Grevan turned his attention next to a metallic bumping and scraping at the ship’s open lock overhead. Klim and Muscles, K.P.’s for the day, were trying to move a bulky cooking unit out of the ship so the Group could dine outdoors.


  “Boss?” Klim’s clear soprano floated down.


  “Right here,” Grevan called back. “Having trouble?”


  “Looks like we’re stuck,” Klim announced from within the, lock. “Would you come up and . . . no, wait a minute! Muscles is getting it cleared now, I think—Wait till I’ve degraved it again, you big ape! Now, push!”


  The cooker popped into sight with a grinding noise, ejected with considerable violence from the ship’s interior. For a moment, it hung spinning quietly in the air above the ramp, with Klim perched on top. Then Muscles came out through the lock and attached himself to the gadget’s side. They floated down lop-sidedly together, accompanied by tinkling sounds from the cooker’s interior.


  “What’s it going to be tonight?” Grevan asked, reaching up to guide them in to an even landing.


  “Albert II in mushroom sauce,” said Klim. She was a tall, slender blonde with huge blue eyes and a deceptively wistful expression. As he grounded the cooker, she put a hand on his shoulder and stepped down. “Not a very original menu, I’ll admit! But there’s a nice dessert anyway. Flow about sampling some local vegetables to go with Albert?”


  “Maybe,” said Grevan cautiously. “Whose turn is it to sample?” Too often, preoccupied with other matters, he’d discovered suddenly that he’d been roped in again for that chore when the items to be sampled were suspected of being of a particularly unco-operative nature. And then the Group would drop whatever it was doing to gather around and sympathize while he adapted.


  “Vernet’s turn, isn’t it?” said Muscles.


  “Vernet’s the victim,” Klim nodded. “You’re safe this time.”


  “In that case,” Grevan said, relieved, “you’ll find Vernet out there full fathoms five somewhere. Bring her in if you can and we’ll go browse in the shrubbery a bit.”


  “This,” Klim remarked, gazing out over the shore-line towards which Muscles was heading in search of Vernet, “is still the best spot of an all-right little world! Know what the cubs were calling it when we first set down here three weeks ago?” She was Grevan’s junior by a good ten years but a year or so older than the Group’s other members and inclined to regard them all with motherly tolerance. “Our point of no return.”


  Grevan grimaced uneasily, because that phrase did describe the Group’s position here, in one way or another. Never once, in the eight years since Central Government had put him in charge of what had been a flock of rebellious, suspicious and thoroughly “unhappy youngsters, who weren’t even sure whether they were actually human beings or some sort of biological robots, had the question of escaping from CG controls been openly discussed among them. You never knew who might be listening, somewhere. The amazing thing to Grevan even now was that—eight weeks travel on the full fury of their great ship’s drives beyond the borders of Central Government’s sprawling interstellar domain—they did seem to have escaped. But that was a theory that still remained to be proved.


  “Are you going to accept contact with CG tomorrow?” Klim inquired.


  Grevan shrugged. “I don’t know.” Their only remaining connection with CG, so far as they could tell, were the vocal messages which flashed sub-spatially on prearranged occasions between two paired contact sets, one of which was installed on their ship. They had no way of guessing where the other one might be, but it was activated periodically by one of the CG officials who directed the Group’s affairs.


  “I was going to put it to a vote tonight,” Grevan hedged. “They can’t possibly trace us through the sets, and I’d like to hear what they have to say when they find out we’ve resigned.”


  “It might be a good idea. But you won’t get a vote on it.”


  He looked down at her, while she stooped to haul a small portable cooker out of the big one’s interior and slung it over her shoulder.


  “Why not?”


  “The cubs seem to think there’s no way of guessing whether accepting contact at this stage is more likely to help us or hurt its. They’ll leave it up to you to decide.”


  “Aren’t you worried about it at all?” he inquired, somewhat startled. However well he felt he knew the cubs, they still managed to amaze him on occasion.


  Klim shrugged. “Not too much.” She clamped a chemical testing set to the portable cooker. “After all, we’re not going back, whatever happens. If CG’s still got some fancy way of reaching out and stopping us, wherever we are, I’d much rather be stopped out here than get another going-over in one of their psych laboratories—and come out a mindless-controlled this time—”


  She paused. Faint, protesting outcries were arising from a point a few hundred yards out in the water. “Sounds like Muscles caught up with Vernet. Let’s get down to the beach.”


  Vernet raked wet brown hair out of her eyes and indignantly denied that it was her turn to sample. But the Group contradicted her seven to one, with Lancey withholding his vote on a plea of bad memory. She dried and dressed resignedly and came along.


  The first three likely-looking growths the foraging party tested and offered her were neither here nor there. They put up no worthwhile argument against assimilation and probably would turn out to be nourishing enough. But raw or variously treated and flavored in Klim’s portable cooker, they remained, Vernet reported, as flatly uninspiring as any potential mouthful could hope to be.


  The fourth item to pass the chemical tests was a plump little cabbage-arrangement, sky-blue with scarlet leaf-fringes. She sniffed around it forebodingly.


  “They don’t advertise identity like that for nothing!” she pointed out. “Loaded for bear, I bet!” She scowled at Klim. “You picked it on purpose!”


  “Ho-hum,” Klim murmured languidly. “Remember who had me sampling that large fried spider-type on wherever-it-was?”


  “That was different,” said Vernet. “I had a hunch the thing would turn out to be perfectly delicious!” Klim smiled at her. “I’m K.P. today. I’m having the hunches. How would you like it?”


  “Quick-baked,” snarled Vernet. “And my blood be on your head!” Half a minute later, she nibbled tentatively at a crisped leaf of the cabbage, announced with surprise that it was indeed delicious and helped herself to more. On the third leaf, she uttered a wild whoop, doubled up and began to adapt at speed. That took about twelve seconds, but they allowed a full ten minutes then to let the reaction flush her blood stream. Then Vernet was sampled in turn and staggered back to the beach with a martyred expression, while Klim and Muscles started cabbage-hunting.


  Grevan retired to the ship’s laboratory, where he poured the half cupful of blood he had extracted from the martyr’s veins carefully into a small retort. Ontogenetic adaptation, with reaction-times that crowded zero, to anything new in the way of infections or absorbed venoms was one of the more useful talents of their specialized strain. Considerable unauthorized research and experimentation finally had revealed to them just how they did it. The invading substance was met by an instantaneous regrouping of complex enzyme chains in every body cell affected by it, which matched and nullified its specific harmful properties and left the Group member involved permanently immune to them.


  The experience of getting immunized sometimes included the momentary impression of having swallowed a small but active volcano, but that illusion didn’t last long enough to be taken very seriously by anyone but the sufferer. Vernet’s blood emerged from processing presently in the shape of small pink pills; and just before dinner everybody washed down two each of these and thus adapted the easy way, while the donor denounced them as vampires.


  Albert II, in a vintage mushroom sauce and garnished with quick-baked Vernet Cabbages, was hailed as an outstanding culinary composition all around. Klim took the bows.


  By nightfall, they had built a fire among rocks above the highest tide mark, not far from the edge of the rustling jungle; and a little later they were settled about it, making lazy conversation or just watching the dancing flames.


  Special precautions did not seem required at the moment, though Weyer had reported direct neuronic impressions of carnivorous and aggressive big-life in the immediate neighborhood, and the Group’s investigation of the planet had revealed scattered traces of at least two deep-water civilizations maintained by life forms of unknown type but with suggestively secretive habits. A half dozen forms of sudden death snuggled inside the ornamental little gadgets clamped to their gun belts, not to mention the monstrous argument the pocket-sized battleship which had carried them here could put up; and their perceptions were quick and accurate and very far-ranging. If any of this world’s denizens were considering a hostile first encounter, the Group was more than willing to let them do the worrying about it.


  Not a care in their heads, to look at them, Grevan thought, a trifle enviously. Handsome young animals, just touching adulthood—four young men and four young women, who acted as if they had been sent on a star-hopping picnic, with Grevan trailing along as a sort of scoutmaster.


  Which wasn’t of course, quite fair.


  The cubs were as conscious as he was of the fact that they might still be on a long, invisible leash out here—artificial mental restraints imposed by Central Government’s psychological machines. They had developed a practical psychology of their own to free themselves of those thought-traps, but they had no way of knowing how successful they had been. If any such hypnotic mechanisms remained undiscovered in them, the penalty for defying Central Government’s instructions would he automatic and disastrous. Grevan could see himself again as a frightened, rebellious boy inside a subterranean conditioning vault, facing the apparently blank wall which concealed one of the machines known as Dominators. He heard the flat, toneless voice of the legendary monster, almost as old as Central Government itself, watched the dazzling hypnotic patterns slide and shift suddenly across the wall and felt hard knots of compulsive thought leap up in response and fade almost instantly beyond the reach of his consciousness.


  That had been his first experience with CG’s euphemistically termed “restraints.” The Dominator had installed three of them and let the boy know what to expect if rebellion was attempted again. Two days later, he had skeptically put the power of the restraints to a test, and had very nearly died then and there.


  They would know soon enough. Failure to keep the scheduled Contact tomorrow would trigger any compulsive responses left in them as certainly as direct defiance of CG’s instructions would do. And because they had found finally a world beyond CG’s reach that could be their home, they were going to follow one or the other of those courses of action tomorrow. Looking around at the circle of thoughtfully relaxed young faces, he couldn’t even imagine one of them suggesting the possibility of a compromise with CG instead. After eight years of secret planning and preparing, it wouldn’t have occurred to them.


  He relaxed himself, with a sigh and a conscious effort, releasing his perceptions to mingle with theirs. A cool breeze was shifting overhead, slowly drawing fresh scents from new sources, while unseen night things with thin, crying voices flew out over the sea. The ocean muttered about the lower rocks; and a mile to the east something big came splashing noisily into the shallows and presently returned again to the deeper water. Resting, the cubs seemed to be fitting themselves into the night, putting out tentative sensory roots to gather up the essence of this new world’s life.


  Then their attention began to shift and gather, and Grevan again let his mind follow where they seemed to be pointing without effort of his own.


  It came to him quickly—a composite of impressions which were being picked up individually by one or the other of them and then formed by all into an increasingly definite picture. The picture of a pair of shaggy, shambling appetites working their way awkwardly down the cliffs behind the Group, towards the gleam of the fire.


  The cubs sat still and waited while the things approached, and Grevan watched them, amused and momentarily distracted from his worries. The shaggy appetites reached the foot of the cliff at length and came moving down through the jungle. Heavy-footed but accomplished stalkers, Grevan decided. The local species of king-beast probably, who knew the need of a long, cautious approach before their final rush upon nimbler prey—he filed the fact away for future consideration that a camp fire seemed to mean such prey to them.


  On a rocky ridge two hundred yards above the fire, the stalkers came to a sudden halt. He had an impression of great, gray, shadowy forms and two sets of staring red eyes—


  It would be interesting, he thought, to know just what sort of intuitive alarms went off in the more intelligent forms of alien carnivores whenever they got their first good look at the Group. The cubs still hadn’t moved, but the visitors seemed to have come almost immediately to the conclusion that they weren’t nearly as hungry now as they had thought. They were beginning a stealthy withdrawal—


  And then Eliol suddenly threw back her head and laughed, a quick, rippling sound like a flash of wicked white teeth; a yell of pure mirth went up from the others, and the withdrawal turned instantly into ludicrously panicky flight.


  The incident had brought them awake and put them into a talkative mood. It might be a good time to find out what they really thought of their chances of breaking free of CG tomorrow. Grevan sat up, waiting for an opening in an impassioned argument that had started up on the other side of the fire.


  There had been a bet involved, it seemed, in that impulsive five-fold plunge into the ocean on landing. Last one in to be tomorrow’s K.P.—and Vernet had come out on the sticky end of the bet.


  Everybody else agreed thoughtfully that it just hadn’t been Vernet’s day. Vernet appeared unreconciled.


  “You knew my gun belt was stuck again,” she accused Eliol. “You had it planned so I’d be last!”


  Eliol, having postponed her own turn at the Group’s least-favored chore for one day by issuing the challenge, permitted herself a gentle chuckle.


  “Teach you to keep your equipment in regulation condition! You didn’t have to take me up on it. Weyer didn’t.”


  “Well, anyway,” said Vernet, “Lancey will help Vernet live through it. Won’t he?”


  “Uh-huh!” beamed Lancey. “You bet!”


  “How he dotes!” Eliol remarked critically. “Sometimes it gets a little disgusting. Take Cusat there—flat on his back as usual. There’s a boy who shows some decent restraint. Nobody would guess that he’s actually a slave to my slightest whim.”


  Cusat, stretched out on the sand nearby, opened one eye to look at her. “Dream on, little one!” he muttered and let the eye fall shut again.


  The others were off on another subject. There had been an alien awareness, Grevan gathered, which had followed the five swimmers about in the water. Not a hostile one, but one that wondered about them—recognized them as a very strange sort of new life, and was somewhat afraid. “They were thinking they were so very—edible!” Eliol said and laughed. “Perhaps they knew the swim was making us hungry! Anyway they kept warning one another to stay out of our sight!”


  “Plankton eaters,” Lancey added lazily, “but apparently very fast swimmers. Anyone else get anything on them?”


  “Cave builders,” said Freckles, from behind Weyer, only a few feet from Grevan. She propped herself up on an elbow to point across the fire. “That big drop-off to the west! They’ve tunneled it out below the surface. I don’t think they’re phosphorescent themselves, but they’ve got some method of keeping light in the caves. Bacterial, possibly—And they cultivate some form of plankton inside.”


  “Sounds as if they might be intelligent enough to permit direct contact,” Grevan remarked, and realized in the moment of silence that followed that it must have been an hour since he’d last said a word.


  “They’re easily that,” Freckles agreed. Her small face, shaded by the rather shapeless white hat she favored, turned to him. “If Klim hadn’t been cooking, I’d have called her to give it a try. I was afraid of frightening them off myself.”


  “I’ll do it tomorrow,” promised Klim, who had much the deftest touch of them all for delicate ambassadorial work.


  There was another pause then—it might have been the word “tomorrow.”


  “Going to make contact tomorrow, Grevan?” Freckles inquired in a light, clear voice, as if it had just occurred to her.


  “Unless,” nodded Grevan, “somebody has a better idea.”


  It seemed nobody did until Muscles grumbled: “It’s CG who’s likely to have the ideas. If it were up to me, I’d just smash that set, tonight!”


  Grevan looked at him thoughtfully. “Anybody else feel the same way?”


  They shook their heads. “You go ahead, Grevan.” That was Weyer’s calm voice. “We’ll just see what happens. Think there’s a chance of jolting any worth-while information out of them at this stage?”


  “Not if they’re on guard,” Grevan admitted. “But I think it will be safest for us if we’re right there when it dawns on CG that this Exploration Group has resigned from its service! And it might prod them into some kind of informative reaction—”


  “Well, I still think,” Muscles began, looking worriedly at Klim, “that we . . . oh, well!”


  “Vote’s eight to one,” Klim said crisply.


  “I know it,” growled Muscles and shut up.


  The rest seemed to have become disinterested in the matter again—a Hock of not quite human cubs, nearly grown and already enormously-capable of looking out for themselves. They’d put themselves into the best possible position to face the one enemy they’d never been able to meet on his own ground.


  And until things started happening, they weren’t going to worry about them.


  A few of them had drifted off to the beach below, when Grevan saw Klim stop beside Cusat and speak to him. Cusat opened both eyes and got to his feet, and Klim followed him over to Grevan.


  “Klim thinks Albert is beginning to look puny again,” Cusat announced. “Probably nothing much to it, but how about coming along and helping us diagnose?”


  The Group’s three top biologists adjourned to the ship, with Muscles, whose preferred field was almost-pure mathematics, trailing along just for company. They found Albert II quiescent in vitro—as close a thing to a self-restoring six-foot sirloin steak as ever had been developed.


  “He’s quite assimilating, and he’s even a shade off-color,” Klim pointed out, a little anxiously.


  They debated his requirements at some length. As a menu staple, Albert was hard to beat; but unfortunately he was rather dainty in his demands. Chemical balances, temperatures, radiations, flows of stimulant and nutritive currents—all had to be just so; and his notions of what was just so were subject to change without notice. If they weren’t catered to regardless, he languished and within the week perversely died. At least, the particular section of him that was here would die. As an institution, of course, he might go on growing and nourishing his Central Government clients immortally.


  Muscles might have been of help in working out the delicate calculations involved in solving Albert’s current problems; but when they looked round for him, they found him blinking at a steady flow of invisible symbols over one wall of the tank room, while his lips moved in a rapid, low muttering; and they knew better than to interrupt. He had gone off on impromptu calculations of his own, from which he would emerge eventually with some useful bit of information or other; though ten to one it would have nothing to do with Albert. Meanwhile, he would be grouchy and useless if roused to direct his attention to anything below the level of an emergency.


  They reset the currents finally and, at Cusat’s suggestion, trimmed Albert around the edges. Finding himself growing lighter, he suddenly began to absorb nourishment again at a very satisfactory rate.


  “That did it, I guess,” Cusat said pleased. He glanced at the small pile of filets they’d sliced off. “Might as well have a barbecue now—”


  “Run along and get it started,” Grevan suggested. “I’ll be with you as soon as I get Albert buttoned up.”


  Klim regarded Muscles reflectively. “Just nudge my genius awake when you’re ready to come,” she instructed Grevan. “He looks so happy right now I don’t want to disturb him—”


  It was some minutes later, while Grevan was carefully tightening down a seal valve, that Muscles suddenly yawned and announced: “Thirty-seven point oh two four hours! Checks either way, all right, boss. Say—where’s Klim gone?”


  “Down to the beach, I suppose.” Grevan didn’t look up. He could find out later what Muscles was referring to. “Drowned dead by now, for all you seem to care!” he added cruelly.


  Muscles left in the perturbed hurry that was his normal reaction to the discovery that Klim had strayed out of sight; and Grevan continued buttoning up Albert, undistracted by further mathematical mutterings. The cubs had finished sorting themselves out a year or so ago, and who was to be whose seemed pretty well settled by now. There had been a time when he’d thought it would have been a nice gesture on CG’s part to have increased their membership by a double for Klim or Eliol or Vernet or Freckles—depending more or less on which of them he was looking at at the moment—though preferably somebody three or four years older.


  Of late, however, he had developed some plans of his own for rounding out the Group. If the question of getting and staying beyond CG’s range could be satisfactorily settled—


  He shrugged off an uncomfortably convincing notion that any plans he might consider had been discounted long ago by the branch of Central Government which had developed the Group for its own purpose. Speculative eyes seemed to be following every move he made as he wished Albert pleasant dreams and a less temperamental future, closed the door to the tank room and went to the ramp. Halfway down it, he stopped short. For an endless second, his heart seemed to turn over slowly and, just as slowly then, to come right side up again.


  The woman who stood at the foot of the ramp, looking up at him, was someone he knew—and he also knew she couldn’t possibly be there! The jolting recognition was almost crowded out by a flash of hot fright: obviously she wasn’t really there at all. At a distance of thirty feet, the starlight never could have showed him Priderell’s pale-ivory face so clearly—or the slow stirring of her long, clever dancer’s body under its red gown, and the sheen of the short red cloak she wore over it, clasped at her throat by a stone’s green glitter.


  Afterwards, Grevan could not have said how long he stood there with his thoughts spinning along the edge of sheer panic. In actual time it might have been a bare instant before he became aware of a familiar distant voice:


  “Hey, boss! Grevan!”


  The sound seemed tiny and very far away. But he heard himself make some kind of an answer and suddenly realized then that the image had vanished.


  “Do you want barbecued Albert, or don’t you?” Klim shouted again from the direction of the fire. “I can’t keep these pigs away from your share much longer!”


  He drew a deep breath. “Coming right now!”


  But it was another minute or two before he showed himself at the fire, and he had arranged his thoughts carefully into other lines before he did. The cubs couldn’t actually tell what he was thinking—unless he made a deliberate effort to let them; and they weren’t too accurate then—but they were very quick to trace the general trend and coloring of one’s reflections.


  And his reflections had been that his visualization of Priderell might have been something more than some monetary personal derangement. That it might be the beginning of a purposefully directed assault on the fortress of the Group’s sanity, backed by a power and knowledge that laughed at their hopes of escape.


  Fortunately his companions seemed to feel that the barbecue had been exactly the right way of ending the day. A short while later they were stretched out on blankets here and there in the sand, fully relaxed and asleep, as far as Grevan could see, though never more than that small fraction of a second away from complete and active wakefulness which experienced travelers learn to regard as the margin that leaves them assured of awakening at all.


  But Grevan sat aside for a while, and looked out at the sea and the stars.


  There were a lot of stars to look at around here, and big ones. They had come within twenty-eight light-years of the center of a globular cluster near the heart of the Milky Way, where, so far as they knew, no humanly manned ship had ever gone before. In every direction the skies were hung, depth on depth, with the massed frozen flows of strange constellations. Somewhere, in that huge shining, four small moons wandered indistinguishably—indistinguishable, at any rate, if you didn’t know just where to look for them, and Grevan hadn’t bothered to find out.


  Something stirred softly, off to his left.


  “Hello, Freck,” he said quietly. “Come to help me plot against CG?”


  The four little moons couldn’t have raised a tide in a barrel between them; but there was a big one at work below the horizon, and water had crept in to cover the flat stretches of shore. By now it was lapping at the base of the higher rocks that bordered their camp area.


  Freckles sat on the edge of one of the rocks, a few yards off, the white hat pushed to the back of her head and her feet dangling over the ripples below.


  “Just being companionable,” she said. “But if you think you need any help in your plotting, fire away! This is one place where CG couldn’t possibly have its long ears stuck out to listen.”


  He played for a moment then with the notion of telling her about his green-eyed hallucination. Freckles was the Group’s unofficial psychologist. The youngest and smallest of the lot, but equipped with what was in some ways the boldest and most subtle mind of them all. The secret experiments she had conducted on herself and the others often had put Grevan’s hair on end; but the hard-won reward of that rocky road of research had been the method of dealing effectively with CG’s restraints.


  “What kind of psychological triggers,” he said instead, “could CG still pull on us out here—aside from the ones we know?”


  Freckles chuckled. “You’re asking the wrong kind of question.”


  He frowned a little, that being one of his pet phrases.


  “All right,” he said. “Then do you think we might still be carrying around a few compulsions that we simply don’t remember?”


  “No,” Freckles said promptly. “You can install things like that in ordinary-human, because they’re half asleep to start with. I’ve done it myself. But you’d have to break any one of us down almost to mindless-controlled before you could knock out our memory to that extent. We wouldn’t be much good to CG afterwards.”


  “How do you know?”


  She shrugged. “When I was a kid, a Dominator worked on me for a week trying to lay in a compulsion I wouldn’t be able to spot. And, believe me, after a day or two I was doing my best to co-operate! The type of mind we have simply can’t accept amnesia.”


  She added, “Of course, a Dominator—or a human psycho, if you agree to it—can hold you in a cloud just as long as they can keep on direct pressure. You’ll do and believe anything they tell you then. Like the time when you—”


  “I remember that time,” Grevan acknowledged shortly. She was referring to an occasion when he had authorized her without reserve to attempt some unspecified new line of investigation on him. Some while later, he had realized suddenly that for the past half hour he had been weeping noisily because he was a small, green, very sour apple which nobody wanted to eat.


  “Boy, you looked silly!” Freckles remarked reminiscently.


  Grevan cleared his throat. She might, he remarked, have looked somewhat silly herself, around the south polar region, if he’d caught up with her before he cooled off. “Ah, but you didn’t!” said Freckles. “A good researcher knows when to include a flying start in her computations. Actually, I did come across something really fancy in mental energy effects once. But if CG could operate on those levels, they wouldn’t need a hundredth part of the organization they’ve got. So it stands to reason they can’t.”


  “What sort of effects?” he inquired uneasily.


  “You’ve got me there!” Freckles admitted, pulling the white hat thoughtfully down on her forehead. “I haven’t the faintest idea of what they were, even in principle. I was still alone then—it was about four years before they got us together to make up the Group. They brought a man into the Center where I was, in an ambulance. He looked unconscious, and our psychos were all excited about him. They took him off to the laboratories, where they had one of those mobile Dominators—and then people suddenly started screaming and falling down all around me, and I felt something like fire—here!” She tapped the top of her hat. “I remember I seemed to understand at once that the man was using some kind of mental energy against the Dominator—”


  “Eh?” said Grevan incredulously.


  “That’s right. And also some kind of gun which wasn’t any CG type, by the sound of it. Of course, I was out of a window by then and going straight away; but the whole thing only lasted a few seconds anyhow. I heard the Dominator cut loose in the laboratories with its physical armament-disruptive sonics, flash-fire and plain projectiles. The burning feeling suddenly stopped again, and I knew the man was dead.”


  “For a moment,” Grevan said gloomily, “I thought you were going to tell me a human being had beaten a Dominator!”


  Freckles shook her head. “I doubt that’s ever happened. The filthy things know how to take care of themselves. I saw one handle a riot once—some suicide cult. The suiciders got what they were after, all right! But that man had enough on the mental level to make the Dominator use everything it had to stop him. So there definitely are degrees and forms of mental energy which we know nothing about. And, apparently, there are some people who do know about them and how to use them. But those people aren’t working for CG—”


  Grevan pondered that for a moment, disturbed and dissatisfied.


  “Freck,” he said finally, “everybody but Muscles and myself seems to agree that there’s no way of knowing whether we’re improving our chances or reducing them by inviting a showdown with CG via the contact set. If you had to decide it personally, what would you do?” Freckles stood up then and looked at the stars for a moment. “Personally,” she said—and he realized that there was a touch of laughter in her voice—“I wouldn’t do anything! I wouldn’t smash the set like Muscles, and I wouldn’t accept contact, like you. I’d just stay here, sit quiet and let GG make the next move, if any!”


  Grevan swore gently.


  “Well,” she said, “that’s the kind of situation it is! But we might as well do it your way.” She stretched her arms over her head and sniffed at the breeze. “That whole big beautiful ocean! If CG doesn’t eat us tomorrow, Grevan, I’ll sprout gills and be a fish! I’ll go live with those plankton eaters and swim up to the polar ice and all the way through beneath it! I’ll—”


  “Listen, Freck; let’s be practical—”


  “I’m listening,” Freckles assured him.


  “If anyone—including Muscles—can think of a valid reason why I shouldn’t make contact tomorrow, right up to the moment I plug in that set, I want to hear about it.”


  “You will! And don’t worry about Muscles. He can’t see beyond Klim at the moment, so he’s riding a small panic just now. He’ll be all right again—after tomorrow.”


  She waited then, but Grevan couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Well, good night, Grevan!”


  “Good night, Freck.” He watched her move off like a slender ghost towards the dim glow of the fire. The cubs felt they’d won—simply by living long enough to have left the musty tang of half-alive, history-old Central Government worlds far behind them and to be breathing a wind that blew over an ocean no human being had seen before.


  Whatever happened now, they were done with CG and all its works, forever.


  And the difference might be simply, Grevan realized, that he wasn’t done with it yet. He still had to win. His thoughts began to shift back slowly, almost cautiously, to the image of a woman whose name was Priderell and who had stood impossibly at the foot of his ship’s ramp, smiling up at him with slanted green eyes. She had been in his mind a good deal these months; and if present tensions couldn’t quite account for that momentary hallucination, the prospect of future ones might do it. Because, while the cubs didn’t know it yet, once he had them settled safely here, he was going to make his way back into CG’s domain and head for a second-rate sort of planet called Rhysgaat, where—to be blunt about it—he intended to kidnap Priderell and bring her back to round out the Group.


  It wouldn’t be an impossible undertaking if he could get that far unspotted. It seemed rather odd, when he considered it rationally, that the few meetings he’d had with Priderell should have impressed him with the absolute necessity of attempting it, and that somebody else—somebody who would be more accessible and less likely to be immediately missed—shouldn’t do just as well.


  But that was only one of the number of odd things that had happened on Rhysgaat, which had been the Group’s last scheduled port of call before they slipped off on the long, curving run that had taken them finally into and halfway through an alien cluster of the Milky Way. Taken together, those occurrences had seemed to make up a sort of pattern to Grevan. The cubs appeared to notice nothing very significant about them, and so he hadn’t mentioned the fact.


  But it had seemed to him then that if he could understand what was happening on Rhysgaat, he would also have the solution to the many questions that still remained unanswered concerning the relationship between Central Government and the Group—their actual origin, for one thing; the purpose for which they had been trained and equipped at enormous cost; and the apparently idiotic oversight in their emotional conditioning which had made them determined to escape. Even the curious fact that, so far as they had ever been able to find out, they were the only Exploration Group and the only members of their strain in existence.


  For some four weeks, the answer to everything had seemed to be lying right there about Grevan on Rhysgaat. But he had not been able to grasp it.


  It was four months ago that they had set their ship down at Rhysgaat’s single dilapidated spaceport, with no intention of lingering. Supply inventory, a final ground check, and they’d be off! The taste of escape, the wonder that it might be so near, the fear that something might still happen to prevent it, was a secret urgency in all of them. But the check showed the need for some minor repairs, and to save his stores Grevan decided to get some materials transferred to him from local CG stockpiles. As a CG official, he was in the habit of addressing such requests to whatever planetary governor was handiest; and after some tracing, he found the gentleman he wanted presiding over a social gathering in a relaxed condition.


  Rhysgaat’s governor gave a horrified start when Grevan stated his rank. Confusedly, he began to introduce the official all around as an unexpected guest of honor. So a minute or two later Grevan found himself bowing to Priderell.


  She was, he decided at once, as attractive a young woman as anyone could wish to meet—later on, he discovered that practically all of Rhysgaat agreed with him there. She was, he learned also, a professional dancer and currently the public darling. Not, of course, he informed himself on his way back to the ship, that this meant anything at all to him. Nobody who knew himself to be the object of CG’s particular interest would risk directing the same attention towards some likable stranger.


  But next day Priderell showed up of her own accord at the spaceport, and he had to explain that his ship was part of a government project and therefore off limits to anybody not directly connected with it. Priderell informed him he owed her a drink, at any rate, for her visit; and they sat around for a while at the port bar, and talked.


  Just possibly, of course, she might have been CG herself in some capacity. The Group had met much more improbable secret representatives of government from time to time; and, when in the mood, the cubs liked to booby-trap such characters and then point out to them gently where their hidden identities were showing.


  After she had left, he found the cubs in a state of some consternation, which had nothing to do with her visit. They had almost finished the proposed repairs; but signs of deterioration in other sections of their supposedly almost wear-proof space machine had been revealed in the process. After looking it over, Grevan calculated uneasily that it would take almost a week before they could leave Rhysgaat now.


  It took closer to four weeks; and it had become obvious long before that time that their ship had been sabotaged deliberately by CG technicians. Nobody in the Group mentioned the fact. Apparently, it was some kind of last-minute test, and they settled down doggedly to pass it.


  Grevan had time to try to get Priderell clear in his mind. The cubs had shown only a passing interest in her, so she was either innocent of CG connections or remarkably good at covering them up. Without making any direct inquiries, he had found out as: much about her as anyone here seemed to know. There was no real doubt that she was native to Rhysgaat and had been dancing her way around its major cities for the past six years, soaking up public adoration and tucking away a sizable fortune in the process. The only questionable point might be her habit of vanishing from everybody’s sight off and on, for periods that lasted from a week to several months. That was considered to be just another of the planetary darling’s little idiosyncrasies, of which she had a number; and other popular young women had begun to practice similar tantalizing retreats from the public eye. Grevan, however, asked her where she went on these occasions.


  Priderell swore him to silence first. Her reputation was at stake.


  “At heart,” she explained, “I’m no dancer at all. I’m a dirt-farmer.”


  He might have looked startled for a moment. Technically, dirt-farming was a complicated government conducted science which investigated the hit-or-miss natural processes that paralleled mankind’s defter manipulations of botanical growth. But Priderell, it appeared, was using the term in its archaic sense. Rhysgaat had the average large proportion of unpopulated and rarely visited areas; and in one of them, she said, was her hideaway—a small, primitive farm, where she grew things in real dirt, all by herself.


  “What kind of things?” asked Grevan, trying not to sound too incredulous.


  “Butter-squogs are much the best,” she replied, rather cryptically. “But there’s all kinds! You’ve no idea—”


  She was not, of course, implying that she ate them, though for a moment it had sounded like that to Grevan. After getting its metabolism progressively disarmed for some fifty centuries by the benefits of nutriculture, ordinary-human knew better than to sample the natural growths of even its own worlds. If suicide seemed called for, there were gentler methods of doing it.


  However, it would hardly be polite, he decided uneasily, to inquire further—


  All in all, they met only five times, very casually. It was after the fourth time that he went to see her dance.


  The place, was a rather small theater, not at all like the huge popular circuses of the major central worlds; and the price of admission indicated that it would be a very exclusive affair. Grevan was surprised then to find it packed to the point of physical discomfort.


  Priderell’s dance struck him immediately as the oddest thing of its kind he had seen, though it consisted chiefly of a slow drifting motion through a darkened arena, in which she alone, through some trickery of lights, was not darkened.


  On the surface it looked pleasing and harmless; but after a few seconds he began to understand that her motion was weaving a purposeful visual pattern upon the dark; and then the pattern became suddenly like a small voice talking deep down in his brain. What it said was a little beyond his comprehension, and he had an uncomfortable feeling that it would be just as well if it stayed there. Then he noticed that three thin, black beasts had also become visible, though not very clearly, and were flowing about Priderell’s knees in endless repetitions of a pattern that was related in some way to her own. Afterwards, Grevan thought critically that the way she had trained those beasts was the really remarkable thing about the dance. But at the time, he only looked on and watched her eyes, which seemed like those of a woman lost but not minding it any more, and dreaming endlessly of something that had happened long ago. He discovered that his scalp was crawling unpleasantly.


  Whatever the effect was on him, the rest of her audience seemed to be impressed to a much higher degree. At first, he sensed only that they were excited and enjoying themselves immensely; but very soon they began to build up to a sort of general tearful hysteria; and when the dance entered its final phase, with the beasts moving more swiftly and gliding in more closely to the woman at each successive stage, the little theater was noisy with a mass of emotions all around him. In the end, Priderell came to a stop so gradually that it was some seconds before Grevan realized she was no longer moving. Then the music, of which he had not been clearly aware before, ended too, in a dark blare of sound; and the beasts reared up in a flash of black motion about her.


  Everything went dark after that, but the sobbing and muttering and sluggish laughter about him would not stop; and after a minute Grevan stood up and made his way carefully out of the theater before the lights came on again. It might have been a single insane monster that was making all those sounds behind him; and as he walked out slowly with his hair still bristling, he realized it was the one time in his life that he had felt like running from something ordinary-human.


  Next day, he asked Priderell what the dance had meant.


  She tilted her head and studied him reflectively in a way she had—as if she, too, were puzzled at times by something about Grevan.


  “You really don’t know, do you?” she said, and considered that fact briefly. “Well, then—it’s a way of showing them something that bothers them terribly because they’re afraid of looking at it. But when I dance it for them, they can look at it—and then they feel better about everything for a long time afterwards.® Do you understand now?” she added, apparently without too much hope.


  “No,” Grevan frowned, “I can’t say that I do.”


  She mimicked his expression and laughed. “Well, don’t look so serious about it. After all, it’s only a dance! How much longer do you think your ship will be stopping at Rhysgaat?”


  Grevan told her he thought they’d be leaving very soon—which they did, two days later—and then Priderell looked glum.


  “Now that’s too bad,” she stated frankly. “You’re a very refreshing character, you know. In time, I might even have found you attractive. But as it is, I believe I shall retire tonight to my lonely farm. There’s a fresh bed of butter-squogs coming up,” she said musingly, “which should be just ready for . . . hm-m-m!—Yes, they should be well worth my full attention by now—”


  So they had spoken together five times in all, and he had watched her dance. It wasn’t much to go on, but he could not get rid of the disturbing conviction that the answer to all his questions was centered somehow in Priderell, and that there was a connection between her and the fact that their ship had remained mysteriously stalled for four weeks on Rhysgaat. And he wouldn’t be satisfied until he knew the answer.


  It was, Grevan realized with a sigh, going to be a very long night.


  By morning the tide was out; but a windstorm had brought whitecaps racing in from the north as far as one could see from the ship. The wind twisted and shouted behind the waves, and their long slapping against the western cliffs sent spray soaring a hundred feet into the air. Presently a pale-gold sun, which might have been the same that had shone on the first human world of all, came rolling up out of high-piled white masses of clouds. If this was to be the Group’s last day, they had picked a good one for it.


  Grevan was in the communications room an hour before the time scheduled for their final talk with CG. The cubs came drifting in by and by. For some reason, they had taken the trouble to change first into formal white uniforms. Their faces were sober; their belts glittered with the deadly little gadgets that were no CG designs but improvements on them, and refinements again of the improvements. The Group’s own designs, the details of which they had carried in their heads for years, with perhaps a working model made surreptitiously now and then, to test a theory, and be destroyed again.


  Now they were carrying them openly. They weren’t going back. They sat around on the low Couches that ran along three walls of the room and waited.


  The steel-cased, almost featureless bulk of the contact set filled the fourth wall from side to side, extending halfway to the low ceiling. One of CG’s most closely guarded secrets, it had the effect of a ponderous anachronism, still alive with the power and purpose of a civilization that long ago had thrust itself irresistibly upon the worlds of a thousand new suns. The civilization might be dying now, but its gadgets had remained.


  Nobody spoke at all while Grevan watched the indicator of his chronometer slide smoothly through the last three minutes before contact time. At precisely the right instant, he locked down a black stud in the thick, yellowish central front plate of the set.


  With no further preliminaries at all, CG began to speak.


  “Commander,” said a low, rather characterless voice, which was that of one of three CG speakers with whom the Group had become familiar during their training years, “it appears that you are contemplating the possibility of keeping the discovery of the colonial-type world you have located to yourself.”


  There was no stir and no sound from the cubs. Grevan drew a slow breath.


  “It’s a good-looking world,” he admitted. “Is there any reason we shouldn’t keep it?”


  “Several,” the voice said dryly. “Primarily, of course, there is the fact that you will be unable to do it against our wishes. But there should be no need to apply the customary forms of compulsion against members of an Exploration Group.”


  “What other forms,” said Grevan, “did you intend to apply?”


  “Information,” said CG’s voice. “At this point, we can instruct you fully concerning matters it would not have been too wise to reveal previously.”


  It was what he had wanted, but he felt the fear-sweat coming out on him suddenly. The effects of lifelong conditioning—the sense of a power so overwhelmingly superior that it needed only to speak to insure his continued co-operation—“Don’t let it talk to us, Grevan!” That was Eliol’s voice, low but tense with anger and a sharp anxiety.


  “Let it talk.” And that was Freckles. The others remained quiet. Grevan sighed.


  “The Group,” he addressed CG, “seems willing to listen.”


  “Very well,” CG’s voice resumed unhurriedly. “You have been made acquainted with some fifty of our worlds. You may assume that they were representative of the rest. Would you say, commander, that the populations of these worlds showed the characteristics of a healthy species?”


  “I would not,” Grevan acknowledged. “We’ve often wondered what was propping them up.”


  For the present, CG is propping them up, of course. But it will be unable to do so indefinitely. You see, commander, it has been suspected for a long time that human racial vitality has been diminishing throughout a vast historical period. Of late, however, the process appears to have accelerated to a dangerous extent. Actually, it is the compounded result of a gradually increasing stock of genetic defects; and deterioration everywhere has now passed the point of a general recovery. The constantly rising scale of nonviable mutant births indicates that the evolutionary mechanism itself is seriously deranged.


  “There is,” it added, almost musingly, “one probable exception. A new class of neuronic monster which appears to be viable enough, though not yet sufficiently stabilized to reproduce its characteristics reliably. But as to that, we know nothing certainly; our rare contacts with these Wild Variants, as they are called, have been completely hostile. Their number in any one generation is not large; they conceal themselves carefully and become traceable as a rule only by their influence on the populations among whom they live.”


  “And what,” inquired Grevan, “has all this to do with us?”


  “Why, a great deal. The Exploration Groups, commander, are simply the modified and stabilized progeny of the few Wild Variants we were able to utilize for experimentation. Our purpose, of course, has been to insure human survival in a new interstellar empire, distinct from the present one to avoid the genetic re-infection of the race.”


  There was a brief stirring among the cubs about him.


  “And this new empire,” Grevan said slowly, “is to be under Central Government control?”


  “Naturally,” said CG’s voice. There might have been a note of watchful amusement in it now. “Institutions, commander, also try to perpetuate themselves. And since it was Central Government that gave the Groups their existence—the most effective and adaptable form of human existence yet obtained—the Groups might reasonably feel an obligation to see that CG’s existence is preserved in turn.”


  There was sudden anger about him. Anger, and a question and a growing urgency. He knew what they meant: the thing was too sure of itself—break contact now!


  He said instead:


  “It would be interesting to know the exact extent of our obligation, CG. Offhand, it would seem that you’d paid in a very small price for survival.”


  “No,” the voice said. “It was no easy task. Our major undertaking, of course, was to stabilize the vitality of the Variants as a dominant characteristic in a strain, while clearing it of the Variants’ tendency to excessive mutation—and also of the freakish neuronic powers that have made them impossible to control. Actually, it was only within the last three hundred years—within the last quarter of the period covered by the experiment—that we became sufficiently sure of success to begin distributing the Exploration Groups through space. The introduction of the gross physiological improvements and the neurosensory mechanisms by which you know yourselves to differ from other human beings was, by comparison, simplicity itself. Type-variations in that class, within half a dozen generations, have been possible to us for a very long time. It is only the genetic drive of life itself that we can neither create nor control; and with that the Variants have supplied us.”


  “It seems possible then,” said Grevan slowly, “that it’s the Variants towards whom we have an obligation.”


  “You may find it an obligation rather difficult to fulfill,” the voice said smoothly. And there was still no real threat in it.


  It would be, he thought, either Eliol or Muscles who would trigger the threat. But Eliol was too alert, too quick to grasp the implications of a situation, to let her temper flash up before she was sure where it would strike.


  Muscles then, sullen with his angry fears for Klim and a trifle slower than the others to understand—


  “By now,” CG’s voice was continuing, “we have released approximately a thousand Groups embodying your strain into space. In an experiment of such a scope that is not a large number; and, in fact, it will be almost another six hundred years before the question of whether or not it will be possible to re-colonize the galaxy through the Exploration Groups becomes acute—”


  Six hundred years! Grevan thought. The awareness of that ponderous power, the millenniums of drab but effective secret organization and control, the endless planning, swept over him again like. a physical depression.


  “Meanwhile,” the voice went on, “a number of facts requiring further investigation have become apparent. Your Group is, as it happens, the first to have accepted contact with Central Government following its disappearance. The systematic methods used to stimulate the curiosity of several of the Group’s members to insure that this would happen if they were physically capable of making contact are not important now. That you did make contact under those circumstances indicates that the invariable failure of other Groups to do so can no longer be attributed simply to the fact that the universe is hostile to human life. Instead, it appears that the types of mental controls and compulsions installed in you cannot be considered to be permanently effective in human beings at your levels of mind control—”


  It was going to be Muscles. The others had recognized what had happened, had considered the possibilities in that, and were waiting for him to give them their cue.


  But Muscles was sitting on the couch some eight feet away. He would, Grevan decided, have to move very fast.


  “This, naturally, had been suspected for some time. Since every Group has been careful to avoid revealing the fact that it could counteract mental compulsions until it was safely beyond our reach, the suspicion was difficult to prove,. There was, in fact, only one really practical solution to the problem—”


  And then Muscles got it at last and was coming to his feet, his hand dropping in a blurred line to his belt. Grevan moved very fast.


  Muscles turned in surprise, rubbing his wrist.


  “Get out of here, Muscles!” Grevan whispered, sliding the small glittering gun he had plucked from the biggest cub’s hand into a notch on his own belt. “I’m still talking to CG—” His eyes slid in a half circle about him. “The lot of you get out!” It was a whisper no longer. “Like to have the ship to myself for the next hour. Go have yourselves a swim or something, Group! Get!”


  Just four times before, in all their eight years of traveling, had the boss-tiger lashed his tail and roared. Action, swift, cataclysmic and utterly final had always followed at once.


  But never before had the roar been directed at them.


  The tough cubs stood up quietly and walked out good as gold.


  “They have left the ship now,” CG’s voice informed Grevan. It had changed, slightly but definitely. The subtle human nuances and variations had dropped from it, as if it were no longer important to maintain them—which, Grevan conceded, it wasn’t.


  “You showed an excellent understanding of the difficult situation that confronted us, commander,” it continued.


  Grevan, settled watchfully on the couch before what still looked like an ordinary, sealed-up contact set, made a vague sound in his throat—a dim echo of his crashing address to the cubs, like a growl of descending thunder.


  “Don’t underestimate them,” he advised the machine. “Everybody but Muscles realized as soon as I did, or sooner, that we were more important to CG than we’d guessed—important enough to have a camouflaged Dominator installed on our ship. And also,” he added with some satisfaction, “that you’d sized up our new armament and would just as soon let all but one of us get out of your reach before it came to a showdown.”


  “That is true,” the voice agreed.


  “Though I should have forced a showdown, however doubtful the outcome, if the one who remained had been any other than yourself. You are by far the most suitable member of this Group for my present purpose, commander.”


  Grevan grunted. “And what’s that? Now that the Group’s got away.”


  “In part, of course, it is simply to return this ship with the information we have gained concerning the Exploration Groups to Central Government. The fact that the majority of your Group has temporarily evaded our control is of no particular importance.”


  Grevan raised an eyebrow. “Temporarily?”


  “We shall return to this planet eventually—unless an agreement can be reached between yourself and CG.”


  “So now I’m in a bargaining position?” Grevan said.


  “Within limits. You are not, I am sure, under the illusion that any one human being, no matter how capable or how formidably armed, can hope to overcome a Dominator. Before leaving this room, you will submit yourself voluntarily to the new compulsions of obedience I have selected to install—or you shall leave it a mindless-controlled. As such, you will still be capable of operating this ship, under my direction.”


  Grevan spread his hands. “Then where’s the bargain?”


  “The bargain depends on your fullest voluntary co-operation, above and beyond the effect of any compulsions. Give us that, and I can assure you that Central Government will leave this world untouched for the use of your friends and their descendants for the next three hundred years.”


  The curious fact was that he could believe that. One more colonial world would mean little enough to CG.


  “You are weighing the thought,” said the Dominator, “that your full co-operation would be a betrayal of the freedom of future Exploration Groups, But there are facts available to you now which should convince you that no Exploration Group previous to yours actually gained its freedom. In giving up the protection of Central Government, they merely placed themselves under a far more arbitrary sort of control.”


  Grevan frowned. “I might be stupid—but what are you talking about?”


  “For centuries,” said the machine, “in a CG experiment of the utmost importance, a basic misinterpretation of the human material under treatment has been tolerated. There is no rational basis for the assumption that Group members could be kept permanently under the type of compulsion used on ordinary human beings. Do you think that chance alone could have perpetuated that mistaken assumption?”


  Grevan didn’t. “Probably not,” he said cautiously.


  “It required, of course, very deliberate, continuous and clever interference,” the Dominator agreed. “Since no machine would be guilty of such tampering, and no ordinary group of human beings would be capable of it, the responsible intelligences appear to be the ones known to us as the Wild Variants.”


  It paused for so long a moment then that it seemed almost to have forgotten Grevan’s presence.


  “They have made a place for themselves in Central Government!” it resumed at last—and, very oddly, Grevan thought he sensed for an instant something like hatred and fear in the toneless voice, “Well, that fact, commander, is of great importance to us—but even more so to yourself! For these monsters are the new masters the Groups find when they have escaped CG.”


  A curious chill touched Grevan briefly. “And why,” he inquired, “should the Wild Variants be trying to take over the Groups?”


  “Consider their position,” said the Dominator. “Their extremely small number scattered over many worlds, and the fact that exposure means certain death. Technologically, under such circumstances, the Variants have remained incapable of developing space-flight on their own. But with one of them in control of each Exploration Group as it goes beyond Central Government’s reach, there is no practical limit to their degree of expansion; and the genetically stable Group strain insures them that their breed survives—”


  It paused a moment.


  “There is in this room at present, commander, the awareness of a mind, dormant at the moment, but different and in subtle ways far more powerful than the minds of any of your Group’s members. Having this power, it will not hesitate to exercise it to assume full control of the Group whenever awakened. Such variant minds have been at times a threat to the Dominators themselves. Do you understand now why you, the most efficient fighting organism of the Group, were permitted to remain alone on this ship? It was primarily to aid me in disposing of—”


  Attack and counterattack had been almost simultaneous.


  A thread of white brilliance stabbed out from one of the gadgets Grevan customarily wore clasped to his belt. It was no CG weapon. The thread touched the upper center of the yellowish space-alloy shielding of the Dominator and clung there, its energies washing furiously outward in swiftly dimming circles over the surrounding surfaces.


  Beneath it, the patterns appeared.


  A swift, hellish writhing of black and silver lines and flickerings over the frontal surface, which tore Grevan’s eyes after them and seemed to rip at his brain. Impossible to look away, impossible to follow—


  But suddenly they were gone.


  A bank of grayness swam between him and the Dominator. Through the grayness, the threat of white brilliance still stretched from the gun in his hand to the point it had first touched. And as his vision cleared again, the beam suddenly sank through and into the machine.


  There was a crystal crashing of sound—and the thing went mad. Grevan was on the floor rolling sideways, as sheets of yellow fire flashed out from the upper rim of its shielding and recoiled from the walls behind him. The white brilliance shifted and ate swiftly along the line from which the fire sprang. The fire stopped.


  Something else continued: a shrilling, jangled sonic assault that could wrench and distort a strong living body within seconds into a flaccid, hemorrhaged lump of very dead tissue—like a multitude of tiny, darting, steel fingers that tore and twisted inside him.


  A voice somewhere was saying: “There! Burn there!”


  With unbearable slowness, the white brilliance ate down through the Dominator’s bulk, from top to bottom, carving it into halves.


  The savage jangling ceased.


  The voice said quietly: “Do not harm the thing further. It can be useful now—”


  It went silent.


  He was going to black out, Grevan realized. And, simultaneously, feeling the tiny, quick steel fingers that had been trying to pluck him apart reluctantly relax, he knew that not one of the cubs could have endured those last few seconds beside him, and lived—


  Sometimes it was just a matter of physical size and strength.


  There were still a few matters to attend to, but the blackness was washing in on him now—his body urgently demanding time out to let it get in its adjusting.


  “Wrong on two counts, so far!” he told the ruined Dominator.


  Then he grudgingly let himself go. The blackness took him.


  Somebody nearby was insanely whistling the three clear, rising notes which meant within the Group that all was extremely well.


  In a distance somewhere, the whistle was promptly repeated.


  Then Freckles seemed to be saying in a wobbly voice: “Sit up, Grevan! I can’t lift you, man-mountain! Oh, boss man, you really took it apart! You took down a Dominator!”


  The blackness was receding and suddenly washed away like racing streamers of smoke, and Grevan realized he was sitting up. The sectioned and partly glowing Dominator and the walls of the communications room appeared to be revolving sedately about him. There was a smell of overheated metals and more malodorous substances in the air; and for a moment then he had the curious impression that someone was sitting on top of the Dominator.


  Then he was on his feet and everything within and without him had come back to a state of apparent normalcy; and he was demanding of Freckles what she was doing in here.


  “I told you to keep out of range!” his voice was saying. “Of course, I took it down. Look at the way you’re shaking! You might have known it would try sonics—”


  “I just stopped a few tingles,” Freckles said defensively. “Out on top of the ramp. It was as far as I could go and be sure of potting you clean between the eyes, if you’d come walking out of here mindless-controlled and tried to interfere.”


  Grevan blinked painfully at her. Thinking was still a little difficult.


  “Where are the others?”


  “Down in the engine room, of course! The drives are a mess.” She seemed to be studying him worriedly. “They went out by the ramp and right back in through the aft engine lock. Vernet stayed outside to see what would happen upstairs. Flow do you feel now, Grevan?”


  “I feel exactly all right!” he stated and discovered that, aside from the fact that every molecule in him still seemed to be quivering away from contact with every other one, he did, more or less. “Don’t I look it?”


  “Sure, sure,” said Freckles soothingly. “You look fine!”


  “And what was that with the drives again? Oh—I remember!” They’d caught on, of course, just as he’d known they would! That the all-important thing was to keep the Dominator from getting the information it had gained back to CG. “How bad a mess is it?”


  “Vernet said it might take a month to patch up. It wouldn’t have been so bad if somebody hadn’t started the fuel cooking for a moment.”


  Fie swore in horror. “Are you lame-brains trying to blow a hole through the planet?”


  “Now, that’s more like it!” Freckles said, satisfied. “They’ve got it all under control, anyhow. But I’ll go down and give them a hand. You’d better take it easy for an hour or so!”


  “Hold on, Freck!” he said, as she started for the door.


  “Yes?”


  “I’d just like to find out how big a liar you are. How many members are there to this Group?”


  Freckles looked at him for a moment and then came back and sat down on the couch beside him. She pushed the white hat to the back of her head, indicating completely frank talk.


  “Now as to that,” she said frowning, “nobody really ever lied to you about it. You just never asked. Anyway, there’ve been ten ever since we left Rhysgaat.”


  Grevan swore again, softly this time. “How did you get her past the CG observers at the spaceport?”


  “We detailed Klim and Eliol to distract the observers, and Priderell came in tucked away in a load of supplies. Nothing much to that part of it. The hard part was to make sure first we were right about her. That’s why we had to keep on sabotaging the ship so long.”


  “So that’s what—And there I was,” said Grevan grimly, “working and worrying myself to death to get the ship ready to start again. A fine, underhanded lot you turned out to be!”


  “We all said it was a shame!” Freckles agreed. “And you almost caught up with us a couple of times, at that. We all felt it was, simply superb, the way you went snorting and climbing around everywhere, figuring out all the trouble-spots and what to do about them. But what else could we do? You’d have let the poor girl wait there till you had the Group safely settled somewhere; and then we wouldn’t have let you go back alone anyway. So when Klim finally told us Priderell was just what we’d been looking for all along—well, you know how sensitive Klim is. She couldn’t be mistaken about anything like that!”


  “Klim’s usually very discerning,” Grevan admitted carefully. “Just how did you persuade Priderell to come along with us?”


  Freckles pulled the hat back down on her forehead, indicating an inner uncertainty.


  “We didn’t do it that way exactly; so that’s a point I ought to discuss with you now. As a matter of fact, Priderell was sound asleep when we picked her up at that farm of hers—Weyer had gassed her a little first. And we’ve kept her asleep since—it’s Room Twenty-three, back of my quarters—and took turns taking care of her.”


  There was a brief silence while Grevan absorbed the information.


  “And now I suppose I’m to wake her up and inform her she’s been kidnaped by a bunch of outlaws and doomed to a life of exile?” he demanded.


  “Priderell won’t mind,” Freckles told him encouragingly. “You’ll see! Klim says she’s crazy about you—That’s a very becoming blush you’ve got, Grevan,” she added interestedly. “First time I’ve noticed it, I think.”


  “You’re too imaginative, Freck,” Grevan remarked. “As you may have noticed, I heated our Dominator’s little top up almost to the melting point, and it’s still glowing. As a natural result, the temperature of this room has gone up by approximately fifteen degrees. I might, of course, be showing some effects of that—”


  “You might,” Freckles admitted. “On the other hand, you’re the most heat-adaptive member of the Group, and I haven’t even begun to feel warm. That’s a genuine blush, Grevan. So Klim was exactly right about you, too!”


  “I feel,” Grevan remarked, “that the subject has been sufficiently discussed.”


  “Just as you say, commander,” Freckles agreed soothingly.


  “And whether or not she objects to having been kidnaped, we’re going to have a little biochemical adaptation problem on our hands for a while—”


  “Now there’s an interesting point!” Freckles interrupted. “We’d planned on giving her the full standard CG treatment for colonists, ordinary-human, before she ever woke up. But her reaction check showed she’s had the full equivalent of that, or more! She must have been planning to change over to one of the more extreme colonial-type planets. But, of course, we’ll have to look out for surprises—”


  “There’re likely to be a few of those!” Grevan nodded. “Room Twenty-three, did you say?”


  “Right through my study and up those little stairs!” She stood up. “I suppose I’d better go help the others with the fuel now.”


  “Perhaps you’d better. I’ll just watch the Dominator until it’s cooled off safely; and then I’ll go wake up our guest.”


  But he knew he wouldn’t have to wake up Priderell—


  He sat listening to faint crackling sounds from within CG’s machine, while Freckles ran off to the ramp and went out on it. There was a distant, soft thud, indicating she had taken the quick way down, and sudden, brief mingling of laughing voices. And then stillness again.


  As she had been doing for the past five minutes, Priderell remained sitting on the right-hand section of the slowly cooking Dominator, without showing any particular interest in Grevan’s presence. It was a rather good trick, even for a Wild Variant whom CG undoubtedly would have classified as a neuronic monster.


  “Thanks for blanking out that compulsion pattern or whatever it was!” he remarked at last, experimentally. “It’s not at all surprising that CG is a little scared of you people.”


  Priderell gazed out into the passageway beyond the door with a bored expression.


  “You’re not fooling me much,” he informed her. “If you weren’t just an illusion, you’d get yourself singed good sitting up there.”


  The green eyes switched haughtily about the room and continued to ignore him.


  “It wasn’t even hard to figure out,” Grevan went on doggedly, “as soon as I remembered your dance with those beasts. The fact is, there weren’t any beasts there at all—you just made everybody think there were!”


  The eyes turned towards him then, but they only studied him thoughtfully.


  He began to feel baffled.


  Then the right words came up! Like an inspiration—


  “It would be just wild, wishful thinking, of course,” he admitted gloomily, “to imagine that Klim could have been anywhere near as right about you as she was about me! But I can’t help wondering whether possibly—”


  He paused hopefully.


  The coral-red lips smiled and moved for a few seconds. And, somewhere else, a low voice was saying:


  “Well, why don’t you come to Room Twenty-three and find out?”


  The Dominator went on crackling, and hissing, and cooling off unguarded—


  THE END
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  THE ALTRUIST


  When something disappears, there is always a reason. But it may be pleasanter to have the mystery than find out the explanation!”


  “I PUT them right there!” Colonel Olaf Magrumssen said aloud.


  He was referring to his office scissors, with which he wanted to cut some string. The string, designed for official use, was almost unbreakably tough, and Colonel Magrumssen had wrapped one end of it around a package containing a set of reports of the Department of Metallurgy, which was to be dispatched immediately. The other end of the string led through a hole in the wall to an automatic feeder-spool somewhere behind the wall, and the scissors should have been on a small desk immediately under the point where the string emerged, because that was where the colonel always left them. Just now, however, they weren’t there.


  There wasn’t anything else on the desk that they might have slipped behind; they weren’t lying on the floor, and the desk had no drawers into which he could have put them by mistake. They were simply and inexplicably gone.


  “Damn!” he said, holding the package in both hands and looking about helplessly. He was all alone in the Inner Sanctum which separated his residential quarters from the general office area of the Department of Metallurgy.


  The Sanctum, constructed along the lines of a bank vault, contained Metallurgy’s secret files and a few simple devices connected with an automatic transportation system between Metallurgy and various other government departments. There was nothing around that would be useful in the present emergency.


  “Miss Eaton!” the colonel bellowed, in some exasperation.


  Miss Eaton appeared in the doorway a minute later, looking slightly anxious and slightly resentful, which was her normal expression. Otherwise, she was a very satisfactory secretary and general assistant to the colonel.


  “Your scissors, Miss Eaton!” he ordered, holding up his package, “Kindly cut this string!”


  MISS Eaton’s gaze went past him to the desk, and her expression became more definitely resentful.


  “Yes, sir,” she said. She stepped up and, with a small pair of scissors attached by a decorative chain to her belt, cut the string.


  “Thank you,” said the colonel. “That will be all.”


  “There’s a Notice of Transfer regarding Charles E. Watterly lying on your desk,” Miss Eaton said. “You were to pass on it early this morning.”


  “I know.” The colonel frowned.


  “You might get out Watterly’s record for me, Miss Eaton.”


  “It’s attached to the Notice of Transfer,” Miss Eaton told him. She went out without waiting for a reply.


  The colonel dropped the package into a depository that would dispatch it to its destination untouched by human hands, and turned to leave the Inner Sanctum. Still irritated by the disappearance, he glanced back at the desk.


  And there the scissors were, just where he remembered having left them!


  The colonel stopped short. “Eh?” he inquired incredulously, of no one in particular.


  A long-forgotten childhood memory came chidingly into his mind . . .


  “Lying right there!” a ghostly voice of the past was addressing him again. “If it were a snake,” the voice added severely, rubbing the lesson in, “it would bite you!”


  The colonel picked up the scissors rather gingerly, as if they might bite him, at that. He looked surprised and alert now, all distracting annoyances forgotten.


  Colonel Magrumssen was a logical man. Now that he thought back, there was no significant doubt in his mind that, the evening before, he had left those scissors on that desk. Nor that, after opening the Sanctum and sealing the package this morning, he had discovered they were gone.


  Nor, of course, finally, that they now had returned again.


  Those were facts. Another fact was that, aside from himself, nobody but Miss Eaton had entered the Inner Sanctum meanwhile—and she hadn’t come anywhere near the desk.


  Touching a sticky spot on one of the blades of the scissors, the colonel dabbed at it and noticed something attractively familiar about the pale brown gumminess on his finger.


  He put the finger to his mouth. Why. certainly, he told himself—it’s just taffy.


  His mind paused a moment. Just taffy! it repeated.


  Now wait a minute, the colonel thought helplessly.


  One could put it this way, he decided: at some time last night or this morning, an Unseen Agency had borrowed his scissors for the apparent purpose of cutting taffy with them, and then had brought his scissors back . . .


  PERHAPS it was the complete improbability of that explanation which made him want to accept it immediately. In the humdrum, hard-working decades following Earth’s Hunger Years, Colonel Magrumssen had become a hobbyist of the Mysterious, and this was the most mysterious-looking occurrence he’d yet run into personally. He’d been trained in espionage during the last counter-revolution, and while the lack of further revolutions ultimately had placed him in an executive position in Metallurgy, his interests still lay in investigating the unexplained, the unpredictable, in human behavior, and elsewhere.


  As a logical man, however, he realized he’d have to put in his customary day’s work in Metallurgy before he could investigate the unusual behavior of a pair of office scissors.


  He locked the double doors of the Inner Sanctum behind him—locked them, perhaps, with exceptional attention to the fact that they were being locked—and went into the outer offices, to decide on Charles E. Watterly’s Notice of Transfer.


  The Department of Metallurgy, this section of which was under Colonel Olaf Magrumssen’s supervision, was as smoothly operating an organization as any government coordinator could want to see. So was every other major organization—the simple reason being that employees who couldn’t meet the stiff requirements of governmental employment were dropped quietly and promptly into the worldwide labor pool known as Civilian General Duty. Once CGD swallowed you, it was rather difficult to get out again; and life at those levels was definitely unattractive.


  Charles E. Watterly’s standing in Metallurgy was borderline at best, the colonel decided after going briefly over his record—a rather incredible series of preposterous mistakes, blunders, slipups and oversights. Watterly’s immediate superior had made up a Notice of Transfer as a matter of course and sent it along to the colonel’s desk to be signed. Signing it would send Charles E. Watterly automatically to Civilian General Duty.


  The colonel was a tolerant man. He didn’t care a particular hang how the Department of Metallurgy fared, providing his own position wasn’t threatened. But even colonels who failed to keep their subordinates in line could wind up doing Civilian General Duty.


  He could afford to give the unfortunate Watterly one more chance, the colonel decided. A man who could operate so consistently against his own interests should be worth studying for a while! And since Watterly’s superior had passed the buck by making out the Notice of Transfer, the colonel summoned Miss Eaton and instructed her to have Watterly placed on his personal staff, on probation.


  Miss Eaton made no comment. The airtight organization which was beginning to haul humanity, uncomfortably and sometimes brutally enough, out of the catastrophic decline of the Hunger Years did not encourage comment on one’s superior’s decisions.


  “Mr. John Brownson of Statistics is here to see you,” she announced.


  “THE two per cent Normal Loss,” John Brownson, a personal assistant of the Minister of Statistics, informed Colonel Magrumssen presently, “has shown striking variations of late, locally. That’s the situation in a nutshell. The check we’re conducting in your department is of a purely routine nature.”


  He was relieved to hear that, the colonel said drily. What did Statistics make of these variations?


  Brownson looked surprised.


  “We’ve made nothing of them as yet,” he admitted. “In time, we hope, somebody will.” He paused and looked almost embarrassed. “Now in your department, we have localized one area of deviation so far. It happens to be the cafeteria.”


  The colonel stared. “The cafeteria?”


  “The cafeteria,” Brownson continued, flushing a trifle, “shows currently a steady point three increase over Normal Loss, Processed foodstuffs, of course, are so universally affected by the loss that almost any dispersal point can be used conveniently to check deviations. Similar changes are reported elsewhere in the capital area, indicating the possible development of a local trend . . .”


  “Trend to what?” the colonel demanded.


  Brownson shrugged thoughtfully. He wasn’t, he pointed out, an analyst; he only produced the statistics.


  “Well, never mind,” said the colonel. “Our poor little cafeteria, eh? Let me know if anything else turns up, will you?”


  Now that was an odd thing, he reflected, still idly, while he gazed after Brownson’s retreating back. When you got right down to it, nobody actually seemed to know why there should be a two per cent untraceable loss in the annual manipulations of Earth’s commodities! People like Brownson obviously saw nothing remarkable in it. To them, Normal Loss had the status of a natural law, and that was that.


  Why, he realized, his reaction hovering somewhere between amusement and indignation, he’d been fooled into accepting that general viewpoint himself! He’d let himself be tricked into accepting a “natural law” which involved an element of the completely illogical, the inexplicable.


  The colonel felt a flush of familiar excitement. Look, he thought, this could be—why, this is big! Let’s look at the facts!


  He did. And with that, almost instantly, a breathtakingly improbable but completely convincing explanation was there in his mind.


  Furthermore, it tied in. perfectly with the temporary disappearance of his office scissors that morning!


  Colonel Magrumssen conceded, however, with something like awed delight at his own cleverness, that it was going to be a little difficult to prove anything.


  THE problem suddenly had become too intriguing to put off entirely till evening, so the colonel sent Miss Eaton out to buy a bag of the best available taffy. And he himself made a trip to his private library in his living quarters and returned with a couple of books which had nothing to do with his official duties.


  He proceeded to study them until Miss Eaton returned with the taffy, which he put in a drawer of his desk. Then, tapping the last page of the text he had been studying—the chapter was titled “Negative Hallucinations”—he reviewed the tentative conclusions he’d formed so far.


  The common starting point in the investigation of any unusual occurrence was to assume that nothing just occurred, that everything had a cause. The next step being, of course, the assumption that anything that happened was part of a greater pattern of events; and that if one got to see enough of it, the greater pattern generally made sense.


  The mysterious disappearance and reappearance of his office scissors certainly seemed unusual enough. But when one tied it in with humanity’s casual acceptance of the fact that some two per cent of Earth’s processed commodities disappeared tracelessly every year, one might be getting a glimpse of a possible major pattern.


  The colonel glanced back over a paragraph he had marked in “Negative Hallucinations::


  Negative hallucinations are comprehensive in the sense that they also negate the sensory registration of any facts that would contradict them. Install in a hypnotic subject the conviction that there is no one but himself in the room; he will demonstrate that he does not permit himself to realize that he cannot see when another person present places both hands over his eyes . . .


  Assuming that it wasn’t too logical of humanity to take Normal Loss for granted, one could conclude that humanity as a whole might be suffering from a very comprehensive negative hallucination—in which case, it wouldn’t, of course, be permitting itself to wonder about Normal Loss!


  It was a rather large assumption to make, the colonel admitted; but he might be in a position to test it now.


  For one then could assume also that there was somebody around, some Unseen Agency, who was benefiting both by Normal Loss and by humanity’s willingness to accept Normal Loss without further investigation.


  An outfit who operated as smoothly as that shouldn’t really have bungled matters by returning his scissors under such suspicious circumstances. But even that sort of outfit might be handicapped by occasional members who weren’t quite up to par. Somebody, say, who was roughly the equivalent of a Charles E. Watterly.


  The notion satisfied the colonel. He unlocked a desk drawer which contained a few items of personal interest to him. A gun, for one thing—in case life eventually turned out to be just a little too boring, or some higher-up decided some day that Colonel Magrumssen was ripe for a transfer and CGD. A methodical man should be prepared for any; eventuality.


  Beside the gun, carefully wrapped, was a small crystal globe, a souvenir from a vacation trip he’d made to Africa some years before. There had been a brief personal romance involved with the trip and the globe; but that part of it no longer interested the colonel very much.


  The thing about the globe right now was that, when one pressed down a little button set into its base, it demonstrated a gradual succession of tiny landscapes full of the African sunlight and with minute animals and people walking about in it. All very lifelike and arranged in such a manner that one seemed to be making a slow trip about the continent. It was an enormously expensive little gadget, but it might now be worth the price he’d paid for it.


  The colonel wrapped the globe back up and set it on the desk next to the bag of taffy. Then he went about finishing up the day’s official business, somewhat amazed at the fact that he seemed to be accepting his Own preposterous theory as a simple truth—that invisible beings walked the Earth, lived among men and filched their sustenance from Man’s meager living supplies . . .


  But he hadn’t, he found, the slightest desire to warn humanity against its parasites! That had nothing to do with the fact that nobody would believe him anyway. So far, he rather approved of the methods employed by the Unseen Agency.


  By the time the next twenty-four hours were over, he also might have a fair idea of its purpose.


  He laughed. The whole business was really outrageous. And he realized that, for some reason, that was just what delighted him about it.


  HE was sitting in his study, shortly after nine o’clock that evening, when he had the first indication that his plans were beginning to work out.


  Up till then, he had remained in a curiously relaxed frame of mind. Having accepted the apparent fact of the Unseen Agency’s existence, the question was whether its mysterious powers went so far that it actually could read his thoughts and know what he intended to do before he got around to doing it. If it could, his tricks obviously weren’t going to get him anywhere. If it couldn’t, he should get results—eventually. He felt he lost nothing by trying.


  He was aware of no particular surprise then when things began to happen. It was as if he had expected them to happen in just that way.


  He had pushed away the papers he was working on and leaned back to yawn and stretch for a moment. As if by accident, his gaze went to the mantel above the study’s electronic fireplace, where he had placed the little crystal globe showing Africa’s scenic wonders. He had left it switched to the picture of a burned brown desert, across which a troop of lean, pale antelopes trotted slowly toward a distant grove of palm trees.


  From where he sat, he could see that the crystal no longer showed the desert view. Instead, Kilimanjaro’s snow-covered peak was visible in it, reflecting the pink light of an infinitesimal morning sun.


  The colonel frowned slightly, permitting a vague sense of disturbance—an awareness of something being not quite as it should be—to pass through his mind. Presumably, that awareness would reflect itself to some degree in his expression and might be noticed there by a sufficiently alert observer.


  He dismissed the feeling and turned back to his papers.


  What he caught in that moment, from the corner of his eye, couldn’t exactly be described as motion. It was hardly more than a mental effect, a fleeting impression of shifting shadows, light and lines, as if something had alighted for an instant on the farthest edge of his vision and been withdrawn again.


  The colonel didn’t look up. A chill film of sweat covered the backs of his hands and his forehead. That was the only indication he gave, even to himself, of feeling any excitement. Without moving his eyes, he could tell that the gleaming crystal globe had vanished from its place on the mantel.


  HOW did they do it? In some way, they were cutting off the links of awareness that existed between all rational human beings. They were broadcasting the impression that they, and the things they touched, and the traces of their activities did not exist. Once the mind accepted that, it would refuse to acknowledge any contradictory evidence offered by its senses of reasoning powers.


  He’d started out by assuming that there was something there, so the effect of the negative hallucination was weakened in him. Every new advance in Understanding he made now should continue to weaken it—and there was one moment when the Unseen Agency’s concrete reality must manifest itself in a manner which his mind, at this point, couldn’t refuse to accept. That was the instant in which it was manipulating some very concrete item, such as the crystal globe, in and out of visibility.


  It was obvious, at any fate, that the Agency couldn’t read his thoughts. He’d tricked it, precisely as he’d set out to do, into making a hurried attempt to resolve his apparently half-formed suspicion that someone might have been playing with the globe behind his back. It showed a certain innocence of mind. But, presumably, people who had such unusual powers mightn’t be accustomed to the sort of devious maneuvering and conscious control of emotion and thought which was required to survive at an acceptable level in the colonel’s everyday world.


  He became aware suddenly of the fact that the crystal globe had been returned to its place on the mantel. For that same instant, he was aware also of a child-shape, definitely a girl, standing on tiptoe before the mantel, still reaching up toward the globe—and then fading quickly, soundlessly, beyond the reach of his senses again.


  That was considerably more than enough—


  He’d been thinking of some super-powered moron, of the Charles E. Watterly type, not a child! But it made even better sense this way, and it took only a few seconds of: flexibility to adapt his plans to include the new factor.


  THE colonel took two white cards and a lead pencil out of a drawer of the desk at which he was working. He unhurriedly printed three words on the first card and five on the second. Putting the cards into his pocket, he finally looked up at the globe.


  As he expected, it showed the scene he’d last been studying himself—brown desert, the grove of palms and the antelopes.


  He gazed at it for a moment, as if absently accepting this correction of the Unseen Agency’s lapse as any good hypnotic subject should. And then, still casually, he took the bag of fresh taffy he’d had Miss Eaton buy that afternoon out of the desk drawer. He opened it, opening his mind simultaneously to the conviction that the child-shape would come now to this new bait.


  Almost instantly, he realized, with a sense of sheer delight, that she was there!


  At any rate, there was an eagerness, an innocent greed, swirling like a gusty, soundless little wind of emotion about him, barely checked now by the necessity of remaining unseen. He took out a piece of the taffy and popped it solemnly into his mouth, and the greed turned into a shivering young rage of frustration. and a plea, and a prayer: Oh, make him look away! Just once!


  The colonel put the paper bag into his pocket, walked deliberately to the mantel and propped one of the two cards up against the globe.


  There was a fresh upsurge of interest, and then an almost physically violent burst of other emotions behind him.


  For the three words on the card read:


  I SAW YOU!


  Whistling soundlessly, the colonel waited a moment and replaced that card with the next one. He scratched his jaw and, as an apparent second thought, produced three pieces of taffy from his pocket, which he arranged into an artistic little pyramid in front of the card. He turned and walked back to his desk.


  When he looked around from there, the card was gone.


  So were the three pieces of taffy.


  He waited patiently for over a minute. Something white fluttered momentarily before the globe on the mantel and the card had reappeared. For a moment again, too. the child became visible, looking at him still half in alarm, but also half in laughter now, and then vanished once more.


  Reading what was written on the card, the colonel knew he’d won the first round anyway. His reaction wasn’t the feeling of alert, cautious triumph he’d expected, but a curious, rather unaccountable happiness.


  The five words he’d printed on the card had been: don’t worry—i won’t tell That message was crossed out now with pencil. Underneath it, two single words had been printed in a ragged slope, as if someone had been writing very hurriedly: thank you!


  BY two o’clock that night, the colonel was still wide awake, though he had followed his methodical pattern of living by going to bed at midnight, as usual. Whatever the Unseen Agency’s reaction might be, it wouldn’t be bound by any conventional restrictions.


  There was the chance, of course, that they would decide it was necessary to destroy him. Since he couldn’t protect himself successfully against invisible opponents, the colonel wasn’t taking any measures along that line. He’d accepted the chance in bringing himself to their attention.


  They also might decide simply to ignore him. He couldn’t, he conceded, do much about it if they did. Everyday humanity had its own abrupt methods of dealing with anyone who tried to dispel its illusions, and he, for one, knew enough not to make any such attempt. But the “Unseen Agency should have curiosity enough to find out how much he actually knew and what he intended to do about it . . .


  His eyes opened slowly. The luminous dial of the clock beside his bed indicated it was three-thirty. He had fallen asleep finally; and now there were—presences—in his room.


  After his first involuntary start, the colonel was careful not to move. The channels of awareness that had warned of the arrival of the Unseen Agency seemed to be approximately the same he had used unwittingly in sensing the emotions of the child earlier that night. Under the circumstances, he might regard them as more reliable than his eyes or ears.


  Apparently encouraged by his acceptance of the fact, his mind reported promptly that the child herself was among those present—and that there was a new quality of stillness and expectancy about her now, as if this were a very important event to her, too.


  Of the others, the colonel grew aware more gradually. But as he did, he discovered the same sense of waiting expectancy about them, almost as if they were trying to tell him that the next move actually was up to him, not them. In the instant he formed that conclusion, his feeling of their general presence seemed to resolve itself into the recognition of a number of distinct personalities who were presenting themselves to him, one by one.


  The first was a grave, aged kindliness, but with a bubble of humor in it—almost, he thought, surprised, like somebody’s grandmother!


  Two and Three seemed to be masculine, darker, thoughtfully judging.


  And, finally, there was Four, who appeared to come into the room only now, as if summoned from a distance to see what her friends had found—a personality as clear and light as the child’s, but an adult intelligence nevertheless. Four joined the others, observant and waiting.


  Waiting for what?


  That, the colonel gathered, was for him to experience in himself and understand. His awareness of their existence had been enough to extract their attention to him. Moving and living securely beyond the apparent realities of civilization, as if it were so much stage scenery which had hypnotized the senses of all ordinary human beings, they seemed ready to welcome and encourage any discoverer, without fear or hostility, as one of themselves.


  He could sense dimly the quality of their strange ability, and the motives that had created it. The ruthless mechanical rigidity of the human society that had developed out of the Hunger Years had been the forcing factor. These curious rebels must have felt a terrible necessity to escape from it to have found and developed in their own minds a means of bypassing society so completely—the means being, essentially, so perfect a control of the outgoing radiations of thought and emotion that they created no slightest telltale ripple in the ocean of the subconscious human mind and left a negative impression there instead.


  But they were not hiding from anyone who followed the same path they had taken.


  There was a sudden unwillingness in him to go any further in that direction at the moment. Full understanding might lie in the very near future; but it was still in the future.


  As if they had accepted that, too, he could sense that the members of the Unseen Agency were withdrawing from him and the room. Four was last to go, lingering a moment after the others had left, as if looking back at him; a light, clear presence as definite as spoken words or the touch of a hand.


  A moment after she had left, the colonel realized, with something of a shock, that for the first time in his adult life, he had fallen in love . . .


  FIRST thing he did next morning was to have himself measured for a new uniform of the kind he’d always avoided—the full uniform of his rank, white and gold, and with the extra little flourishes, the special unauthorized richness of cloth that only a colonel-and-up could afford or get away with. It was the sort of gesture, he felt, that Four might appreciate. And he had a reason for wanting to stay away from Metallurgy that morning for the four hours or so it might take to complete the suit.


  He was in the position of a strategist who, having made an important gain, can take time out to consolidate it and consider his next moves. He preferred to do that beyond the range of any too observant eyes—and mind.


  That Four and her kind should be content to live—well, like mice, actually—behind the scenery of the world, subsisting on the crumbs of civilization, was ridiculous. They seemed to have no real understanding of their powers, and of the uses to which they could be put.


  It was the most curious sort of paradox.


  The colonel found a park bench and settled down to investigate the problems presented by the paradox.


  He was, he decided, a practical man. As such, he’d remained occluded, till now, to their solution of the problems of a society with which he was basically no more contented than they had been. But he had adjusted effectively to the requirements of that society, while they had withdrawn from it in the completest possible fashion this side of suicide.


  To put it somewhat differently, he had learned how to influence and manipulate others to gain for himself a position comfortably near the top. They had learned how to avoid being manipulated.


  But if a man could do that—without losing the will to employ his powers intelligently!


  The colonel checked the surge of excitement which arose from that line of reflection, almost guiltily. The structure of society might be—and was—more than ripe for an overhauling. But he was quite certain that Four’s people would not be willing to follow his reasoning just yet. Their whole philosophy of living was oriented in the opposite direction of ultimate withdrawal.


  But give me time, he thought. Just give me time!


  Four showed herself to him that afternoon.


  He’d returned to his office—the white-and-gold uniform had created a noticeable stir in the department—and instructed Miss Eaton to send someone out for a lunch tray from the cafeteria.


  A little later, he suddenly realized that Four was standing in the door of the office behind him. He knew then that, for some reason, he had expected her to come.


  He was careful not to look around, but he sensed that she both approved of the white uniform and was laughing at him for having put it on to impress her. The colonel’s ears reddened slightly. He straightened his shoulders, though, and went on working.


  Next, the child-shape slipped by before his desk, an almost visibility. He glanced up at it, and it smiled and disappeared as abruptly as if it had gone through a door in mid-air and closed the door behind it. A moment later, Four stood just beyond the desk, looking down at the colonel, no less substantial than the material of the desk itself.


  He stared up at her, unable to speak, aware only of a slow, strong gladness welling up in him.


  Then Four vanished—


  Someone had opened the door of the office behind him.


  “Your lunch, sir,” the familiar voice of Charles E. Watterly muttered apologetically.


  The colonel let his breath out slowly. But it didn’t matter too much, he supposed. Four would be back.


  “Thank you, Watterly,” he said, with some restraint. “Set it down, please.”


  Watterly’s angular shape appeared beside him and suddenly seemed to teeter uncertainly. The colonel moved an instant too late. The coffee pot lay on its side in the brown puddle that filled the lunch tray on the desk. The rest of the contents were about evenly distributed over the desk, the carpet, and the white uniform.


  On his feet, flushed and angry, the colonel looked at Watterly.


  “I’m sorry, sir!” Watterly had fallen back a step.


  Now, this was interesting, the colonel decided, studying him carefully. This was the familiar startled white face, its slack mouth twisted into an equally familiar, frightened grin. But why hadn’t he ever before noticed that incredible, cold, hidden malice staring at him out of those pale blue eyes?


  Not a bungler. A hater. The airtight organization of society kept it suppressed so well that he had almost forgotten how the underdogs of the world could hate!


  He let the rage in him ebb away.


  Anger was pointless. It was the compliment one paid an equal. To withdraw beyond the reach of human malice, as Four and the rest of them had done, was a better way—for the weak. For those who were not, the simplest and most effective way was to dispose of the malicious by whichever methods were handiest, and forget about them.


  AT seven in the evening, Miss Eaton looked in at the colonel’s central office and inquired whether he would need her any more that day.


  “No, thank you, Miss Eaton,” said the colonel, without looking up. “A few matters I want to finish by myself. Good night.” There was silence for a moment. Then Miss Eaton’s voice blurted suddenly, “Sometimes it’s much better to finish such matters in the morning, sir!”


  The colonel glanced up in surprise. Coming from Miss Eaton, the remark seemed out of character. But she looked slightly resentful, slightly anxious, as always, and not as if she attributed any importance to her words.


  “Well, Miss Eaton,” the colonel said genially, while he wondered whether it had been a coincidence, “I just happen to prefer not to wait till tomorrow.” Miss Eaton nodded, as though agreeing that, in that case, there was no more to be said. He listened to her heels clicking away through the glass-enclosed aisles of the general offices, and then the lights went out there, and Colonel Magrumssen was sitting alone at his desk.


  It was odd about Miss Eaton. He was almost certain now it had been no coincidence. Her personality which, for a number of years, he’d felt he understood better than one got to understand most people, had revealed itself in a single sentence to be an entirely different sort of personality—a woman, in fact, about whom he knew exactly nothing! At any other time, the implications would have fascinated him. Tonight, of course, it made no difference any more.


  His gaze returned reflectively to a copy of the Notice of Transfer by which Charles E. Watterly had been removed from Metallurgy some hours before, to be returned to the substratum of Earth’s underdogs, where he obviously belonged.


  It had seemed the logical thing to do, the colonel realized with a feeling of baffled resentment. What did one more third-rate human life among a few billions matter?


  But it seemed his unseen acquaintances believed it did matter, very much. Somewhere deep in his mind, ever since he had signed the Transfer, a cold, dead area had been growing which told him, as clearly as if they had announced it in so many words, that he wouldn’t be able to contact them again.


  Notices of Transfer weren’t revocable, but he felt, too, that it wouldn’t have done him much good if they had been. One committed the unforgivable sin, and that was that.


  He had pushed Watterly back down where he belonged. And he was no longer acceptable.


  There was one question he would have liked answered, the colonel decided, as he went on methodically about the business of cleaning up his department’s top-level affairs for his successor.


  What, actually, was the unforgivable sin?


  Half hour later, he decided he wasn’t able to find the answer. Something involved with Christian charity, or the lack of it, apparently. He had sinned in degrading Watterly. Civilization similarly had sinned on a very large scale against the major part of humanity. And so they had withdrawn themselves both from civilization and from him.


  He shook his head. He might still be misjudging their motives—because it still didn’t seem quite right!


  On the proper form and in a neat, clear hand, he filled out his resignation from Metallurgy and from life, to make it easy for the investigators. He frowned at the line headed reasons given and decided to leave it blank.


  He laid down the pen and picked up the gun and squinted down its barrel distastefully. And then somebody who now appeared to be sitting in the chair on the other side of his desk remarked:


  “That mightn’t be required, you know.”


  THE colonel put the gun down and folded his hands on the desk. “Well, John Brownson!” he said, politely surprised. “You’re one of them, too?”


  The assistant to the Minister of Statistics shrugged.


  “In a sense,” he admitted. “In about the same way that you’re one of them.”


  The colonel thought that over and acknowledged that he didn’t quite follow.


  “It’s very simple,” Brownson assured him, “once you understand the basic fact that we’re all basically altruists—you and I and every other human being on Earth.”


  “All altruists, eh?” the colonel repeated doubtfully.


  “Not, of course, always consciously. But each of us seems to know instinctively that he or she is also, to some extent, an irrational and therefore potentially dangerous animal. The race is developing mentally and emotionally, but it hasn’t developed as far as would be desirable as yet.”


  “That, at any rate, seems to be a fact,” the colonel conceded.


  “So there is a conflict between our altruism and our irrationality. To solve it, we—each of us—limit ourselves. We do not let our understanding and abilities develop beyond the point at which we can trust ourselves not to use them against humanity. Once you accept that, everything else is self-explanatory.”


  Now how could Brownson hope to defend such a statement, the colonel protested after an astonished pause, after taking a look at history? Or, for that matter, at some of the more outstanding public personalities in their immediate environment?


  But the assistant to the Minister of Statistics waved the objection aside.


  “Growth isn’t always a comfortable process,” he said. “Even the Hunger Years and our present social structure might be regarded as forcing factors. The men who appear primarily responsible for this stage of mankind’s development may not consciously look on themselves as altruists, but basically, as I said, that is the only standard by which we do judge our activities—and ourselves! Now, as for you—”


  “Yes?” said the colonel. “As for me?”


  “Well, you’re a rather remarkable man, Colonel Magrumssen. You certainly gave every indication of being prepared to expand your understanding to a very unusual degree—which was why,” John Brownson added, somewhat apologetically, “I first directed your attention to the possible implications of Normal Loss. Afterward, you appear to have fooled much more careful judges of human nature than I am. Though, of course,” he concluded, “you may not really have fooled them. It’s not always easy to follow their reasoning.”


  “Since you’re being so informative,” the colonel said bluntly, “I’d like to know just who and what those people are.”


  “They’re obviously people who can and do trust themselves very far,” Brownson said evasively. “A class or two above me, I’m afraid. I don’t know much about them otherwise, and I’d just as soon not. You’re a bolder man than I am, Colonel. In particular, I don’t know anything about the specific group with which you became acquainted.”


  “We didn’t stay acquainted very long.”


  “Well, you wouldn’t,” Brownson agreed, studying him curiously. “Still, it was an unusual achievement.”


  THE colonel said nothing for a moment. He was experiencing again a hot resentment and what he realized might be a rather childish degree of hurt, and also the feeling that something splendidly worthwhile had become irretrievably lost to him through a single mistake. But, for some reason, the feeling was much less disturbing now.


  “The way it seemed to me,” he said finally, “was that they were willing to accept me as an equal—whatever class they’re in—until I fired Watterly. That wasn’t it, then?”


  “No, it wasn’t. They were merely acknowledging that you had accepted yourself as being in that class, at least temporarily. That seems to be the only real requirement.”


  “If I knew instinctively that I couldn’t meet that requirement, on a completely altruistic basis,” the colonel said carefully, “why did I accept myself as being in their class even temporarily?” John Brownson glanced reluctantly at the gun on the desk. For a moment, the colonel was puzzled. Then he grinned apologetically.


  “Well, yes, that might explain it,” he admitted. “I believe I’ve had it in mind for some time.


  Life had begun to look pretty uninteresting.” He poked frowningly at the gun. “So it was just a matter of satisfying my curiosity—first?”


  “I wouldn’t know what your exact motive was,” Brownson said cautiously. “But I presume it went beyond simple curiosity.”


  “Well, supposing now,” said the colonel, tapping the gun, “that on considering what you’ve told me, I decided to change my mind.”


  Brownson smiled. “If you change your decision, you’ll do it for good and sufficient reasons. I’d be very happy—and, incidentally, there’s no need to blame yourself for Watterly. Watterly knew he couldn’t trust himself in any position above Civilian General Duty. If you hadn’t had him sent back there, he would have found someone else to do it. Selfjudgment works at all levels.”


  “I wasn’t worrying much about Watterly,” the colonel said. He reflected a moment. “What actually induced you to come here to talk to me?”


  “Well,” said Brownson carefully, “there was one who expressed an opinion about you so strongly that it couldn’t be ignored. I was sent to make sure you had the fullest possible understanding of what you were doing.”


  The colonel stared. “Who expressed an opinion about me?”


  “Your Miss Eaton.”


  “MISS Eaton?” The colonel almost laughed. For a moment, he’d had a wild, irrational hope that Four had showed concern about him. But Four hardly would have been obliged to go to John Brownson for help.


  “Miss Eaton,” Brownson smiled wryly, “has a wider range of understanding than most, but not enough courage to do anything about what she knows. The bravest thing she ever did was to speak to you as she did tonight. After that, she didn’t know what else to do, so—well, she prayed. At any rate, it seemed to be a prayer to her.”


  “For me?”


  “Yes, for you.”


  “Think of that!” said the colonel, astonished. “That was why you came?”


  “That’s it.”


  The colonel thought about Miss Eaton for a moment, and then of what a completely fascinating, interesting world it was—if one could only become really aware of it. It seemed unreasonable that people should be going through life in blind, uneasy dissatisfaction, never quite realizing what was going on around and behind them . . .


  Of course, a good percentage of them might drop dead in sheer fright if they ever got a sudden inkling of what was there. For one thing, quiet power enough to extinguish nine-tenths of the human life on Earth between one second and the next.


  And the thought of that power and various perhaps not too rational manipulations of it, he reflected truthfully, might have been the really fascinating part of it all to him.


  “Well, thank you, Brownson,” he said.


  There was no answer.


  WHEN the colonel looked up, the chair on the other side of the desk was empty. Brownson seemed to have realized that he’d done the best he could. The others, being wiser, would have known all along there was nothing to be done. His self-judgment stood.


  “Damn saints!” the colonel said, grinning. The trouble was that he still liked them.


  Trying not to think of Four again, he picked up the gun and then a final thought came to him. He laid it down long enough to write neatly and clearly behind REASONS GIVEN on the resignation form: IF IT WERE A SNAKE, IT WOULD BITE YOU!


  A slim hand moved the gun away and a light voice laughed at the inscrutable message he had written. Then his own hand was taken and he smiled back at Four, while the room stayed substantial and he did not.


  It was remarkable how easily and completely one could retreat from the world, clear to the point of invisibility. There had always been people like that, people who could lose themselves in a crowd or be totally unnoticeable at a party. They just hadn’t carried their self-effacement far enough. Probably the pressure of reality hadn’t been as savage as it was now, to compel both extremes of assertion and withdrawal.


  Normal Loss would rise an infinitesimal amount, the colonel thought with amusement—he’d have to live, too. The world wouldn’t know why, of course.


  The devil with this world. He had his own to go to, and a woman of his own to go with.


  “You didn’t really think I was going to kill myself, did you?” he asked Four, feeling the need to make her understand and respect him. “It was only a trick to get your attention.”


  “As if you had to,” she laughed tenderly.


  1953


  WE DON’T WANY ANY TROUBLE


  What chance can you possibly have of whipping an enemy who insists on joining your side?


  “WELL, that wasn’t a very long interview, was it?” asked the professor’s wife. She’d discovered the professor looking out of the living room window when she’d come home from shopping just now. “I wasn’t counting on having dinner before nine,” she said, setting her bundles down on the couch. “I’ll get at it right away.”


  “No hurry about dinner,” the professor replied without turning his head. “I didn’t expect we’d be through there before eight myself.”


  He had clasped his hands on his back and was swaying slowly, backward and forward on his feet, staring out at the street. It was a favorite pose of his, and she never had discovered whether it indicated deep thought or just daydreaming. At the moment, she suspected uncomfortably it was very deep thought, indeed. She took off her hat.


  “I suppose you could call it an interview,” she said uneasily. “I mean you actually talked with it, didn’t you?”


  “Oh, yes, we talked with it,” he nodded. “Some of the others did, anyway.”


  “Imagine talking with something like that! It really is from another world, Clive?” She laughed uneasily, watching the back of his head with frightened eyes. “But, of course, you can’t violate the security rules, can you? You can’t tell me anything about it at all . . .”


  HE shrugged, turning around.


  “There’ll be a newscast at six o’clock. In ten minutes. Wherever there’s a radio or television set on Earth, everybody will hear what we found out in that interview. Perhaps not quite everything, but almost everything.”


  “Oh?” she said in a surprised, small voice. She looked at him in silence for a moment, her eyes growing more frightened. “Why would they do a thing like that?”


  “Well,” said the professor, “it seemed like the right thing to do. The best thing, at any rate. There may be some panic, of course.” He turned back to the window and gazed out on the street, as if something there were holding his attention. He looked thoughtful and abstracted, she decided. But then a better word came to her, and it was “resigned.”


  “Clive,” she said, almost desperately, “what happened?”


  He frowned absently at her and walked to the radio. It began to make faint, humming noises as the professor adjusted dials unhurriedly. The humming didn’t vary much.


  “They’ve cleared the networks, I imagine,” he remarked.


  The sentence went on repeating itself in his wife’s mind, with no particular significance at first. But then a meaning came into it and grew and swelled swiftly, until she felt her head would burst with it. They’ve cleared the networks. All over the world this evening, they’ve cleared the networks. Until the newscast comes on at six o’clock . . .


  “As to what happened,” she heard her husband’s voice saying, “that’s a little difficult to understand or explain. Even now. It was certainly amazing—” He interrupted himself. “Do you remember Milt Caldwell, dear?”


  “Milt Caldwell?” She searched her mind blankly. “No,” she said, shaking her head.


  “A rather well-known anthropologist,” the professor informed her, with an air of faint reproach. “Milt got himself lost in the approximate center of the Australian deserts some two years ago. Only we have been told he didn’t get lost. They picked him up—”


  “They?” she said. “You mean there’s more than one?”


  “Well, there would be more than one, wouldn’t there?” he asked reasonably. “That explains, at any rate, how they learned to speak English. It made it seem a little more reasonable, anyhow,” he added, “when it told us that. Seven minutes to six . . .”


  “What?” she said faintly.


  “Seven minutes to six,” the professor repeated. “Sit down, dear. I believe I can tell you, in seven minutes, approximately what occurred . . .”


  THE Visitor from Outside sat in its cage, its large gray hands slackly clasping the bars. Its attitudes and motions, the professor had noted in the two minutes since he had entered the room with the other men, approximated those of a rather heavily built ape. Reporters had called it “the Toad from Mars,” on the basis of the first descriptions they’d had of it—the flabby shape and loose, warty skin made that a vaguely adequate identification. The round, horny head almost could have been that of a lizard.


  With a zoologist’s fascination in a completely new genus, the professor catalogued these contradicting physical details in his mind. Yet something somewhat like this might have been evolved on Earth, if Earth had chosen to let the big amphibians of its Carboniferous Period go on evolving.


  That this creature used human speech was the only almost-impossible feature.


  It had spoken as they came in. “What do you wish to know?” it asked. The horny, toothed jaws moved, and a broad yellow tongue became momentarily visible, forming the words. It was a throaty, deliberate “human” voice.


  For a period of several seconds, the human beings seemed to be shocked into silence by it, though they had known the creature had this ability. Hesitantly, then the questioning began.


  The professor remained near the back of the room, watching. For a while, the questions and replies he heard seemed to carry no meaning to him. Abruptly he realized that his thoughts were fogged over with a heavy, cold, physical dread of this alien animal. He told himself that under such circumstances fear was not an entirely irrational emotion, and his understanding of it seemed to lighten its effects a little.


  But the scene remained unreal to him, like a badly lit stage on which the creature in its glittering steel cage stood out in sharp focus, while the humans were shadow-shapes stirring restlessly against a darkened background.


  “This won’t do!” he addressed himself, almost querulously, through the fear. “I’m here to observe, to conclude, to report—I was selected as a man they could trust to think and act rationally!”


  He turned his attention deliberately away from the cage and what it contained, and directed it on the other human beings, to most of whom he had been introduced only a few minutes before. A young, alert-looking Intelligence major who was in some way in charge of this investigation; a sleepy-eyed general; a very pretty Wac captain acting as stenographer, whom the major had introduced as his fiancee. The handful of other scientists looked for the most part like brisk business executives, while the two Important Personages representing the Government looked like elderly professors.


  He almost smiled. They were real enough. This was a human world. He returned his attention again to the solitary intruder in it.


  “WHY shouldn’t I object?” W the impossible voice was saying with a note of lazy good-humor. “You’ve caged me like—a wild animal! And you haven’t even informed me of the nature of the charges against me. Trespassing, perhaps—eh?”


  The wide mouth seemed to grin as the thing turned its head, looking them over one by one with bright black eyes. The grin was meaningless; it was the way the lipless jaws set when the mouth was closed. But it gave expression to the pleased malice the professor sensed in the voice and words.


  The voice simply did not go with that squat animal shape.


  Fear surged up in him again. He found himself shaking.


  If it looks at me now, he realized in sudden panic, I might start to scream!


  One of the men nearest the cage was saying something in low, even tones. The Wac captain flipped over a page of her shorthand pad and went on writing, her blonde head tilted to one side. She was a little pale, but intent on her work. He had a moment of bitter envy for their courage and self-control. But they’re insensitive, he tried to tell himself; they don’t know Nature and the laws of Nature. They can’t feel as I do how wrong all this is!


  Then the black eyes swung around and looked at him.


  Instantly, his mind stretched taut with blank, wordless terror. He did not move, but afterward he knew he did not faint only because he would have looked ridiculous before the others, and particularly in the presence of a young woman. He heard the young Intelligence officer speaking sharply; the eyes left him unhurriedly, and it was all over.


  “YOU indicate,” the creature’s voice was addressing the major, “that you can force me to reveal matters I do not choose to reveal at this time. However, you are mistaken. For one thing, a body of this type does not react to any of your drugs.”


  “It will react to pain!” the major said, his voice thin and angry.


  Amazed by the words, the professor realized for the first time that he was not the only one in whom this being’s presence had aroused primitive, irrational fears. The other men had stirred restlessly at the major’s threat, but they made no protest.


  The thing remained silent for a moment, looking at the major.


  “This body will react to pain,” it said then, “only when I choose to let it feel pain. Some you here know the effectiveness of hypnotic blocks against pain. My methods are not those of hypnosis, but they are considerably more effective. I repeat, then, that for me there is no pain, unless I choose to experience it.”


  “Do you choose to experience the destruction of your body’s tissues?” the major inquired, a little shrilly.


  The Wac captain looked up at him quickly from the chair where she sat, but the professor could not see her expression. Nobody else moved.


  The thing, still staring at the major, almost shrugged.


  “And do you choose to experience death?” the major cried, his face flushed with excitement.


  In a flash of insight, the professor understood why no one was interfering. Each in his own way, they had felt what he was feeling: that here was something so outrageously strange and new that no amount of experience, no rank, could guide a human being in determining how to deal with it. The major was dealing with it—in however awkward a fashion. With no other solution to offer, they were, for the moment, unable or unwilling to stop him.


  The thing then said slowly and flatly, “Death is an experience I shall never have at your hands. That is a warning. I shall respond to no more of your threats. I shall answer no more questions.


  “Instead, I shall tell you what will occur now. I shall inform my companions that you are as we judged you to be—foolish, limited, incapable of harming the least of us. Your world and civilization are of very moderate interest. But they are a novelty which many will wish to view for themselves. We shall come here and leave here, as we please. If you attempt to interfere again with any of us, it will be to your own regret.”


  “Will it?” the major shouted, shaking. “Will it now?”


  The professor jerked violently at the quick successive reports of a gun in the young officer’s hand. Then there was a struggling knot of figures around the major, and another man’s voice was shouting hoarsely, “You fool! You damned hysterical fool!”


  The Wac captain had dropped her notebook and clasped her hands to her face. For an instant, the professor heard her crying, “Jack! Jack! Stop—don’t—”


  But he was looking at the thing that had fallen on its back in the cage, with the top of its skull shot away and a dark-brown liquid staining the cage floor about its shoulders.


  What he felt was an irrational satisfaction, a warm glow of pride in the major’s action. It was as if he had killed the thing himself.


  For that moment, he was happy.


  BECAUSE he stood far back in the room, he saw what happened then before the others did.


  One of the Personages and two of the scientists were moving excitedly about the cage, staring down at the thing. The others had grouped around the chair into which they had forced the major. Under the babble of confused, angry voices, he could sense the undercurrent of almost joyful relief he felt himself.


  The Wac captain stood up and began to take off her clothes.


  She did it quickly and quietly. It was at this moment, the professor thought, staring at her in renewed terror, that the height of insanity appeared to have been achieved in this room. He wished fervently that he could keep that sense of insanity wrapped around him forevermore, like a protective cloak. It was a terrible thing to be rational! With oddly detached curiosity, he also wondered what would happen in a few seconds when the others discovered what he already knew.


  The babbling voices of the group that had overpowered the major went suddenly still. The three men at the cage turned startled faces toward the stillness. The girl straightened up and stood smiling at them.


  The major began screaming her name.


  There was another brief struggling confusion about the chair in which they were holding him. The screaming grew muffled as if somebody had clapped a hand over his mouth.


  “I warned you,” the professor heard the girl say clearly, “that there was no death. Not for us.”


  Somebody shouted something at her, like a despairing question. Rigid with fear, his own blood a swirlipg roar in his ears, the professor did not understand the words. But he understood her reply.


  “It could have been any of you, of course,” she nodded. “But I just happened to like this body.”


  After that, there was one more shot.


  THE professor turned off the radio. For a time, he continued to gaze out the window.


  “Well, they know it now!” he said. “The world knows it now. Whether they believe it or not—At any rate . . .” His voice trailed off. The living room had darkened and he had a notion to switch on the lights, but decided against it. The evening gloom provided an illusion of security.


  He looked down at the pale oval of his wife’s face, almost featureless in the shadows.


  “It won’t be too bad,” he explained, “if not too many of them come. Of course, we don’t know how many there are of them, actually. Billions, perhaps. But if none of our people try to make trouble—the aliens simply don’t want any trouble.”


  He paused a moment. The death of the young Intelligence major had not been mentioned in the broadcast. Considering the issues involved, it was not, of course, a very important event and officially would be recorded as a suicide. In actual fact, the major had succeeded in wresting a gun from one of the men holding him. Another man had shot him promptly without waiting to see what he intended to do with it.


  At all costs now, every rational human being must try to prevent trouble with the Visitors from Outside.


  He felt his face twitch suddenly into an uncontrollable grimace of horror.


  “But there’s no way of being absolutely sure, of course,” he heard his voice tell the silently gathering night about him, “that they won’t decide they just happen to like our kind of bodies.”


  CARETAKER


  If you look hard enough, you can usually find what you’re seeking—or trying to avoid!


  “WELL him,” said Commander Lowndes’ voice, speaking from the great exploration ship stationed on the other side of the world, “that we’re recording it officially as Hulman’s Planet. I think that might please him.”


  Marder hesitated with his reply. Through the viewport of the parked little scout flier, he looked out at the vast, shadowy valley before him, at green and scarlet swamps, at gleaming dark waters threaded through them. A huge, blue-wooded wave of mountains rose beyond, the setting sun just touching their crest. In a quarter of an hour, it would be completely dark. His glance turned, almost reluctantly, to the substantial but incongruous reality of Hulman’s house nearby, its upper story and roof mirrored in the tiny swamp lake.


  “No, it wouldn’t please him,” he said. “Boyce suggested it during our first visit with Hulman today. He wants us to record it instead as—I’ll spell it—C-r-e-s-g-y-t-h. Cresgyth. That’s his phonetic interpretation of the name given it by the people here.”


  “Fair enough,” Commander Lowndes agreed, “if that’s how he wants it.” He inquired whether Marder had anything to add to the present report.


  “Not now,” Marder said. “I’ll call you back after we’ve met his woman.”


  “HIS wife,” Lowndes corrected him carefully. “I’m glad it happened to be you and Boyce who found Hulman. You’re reliable men; you in particular, Marder. I don’t need to emphasize that Hulman’s chance discovery of what appears to be the first genuine human race ever encountered outside of Earth is of primary importance . . .” He continued to emphasize that obvious fact at some length. “Boyce might be inclined to hurry through the—ah, diplomatic overtures,” he concluded. “You’ll be careful about that part of it, Marder?”


  “Very careful,” Marder promised.


  “On the two continents we’ve scanned so far, we’ve found no traces of human inhabitants, present or past. It’s possible that Hulman’s acquaintances are the sole survivors of humanity here. If we frighten the tribe into hiding, there may never be another contact—and within a hundred years or less, they may have become extinct.”


  “I understand.”


  “Fine. Now, then—what about these other creatures? What did Hulman have to say about them?”


  “In the twenty years he’s been marooned in this valley, he’s had only three or four actual encounters with them—rather violent encounters, on his side. Apparently, they learned to avoid him after that. He seems,” Marder added thoughtfully, “to have an almost psychopathic hatred for them.”


  “Not very surprising!” Lowndes’ tone was reproving, reminding Marder that Hulman had been, for the past forty years, one of the great, legendary names of stellar exploration. “Deems’ scout reports it bagged a couple of specimens a few hours ago and is bringing them in. The description checks with what Hulman gave you—a wormlike, blue body with a set of arms, legs, and a head. Out of water, they appear to wear some kind of clothes, presumably to conserve body moisture.”


  Marder agreed that it checked.


  “We’ve found them remarkably elusive otherwise,” Lowndes went on. “There seems to have been a widespread rudimentary civilization along the seas and major lake coasts—amphibious cave-builders is what they were originally. But all the Caves we examined have been deserted for centuries, at least, which indicates major migratory movements of the species inland. The seas and lakes are almost completely barren of life above the plankton level.”


  There had been, according to Hulman, some kind of planetary catastrophe, Marder said. Hunger had driven the “snakes,” as he called them, out of the great lake chains of their origin, up into the valley swamp lands and along the river courses, forcing the remnants of the mysterious human race ahead of them in their slow migration and gradually reducing the human living area. Hulman had killed six of the bluish, wormlike creatures in this section of the valley, in the first few years after he had crashed on the planet; after that, they had ceased to show up here. But, until now, he had been unable to give the humans more effective help.


  AFTER Lowndes cut contact, Marder remained sitting in the scout for a time, gazing out at the vast, darkening valley with troubled, puzzled eyes. For twenty-two years after the destruction of his ship, Hulman had lived here, separated from the humanity of his origin by an enormity of light-years, by the black abyss of space, but in the company of a woman who was of an alien, dying race.


  “My wife!” Hulman had said, not defiantly but proudly, in speaking of her. “I called her Celia from the start, and she liked the name.”


  Hidden somewhere in the shadowed swamps, the woman he’d called Celia was watching Hulman’s great log house until she could overcome her timidity of the visitors from space.


  “She’ll show up some time during the night,” Hulman had laughed. “I’m leaving the doors open for her. I’ll talk to her a little first, to reassure her, and you can meet her then. Meanwhile, why don’t you have a look at her picture.”


  Years ago, as a boy, Marder had first seen Hulman’s early paintings of the outer worlds and, like countless thousands of others before and since, he had felt his imagination swell and grow wide with the cosmic grandeur of Hulman’s vision of universal life.


  In the fifty or so paintings he had seen in the log house that day, the great sweep of space had dwindled to something apparently much more commonplace. Hulman’s imagination seemed to have shrunk to correspond to the physical limitations of the valley that confined him. However, he had retained a characteristic and extraordinary precision of lifelike detail, particularly in regard to the human beings he had found here.


  They were beautiful creatures; but the paintings aroused a revulsion in Marder, in which he recognized a vague flavoring of terror. In the one painting Hulman showed them of the woman Celia, that effect was particularly pronounced. Marder found it difficult to explain to himself. Boyce seemed insensitive to it, and there was nothing in Hulman’s words or attitude to provide additional clues.


  Re-entering the house, Marder glanced back with more than a trace of uneasiness at the swamp from the doors Hulman had left open. After twenty years, Hulman should know whether danger threatened him from there; but for a visitor on a strange world, “it” and “they” were always present in the unknown dark outside—fears that usually were imaginary, but sometimes were not.


  Marder smiled a little grimly at his own present apprehensions and went in.


  HE found Hulman and Boyce in a cavernous cellar level beneath the house itself. It was well lit and showed familiar and reassuring features; power plants, storage rooms, even a hydroponic garden. The two men stood beside the opening of a deep fresh-water well, twenty feet across, which took up the left side of the main cellar hall.


  “Sixty feet down, it’s ten degrees Fahrenheit,” Hulman was stating, with a disarming houseowner’s pride. He was a big man, rather heavy now, with a square-cut brown beard that showed only a few traces of gray. “I got the idea from Celia’s people. Swamp water’s none too healthy here at various seasons, but the well taps an underground river that’s as pure as you could wish—” He caught sight of Marder. “Any news?” His face had become suddenly anxious.


  “They’re going to wait over there with the ship,” Marder said, “a week or more, if required. We’re to follow your judgment in every way in establishing contact with the Cresgythians.”


  “Good!” Hulman was obviously relieved. “We can’t do anything till Celia comes in—and we’ll have to be very tactful then. But I’m sure it won’t take a week.”


  “What makes them so shy of us?” Boyce inquired.


  A shadow passed over Hulman’s face. “It’s not you,” he said. “It’s me . . . Or it’s an impression I gave them of the Earth kind of human beings.”


  Back upstairs, with the three of them settled comfortably in the big living room, he explained. He’d given Boyce and Marder a room together on the top floor of the house, across a small hall from his own room and that of his wife.


  “I’ve never asked Celia much about her people,” he said. “There’s some kind of very strong taboo that keeps her from talking about them. When I tried to press her for details at first, it was almost as if I were committing some sort of gross indecency. But I do know they hate violence, insanity—anything unbeautiful! And, you see . . .”


  When his ship crashed into the valley, he was the only man left alive on her out of the original crew of four. “Banning went insane two days before that and killed Nichols and Dawson,” he said, his face drawn and taut, remembering it again over a period of twenty-two years. He paused. “And so I killed Banning before he could wreck the ship completely.” He looked from one to the other of them. “It was unavoidable. But they never understood that, these people of Celia’s.”


  “How did they find out?” Marder stirred uncomfortably.


  Hulman shrugged. “I was unconscious for about a month and completely blind for six months afterward. They got me out of the wreck and nursed me back to life, but as soon as I was out of danger, only Celia would stay with me. She and I were alone for weeks before I regained my sight. How did they find out? They’re sensitive in a number of ways. And there were those bodies in the ship. They—withdrew from me,” he said with a grimace, “as soon as I no longer needed their help.”


  “Then in all this time,” Marder said slowly, “you never were able to gain their confidence?”


  Hulman stared at him a moment, apparently weighing the words. “It’s not a question of confidence,” he said finally. “It’s a question of—well, I’m trying to tell you! I didn’t mind being alone with Celia.” He grinned suddenly, almost boyishly. “The others stayed in a small lake village they had a couple of miles up the valley, across the swamps. Celia went up there every few days, but she never brought anyone back with her. I suspected it was simply because I was an alien. I thought they’d get over that in time. Celia seemed happy enough, so it wasn’t a very acute problem—”


  He paused a few seconds, frowning. “One day, when she’d slipped away again, I remembered a pair of field glasses I’d taken off the ship, and I got them and trained them on the village. That was a very curious experience—I never have found a complete explanation for it. For just one instant, I had everything in the clearest possible focus. There were children playing on the platforms above the water; a few adults standing in the doorway of a house. And, suddenly, everything blurred!” Hulman gave a short hacking laugh. “Can you imagine that? They didn’t want me to look at them, so they just blurred my vision!”


  “Eh?” Boyce was frowning.


  Marder sat still, startled, feeling the uneasiness growing up in him again.


  Hulman smiled crookedly. “That’s all I can tell you. The glasses had a four-mile range and they were functioning perfectly, but the instant I turned them on the village, the field blurred. I’d never felt so wholeheartedly—and successfully—snubbed before.”


  BOYCE laughed uncomfortably and glanced at Marder. He was still more than a little in awe of Hulman, of the shining legend miraculously resurrected from the black tomb of space; but he, too, Marder decided, had the vague sense of something disturbing and out of order here. Well, so much the better. There would be two of them to look out for trouble, if trouble came.


  “I’ll admit the trick annoyed me,” Hulman said, “as soon as I’d got over my first surprise at it. Next day, I announced to Celia that I was going over to the village. She made no objection, but she followed me at a distance—probably to make sure I didn’t drown on the way. It’s wet going around here. At last I came over a rise and found myself a hundred yards from the village, on the land side. Almost immediately, I realized they had abandoned it. I walked around it a while and found cooking fires still glowing; but nobody had waited to receive me. So I went home, insulted and very sulky—I wouldn’t even talk to Celia until the next morning!”


  He laughed. “I got over that in a hurry. And then I settled down to building us a house of our own, much bigger and better than anything they had in the village; and that took up all my time for several months. For that whole period, I ignored our neighbors quite as thoroughly as they had ignored me.”


  He grinned at his guests a little shamefacedly. “But you know, I couldn’t keep it up then. There was something so curiously happy and peaceful about them, even if they were giving me the cold shoulder. And the one good look I’d had of them had showed me they were physically the most beautiful people I’d ever seen. One day, when Celia was gone, I made another trip to the village—with exactly the same results as the first one. So I decided to look around for a less exclusive neighborhood.


  “I’d got the little flier of my ship repaired enough to take it off the ground and set it down again; and I calculated I’d salvaged enough fuel for at least one twenty-four-hour trip. Celia watched me take off. I flew high over the village and could see them down there, ignoring me as usual. Then I flew down the valley for almost fifty miles before I came across the first colony of the other ones—the snakes!”


  MARDER remembered something Lowndes had said. “Do the snakes live in caves?”


  “No!” Hulman said distastefully. “That’s what fooled me. It was a village of stake houses set into the head of a little lake, almost like the one here. I set down on the lake, coasted up to the village, climbed up a ladder, and saw them!”


  He shuddered. “They just stood there, very quietly, watching me from the doors and windows.


  What made it worse somehow was that they wore clothes—but the clothes didn’t cover enough. Those weaving, soft, blue bodies and staring eyes! I backed off down the ladder, with my gun ready, in case they rushed me; but they never moved . . .”


  He had found eight more colonies of the snakes farther down the valley, but no trace of another tribe of his beautiful humanoids. He flew up the valley then, high up into the mountains, almost exhausting his fuel; and beside a glacier-fed mountain lake was a tiny stake village, built into the water. And they were snakes again.


  “At the time, I didn’t know just what to make of it. There was the possibility that my village represented an advance troop of human beings into a land of snakes. But I suspected—I felt—even then, that it was the other way around; that it was the snakes that were encroaching on the humans. So I swore to myself that as long as I lived, at least, human beings were going to hold this section of the valley undisturbed and in safety.


  “When I came back, I said to Celia—she was standing at the same spot I’d seen her last, as if she’d never left it—‘Celia, I must speak to your people. Go tell them I will come again tomorrow and that they must not run away.’ She looked at me silently for a long time, and then she turned and left in the direction of the village. She came back late at night and crept into my arms and said, ‘They have promised to wait for you.’


  “I set out next morning, full of great plans. The snakes lived in widely scattered settlements, after all. The villagers and I could wipe out those settlements one by one, until we’d cleared the land about us! That was the natural solution, wasn’t it? I didn’t realize then how different, in some ways, Celia’s people were from us!”


  BOYCE asked uneasily, “What happened?”


  “What happened?” Hulman repeated. “Well, I came over that rise, and there the village was. This time I knew they’d stayed at home! Then, not twenty feet off my path, I saw two of the snakes standing in the bushes, one watching me, the other looking at the village. Each had a kind of chunky crossbow across his shoulders; and they couldn’t be seen from the village . . .”


  He paused and shook his head. “So I shot them both down, before they got over their surprise. That was all.” He looked from one to the other again. “It was the natural thing to do, wasn’t it?”


  Boyce nodded uncertainly. Marder said nothing.


  Hulman leaned forward. “But apparently, from the point of view of the villagers, it wasn’t! Because when I was done with the snakes—one of them took three shots before it would lie still—the village was empty again. When I got back home, I was actually sick with disappointment. And then I discovered that Celia was gone!


  “That was a bad three days. But she came back then. And on the morning she came back, I discovered they’d broken up the village overnight and moved on. I think they’re not more than ten or twenty miles distant from here, but I never tried to look them up again.”


  Boyce said puzzled, “But I don’t see—”


  “Neither did I,” Hulman interrupted, “until it was too late!” He gave his short bark of laughter again; there was, Marder realized, a sort of suppressed fury in it. “They won’t kill their enemies—they’re too polite for that! So their enemies are gradually squeezing them out of existence.” The three men studied each other in silence for a moment. Then Marder asked slowly, “Captain Hulman, what do you expect us to do in this situation?”


  “Kill the snakes!” Hulman said promptly. “As many as we can find! If the human beings of this world won’t defend themselves, we’ll have to defend them. As long as I’ve been here, no party of snakes has come past this point of the valley. A few of them have tried!” His eyes glittered with open hatred. “But I can’t be on guard here forever. It’s up to you and the other men on the ship to do the job right!”


  THOUGH Boyce was sleeping uneasily, Marder hadn’t yet shut his eyes. The uneasiness was in him, too; and in him it was strong enough to offset the fatigue and excitement of the day. Vague night sounds came into the room they shared, a plaintive, thin calling like the distant cry of a bird. Not too different from the sounds on many other worlds he had known, and, as on all worlds that were new and strange, faintly tinged with the menace that was largely in the imagination.


  But it was Hulman himself who was the principal cause of Marder’s uneasiness.


  The face of the old explorer, the rumbling, angry voice, his monomaniacal devotion to the strange humanoids kept recurring in his mind. Nothing Hulman had done previously to stimulate the imagination of Earthmen toward the laborious exploration of space could equal this final accidental achievement: to have encountered the first other human beings Earthmen had yet discovered in the Universe. Men had looked out from their world like children staring into a great, dark forbidding room. They had found space to be peopled sparsely with intelligent life—life that was sometimes horrible, sometimes merely odd, sometimes beautiful in weird, incomprehensible ways. But never enough like Man to be acceptable!


  Hulman’s fierce insistence on protecting what seemed to be the dying remnants of a human race against its own wishes was something Marder could understand well enough. He did not doubt that Boyce and the others would respond wholeheartedly to that insistence. Here was the proof that human life could rise spontaneously and endlessly throughout all the galaxies, that the Universe was not a darkened room, after all, but one lighted forever by the fires of humanity.


  They had to protect that proof . . .


  Strangely enough, though Boyce was asleep and he awake, it was Boyce who first seemed aware of motion in the house. Marder heard him breathe and stir unquietly, and then come awake and grow still, listening, waiting. He smiled faintly at the familiar signs, the tense alertness, the silent questioning of the strange world about them: “What is it? Who moves?” On many other strange, dark worlds, he had been among Earthmen as they came awake, asking that question. And he with them . . .”


  He grew aware of it then: there was motion in the house now, beyond the walls. Gradually, it resolved itself into slow, heavy steps on the carpeted flooring; and the picture of Hulman leaving his room to peer down the stairs came so convincingly into his mind that at once he relaxed again. And he was aware that Boyce was relaxing too.


  Neither of them spoke. After a time, Hulman went back to his room, walking carefully so as not to disturb his guests; and the house was still. Presently, Boyce was sleeping again. Marder tried to pick up the train of thoughts he had been following before the disturbance; but they eluded him now. Fatigue grew up in him like waves of mental darkness, smothering the remnants of uneasiness; and reluctantly he let himself drift off.


  The blast that roused him seemed to have gone off almost beside his head.


  HE found himself standing in the center of the room, gun in one hand, fiashbeam in the other. Boyce’s wide back was just disappearing through the door into the dark hall beyond; and Boyce’s shout was in his ears;


  “Hulman! They’ve got Hulman!”


  Marder halted a fraction of a second, checked by the ridiculous hesitation of a man who doesn’t want to go out into a strange house undressed; then he was following Boyce. As he plunged down the broad staircase to the lower floor of Hulman’s house, a memory flashed into his mind: the guns that Hulman, cut off from standard power sources, had manufactured for himself here and shown them earlier in the evening. It had been the report of a missile gun that had awakened him; one of Hulman’s own.


  He lost Boyce’s light for a moment when he reached the lower floor, and stood in indecision until he heard a muffled shouting to his left, and remembered the descent into the cellars. As he reached the door, there was another angry shout from Boyce, and a blaze of pink light from below. Boyce had cut loose with his gun, so he was in contact with the intruders; and things would have to be finished very quickly now—a thermion spray was not designed to be an indoor weapon!


  Marder reached the bottom of the cellar stairs seconds later.


  A hedge of flame to their right, steady, impenetrable and soundless, slanted from the wall half around the great well. It cut them off from further advance; presumably it had cornered their antagonists.


  Boyce, dressed in nightshorts, turned a furiously contorted face to him.


  “One of them ducked around the corner over there! It can’t get out. It was carrying Hulman!”


  “Where is Hulman?”


  “Over there—dead!”


  MARDER squinted against the reflected glare of the fire. Something dark lay hunched against the wall beyond the well; that was all he could make out.


  “Sure he’s dead?” His voice carefully matter-of-fact.


  “Of course!” Boyce said beside him. The hand that held the gun was shaking. “When it dropped him—when I snapped a bolt at it—I saw he’d been shot through the head with his own gun!”


  “The natives?” Marder asked, still carefully.


  “No. Something—those snakes he was afraid of—some animal. It whipped around the corner before I saw it very clearly—” His voice had gone dull. Marder glanced at him quickly. Boyce was in a state of semi-shock, and they had only a few minutes before the fire ate far enough into the walls to threaten their retreat upstairs and out of the house. He had no personal qualms about leaving Hulman’s body and Hulman’s slayers to roast together—the coincidence of murder on that particular night was something one could figure out more conveniently later—but Boyce might present a problem.


  A voice addressed them from out of a passage beyond the well.


  “You who were his friends,” it said, “will you listen to me?” Marder felt his scalp crawling. “Who are you?” he called back. “He called me his wife.”


  Boyce started violently, but Marder waved him to silence. It was a rich, feminine voice, a trifle plaintive; it was not difficult to fit it mentally to the painting of Hulman’s wife.


  “Why did you kill him?”


  There was a pause.


  “But I thought you understood,” the voice said. “Your medical men would say that he had been insane for twenty years, as he counted time. They would have forced him back into sanity. I could not bear the thought that he should suffer that.”


  Marder swallowed hard. “Suffer what?”


  “Are you all fools? He was a fool, though I loved him. He could not see behind the shape of things. So—here among us—he saw shapes he could bear to see.


  In those moments when sanity came to him and he really saw what was there—then he killed. Are you all like that?”


  BOYCE stared at Marder, his mouth working. “What is she talking about?” he whispered hoarsely. “Is the snake with her?”


  “Go upstairs, Boyce! Wait for me outside!”


  “Are you going to kill the snake?”


  “Yes, I’ll kill the snake.” Boyce disappeared up the stairs. “The house is burning, but there is some time left,” Marder told the voice then. “Is there any way you can save yourself?”


  “I can leave by the river that flows under the well,” the voice said, “if you do not shoot at me.”


  “I won’t shoot at you.”


  “May I take his body?” Marder hesitated. “Yes.”


  “And you will all leave with your ship? I loved him, though my people thought it strange almost beyond their tolerance. They are foolish, too, yet not as foolish as you are. They saw what was in his mind and not beyond that, and so they were afraid of him. But he is dead now and there is nothing that your people and mine could share. We are too different. Will you leave?” Marder moistened his lips. “We’ll leave,” he said, seeing it all now, and glad he had sent Boyce upstairs. “What did you see beyond what was in his mind?”


  “A brave spirit, though very frightened,” the voice said slowly. “He ventured far and far and far into the dark of which he was afraid. I loved him for that!” It paused. “I am coming now,” it added, “and I think you had better look away.”


  Marder did not intend to look away, but at the last moment, when there was movement at the comer of the passage, he did. He saw only a swift undulating shadow pass along the wall, pause and stoop quickly, rise again with a bulky burden clasped to it, glide on and vanish.


  He stood staring at the blank wall until there was a faint splash in the well far below him.


  THE great ship was drifting slowly above the night side of the world it was leaving, when Commander Lowndes joined Marder at the observation port.


  “Boyce will make out all right,” he said moodily. “He only guessed part of the truth, and that bit is being taken from his mind.” He studied Marder thoughtfully. “If you’d looked squarely at the thing, we might have had to give you the same treatment. Our pickled specimens are pretty damned hideous.” Marder shrugged. Lowndes sat on the edge of a table.


  “Selective hysterical blindness maintained for twenty-two years—with his own type of artistic hallucinations thrown in! I can’t help wishing it hadn’t happened to Hulman.”


  “He didn’t maintain it throughout,” Marder said slowly. “And whenever he saw them clearly, he killed them . . .”


  “Who wouldn’t? I almost feel,” Lowndes said, “like getting out of space and staying out, for good!”


  Which was giving it the ultimate in emphasis.


  “What are you reporting?” Marder asked.


  “That Hulman died here, quite peacefully, about a year before we found him—leaving a diary of inspiring courage and devotion to space exploration behind him. We’ll have time enough to work up the diary. That should keep everybody happy. Marder,” he said suddenly, waving his hand at the observation port, “do you think there actually are—well, people out there. Somewhere?”


  Marder looked out at the vast, star-studded, shining black immensity.


  “I hope so,” he said.


  “Do you think we’ll ever find them?”


  “I don’t know,” Marder said thoughtfully. “They’ve never found us.”


  THE VAMPIRATE


  IT WAS AN added bitterness to Lane Rawlings to discover that in the face of sudden disaster the Nachief of Frome could react with the same unshakable, almost contemptuous, self-confidence which he showed toward her and his other human slaves. That the lonely station of the Terrestrial Bureau of Agriculture and the nameless world far below them was both alert and heavily armed enough to ward off the attack of a spaceship should have come as a stunning surprise to him-and Lane would have exchanged her own very slim chances of survival at that point for the satisfaction of seeing the Nachief show fear.


  Instead, he did instantly what had to be done to avoid the immediacy of complete defeat.


  Lane’s mind did not attempt to keep up with Nachief’s actions. The ship was still rocking from the first blow of the unseen guns beneath, when she, Grant, and Sean were being flung into the central escape bubble. When a lock snapped shut behind them and the bubble lit up inside, she saw that the Nachief had fob lowed them, in and was crouched over the controls. Tenths of a second later came another explosion, triggered by the Nachief himself—an explosion that simultaneously ripped out the side of the ship and flung the bubble free . . .


  LANE FOUND herself staring out of the bubble’s telescopic ports at the sunlit, green and brown strip of land toward which they were falling. It was framed on two sides by a great blue sweep of sea. Behind them, to the left, was the glassy dome of the station, twin trails of white smoke marking the mile-long parallel scars the ship’s guns had cut into the soil in the instant of the Nachief’s savage, wanton attack. The trails stopped just short of the dome. Whoever was down there also had reacted in the nick of time!


  The scene tilted violently outside, and Lane went sprawling back on the forms of Sean and Grant. The two colonists gave no indication even of being conscious; they had sat about like terrorized children for the past several days; they lay there now like stunned animals. Regaining her balance, Lane realized the bubble was falling much too fast, and for an instant she had the fierce hope that it was out of control.


  Then she understood: he wants to get us down near that station—near a food supply! A wave of sick, helpless fury washed over her.


  The Nachief looked around, grinning briefly, almost as if he had caught the thought.


  “Pot-shooting at us. Lane! Don’t worry—we’ll make it!”


  The deep voice; the friendly, authoritative, easily amused voice she’d been in love with for over a year! The voice that had told her, quite casually, less than thirty-six hours ago, that she and Sean and Grant would have to die, because she had found out something she wasn’t supposed to know—and because she had made the additional, mistake of telling the other two! The voice had gone on as casually to describe the grotesque indecency of the kind of death the Nachief was planning for them—


  She stared at the back of his massive blond head, weak with her terror and hatred, until the bubble lurched violently again, flinging her back. This time, when she scrambled up on hands and knees, they were dropping with a headlong, rushing finality that told her the bubble had been hit and was going to crash. Rut they were still, a mile above ground.


  She offered no resistance when the Nachief picked her up and hauled her out of the lock with him.


  RIBBON-CHUTES were unfolding in a coordinated pattern of minor jolts above them. Though it was only the Nachief’s arm that held her damped hard against his side, Lane felt quite insanely calm! They had dropped below the point where the station’s gunners could target on them; he was going to get her down alive; he had no intention of giving up his prey merely because his own life was in danger! Something struck against her legs—the barrel of the big hunting gun he held in his other hand. A sudden cunning thought came to her, and she went completely limp, waiting.


  The ground was less than a. hundred feet below, turning, tilting, expanding and rushing up at them, before she flung herself into a spasm of furious activity. She heard the Nachief’s angry shout, felt them sway and jerk as his arm tightened with punishing, rib-cracking intensity about her. Then they struck.


  Lane stood up presently, looked about dazedly and went limping over to the Nachief. He lay face down two hundred feet away. The chutes were entangled in a cluster of stubby trees, but they had dragged him that far first. He was breathing. He wasn’t dead; but he was unconscious! She stared down at him incredulously, briefly close to hysterical laughter. She couldn’t have done it intentionally; the Nachief kept his slaves under a repression to attempt no physical harm against him. She was free, for the moment anyway, only because she had tried to kill herself! Her glance went to a rock near his head, but a sense of weakness, a heavy dread, swept through her instantly. The tiling to do was to get. out of the vicinity immediately! If she could reach the station before he did, she might warn its occupants what, they were up against—provided they didn’t, kill her first. The Nachief’s hunting gun lay almost at the point, where she had. fallen. It; was too heavy for her use; but she paused long enough to thrust it hurriedly into a tangle of dry brush which should hide it from him for a while. Then she set off in the general direction of the station.


  Only five hundred yards away, she had an unexpected glimpse of the crashed bubble in open ground far below her and stopped to stare at it with a sensation of horrified remorse. Grant and Sean hadn’t had a chance after she had told them what she knew about the Nachief; in a way, she was responsible for their deaths. Hurrying on, she dismissed the thought with an effort, because it was more important just now that somebody might be coming out from the station to investigate the crash. But she couldn’t risk waiting here; the station must be more than three miles away; and her fear of the Nachief actually still seemed to be growing! Out of sight and sound, the illusion of humanity he presented was dropping away. What remained was an almost featureless awareness of a creature as coldly and savagely alien as a monstrous spider—


  Suddenly breathless and shaking, Lane stopped long enough to fight down that feeling. When site set off again, it was at a pace designed to carry her all the way to the station, if nobody came to meet her.


  Ten minutes later, she heard the sharp crack of a missile-gun and a whistling overhead, followed by a distant shout. It wasn’t the Nachief’s gun; and she turned to look for her challenger, a vast relief flooding through her.


  THE TALL, brown-skinned man who stepped out of a little gravity-rider a few dozen feet away held a gun In his hands, bur. looked at Lane with no particular indication of anything but self-confident wariness and some curiosity. A sharp-snouted, sinuous, streamlined animal, something like a heavy, shortlegged dog, flowed, out of the rider’s door behind him, sat up on muscular haunches and regarded Lane with gleaming black eyes. The man said, “Unh-uh, Sally!” warningly.


  “Any other survivors?” His voice was not loud but carried the same self-assurance as his attitude.


  “Only one!” Lane hadn’t missed the by-play. That animal, whatever it was, needed only a gesture to launch itself at her throat; its lean brown form was that of a natural killer, and the command could easily be given! “Look,” she hurried on, “will you just listen to me for thirty seconds, without interrupting—without any questions?”


  “Thirty seconds?” He almost smiled. “Why not?”


  “This other survivor—he’s armed and dangerous! He’s the one who tried to destroy your station—”


  She hesitated and swallowed, realizing for the first time how preposterous her story would sound. “He’s not a human being!” she said flatly, almost sullenly.


  The man’s eyes might have become a trifle more wary, but he only nodded. And suddenly something seemed to break in Lane, She heard herself babbling it out—how Frome was a small human colony on a franchised world; how they had gone out there in a group from, the Hub Systems a year before. That the Nachief, Bruce Sinclair Frome, had organized the emigration, the trip, everything. She’d been his secretary—


  The station man kept on nodding and listening, noncommittally.


  “I found out a few days ago that he’s a “man-eater! A blood-drinker—like a vampire—That was why he had set-up the colony of Frome. He had eight hundred people under hypnotic control, and he was using ultrasonic signals to keep the controls in force. He’s got instruments for that!” Lane said, her voice going shrill suddenly, “And he’s been living on our blood all along, and. nobody knew, and—”


  “Take it easy!” It was a crisp though level-toned interruption, and it checked her effectively. She was sweating and shivering, “You don’t believe me, of course! Hell—”


  “I might believe you!” the man said amazingly. “You think he’s after you now?”


  “Of course, he’s after me! He’ll want to keep me from telling anyone! He brought us out here to kill us, the three who knew. The other two crashed in the bubble.


  He studied her another moment and motioned toward the gravity rider. “Better get in there!”


  The brown animal he’d called Sally slipped, into the back of the rider ahead of Lane. It had a pungent, catty odor—the smell of a. Wild thing. The man came in last, and the rider rose from the ground. Seconds later, it was tracing a swift, erratic course at a twenty-foot height among the trees, soundless as a shadow.


  “We’re retreating a bit until we get this straightened out,” the station man explained. “My name’s Frazer. Yours?”


  “Lane. Lane Rawlings.”


  “Well, Lane, we’ve a problem here! You see, I’m manning the station alone at present—unless you count Sally! There’s a mining outfit five space-days away; they’re the closest I know of. But they’re not too cooperative! They might send an armed party over if I gave them an urgent enough call; and. they might not. Five days is too long to wait anyway. We’ll have to handle this ourselves!”


  “Oh, no!” she cried, stunned. “He—you don’t: realize how dangerous he is!”


  “There’ll be less risk,” Frazer continued bluntly, “in going after firm how, before he gets his bearings, so to speak, than to wait till he comes after us! We’re oil an island, here, and it’s not even, a very big island. If he’s—well, a sort of ogre, as you describe him—he’ll find precious little to live on! The Bureau cleaned the animal life off the island quite a while ago. We’re using it as an experimental ranch.”


  “Why can’t we lock ourselves up in the station?” Fear was pounding in her again, a quick, hot tide.


  Frazer brought the rider around in a slowing turn, halting it in mid-air.


  “There’s some sixty years of experimental work involved!” he explained patiently. “And some of some of our cultures, some of the stuff we’re growing here, becomes impossibly dangerous if it’s not constantly controlled, The Bureau could get out a relief crew within two weeks, but we’d be obliged to raze the island from one end. to the other by that time. That’s getting rid of your Nachief of Frome the hard way!”


  Lane realized in abrupt dismay that she wouldn’t be able to shake this man’s hard self-confidence. And recalling suddenly the speed and effectiveness with which he had countered the Nachief’s space-attack, she admitted that he might have some justification for it.


  “He’s got a long-range hunting gun!” she warned shakily. “I suppose you know what you’re doing—”


  “Sure I know!” Frazer smiled down at her. “Now, I’ll drop you off at the station; and then Sally and I will go after your friend—”


  “No!” she interrupted, terrified again at the prospect of being trapped alone on an island with the Nachief of Frome—if Frazer failed. “I’ll go with you! I can help.”


  Frazer seemed surprised but pleased. “You could be a help at that!” he admitted “Particularly since you know all Ills little ways! And we’ve got the rider—that should give us about the advantage we need . . .”


  “WHAT MAKES you so sure,” Lane inquired a while later, “that he’ll come to the bubble? He may suspect it’s being watched!”


  They sat side by side hidden by shrubbery, a half mile from the wreck of the escape bubble, on somewhat higher ground. The gravity rider stood among bushes thirty feet behind them; and a few hundred yards behind that was a great, rugged cliff face, bare of vegetation, which curved away to their left until, in the hazy distance, it dipped toward the sea.


  “I imagine he does suspect it,” Frazer conceded. “If he’s anywhere around, he may even have seen us touch ground here!” They had lifted high into the air to scan the area but had made sure of only one thing: that the Nachief: of Frome was no longer where Lane had left him. On the other hand, there were a great many places where he could be fay now. This part of the island was haphazardly forested; thickets of trees alternated with stretches of rocky soil which seemed to support only a straw-colored reed; and zigzagging dense lines of hedgelike growths, almost black, seemed to follow? concealed water-courses. Except for the towering cliff front, it was a place without distinguishing features of any kind whose one could get lost very easily. It also provided, Lane realized uncomfortably, an ideal sort of background for the deadly game of hide-and-seek in which she was involved.


  “He hasn’t much choice though!” Frazer was saying. “As I told you, the island’s bare of all sizable animal life, he’ll get hungry eventually.”


  Staring at the bubble, Tine felt herself whitening. Frazer went On, unaware of the effect he’d produced or unconcerned about it. “The other thing he might try is to get into the station, but his gun won’t help him there. So he’ll be back—” His eyes shifted past Lane to the wide spread of scrub growth beyond her. “Just Sally!” he said in a low voice, as if reassuring himself.


  Sally came gliding into view a moment later, raised her head to gaze at them impersonally and vanished again with an undulating smoothness of motion that reminded Lane of a snake. It was as if the creature had slipped without a ripple into a gray-green sea.


  “Trapped Sally on the mainland four years ago,” Frazer remarked conversationally, still in low tones. “A seventy-pound killer and more brains than you’d believe! In bush like this, the average armed man wouldn’t stand a chance against Sally. She knows pretty well what we’re here for by now!”


  Lane shivered. Something about the cool, unhurried manner of Frazer as he talked and acted gave her, for minutes at a time, a sense of security she knew was false and highly dangerous. He seemed actually incapable of understanding the uncanny deadliness of this situation! She felt almost sorry for Frazer.


  “You’re wondering why I’m so afraid of him, aren’t you?” she said slowly.


  Frazer didn’t answer immediately. Gun across his knees, a small knapsack he’d taken out of the rider strapped to his hip, he was studying her, pleasantly enough, but not without an obvious appreciation of what he saw, even a touch of calculation. A tall, sun-darkened, competent man who felt capable of handling this or any other problem that might come his way to his complete satisfaction!


  “Irrational fear of him could have been part of that hypnotic treatment he gave you!” he told her, almost absently.


  Lane shrugged, aware of a wave of sharp irritation.


  In the year since she’d known Bruce Sinclair Frome., she had almost forgotten the attraction the strong, clean lines of her body had for other men; she was being reminded of it now. And, perhaps because o! that, she was realizing that part of her hatred for the Nachief was based in the complete shattering of her vanity in being discarded by him. She had a moment of unpleasant speculation as to what her reaction would have been if she had found out the truth about him—but had found out also that he still wanted her, nevertheless . . .


  She drove the thought away. The Nachief would die, she could abet it. But the chances were that lie regarded her and this overgrown boy scout beside her as not much more of a menace than Sean and Grant had been! She sat silent, fingering the small Been nerve-gun Frazer had given her to pocket—“just in case!” She’d warned him she probably wouldn’t be able to force herself to use it—


  “I just had the pleasant notion,” Frazer remarked, “that your Nachief might ramble into one of our less hospitable cultures around here! That’s what happened to the last two assistants they gave me, less than six months ago—and it would settle the problem, all right!” He paused, thinking, “But I suppose any reasonably alert outworlder would be able to spot most of those things.”


  “I’m afraid,” Lane agreed coolly, “that he’ll be quite alert!”


  HE LOOKED at her again, digesting that in silence. “You really believe he isn’t human, don’t you?”


  “I know he isn’t human! He’s different biologically. He actually needs blood to live on!”


  “Frome was his farm, and you colonists were his livestock, eh?”


  “Something like that,” she said, displeased at a description that was accurate enough to jolt her.


  “The three of you he brought out here—‘what was his purpose in that?”


  “To turn us loose, hunt us down, and eat us!” Lane said, all in a breath. And there was a momentary, tremendous relief at having been able to put it into so many words, finally.


  Frazer blinked at her in thoughtful silence, “That gives us. a sort of special advantage!” he grinned then. “There’s a group of primitive little humanoids along the mainland coast the Nachief could live on, if he got over there. But he doesn’t know about them. So he’ll be pretty careful not to blast us to pieces with that big gun you told me about.”


  Lane twisted her hands hard together, “He’d prefer that . . .” she agreed tonelessly.


  “Now there’s the gravity rider!” Frazer turned a glance in the direction of the half-hidden vehicle behind them. “It gives its the greater mobility. If I were the Nachief, I’d wreck the rider before I tried to close in!”


  “And what do we do then?”


  “Why, then we’ll have a few tricks to play!” He gave her his quick grin. “The rider’s our bait. Until the Nachief takes it—or shows himself at the bubble—we can’t do much: about him. But after he’s taken it, he’ll try to move in on us.”


  Lane shook her head resignedly. She didn’t particularly like Frazer; but she had a feeling now that he wasn’t bluffing. He was decidedly of A different and more dangerous breed than the colonists of Frome. “You’re in charge!” she said.


  “Still afraid of him?” lie challenged.


  “Plenty! But in a way this is better than I’d hoped for, I thought III told anyone here about the Nachief, they’d think I was crazy—until it was too late!”


  Frazer scratched his chin, squinting at the distant bubble, as if studying some motion site couldn’t see. “If he isn’t human;” he said, “what do you think he is?”


  “I don’t know!” she admitted, with the surge of superstitious terror that speculation always aroused in her.


  “I might have thought you were crazy,” Frazer went on, smiling at her, “except—it seems you’ve never heard of the Nalakians?”


  She shook her head.


  “It was a colony of Earth people. Not too far from the Hub System, but not much of a. colony either—everybody seems to have forgotten about it for about eight generations after it was started. When it was rediscovered, the descendants of the original colonists had changed into something more or less like you describe your Nachief! There were internal physiological modifications—short intestines like a cat or weasel; I forget the details, Those new Nalakians showed a cannibalistic interest in other human beings, which may have been mainly psychological; and they’re supposed to have been muscled like tigers, with a tiger’s reactions. In short, a perfect human carnivore type!”


  He had her interest now—because it fitted! She sat up excitedly. “What happened to them?”


  Frazer grinned, “What a tiger can expect to happen, when he draws too much attention to himself! They raided a colony in another system, got tracked back to their own planet, and were pretty thoroughly exterminated. All that was about eighty years ago. But there may have been survivors in space at the time, you see; and those survivors may have had descendants who were clever enough to camouflage themselves as ordinary human beings! I thought of that when you first told me about your Nachief.”


  It gave her a curious sense of relief. The Nachief of Frome had become somewhat less terrifying, seemed much more on a par with themselves. “It could be.”


  “It could very much be!” Frazer nodded. “Aside front wanting to play cat-and-mouse with you, he didn’t tell you of any special motive for bringing you to this particular world, did lie?”


  “No,” Lane said puzzled. “He was taking us away from Frome, so he could make it look like an accident. What other special motive should he have?”


  “Probably not a very sane one,” Frazer said, “but it checks, all right; I was born on this station, you see, and I know the area pretty well. This planet is Nalakia, and the original Nalakian colony was on the mainland, only eight hundred miles from here! They even, used animals like Sally there in their hunting!”


  They stared at each other in. speculative silence; and Lane shivered.


  “They’re not here now!” Frazer said positively. “Not one of them—or I would have spotted their traces. But what was his purpose? A sort of blood-sacrifice to his lamented ancestors, or to planetary gods? I almost wish we could take him alive, to find out—”


  He stopped suddenly. Lane stiffened, wondering what he’d seen or heard, and he made a tiny gesture with one hand, motioning her to silence. In the stillness, she became aware of something moving into her range of vision to the left and becoming quiet again; and she realized Sally had. joined them.


  Then there were long seconds filled with nothing but the wild beating of her heart.


  The period ended in a brief, not-very-loud thudding sound behind them, which was nevertheless the complete and final shattering of the gravity rider!


  The Nachief of Frome had grounded them.


  MORE THAN a mile off Frazer was flattened on the rocky ground beside her, pulling her backward. “He’s got me outgunned, all right! Now, just keep crawling hack till you reach the gully that’s twenty feet behind us. When you get there, keep low and let yourself slide down into it.”


  Lane tried to answer and shook her head instead.


  “Is he using one of those ultrasonic gadgets you were telling me about? Sally feels something she doesn’t like!”


  “I—I don’t know! He never used one on me before!”


  “Well, how do you feel?”


  “It’s crazy!” she bleated. “I want to run hack there! I want to run back to him!” Her legs were beginning to jerk uncontrollably.


  “Close your eyes a moment, Lane!”


  She didn’t question him . . . he was going to do something to help her. She dosed her eyes.


  VERY GRADUALLY, Lane Rawlings became aware of the fact that she and Frazer and Sally were in a different sort of place now. It began to shape itself in her consciousness as a deeply shaded place with tail trees all around. To the right, a wall of gray rock rose steeply to a point where it vanished above the tops of the trees. The nearby area was dotted with boulders and grown with straggling gray grass; it was enclosed by solid ranks of gray-green thickets which rose up to a height of twenty feet or more between the trees.


  Lane had a vague feeling next that a considerable amount of time had passed. Only then did she realize that her eyes were open—and that she was suspended somehow in mid-air, her feet free of the ground. The next thing she noticed was that her hands were fastened together before her. jolted fully awake by that, she discovered finally the harness of straps around her by which she swung from a thick tree-branch overhead.


  Frazer was standing beside her. He looked both apologetic and grimly amused.


  “Sorry I had to tie you up! You were being very active!” His voice was low and careful.


  “What happened?” Becoming aware of assorted aches and discomforts in her body, she squirmed, fatilely. “Can’t you let me down?”


  “Not so loud!” He made a gesture of silence. “Afraid not! Your friend, isn’t so far off, though I don’t think he’s actually located us as yet.”


  She swallowed and was still.


  “He keeps trying to get a reaction out of you,” Frazer went on, in the same careful tone. “It’s some kind of signal. Sally can sense It, and it makes her furious; though I don’t feel anything myself. You must be conditioned to it—and the effect is to make you want to ran toward the source of the vibrations!”


  “I didn’t know he’d brought any instruments with him,” Lane said dully.


  “He may not have intended to use them, unless the game took a turn he didn’t like. Which I expect it has now! I gave you a hypo shot back at the gully that knocked you out, an hour ago,” he added mildly. “The reason you’re tied up is that, conscious or not, you keep trying to run back to the Nachief. It’s rather fantastic to watch, but running in the air won’t get you any closer to him . . .”


  He turned suddenly. Sally, upright on her haunches twenty feet away, had made a soft, snarling sound. Her head was pointing at the thickets to their left, and the black eyes glittered with excitement.


  “Better not talk any more!” Frazer cautioned. “He’s fairly close, though he’s taking his time. He’s a good hunter!” he added with a curious air of approval. “Now I’m giving you another shot to keep you quiet while he closes in, or he might be able to force you to do something that would spoil the play.” He was reaching for her arm as he spoke.


  Lane started to protest but didn’t quite make it. Something jolted through her body like an electric shock; her legs jerked violently—and Frazer’s face, and the trees and rocks behind him, started vanishing in a swirling blackness. In the blackness, she felt herself running; and at its other end, the Nachief’s smiling face looked at her, waiting. She thought she was screaming and became briefly aware of the hard, sweaty pads of Frazer’s palm clasped about her mouth.


  FRAZER stood beside Lane’s slowly twisting and jerking body a few seconds longer, watching her, anxiously, because he couldn’t very well load her down with any more drug than she was carrying right now! Satisfied then that she was incapable of making any disturbance for the time, he moved quietly back to Sally, gun ready in his hands.


  “Getting close, eh?” he murmured. Sally twitched both ears impatiently and thereafter ignored him.


  Frazer, almost immediately, became as oblivious of his companion. In a less clearly defined way, he was also quite conscious of the gradual approach of the Nachief of Frome, though the fierce little animal beside him was using more direct channels of awareness. He knew that the approach was following the winding path through the thickets he had taken thirty minutes earlier with Lane slung across his shoulder. And he didn’t need the bristling of the hair at the back of his neck or the steady thumping of his heart to tell him that an entirely new sort of death was walking on his trail!


  If the Nachief of Frome followed that path to the end, he told himself calculatingly, it was going to be a very close thing—probably not even the fifty-fifty chance he’d previously considered to be the worst he need expect! He had selected the spot where they and their guns would settle it, if it came to that; but it would be the Nachief then who could select the exact instant in time for the meeting. And Frazer knew by now, with a sure, impersonal judgment of himself and of the creature gliding up the path, that he was outmatched. The Nachief simply had turned out to be a little more than he’d counted on!


  For a long minute or two, it seemed the stalker had stopped and was waiting. Lane hung quietly in her harness; so Frazer decided the Nachief had given up trying to prod her into action. So he knew, too, now that it was between himself and the Nachief! Frazer grinned whitely in the shadow.


  But what happened next took him completely by surprise. A sense of something almost tangible but invisible, a shadow that wasn’t a shadow, coming toward him! Sally, Frazer realized, wasn’t aware of it; and he reassured himself by thinking that whatever Sally couldn’t detect could not be very damaging, physically. Nevertheless, he discovered in himself, in the next few seconds, an unexpected capacity for horror! The mind of the Nachief of Frome was speaking to him, demandingly, a momentary indecision overlying its dark, icy purpose of destruction. Frazer, refusing the answer, felt his own mind shudder away from that contact.


  Almost immediately, the contact was broken; the shadow had vanished. He had no time to wonder about it; because now the final meeting, if it came, would be only seconds away . . .


  Then, as if she had received a signal, Sally made a soft, breathing sound and settled slowly back to the ground on all fours, relaxing. She glanced up at Frazer for a moment, before shifting her gaze to a point in the bushes before her.


  Frazer, a little less certain of his senses, did not relax just yet. But he, too, turned his eyes cautiously from the point where the path came into the glade to study the thickets ahead of them.


  Those twenty-foot bushes were an unusual sort of growth. Not a native of Nalakia-but one of the Bureau of Agriculture’s imported experiments that couldn’t have been tolerated on any less isolated world. The tops of a group of the shrubs dead ahead, near one of the turns of the hidden path, were shivering slightly. The Nachief, having decided to make his final approach through the thickets, was a sufficiently expert stalker not to disturb the growth to that extent.


  The growth was disturbing itself . . .


  Aware of the warm-blooded life moving through below it, it was gently shaking out the fluffy pods at its tips to send near-microscopic enzyme crystals floating down on the intruding life-form. Coating it with a fine, dissolving dust—


  Dissolving through the pores of the skin; entering more swiftly through breathing nostrils into the lungs! Seeping through mouth, and ears, and eyes—


  A thrashing commotion began suddenly in the thickets. It shook a new cloud of dust out of the pods, which made a visible haze in the air, even from where Frazer stood. He watched it a trifle worriedly, though the crystals did not travel far, even on a good breeze. The growth preferred to contact and keep other life-forms where they would do it the most good, immediately above its roots.


  The thrashing became frenzied. There was a sudden gurgling screech.


  “That’s fine!” Frazer said softly between his teeth. “A few good breaths of the stuff now! It’ll be over quicker!”


  More screeches, which merged within seconds into a wet, rapid yapping. The thrashing motions had weakened but they went on for another half minute or so, before they and the yapping stopped together, abruptly. The Nachief of Frome was giving up life very reluctantly; but he gave it up.


  And now, gradually, Frazer relaxed. Oddly enough, watching the tops of the monstrous growth that had done his killing for him continue to quiver in a gentle, satisfied agitation, he was aware of a feeling of sharp physical letdown. Almost of disappointment—


  But that, he realized, was scarcely a rational feeling! Frazer was, by and large, a very practical man.


  SOME TIME later, he removed from his knapsack one of the tools an employee of the Bureau’s lonely outworld stations was likely to require at any time. Carefully, without moving from his tracks, he burned his vegetable ally out of existence. With another tool, he presently smothered the spreading flames again.


  After a little rummaging, he discovered what must be the ultrasonic transmitter; a beautifully compact little gadget, which the fire had not damaged beyond the point of repair. Frazer cleaned it off carefully and pocketed it.


  It was near nightfall when he put Lane Rawlings down on his bed in the station’s living area. She had not regained consciousness on the long hike back to the station; and he was a little worried, since he had never been obliged to use that type of drug in so massive a dose on a human being before. However, he decided on investigation that Lane was sleeping naturally now—and that the sleep might be due as much to emotional exhaustion as to the effects of the drug. She should wake up presently, very hungry and with very sore muscles, but otherwise none the worse.


  Straightening up, he found Sally beside him with her forepaws on the bed, peering at the girl’s face. Sally looked up at him briefly, with an obvious question. The same hungry question she had asked when they first met Lane.


  He shook his head, a gesture Sally understood very well. “Unh-uh!” he said softly, “This one’s our friend—if you can get that kind of idea into your ugly little head! Outside, Sally!”


  He shut the door to the room behind him, because one couldn’t be quite sure of Sally, though the chances were she would simply ignore the girl’s existence from now on. A decision involving Lane Rawlings had been shaping itself in his mind throughout the day; but he had kept pushing it back out of sight. There was no point in getting excited about it before he found out whether or not it was practicable.


  Sally padded silently after him as he made his customary nightfall round of the station’s control areas. A little later, checking one of the Bureau’s star-maps, he found the world of Frome indicated there; which was exceptionally good luck, since he wouldn’t have to rely now on the spotty kind of information regarding its location he could expect to get from Lane. And, considering his plans, the location couldn’t have been improved on—almost but not quite beyond the range of the little stellar flier waiting to serve in emergencies in its bombproof hangar beneath the station! He intended to leave the Bureau’s investigators no reason to suspect anything but a destructive space-raid had occurred here; but even if he slipped up, they wouldn’t think of looking for Frazer as tar away as Frome!


  What had been no more than a notion in his mind not many hours before suddenly looked not only practicable, but foolproof! Or very nearly—


  Whistling gently, he settled down in the central room of his living area, to think out the details. Now he could afford to let the excitement grow up in him!


  “Know what, Sally?” he addressed his silent companion genially. “That might, just possibly, have been my old man we bumped off today!”


  It was a point Sally wasn’t interested in. She had jumped up on a table and was thumping its surface gently with her tapered, muscular tail, watching him—waiting to be fed. Frazer brought a container that held a day’s rations for Sally out of a wall cabinet, and emptied its liquid contents into a bowl for her. Sally began to lap. Frazer hesitated a moment, took out a second container and partly filled another bowl for himself. Looking from it to the animal with an expression of sardonic amusement, he raised the second bowl to his lips. Presently he set it down empty. Sally was still lapping.


  IT WASN’T too likely, he knew, that the late Nachief of Frome actually had been his father. But it was far from being an impossibility! Frazer had known since he was twelve years old that lie had been fathered by a Nalakian living in the Hub Systems. His mother had told him, when an incident involving one of the humanoids of the mainland had revealed Frazer’s developing Nalakian inclinations. She had made a fumbling, hysterical attempt to kill him immediately afterward, but had died herself instead. Even at that age, Frazer had been very quick. It had taught him, however, that to be quick wasn’t enough—even living on the fringes of the unaware herds of civilization as he usually was, there remained always for one of the Nalakian breed the disagreeable necessity of being very cautious!


  Until today—


  At this point in his existence, he could afford to drop caution. Pure, ruthless boldness should make him sole lord and owner of the colony and the world of Frome within a week; and Frazer was comfortably certain that he had enough and to spare of that quality to take over his heritage in style.


  He studied the Nachief’s ultrasonic transmitter a while.


  “Have to learn how to use this gadget!” he informed Sally idly. “But it’s not very complicated. And if he has a system already set up—”


  Otherwise, he decided, he was quite capable now of setting one up himself! An attempt to assume hypnotic control of his two latest station assistants had turned out unsatisfactorily half a year before, so that he’d been obliged to dispose of them; but the possibility of reinforcing controls by mechanical means hadn’t occurred to him at the time. His admiration for the Nachief of Frome’s ingenuity was high. But it was mingled with a sort of impersonal contempt.


  “Sally, if he hadn’t overplayed it like a fool, he would have had all he could want for life! But a pure carnivore’s bound to have a one-track mind, I suppose—”


  He completed the thought to himself: That he had a very desirable advantage over the Nachief there! Biologically, he could get by comfortably on a humanly acceptable diet; and aside from the necessity of indoctrinating Lane Rawlings with a suitable set of memories, he might even decide to refrain from the use of hypnotics, until an emergency might call for them. His Nalakian qualities, sensibly restrained, would make him a natural leader in any frontier colony; and there was something intriguing now about the notion of giving up the lonely delights of the predator to assume that role on Frome! In another generation, the mutant biological pattern should be diluted beyond the danger point in his strain; and no one need ever know—


  Frazer chuckled, somewhat surprised by the sudden emergence of the social-human side of him—and also aware of the fact that he probably wouldn’t take the notion too seriously in the end! But that was something he could decide on later . . .


  He sat there a while, thinking pleasurably of Lane’s strong young body. To play the human role completely should have undeniable compensations! Finally he became aware of Sally again, watching him with quiet black eyes. She had finished her bowl.


  “Have some more?” he invited good-humoredly. “It’s a celebration!”


  Sally licked her lips.


  He poured the balance of his container into her bowl and stood beside her, scratching her gently back of the ears, while she lapped swiftly at the thick, red liquid, shivering in the ecstasy of gorging. Frazer waited until she had finished the last drop before shooting her carefully through the back of the skull; and Sally sank forward without a quiver and lay still.


  “Hated to do it, Sally!” he apologized gravely. “But I just couldn’t take you along. We carnivores can’t ever really be trusted!”


  Which was, he decided somewhat wryly, the simple truth! He might accept the human role, at that; but, depending on the circumstances, never quite without qualification—


  It was almost his last coherent thought. The very brief one that followed was a shocked realization that the sudden, terrible, thudding sensation in his spine and skull meant that a Deen gun was being used on him!


  On that note of surprise, he blacked out.


  LANE RAWLINGS remained motionless in the door-frame behind Frazer, leaning against it as if for support, for a good three minutes after he had dropped to the floor and stopped kicking. It wasn’t that she was afraid of fainting; she only wanted to make very sure, at this distance, that Frazer was going to stay dead. She agreed thoroughly with his last remark.


  The thought passed through her mind in that time that she could be grateful to the Nachief of Frome for one thing, at any rate—it had amused him to train his secretary to be a very precise shot!


  After a while, she triggered the Deen gun once more, experimentally. Frazer produced no reactions now; he was as dead as Sally. Lane gave both of them a brief inspection before she pocketed the little gun and turned her attention to the food containers in the wall cabinet. With some reluctance, she opened one and found exactly what she expected to find. Now, the mainland humanoids Frazer had talked about might have a less harried existence in the future!


  She looked down at Frazer’s long, muscular body once more, with almost clinical curiosity, and then left the room and locked it behind her. She had no intention of entering it again; but there was evidence here that would be of interest to others—provided she found herself capable of operating the type of communicators used by the station.


  Thirty minutes later, with no particular difficulty, she had contacted the area headquarters of the Bureau of Agriculture. She gave them her story coherently; and even if they didn’t believe her, it was obvious they would waste no time in getting a relief crew to the station. Which was all Lane was interested in. After the Bureau concluded its investigations, somebody might do something about providing psychological treatment for the Frome colonists; but she wasn’t concerned about that. She was returning to the Hub Systems.


  She remained seated in the dim light of the communications cell for a time, watching her dark reflection in the polished surfaces of its walls and listening to the intermittent whirring of a ventilator in the next office, which was all that broke the silence of the station now. She wondered whether she would have become suspicious of Frazer soon enough to do her any good, it she hadn’t known for the past few weeks that she was carrying a child of the Nachief of Frome. For the past three days, she had been wondering also whether saving her life, at least for a while, by informing the Nachief of the fact, would be worth while! It was easy to imagine what a child of his might grow up to be.


  Unaware, detail by detail since their meeting, Frazer had filled out her mental picture of that. So she had known enough to survive the two feral creatures in the end-


  As soon as she returned to the easy-going anonymity of the Hub Systems, this other one of their strain would die unborn! The terrible insistence on life on their own terms which Frazer and the Nachief had shown was warning enough against repetition of the nightmare.


  Lane caught herself thinking, though, that there had been something basically pitiful about that inward-staring, alien blindness to human values, which forced all other life into subservience to itself because it could see only itself; and she stirred uneasily.


  The ventilator in the next office shut off with a sudden click.


  “Of course, it will die!” she heard herself say aloud in the silence of the station. Perhaps a little too loudly . . .


  After that, the silence remained undisturbed. A new contemplation grew in Lane as she sat there wondering about Frazer’s mother.


  1955


  GRANDPA


  The really appropriate epitaph for many and many a man is “Why, it’s obvious . . . Like it was obvious that Grandpa was just a vast, stupid vegetable, and no more . . .


  A green-winged, downy thing as big as a hen fluttered along the hillside to a point directly above Cord’s head and hovered there, twenty feet above him. Cord, a fifteen-year-old human being, leaned back against a skipboat parked on the equator of a world that had known human beings for only the past four Earth-years, and eyed the thing speculatively. The thing was, in the free and easy terminology of the Sutang Colonial Team, a swamp bug. Concealed in the downy fur back of the bug’s head was a second, smaller, semiparasitical thing, classed as a bug rider.


  The bug itself looked like a new species to Cord. Its parasite might or might not turn out to be another unknown. Cord was a natural research man; his first glimpse of the odd flying team had sent endless curiosities thrilling through him. How did that particular phenomenon tick, and why? What fascinating things, once you’d learned about it, could you get it to do?


  Normally, he was hampered by circumstances in carrying out any such investigation. The Colonial Team was a practical, hard-working outfit—two thousand people who’d been given twenty years to size up and tame down the brand-new world of Sutang to the point where a hundred thousand colonists could be settled on it, in reasonable safety and comfort. Even junior colonial students like Cord were expected to confine their curiosity to the pattern of research set up by the Station to which they were attached. Cord’s inclination towards independent experiments had got him into disfavor with his immediate superiors before this.


  He sent a casual glance in the direction of the Yoger Bay Colonial Station behind him. No signs of human activity about that low, fortresslike bulk in the hill. Its central lock was still closed. In fifteen minutes, it was scheduled to be opened to let out the Planetary Regent, who was inspecting the Yoger Bay Station and its principal activities today.


  Fifteen minutes was time enough to find out something about the new bug, Cord decided.


  But he’d have to collect it first.


  He slid out one of the two handguns holstered at his side. This one was his own property: a Vanadian projectile weapon. Cord thumbed it to position for anaesthetic small-game missiles and brought the hovering swamp bug down, drilled neatly and microscopically through the head.


  As the bug hit the ground, the rider left its back. A tiny scarlet demon, round and bouncy as a rubber ball, it shot towards Cord in three long hops, mouth wide to sink home inch-long, venom-dripping fangs. Rather breathlessly, Cord triggered the gun again and knocked it out in mid-leap. A new species, all right! Most bug riders were harmless plant eaters, mere suckers of vegetable juice—


  “Cord!” A feminine voice.


  Cord swore softly. He hadn’t heard the central lock click open. She must have come around from the other side of the station.


  “Hi, Grayan!” he shouted innocently without looking around. “Come see what I got! New species!”


  Grayan Mahoney, a slender, blackhaired girl two years older than himself, came trotting down the hillside towards him. She was Sutang’s star colonial student, and the station manager, Nirmond, indicated from time to time that she was a fine example for Cord to pattern his own behavior on. In spite of that, she and Cord were good friends, but she bossed him around considerably.


  “Cord, you dope!” she scowled as she came up. “Quit acting like a collector! If the Regent came out now, you’d be sunk. Nirmond’s been telling her about you!”


  “Telling her what?” Cord asked, startled.


  “For one,” Grayan reported, “that you don’t keep up on your assigned work. Two, that you sneak off on one-man expeditions of your own at least once a month and have to be rescued—”


  “Nobody,” Cord interrupted hotly, “has had to rescue me yet!”


  “How’s Nirmond to know you’re alive and healthy when you just drop out of sight for a week?” Grayan countered. “Three,” she resumed, checking the items off on slim fingertips, “he complained that you keep private zoological gardens of unidentified and possibly deadly vermin in the woods back of the station. And four . . . well, Nirmond simply doesn’t want the responsibility for you any more!” She held up the four lingers significantly.


  “Golly!” gulped Cord, dismayed. Summed up tersely like that, his record didn’t look too good.


  “Golly, is right! I keep warning you! Now Nirmond wants the Regent to send you back to Vanadia—and there’s a starship coming in to New Venus forty-eight hours from now!” New Venus was the Colonial Team’s main settlement on the opposite side of Sutang.


  “What’ll I do?”


  “Start acting like you had good sense mainly.” Grayan grinned suddenly. “I talked to the Regent, too—Nirmond isn’t rid of you yet! But if you louse up on our four of the Bay Farms today, you’ll be off the Team for good!”


  She turned to go. “You might as well put the skipboat back; we’re not using it. Nirmond’s driving us down to the edge of the Bay in a treadcar, and we’ll take a raft from there. Don’t let them know I warned you!”


  Cord looked after her, slightly stunned. He hadn’t realized his reputation had become as bad as all that! To Grayan, whose family had served on Colonial Teams for the past four generations, nothing worse was imaginable than to be dismissed and sent back ignominiously to one’s own home-world. Much to his surprise, Cord was discovering now that he felt exactly the same way about it!


  Leaving his newly bagged specimens to revive by themselves and flutter off again, he hurriedly flew the skipboat around the station and rolled it back into its stall.


  Three rafts lay moored just offshore in the marshy cove, at the edge of which Nirmond had stopped the treadcar. They looked somewhat like exceptionally broad-brimmed, well-worn sugar-loaf hats floating out there, green and leathery. Or like lily pads twenty-five feet across, with the upper section of a big, gray-green pineapple growing from the center of each. Plant animals of some sort. Sutang was too new to have had its phyla sorted out into anything remotely like an orderly classification. The rafts were a local oddity which had been investigated and could be regarded as harmless and moderately useful. Their usefulness lay in the fact that they were employed as a rather slow means of transportation about the shallow, swampy waters of the Yoger Bay. That was as far as the Team’s interest in them went at present.


  The Regent had stood up from the back seat of the car, where she was sitting next to Cord. There were only four in the party; Gray an was up front with Nirmond.


  “Are those our vehicles?” The Regent sounded amused.


  Nirmond grinned, a little sourly. “Don’t underestimate them, Dane! They could become an important economic factor in this region in time. But, as a matter of fact, these three are smaller than I like to use.” He was peering about the reedy edges of the cove. “There’s a regular monster parked here usually—”


  Grayan turned to Cord. “Maybe Cord knows where Grandpa is hiding.”


  It was well-meant, but Cord had been hoping nobody would ask him about Grandpa. Now they all looked at him.


  “Oh, you want Grandpa?” he said, somewhat flustered. “Well, I left him . . . I mean I saw him a couple of weeks ago about a mile south from here—”


  Grayan sighed. Nirmond grunted and told the Regent, “The rafts tend to stay wherever they’re left, providing it’s shallow and muddy. They use a hair-root system to draw chemicals and microscopic nourishment directly from the bottom of the bay. Well—Grayan, would you like to drive us there? “


  Cord settled back unhappily as the treadcar lurched into motion. Nirmond suspected he’d used Grandpa for one of his unauthorized tours of the area, and Nirmond was quite right.


  “I understand you’re an expert with these rafts, Cord,” Dane said from beside him. “Grayan told me we couldn’t find a better steersman, or pilot, or whatever you call it, for our trip today.”


  “I can handle them,” Cord said, perspiring. “They don’t give you any trouble!” He didn’t feel he’d made a good impression on the Regent so far. Dane was a young, handsome-looking woman with an easy way of talking and laughing, but she wasn’t the head of the Sutang Colonial Team for nothing. She looked quite capable of shipping out anybody whose record wasn’t up to par.


  “There’s one big advantage our beasties have over a skipboat, too,” Nirmond remarked from the front seat. “You don’t have to worry about a snapper trying to climb on board with you!” He went on to describe the stinging ribbon-tentacles the rafts spread around them under water to discourage creatures that might make a meal off their tender underparts. The snappers and two or three other active and aggressive species of the bay hadn’t yet learned it was foolish to attack armed human beings in a boat, but they would skitter hurriedly out of the path of a leisurely perambulating raft.


  Cord was happy to be ignored for the moment. The Regent, Nirmond and Grayan were all Earth people, which was true of most of the members of the Team; and Earth people made him uncomfortable, particularly in groups. Vanadia, his own home world, had barely graduated from the status of Earth colony itself, which might explain the difference. All the Earth people he’d met so far seemed dedicated to what Grayan Mahoney called the Big Picture, while Nirmond usually spoke of it as “Our Purpose Here.” They acted strictly in accordance with their Team Regulations—sometimes, in Cord’s opinion, quite insanely. Because now and then the Regulations didn’t quite cover a new situation, and then somebody was likely to get killed. In which case, the Regulations would be modified promptly, but Earth people didn’t seem otherwise disturbed by such events.


  Grayan had tried to explain it to Cord:


  “We can’t really ever know in advance what a new world is going to be like! And once we’re there, there’s too much to do, in the time we’ve got, to study it inch by inch. You get your job done, and you take a chance. But if you stick by the Regulations you’ve got the best chances of surviving anybody’s been able to figure out for you—”


  Cord felt he preferred to just use good sense and not let Regulations or the job get him into a situation he couldn’t figure out for himself.


  To which Grayan replied impatiently that he hadn’t yet got the Big Picture—


  The treadcar swung around and stopped, and Grayan stood up in the front seat, pointing. “That’s Grandpa, over there!”


  Dane also stood up and whistled softly, apparently impressed by Grandpa’s fifty-foot spread. Cord looked around in surprise. He was pretty sure this was several hundred yards from the spot where he’d left the big raft two weeks ago; and, as Nirmond said, they didn’t usually move about by themselves.


  Puzzled, he followed the others down a narrow path to the water, hemmed in by tree-sized reeds. Now and then he got a glimpse of Grandpa’s swimming platform, the rim of which just touched the shore. Then the path opened out, and he saw the whole raft lying in sunlit, shallow water; and he stopped short, startled.


  Nirmond was about to step up on the platform, ahead of Dane.


  “Wait!” Cord shouted. His voice sounded squeaky with alarm. “Stop!”


  He came running forward.


  They had frozen where they stood, looked around swiftly. Then glanced back at Cord coming up. They were well-trained.


  “What’s the matter, Cord?” Nirmond’s voice was quiet and urgent.


  “Don’t get on that raft—it’s changed!” Cord’s voice sounded wobbly, even to himself. “Maybe it’s not even Grandpa—”


  He saw he was wrong on the last point before he’d finished the sentence. Scattered along the rim of the raft were discolored spots left by a variety of heat-guns, one of which had been his own. It was the way you goaded the sluggish and mindless things into motion. Cord pointed at the cone-shaped central projection. “There—his head! He’s sprouting!”


  “Sprouting?” the station manager repeated uncomprehendingly. Grandpa’s head, as befitted his girth, was almost twelve feet high and equally wide. It was armor-plated like the back of a saurian to keep off plant suckers, but two weeks ago it had been an otherwise featureless knob, like those on all other rafts. Now scores of long, kinky, leafless vines had grown out from all surfaces of the cone, like green wires. Some were drawn up like tightly coiled springs, others trailed limply to the platform and over it. The top of the cone was dotted with angry red buds, rather like pimples, which hadn’t been there before either. Grandpa looked unhealthy.


  “Well,” Nirmond said, “so it is. Sprouting!” Grayan made a choked sound. Nirmond glanced at Cord as if puzzled. “Is that all that was bothering you, Cord?”


  “Well, sure!” Cord began excitedly. He hadn’t caught the significance of the word “all”; his hackles were still up, and he was shaking. “None of them ever—”


  Then he stopped. He could tell by their faces that they hadn’t got it. Or rather, that they’d got it all right but simply weren’t going to let it change their plans. The rafts were classified as harmless, according to the Regulations. Until proved otherwise, they would continue to be regarded as harmless. You didn’t waste time quibbling with the Regulations—apparently even if you were the Planetary Regent. You didn’t feel you had the time to waste.


  He tried again. “Look—” he began. What he wanted to tell them was that Grandpa with one unknown factor added wasn’t Grandpa any more. He was an unpredictable, oversized life form, to be investigated with cautious thoroughness till you knew what the unknown factor meant.


  But it was no use. They knew all that. He stared at them helplessly.


  Dane turned to Nirmond. “Perhaps you’d better check,” she said. She didn’t add, “—to reassure the boy!” but that was what she meant.


  Cord felt himself flushing terribly. They thought he was scared—which he was—and they were feeling sorry for him, which they had no right to do. But there was nothing he could say or do now except watch Nirmond walk steadily across the platform. Grandpa shivered slightly a few times, but the rafts always did that when someone first stepped on them. The station manager stopped before one of the kinky sprouts, touched it and then gave it a tug. He reached up and poked at the lowest of the budlike growths. “Odd-looking things!” he called back. He gave Cord another glance. “Well, everything seems harmless enough, Cord. Coming aboard, everyone?”


  It was like dreaming a dream in which you yelled and yelled at people and couldn’t make them hear you! Cord stepped up stiff-legged on the platform behind Dane and Grayan. He knew exactly what would have happened if he’d hesitated even a moment. One of them would have said in a friendly voice, careful not to let it sound too contemptuous: “You don’t have to come along if you don’t want to, Cord!”


  Grayan had unholstered her heat-gun and was ready to start Grandpa moving out into the channels of the Yoger Bay.


  Cord hauled out his own heat-gun and said roughly, “I was to do that!”


  “All right, Cord.” She gave him a brief, impersonal smile as if he were someone she’d met for the first time that day, and stood aside.


  They were so infuriatingly polite! He was, Cord decided, as good as on his way back to Vanadia right now.


  For a while, Cord almost hoped that something awesome and catastrophic would happen promptly to teach the Team people a lesson. But nothing did. As always, Grandpa shook himself vaguely and experimentally when he felt the heat on one edge of the platform and then decided to withdraw from it, all of which was standard procedure. Under the water, out of sight, were the raft’s working sections: short, thick leaf-structures shaped like paddles and designed to work as such, along with the slimy nettle-streamers which kept the vegetarians of the Yoger Bay away, and a jungle of hair roots through which Grandpa sucked nourishment from the mud and the sluggish waters of the Bay, and with which he also anchored himself.


  The paddles started churning, the platform quivered, the hair roots were hauled out of the mud; and Grandpa was on his ponderous way.


  Cord switched off the heat, re-holstered his gun, and stood up. Once in motion, the rafts tended to keep traveling unhurriedly for quite a while. To stop them, you gave them a touch of heat along their leading edge; and they could be turned in any direction by using the gun lightly on the opposite side of the platform.


  It was simple enough. Cord didn’t look at the others. He was still burning inside. He watched the reed beds move past and open out, giving him glimpses of the misty, yellow and green and blue expanse of the brackish Bay ahead. Behind the mist, to the west, were the Yoger Straits, tricky and ugly water when the tides were running; and beyond the Straits lay the open sea, the great Zlanti Deep, which was another world entirely and one of which he hadn’t seen much as yet.


  Suddenly he was sick with the full realization that he wasn’t likely to see any more of it now! Vanadia was a pleasant enough planet; but the wildness and strangeness were long gone from it. It wasn’t Sutang.


  Grayan called from beside Dane, “What’s the best route from here into the farms, Cord?”


  “The big channel to the right,” he answered. He added somewhat sullenly, “We’re headed for it!”


  Grayan came over to him. “The Regent doesn’t want to see all of it,” she said, lowering her voice. “The algae and plankton beds first. Then as much of the mutated grains as we can show her in about three hours. Steer for the ones that have been doing best, and you’ll keep Nirmond happy!”


  She gave him a conspiratorial wink. Cord looked after her uncertainly. You couldn’t tell from her behavior that anything was wrong. Maybe—


  He had a flare of hope. It was hard to not like the Team people, even when they were being rock-headed about their Regulations. Perhaps it was that purpose that gave them their vitality and drive, even though it made them remorseless about themselves and everyone else. Anyway, the day wasn’t over yet. He might still redeem himself in the Regent’s opinion. Something might happen—


  Cord had a sudden cheerful, if improbable vision of some bay monster plunging up on the raft with snapping jaws; and of himself alertly blowing out what passed for the monster’s brains before anyone else—Nirmond, in particular—was even aware of the threat. The bay monsters shunned Grandpa, of course, but there might be ways of tempting one of them.


  So far, Cord realized, he’d been letting his feelings control him. It was time to start thinking!


  Grandpa first. So he’d sprouted—green vines and red buds, purpose unknown, but with no change observable in his behavior-patterns otherwise. He was the biggest raft in this end of the Bay, though all of them had been growing steadily in the two years since Cord had first seen one. Sutang’s seasons changed slowly; its year was somewhat more than five Earth-years long. The first Team members to land here hadn’t yet seen a full year pass.


  Grandpa then was showing a seasonal change. The other rafts, not quite so far developed, would be reacting similarly a little later. Plant animals—They might be blossoming, preparing to propagate.


  “Grayan,” he called, “how do the rafts get started? When they’re small, I mean.”


  Grayan looked pleased; and Cord’s hopes went up a little more. Grayan was on his side again anyway!


  “Nobody knows yet,” she said. “We were just talking about it. About half of the coastal marsh-fauna of the continent seems to go through a preliminary larval stage in the sea.” She nodded at the red buds on the raft’s cone. “It looks as if Grandpa is going to produce flowers and let the wind or tide take the seeds out through the Straits.”


  It made sense. It also knocked out Cord’s still half-held hope that the change in Grandpa might turn out to be drastic enough, in some way, to justify his reluctance to get on board. Cord studied Grandpa’s armored head carefully once more—unwilling to give up that hope entirely. There were a series of vertical gummy black slits between the armor plates, which hadn’t been in evidence two weeks ago either. It looked as if Grandpa were beginning to come apart at the seams. Which might indicate that the rafts, big as they grew to be, didn’t outlive a full seksonal cycle, but came to flower at about this time of Sutang’s year, and died. However, it was a safe bet that Grandpa wasn’t going to collapse into senile decay before they completed their trip today.


  Cord gave up on Grandpa. The other notion returned to him—Perhaps he could coax an obliging Bay monster into action that would show the Regent he was no sissy!


  Because the monsters were there, all right.


  Kneeling at the edge of the platform and peering down into the wine-colored, dear water of the deep channel they were moving through, Cord could see a fair selection of them at almost any moment.


  Some five or six snappers, for one thing. Like big, flattened crayfish, chocolate-brown mostly, with green and red spots on their carapaced backs. In some areas they were so thick you’d wonder what they found to live on, except that they ate almost anything, down to chewing up the mud in which they squatted. However, they preferred their food in large chunks and alive, which was one reason you didn’t go swimming in the Bay. They would attack a boat on occasion; but the excited manner in which the ones he saw were scuttling off towards the edges of the channel showed they wanted to have nothing to do with a big, moving raft.


  Dotted across the bottom were two-foot round holes which looked vacant at the moment. Normally, Cord knew, there would be a head filling each of those holes. The heads consisted mainly of triple sets of jaws, held open patiently like so many traps to grab at anything that came within range of the long, wormlike bodies behind the heads. But Grandpa’s passage, waving his stingers like transparent pennants through the water, had scared the worms out of sight, too.


  Otherwise, mostly schools of small stuff—and then a flash of wicked scarlet, off to the left behind the raft, darting out from the reeds! Turning its needle-nose into their wake.


  Cord watched it without moving. He knew that creature, though it was rare in the Bay and hadn’t been classified. Swift, vicious—alert enough to snap swamp bugs out of the air as they fluttered across the surface. And he’d tantalized one with fishing tackle once into leaping up on a moored raft, where it had flung itself about furiously until he was able to shoot it.


  No fishing tackle. A handkerchief might just do it, if he cared to risk an arm—


  “What fantastic creatures!” Dane’s voice just behind him.


  “Yellowheads,” said Nirmond. “They’ve got a high utility rating. Keep down the bugs.”


  Cord stood up casually. It was no lime for tricks! The reed bed to their right was thick with Yellowheads, a colony of them. Vaguely froggy things, man-sized and better. Of all the creatures he’d discovered in the Bay, Cord liked them least. The flabby, sacklike bodies clung with four thin limbs to the upper sections of the twenty-foot reeds that lined the channel. They hardly ever moved, but their huge, bulging eyes seemed to take in everything that went on about them. Every so often, a downy swamp bug came close enough; and a Yellowhead would open-its vertical, enormous, tooth-lined slash of a mouth, extend the whole front of its face like a bellows in a flashing strike; and the bug would be gone. They might be useful, but Cord hated them.


  “Ten years from now we should know what the cycle of coastal life is like,” Nirmond said. “When we set up the Yoger Bay Station there were no Yellowheads here. They came the following year. Still with traces of the oceanic larval form; but the metamorphosis was almost complete. About twelve inches long—”


  Dane remarked that the same pattern was duplicated endlessly elsewhere. The Regent was inspecting the Yellowhead colony with field glasses; she put them down now, looked at Cord and smiled. “How far to the farms?”


  “About twenty minutes.”


  “The key,” Nirmond said, “seems to be the Zlanti Basin. It must be almost a soup of life in spring.”


  “It is,” nodded Dane, who had been here in Sutang’s spring, four Earth-years ago. “It’s beginning to look as if the Basin alone might justify colonization. The question is still”—she gestured towards the Yellowheads—“how do creatures like that get there?”


  They walked off towards the other side of the raft, arguing about ocean currents. Cord might have followed. But something splashed back of them, off to the left and not too far back. He stayed, watching.


  After a moment, he saw the big Yellowhead. It had slipped down from its reedy perch, which was what had caused the splash. Almost submerged at the water line, it stared after the raft with huge, pale-green eyes. To Cord, it seemed to look directly at him.


  In that moment, he knew for the first time why he didn’t like Yellowheads. There was something very like intelligence in that look, an alien calculation. In creatures like that, intelligence seemed out of place. What use could they have for it?


  A little shiver went over him when it sank completely under the water and he realized it intended to swim after the raft. But it was mostly excitement. He had never seen a Yellowhead come down out of the reeds before. The obliging monster he’d been looking for might be presenting itself in an unexpected way.


  Half a minute later, he watched it again, swimming awkwardly far down. It had no immediate intention of boarding, at any rate. Cord saw it come into the area of the raft’s trailing stingers. It maneuvered its way between them with curiously human swimming motions, and went out of sight under the platform.


  He stood up, wondering what it meant. The Yellowhead had appeared to know about the stingers; there had been an air of purpose in every move of its approach. He was tempted to tell the others about it, but there was the moment of triumph he could have if it suddenly came slobbering up over the edge of the platform and he nailed it before their eyes.


  It was almost time anyway to turn the raft in towards the farms. If nothing happened before then—


  He watched. Almost five minutes, but no sign of the Yellowhead. Still wondering, a little uneasy, he gave Grandpa a calculated needling of heat.


  After a moment, he repeated it. Then he drew a deep breath and forgot all about the Yellowhead.


  “Nirmond!” he called sharply.


  The three of them were standing near the center of the platform, next to the big armored cone, looking ahead at the farms. They glanced around.


  “What’s the matter now, Cord?”


  Cord couldn’t say it for a moment. He was suddenly, terribly scared again. Something had gone wrong!


  “The raft won’t turn!” he told them.


  “Give it a real bum this time!” Nirmond said.


  Cord glanced up at him. Nirmond, standing a few steps in front of Dane and Gray an as if he wanted to protect them, had begun to look a little strained, and no wonder. Cord already had pressed the gun to three different points on the platform; but Grandpa appeared to have developed a sudden anaesthesia for heat. They kept moving out steadily towards the center of the Bay.


  Now Cord held his breath, switched the heat on full and let Grandpa have it. A six-inch patch on the platform blistered up instantly, turned brown, then black—


  Grandpa stopped dead. Just like that.


  “That’s right! Keep burn—” Nirmond didn’t finish his order.


  A giant shudder. Cord staggered back toward the water. Then the whole edge of the raft came curling up behind him and went down again, smacking the Bay with a sound like a cannon shot. He flew forward off his feet, hit the platform face down and flattened himself against it. It swelled up beneath him. Two more enormous slaps and joltings. Then quiet. He looked round for the others.


  He lay within twelve feet of the central cone. Some twenty or thirty of the mysterious new vines the cone had sprouted were stretched out stiffly towards him now, like so many thin green fingers. They couldn’t quite reach him. The nearest tip was still ten inches from his shoes.


  But Grandpa had caught the others, all three of them. They were tumbled together at the foot of the cone, wrapped in a stiff network of green vegetable ropes, and they didn’t move.


  Cord drew, his feet up cautiously, prepared for another earthquake reaction. But nothing happened. Then he discovered that Grandpa was back in motion on his previous course. The heat-gun had vanished. Gently, he took out the Vanadian gun.


  A voice, thin and pain-filled, spoke to him from one of the three huddled bodies.


  “Cord? It didn’t get you?” It was the Regent.


  “No,” he said, keeping his voice low. He realized suddenly he’d simply assumed they were all dead. Now he felt sick and shaky.


  “What are you doing?”


  Cord looked at Grandpa’s big, armor-plated head with a certain hunger. The cones were hollowed out inside; the station’s lab had decided their chief function was to keep enough air trapped under the rafts to float them. But in that central section was also the organ that controlled Grandpa’s overall reactions.


  He said softly, “I got a gun and twelve heavy-duty explosive bullets. Two of them will blow that cone apart.”


  “No good, Cord!” the pain-racked voice told him. “If the thing sinks, we’ll die anyway. You have anaesthetic charges for that gun of yours?”


  He stared at her back. “Yes.”


  “Give Nirmond and the girl a shot each, before you do anything else. Directly into the spine, if you can. But don’t come any closer—”


  Somehow, Cord couldn’t argue with that voice. He stood up carefully. The gun made two soft spitting sounds.


  “All right,” he said hoarsely. “What do I do now?”


  Dane was silent a moment. “I’m sorry, Cord. I can’t tell you that. I’ll tell you what I can—”


  She paused for some seconds again.


  “This thing didn’t try to kill us, Cord. It could have easily. It’s incredibly strong. I saw it break Nirmond’s legs. But as soon as we stopped moving, it just held us. They were both unconscious then—


  “You’ve got that to go on. It was trying to pitch you within reach of its vines or tendrils, or whatever they are, too, wasn’t it?”


  “I think so,” Cord said shakily. That was what had happened, of course; and at any moment Grandpa might try again.


  “Now it’s feeding us some sort of anaesthetic of its own through those vines. Tiny thorns. A sort of numbness—” Dane’s voice trailed off a moment. Then she said clearly, “Look Cord—it seems we’re food it’s storing up! You get that?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Seeding time for the rafts. There are analogues. Live food for its seed probably; not for the raft. One couldn’t have counted on that. Cord?”


  “Yes. I’m here.”


  “I want,” said Dane, “to slay awake as long as I can. But there’s really just one other thing—this raft’s going somewhere. To some particularly favorable location. And that might be very near shore. You might make it in then; otherwise it’s up to you. But keep your head and wait for a chance. No heroics, understand?”


  “Sure, I understand,” Cord told her. He realized then that he was talking reassuringly, as if it wasn’t the Planetary Regent by someone like Gray an.


  “Nirmond’s the worst,” Dane said.


  “The girl was knocked unconscious at once. If it weren’t for my arm—But, if we can get help in five hours or so, everything should be all right. Let me know if anything happens, Cord.”


  “I will,” Cord said gently again. Then he sighted his gun carefully at a point between Dane’s shoulderblades, and the anaesthetic chamber made its soft, spitting sound once more. Dane’s taut body relaxed slowly, and that was all.


  There was no point Cord could see in letting her stay awake; because they weren’t going anywhere near shore. The reed beds and the channels were already behind them, and Grandpa hadn’t changed direction by the fraction of a degree. He was moving out into the open Bay—and he was picking up company!


  So far, Cord could count seven big rafts within two miles of them; and on the three that were closest he could make out a sprouting of new green vines. All of them were traveling in a straight direction; and the common point they were all headed for appeared to be the roaring center of the Yoger Straits, now some three miles away!


  Behind the Straits, the cold Zlanti Deep—the rolling fogs, and the open sea! It might be seeding time for the rafts, but it looked as if they weren’t going to distribute their seeds in the Bay—


  For a human being, Cord was a fine swimmer. He had a gun and he had a knife; in spite of what Dane had said, he might have stood a chance among the killers of the Bay. But it would he a very small chance, at best. And it wasn’t, he thought, as if there weren’t still other possibilities. He was going to keep his head.


  Except by accident, of course, nobody was going to come looking for them in time to do any good. If anyone did look, it would be around the Bay Farms. There were a number of rafts moored there; and it would be assumed they’d used one of them. Now and then something unexpected happened and somebody simply vanished—by the time it was figured out just what had happened on this occasion, it would be much too late.


  Neither was anybody likely to notice within the next few hours that the rafts had started migrating out of the swamps through the Yoger Straits, There was a small weather station a little inland, on the north side of the Straits, which used a helicopter occasionally. It was about as improbable, Cord decided dismally, that they’d use it in the right spot just now as it would be for a jet transport to happen to come in low enough to spot them.


  The fact that it was up to him, as the Regent had said, sank in a little more after that! Cord had never felt so lonely—


  Simply because he was going to try it sooner or later, he carried out an experiment next that he knew couldn’t work. He opened the gun’s anaesthetic chamber and counted out fifty pellets—rather hurriedly because he didn’t particularly want to think of what he might be using them for eventually. There were around three hundred charges left in the chamber then; and in the next few minutes Cord carefully planted a third of them in Grandpa’s head.


  He stopped after that. A whale might have showed signs of somnolence under a lesser load. Grandpa paddled on undisturbed. Perhaps he had become a little numb in spots, but his cells weren’t equipped to distribute the soporific effect of that type of drug.


  There wasn’t anything else Cord could think of doing before they reached the Straits. At the rate they were moving, he calculated that would happen in something less than an hour; and if they did pass through the Straits, he was going to risk a swim. He didn’t think Dane would have disapproved, under the circumstances. If the raft simply carried them all out into the foggy vastness of the Zlanti Deep, there would be no practical chance of survival left at all.


  Meanwhile, Grandpa was definitely picking up speed. And there were other changes going on—minor ones, but still a little awe-inspiring to Cord. The pimply-looking red buds that dotted the upper part of the cone were opening out gradually. From the center of most of them protruded now something like a thin, wet, scarlet worm: a worm that twisted weakly, extended itself by an inch or so, rested and twisted again, and stretched up a little farther, groping into the air. The vertical black slits between the armor plates looked somehow deeper and wider than they had been even some minutes ago; a dark, thick liquid dripped slowly from several of them.


  Under other circumstances Cord knew he would have been fascinated by these developments in Grandpa. As it was, they drew his suspicious attention only because he didn’t know what they meant.


  Then something quite horrible happened suddenly. Grayan started moaning loudly and terribly and twisted almost completely around. Afterwards, Cord knew it hadn’t been a second before he stopped her struggles and the sounds together with another anaesthetic pellet; but the vines had tightened their grip on her first, not flexibly but like the digging, bony green talons of some monstrous bird of prey. If Dane hadn’t warned him—


  White and sweating, Cord put his gun down slowly while the vines relaxed again. Grayan didn’t seem to have suffered any additional harm; and she would certainly have been the first to point out that his murderous rage might have been as intelligently directed against a machine. But for some moments Cord continued to luxuriate furiously in the thought that, at any instant he chose, he could still turn the raft very quickly into a ripped and exploded mess of sinking vegetation.


  Instead, and more sensibly, he gave both Dane and Nirmond another shot, to prevent a similar occurrence with them. The contents of two such pellets, he knew, would keep any human being torpid for at least four hours. Five shots—


  Cord withdrew his mind hastily from the direction it was turning into; but it wouldn’t stay withdrawn. The thought kept coming up again, until at last he had to recognize it:


  Five shots would leave the three of them completely unconscious, whatever else might happen to them, until they either died from other causes or were given a counteracting agent.


  Shocked, he told himself he couldn’t do it. It was exactly like killing them.


  But then, quite steadily, he found himself raising the gun once more, to bring the total charge for each of the three Team people up to five. And if it was the first time in the last four years Cord had felt like crying, it also seemed to him that he had begun to understand what was meant by using your head—along with other things.


  Barely thirty minutes later, he watched a raft as big as the one he rode go sliding into the foaming white waters of the Straits a few hundred yards ahead, and dart off abruptly at an angle, caught by one of the swirling currents. It pitched and spun, made some headway, and was swept aside again. And then it righted itself once more. Not like some blindly animated vegetable, Cord thought, but like a creature that struggled with intelligent purpose to maintain its chosen direction.


  At least, they seemed practically unsinkable—


  Knife in hand, he flattened himself against the platform as the Straits roared just ahead. When the platform jolted and tilted up beneath him, he rammed the knife all the way into it and hung on. Cold water rushed suddenly over him, and Grandpa shuddered like a laboring engine. In the middle of it all, Cord had the horrified notion that the raft might release its unconscious human prisoners in its struggle with the Straits. But he underestimated Grandpa in that.


  Grandpa also hung on.


  Abruptly, it was over. They were riding a long swell, and there were three other rafts not far away. The Straits had swept them together, but they seemed to have no interest in one another’s company. As Cord stood up shakily and began to strip off his clothes, they were visibly drawing apart again. The platform of one of them was half-submerged; it must have lost too much of the air that held it afloat and, like a small ship, it was foundering.


  From this point, it was only a two-mile swim to the shore north of the Straits, and another mile inland from there to the Straits Head Station. He didn’t know about the current; but the distance didn’t seem too much, and he couldn’t bring himself to leave knife and gun behind. The Bay creatures loved warmth and mud, they didn’t venture beyond the Straits. But Zlanti Deep bred its own killers, though they weren’t often observed so close to shore.


  Things were beginning to look rather hopeful.


  Thin, crying voices drifted overhead, like the voices of curious cats, as Cord knotted his clothes into a tight bundle, shoes inside. He looked up. There were four of them circling there: magnified sea-going swamp bugs, each carrying an unseen rider. Probably harmless scavengers—but the ten-foot wingspread was impressive. Uneasily, Cord remembered the venomously carnivorous rider he’d left lying beside the station.


  One of them dipped lazily and came sliding down towards him. It soared overhead and came back, to hover about the raft’s cone.


  The bug rider that directed the mindless flier hadn’t been interested in him at all! Grandpa was baiting it!


  Cord stared in fascination. The top of the cone was alive now with a softly wriggling mass of the scarlet, wormlike extrusions that had started sprouting before the raft left the Bay. Presumably, they looked enticingly edible to the bug rider.


  The flier settled with an airy fluttering and touched the cone. Like a trap springing shut, the green vines flashed up and around it, crumpling the brittle wings, almost vanishing into the long, soft body—


  Barely a second later, Grandpa made another catch, this one from the sea itself. Cord had a fleeting glimpse of something like a small, rubbery seal that flung itself out of the water upon the edge of the raft, with a suggestion of desperate haste—and was flipped on instantly against the cone where the vines clamped it down beside the flier’s body.


  It wasn’t the enormous ease with which the unexpected kill was accomplished that left Cord standing there, completely shocked. It was the shattering of his hopes to swim to shore from here. Fifty yards away, the creature from which the rubbery thing had been fleeing showed briefly on me surface, as it turned away from the raft; and that glance was all he needed. The ivory-white body and gaping jaws were similar enough to those of the sharks of Earth to indicate the pursuer’s nature. The important difference was that wherever the White Hunters of the Zlanti Deep went, they went by the thousands.


  Stunned by that incredible piece of bad luck, still clutching his bundled clothes, Cord stared towards shore.


  Knowing what to look for, he could spot the telltale roiling of the surface now—the long, ivory gleams that flashed through the swells and vanished again. Shoals of smaller things burst into the air in sprays of glittering desperation, and fell back.


  He would have been snapped up like a drowning fly before he’d covered a twentieth of that distance!


  But almost another full minute passed before the realization of the finality of his defeat really sank in.


  Grandpa was beginning to eat!


  Each of the dark slits down the sides of the cone was a mouth. So far only one of them was in operating condition, and the raft wasn’t able to open that one very wide as yet. The first morsel had been fed into it, however: the bug rider the vines had plucked out of the flier’s downy neck fur. It took Grandpa several minutes to work it out of sight, small as it was. But it was a start.


  Cord didn’t feel quite sane any more. He sat there, clutching his bundle of clothes and only vaguely aware of the fact that he was shivering steadily under the cold spray that touched him now and then, while he followed Grandpa’s activities attentively. He decided it would be at least some hours before one of that black set of mouths grew flexible and vigorous enough to dispose of a human being. Under the circumstances, it couldn’t make much difference to the other human beings here; but the moment Grandpa reached for the first of them would also be the moment he finally blew the raft to pieces. The White Hunters were cleaner eaters, at any rate; and that was about the extent to which he could still control what was going to happen.


  Meanwhile, there was the very faint chance that the weatherstation’s helicopter might spot them—


  Meanwhile also, in a weary and horrified fascination, he kept debating the mystery of what could have produced such a nightmarish change in the rafts. He could guess where they were going by now; there were scattered strings of them stretching back to the Straits or roughly parallel to their own course, and the direction was that of the plankton-swarming pool of the Zlanti Basin, a thousand miles to the north. Given time, even mobile lily pads like the rafts had been could make that trip for the benefit of their seedlings. But nothing in their structure explained the sudden change into alert and capable carnivores.


  He watched the rubbery little seal-thing being hauled up to a mouth next. The vines broke its neck; and the mouth took it in up to the shoulders and then went on working patiently at what was still a trifle too large a bite. Meanwhile, there were more thin cat-cries overhead; and a few minutes later, two more sea-bugs were trapped almost simultaneously and added to the larder. Grandpa dropped the dead seal-thing and fed himself another bug rider. The second rider left its mount with a sudden hop, sank its teeth viciously into one of the vines that caught it again, and was promptly battered to death against the platform.


  Cord felt a resurge of unreasoning hatred against Grandpa. Killing a bug was about equal to cutting a branch from a tree; they had almost no life-awareness. But the rider had aroused his partisanship because of its appearance of intelligent action—and it was in fact closer to the human scale in that feature than to the monstrous life form that had, mechanically, but quite successfully, trapped both it and the human beings. Then his thoughts had drifted again; and he found himself speculating vaguely on the curious symbiosis in which the nerve systems of two creatures as dissimilar as the bugs and their riders could be linked so closely that they functioned as one organism.


  Suddenly an expression of vast and stunned surprise appeared on his face.


  Why—now he knew!


  Cord stood up hurriedly, shaking with excitement, the whole plan complete in his mind. And a dozen long vines snaked instantly in the direction of his sudden motion and groped for him, taut and stretching. They couldn’t reach him, but their savagely alert reaction froze Cord briefly where he was. The platform was shuddering under his feet, as if in irritation at his inaccessibility; but it couldn’t be tilted up suddenly here to throw him within the grasp of the vines, as it could around the edges.


  Still, it was a warning! Cord sidled gingerly around the cone till he had gained the position he wanted, which was on the forward half of the raft. And then he waited. Waited long minutes, quite motionless, until his heart stopped pounding and the irregular angry shivering of the surface of the raft-thing died away, and the last vine tendril had stopped its blind groping. It might help a lot if, for a second or two after he next started moving, Grandpa wasn’t too aware of his exact whereabouts!


  He looked back once to check how far they had gone by now beyond the Straits Head Station. It couldn’t, he decided, be even an hour behind them. Which was close enough, by the most pessimistic count—if everything else worked out all right! He didn’t try to think out in detail what that “everything else” could include, because there were factors that simply couldn’t be calculated in advance. And he had an uneasy feeling that speculating too vividly about them might make him almost incapable of carrying out his plan.


  At last, moving carefully, Cord took the knife in his left hand but left the gun holstered. He raised the tightly knotted bundle of clothes slowly over his head, balanced in his right hand. With a long, smooth motion he tossed the bundle back across the cone, almost to the opposite edge of the platform.


  It hit with a soggy thump. Almost immediately, the whole far edge of the raft buckled and flapped up to toss the strange object to the reaching vines.


  Simultaneously, Cord was racing forward. For a moment, his attempt to divert Grandpa’s attention seemed completely successful then he was pitched to his knees as the platform came up.


  He was within eight feet of the edge. As it slapped down again, he threw himself desperately forward.


  An instant later, he was knifing down through cold, clear water, just ahead of the raft, then twisting and coming up again.


  The raft was passing over him. Clouds of tiny sea creatures scattered through its dark jungle of feeding roofs. Cord jerked back from a broad, wavering streak of glassy greenness, which was a stinger, and felt a burning jolt on his side, which meant he’d been touched lightly by another. He bumped on blindly through the slimy black tangles of hair roots that covered the bottom of the raft; then green half-light passed over him, and he burst up into the central bubble under the cone.


  Half-light and foul, hot air. Water slapped around him, dragging him away again—nothing to hang on to here! Then above him, to his right, molded against the interior curve of the cone as if it had grown there from the start, the froglike, man-sized shape of the Yellowhead.


  The raft rider—


  Cord reached up and caught Grandpa’s symbiotic partner and guide by a flabby hind-leg, pulled himself half out of the water and struck twice with the knife, fast, while the pale-green eyes were still opening.


  He’d thought the Yellowhead might need a second or so to detach itself from its host, as the bug riders usually did, before it tried to defend itself. This one merely turned its head; the mouth slashed down and clamped on Cord’s left arm above the elbow. His right hand sank the knife through one staring eye, and the Yellowhead jerked away, pulling the knife from his grasp.


  Sliding down, he wrapped both hands around the slimy leg and hauled with all his weight. For a moment more, the Yellowhead hung on. Then the countless neural extensions that connected it now with the raft came free in a succession of sucking, tearing sounds; and Cord and the Yellowhead splashed into the water together.


  Black tangle of roots again—and two more electric burns suddenly across his back and legs! Strangling, Cord let go. Below him, for a moment, a body was turning over and over with oddly human motions; then a solid wall of water thrust him up and aside, as something big and white struck the turning body and went on.


  Cord broke the surface twelve feet behind the raft. And that would have been that, if Grandpa hadn’t already been slowing down.


  After two tries, he floundered back up on the platform and lay there gasping and coughing a while. There were no indications that his presence was resented now. A few lax vine-tips twitched uneasily, as if trying to remember previous functions, when he came limping up presently to make sure his three companions were still breathing; but Cord never noticed that.


  They were still breathing; and he knew better than to waste time trying to help them himself. He took Grayan’s heat-gun from its holster. Grandpa had come to a full stop.


  Cord hadn’t had time to become completely sane again, or he might have worried now whether Grandpa, violently sundered from his controlling partner, was still capable of motion on his own. Instead, he determined the approximate direction of the Straits Head Station, selected a corresponding spot on the platform and gave Grandpa a light tap of heat.


  Nothing happened immediately. Cord sighed patiently and stepped up the heat a little.


  Grandpa shuddered gently. Cord stood up.


  Slowly and hesitatingly at first, then with steadfast—though now again brainless—purpose, Grandpa began paddling back towards the Straits Head Station.


  THE END


  THE TIES OF EARTH


  PART 1 OF A 2-PART SERIAL


  What was happening to Commager did worse than make no sense—it made too much sense—but which was true and which was not?


  THE HAWKES residence lay in a back area of Beverly Hills, south of Wilshire and west of La Brea. It was a big house for that neighborhood, a corner house set back from the street on both sides and screened by trellises, walls and the flanks of a large garage.


  “That’s the number,” Jean Bohart said, “but don’t stop. Drive on at least a block.


  Alan Commager pointed out that there was parking space right in front of the house.


  “I know,” Jean agreed nervously, “but if we park there, somebody inside the house would notice us and that would spoil the main purpose of our trip.”


  “You mean,” said Commager as he drove on obediently, “they’ll fold the black altar out of sight, drop the remains of the sacrificed virgin through a trap door and hose out the blood, while we’re stumbling across the dichondra?


  I thought we were expected.”


  “We’re not expected till ten-thirty,” Jean said. “Ira didn’t exactly make a point of it, but he mentioned they’d be doing other work till shortly after ten.”


  “Then I come on with the dice, eh? By the way, I didn’t bring any along. Would these Guides keep sordid little items like that around?”


  “It isn’t going to be a crap game, silly,” Jean informed him. “I told you Ira thinks these people can tell whether you were just lucky last week or whether you’ve developed some sort of special ability. They’ll test you—somehow.”


  COMMAGER looked down at her curiously. Jean was a slim blonde who could look crisp as chilled lettuce after an afternoon of smashing tennis matches followed by an hour of diving practice off the high board. She wasn’t intellectually inclined, but, understandably, Ira Bohart had never seemed to mind that. Neither did Commager. However, she seemed disturbed now.


  “Are you beginning to get interested in that sort of thing yourself?” he inquired lightly.


  “No,” she said. “I’m just worried about that husband of mine. Honestly, Alan, this is as bad a metaphysical binge as he’s ever been on! And some of those exercises he was showing me yesterday sort of scared me. If they do something like that tonight, I’d like to know what you think of it.”


  “It’s just somebody else on the trail of the Bohart stocks and bonds, Jeannie! Ira will get disillusioned again before any harm is done. You know that, Jeannie.”


  “That’s what I keep telling myself,” Jean agreed unhappily. “But this time—”


  Commager shook his head, parked the car and let her out, a block and a half from the Hawkes home. “Did you try any of those exercises yourself?”


  “I’m not that loony,” Jean said briefly. “Anyway, Ira advised me not to.”


  They walked back to the house in brooding silence. Between them, they’d seen Ira through a bout of Buddhism and successive experiences with three psychological fringe groups, in relentless pursuit of some form of control of the Higher Mind. After each such period, he would revert for a while to despondent normalcy.


  Four years ago, it had seemed rather amusing to Commager, because then it had been Lona Commager and Ira Bohart who went questing after the Inexpressible together, while Alan Commager and Jean Bohart went sea-fishing or skin-diving off Catalina. But then Lona had died and the Inexpressible stopped being a source of amusement. Sometimes Ira bored Commager to death these days. But he still liked Jean.


  “WHY PICK on me to expose these rascals anyway?” he asked as they came in sight of the house. “I may have surprised the boys at Las Vegas last week, but I couldn’t tell a psychic phenomenon from a ringing in my ears.”


  She patted his arm. “That may be true, but you do intimidate people,” she explained.


  “Shucks!” Commager said modestly. It was true, though; he did. “So I’m to sit there and glare at them?”


  “That’s the idea. Just let them know you see through their little tricks and I’ll bet they lose interest in Ira before the evening’s out! Of course, you don’t have to put it on too thick . . .”


  Their host, Herbert Hawkes, for one, didn’t look like a man who’d be easy to intimidate. He was as big as Commager himself and about the same age; an exfootball player, it turned out. He and Commager exchanging crushing hand-grips and soft smiles, as big men will, and released each other with mutual respect.


  Ira, who didn’t seem any more gaunt and haggard than usual, had appeared a little startled by their entry, possibly because they were early, but more likely, Commager thought, because of a girl who had coiled herself becomingly on the couch very close to Ira.


  At first glance, this siren seemed no more than seventeen—a slender, brown-skinned creature in an afternoon dress the exact shade of her skin—but by the time they were being introduced, Commager had added twelve years to her probable age.


  She was Ruth MacDonald, she told him, secretary of the Para-psychological Group of Long Beach. Had he heard of it? He said it sounded familiar, which was untrue, but it seemed to please Miss MacDonald.


  The only other person present, a fifty-odd, graying teddy-bear of a man with very thick eyebrows, announced he was the Reverend Wilson Knox, president of the Temple of Antique Christianity. The Reverend, Commager realized, was pretty well plastered, though there was no liquor in sight.


  THEIR INTERESTS might be unusual, but they hardly seemed sinister. Commager was practically certain he could identify Herbert Hawkes as the owner of one of the biggest downtown automobile agencies—which made him an unlikely sort of man to be a member of a group called the Guides. It was Hawkes’s own affair, but it promised to make the evening more interesting than Commager had expected.


  “Were we interrupting anything?” he inquired, looking around benevolently.


  Ira cleared his throat. “Well, as a matter of fact, Alan, we were conducting a series of experiments with me as the guinea-pig at the moment. Rather interesting actually—” He seemed a trifle nervous.


  Commager avoided Jean’s glance. “Why not just continue?”


  “We can’t,” the Reverend Knox informed him solemnly. “Our high priestess was called to the telephone a few minutes ago. We must wait until she returns.” Ira explained hurriedly, “Mr. Knox is talking about Paylar. She’s connected with the new group I’m interested in, the Guides. I suppose Jean told you about that?”


  “A little.” Commager waved his hand around. “But I thought you people were the Guides.” Hawkes smiled.


  Wilson Knox looked startled. “Goodness, no, Mr. Commager! Though as a matter of fact—” he glanced somewhat warily at his two companions—“if someone here were a Guide, that person would be the only one who knew it! And, of course, Paylar. That’s right, isn’t it, Ruth?”


  Miss MacDonald nodded and looked bored.


  Jean said to Ira, “All I really told Alan was that some friends of yours would like to experiment with—well, whatever you think he was using in that crap game last week.” She smiled brightly at the group. “Mr. Commager actually won eleven hundred dollars in fifteen minutes of playing!”


  “Ah, anybody could if they kept the dice for fifteen minutes,” Commager said airily. “Question of mind over matter, you know.”


  “Eleven hundred dollars? Phenomenal!” Wilson Knox came wide awake. “And may I ask, sir, whether you employ your powers as a professional gambler?”


  Commager replied no, that professionally he was a collector, importer, wholesaler and retailer of tropical fish. Which was, as it happened, the truth, but the Reverend looked suspicious.


  A DOOR opened then and two other people came in. One was a handsome though sullenfaced young man whose white-blond hair had been trimmed into a butch haircut. He was deeply tanned, wore a tee-shirt, white slacks, sneakers and looked generally as if he would be at home on Muscle Beach.


  The other one had to be Paylar: a genuine Guide or, at least, a direct connection to them. She was downright cute in a slender, dark way. She might be in her early twenties . . .


  But for a moment, as Commager stood up to be introduced, he had the confused impression that jungles and deserts and auroras mirrored in ice-flows had come walking into the room with her.


  Well, well, he thought Along with Hawkes, here was another real personality.


  They didn’t continue with the experiments on Ira. Wilson Knox reported Commager’s feat in Las Vegas to Paylar, who seemed to know all about it, and then went bumbling on into a series of anecdotes about other dice manipulators he had known or heard about.


  Except for the Boharts, the others listened with varying expressions of polite boredom. But Ira seemed genuinely fascinated by the subject and kept glancing at Commager, to see how he was taking it. Jean became argumentative.


  “Nobody can really prove that anyone has such abilities!” she stated decisively. “Ira’s been working around with this sort of thing for years and he’s never shown me anything that couldn’t have been a coincidence!”


  Ira grinned apologetically. Wilson Knox sent a quick glance toward Paylar, who had settled herself in an armchair to Commager’s left. The Reverend, Commager thought, seemed both miffed and curiously apprehensive.


  Commager’s own interest in the group became suddenly more lively.


  “There are people in this world today, my dear young lady,” Wilson Knox was telling Jean, “who control the Secret Powers of the Universe!”


  Jean sighed. “When Ira tells me something like that, I always want to know why we don’t hear what these mysterious people are doing.”


  WILSON KNOX glanced at Paylar again. And this time, Commager decided, there was no question about it: the odd little man seemed genuinely alarmed. The bushy eyebrows were working in unconcealed agitation.


  “We must consider,” he told Jean helplessly, “that such people may have their own reasons for not revealing their abilities.”


  “Hm!” sniffed Jean.


  Commager laughed. “Mrs. Bohart has a point there, you know,” he said to Paylar. “I understand the Guides imply they can, at any rate, train people to develop extrasensory abilities, Would you say they can produce some tangible proof for that claim?”


  “Sometimes,” she said. “With some people.” She looked a little tired of the subject, as if it were something she had heard discussed often, as she probably had, so Commager was surprised when she added in the same tone, “I could, I think, produce such proofs very easily for you, Mr. Commager. To your own satisfaction, at least.”


  As she turned to look at him, her dark elfin face sober and confident, Commager was aware of a sudden stillness in the room. Wilson Knox started what seemed to be a protesting gesture and subsided again. And Jean was frowning, as if she had just discovered an unexpected uncertainty in herself.


  “It’s a fair offer,” Commager acknowledged. “If you’re suggesting an experiment, I’ll be glad to cooperate.”


  For a moment, he saw something almost like compassion in the serious young face that studied him. Then Paylar turned to the others. “Would you arrange the lighting in the usual way? Mr. Commager, I should like you to sit here.”


  It was what they had come here for, Commager thought. Hawkes and the blond young man, whose name was Lex Barthold, went about the room adjusting the lights. Commager had a strong impression that Jean now would just as soon keep the experiment from being carried out, if she could think of a good enough reason.


  But the experiment would be a flop anyway. No such half-mystical parlor games had worked on Commager since Lona had died.


  II


  IN COMMAGER’S tropical fish store on Wilshire Boulevard, there were display tanks that were laid out with the casual stateliness of an English park and others that had the formal delicacy of a Chinese garden or that appeared to copy, in fantastic miniature detail, sections of some dreamland salt-water reef. These were the designs of two artistically minded girls who managed the store for Commager and they were often expensively duplicated by artists themselves in the homes of the shop’s less talented patrons.


  But the tanks that most interested Commager were the big ones in the back of the store, partitioned off from the plate-glass windows and the displays that faced the boulevard. Here fish and plants were bred, raised and stocked without regard for art, and the effect, when you sat down to watch them for a while, was that of being in the center of a secret, green-lit jungle out of which God knew what might presently come soaring, wriggling or crawling at you.


  It wasn’t a bad way, in Commager’s opinion, to pass a few hours at night, when you didn’t happen to be in a mood either for sleep or human company. In his case, that might happen once or twice a week, or perhaps less than once a month. When it happened more often, it was time to get organized for another one of those trips that would wind up at some warm and improbable point on the big globe of Earth, where people were waiting to help Commager fill his transport tanks with brightly colored little water-creatures—which, rather surprisingly, provided him with a very good income.


  It was a pattern he had followed for most of the second half of his thirty-four years, the only two interruptions having been the second world war and the nineteen months he’d been married to Lona.


  It was odd, he thought, that he’d never found anything more important to do with his life than that, but the personal games he could watch people play didn’t seem to be even as interesting as the one he’d chosen for himself.


  Also, he went on thinking half-seriously, if you got right down to it, probably all the important elements of life were contained right inside the big tank he was observing at the moment, so that if he could really understand what was going on in there, brightly and stealthily among the green underwater thickets, he might know all that could be known about the entire Universe.


  Considered in that light, the tank became as fascinating as a stage play in a foreign language, in which the actors wore the bright masks of magic and played games that weren’t so very unlike those being played by human beings. But any real understanding of the purpose of the play, human or otherwise, always had seemed a little beyond Commager’s reach.


  HE YAWNED and shifted position in the chair he had pulled up for himself. Perhaps he was simply a bit more stupid than most. But there was a fretting feeling that this game playing, whether on a large scale or a small one, never really led to much, beyond some more of the same. There was, he conceded, a good deal of satisfaction in it for a time, but in the long run, the returns started to diminish.


  It seemed that things—in some way Commager couldn’t quite fathom—should have been arranged differently.


  A car passing on the street outside sent a whisper of sound along the edge of his consciousness. With that came the awareness that it had been some time since he’d last heard a car go by and he found himself wondering suddenly what time of night it was.


  He glanced at his wristwatch. Three-thirty. A little startled, he tried to compute how long he had been sitting there.


  Then it struck him in a surge of panic that he couldn’t remember coming to the store at all!


  But, of course, his memory told him, you went with Jean to that house . . .


  And Paylar had asked him to sit down and . . .


  What kind of stunt had she pulled on him?


  The blackness of terror burst into his consciousness as soon as his thoughts carried him that far—and it wiped out memory. He tried again.


  A black explosion. He pushed at it and it retreated a little.


  It had been between ten and eleven o’clock. Five hours or so ago. What was the last specific thing he could remember?


  HE HAD been sitting in a chair, his eyes closed, a little amused, a little bored. It had been going on for some time. Paylar, a quiet voice off to his left, was asking him a series of odd questions.


  PAYLAR: But where are you, Mr. Commager?


  COMMAGER: (tapping his forehead): Right here! Inside my head.


  PAYLAR: Could you be more specific about that?


  COMMAGER (laughing): I’m somewhere between my ears. Or somewhere back of my eyes.


  PAYLAR: How far do you seem to be from the right side of your head? Do you sense the exact distance?


  Commager discovered he could sense the exact distance. As a point of awareness, he seemed to be located an inch inside the right side of his skull. Simultaneously, though, he noticed that his left ear was less than an inch and a half away from the same spot—which gave him briefly an odd impression of the general shape of his head!


  But he realized then that his attention was shifting around in there, rapidly and imperceptibly. His ears seemed to be now above him, now below and, for a moment, the top of his skull seemed to have moved at least a yard away.


  He laughed. “How am I doing?”


  Paylar didn’t answer. Instead, she asked him to imagine that he was looking at the wall in front of him.


  After a while, that wasn’t too difficult; Commager seemed to be seeing the wall clearly enough, with a standing lamp in either corner, where Hawkes had placed them. Next, the voice told him to imagine that the same wall now was only a few inches in front of his face—and then that it suddenly had moved six feet behind him. It gave him an odd feeling of having passed straight through the wall in the moment of shifting it.


  “Put it twenty feet in front of you again,” she said. “And now twenty feet behind you.”


  Again the sensation of shifting in space, as if he were swinging back and forth, past and through the wall. Commager had become alert and curious now.


  On the third swing, he went straight into the blackness . . . with panic howling around him! After that, everything was blotted out.


  HE COULDN’T, Commager discovered, close the gap any farther now. Somewhere near eleven o’clock in the evening, he’d gone into that mental blackout with its peculiarly unpleasant side-effects. His next memory might have been twenty minutes ago, when he found himself staring into the miniature underwater forest of the fish tank in his store.


  He could phone the Bohart apartment, he thought, and find out what actually had happened. Immediately, then, he became aware of an immense reluctance to carry out that notion and he grimaced irritably. It was no time to worry about what the Boharts might think, but he could imagine Jean’s sleepy voice, annoyedly asking who was calling at this hour.


  And he’d say, “Well, look, I’ve lost my memory, I’m afraid. A piece of it anyway—”


  He shook his head. They’d gone there to show up the Guides, after all! He’d have to work this out by himself. As if in response to his line of thought, the office telephone, up in the front of the store, began ringing sharply.


  The unexpected sound jolted Commager into a set of chills. He sat there stiffly, while the ring was repeated four times; and then, because there was really no reason not to answer it, no matter how improbable it was that someone would be calling the store at this time of night, he got up and started toward the telephone down the long aisle of back-store tanks. Here and there, one of the tanks was illuminated by overhead lights, like the one before which he’d been sitting.


  At the corner, where he turned from the aisle into the office, something lay in his path.


  He almost stepped on it. He stopped in shock.


  It was a slender woman, lying half on her side, half on her face, in a rumpled dress and something like a short white fur jacket.


  Her loose hair hid her face. The telephone kept on shrilling.


  COMMAGER dropped to one knee beside the woman, touched her and knew she was dead, turned her over by the shoulders and felt a stickiness on his hands. There was a slanting cut across her throat, black in the shadows.


  “Well,” a voice inside Commager’s head said with insane calm, “if it isn’t Miss MacDonald!” He felt no pity for her at the moment and no real alarm, only a vast amazement.


  He realized that the telephone had stopped ringing and clusters of thought burst suddenly and coherently into his awareness again. Somebody apparently thought he was here, at three-thirty in the morning—the same somebody might also suspect that Miss MacDonald was here and even in what condition. And the phone could have been dialed quite deliberately at that moment to bring Commager out of the hypnotized or doped trance, or whatever it was that somebody knew he was trapped in.


  In which case, they might be wanting him to discover Ruth MacDonald’s body at about this time.


  It would be better, he thought, not to get tangled up just now in wondering why anyone should want that to happen; or even whether, just possibly, it had been he himself who had cut Miss MacDonald’s brown throat.


  What mattered was that, at this instant, somebody was expecting him to react as reasonably as a shocked and stunned man could react in such a situation.


  The only really reasonable course of action open to him was to call the police promptly—wherefore, if his curiously calm assumption was correct, he would be primarily expected to do just that. It would be much less reasonable, though still not too unlikely, to carry that ghastly little body far off somewhere and lose it.


  Or he could just walk out of here and leave Miss MacDonald on the floor, to be discovered by the store’s staff in the morning. That would be a stupid thing to do, but still something that might be expected of a sufficiently dazed and frightened man.


  So he wouldn’t do any of those things! The hunch was strong in him that the best way to react just now was in a manner unreasonable beyond all calculation.


  HE SHOVED Ruth MacDonald’s body aside and flicked on his cigarette lighter. On the floor were gummily smeared spots, but she had bled to death somewhere else before she had been dropped here!


  Commager’s hands and clothes were clean, so it was very improbable that he had carried her in. The sensible thing, he thought, would be to clean up the few stains on the floor before he left, removing any obvious evidence that Miss MacDonald had been in the store at all.


  Wherefore, he didn’t bother to do it.


  Nor did he waste time wondering whether a half dozen tanks in the back part of the store had been lit when he came in here or not. There was a variety of possible reasons why someone might have left a light on over some of them.


  He picked up the slender stiffening body on the floor and carried it to the front door.


  The door was unlocked and his Hudson was at the curb. He shifted Miss MacDonald to one arm, locked the store door behind him, then placed her in the back seat of the car.


  Even Wilshire Boulevard was a lonely street at this hour, but he saw several sets of headlights coming toward him as he got into the car and started it. As far as he could make out, there hadn’t been any blood spilled around inside the Hudson, either.


  Twelve minutes later, he drove past the corner house he’d visited with Jean Bohart some time before ten in the evening. There was a light on in one of the rooms upstairs, which distinguished Herbert Hawkes’s home from any other house in sight. A few blocks away, a dog began to bark.


  Dogs might be a problem, he thought.


  COMMAGER parked the car a few hundred feet away and sat still for perhaps a minute, listening. The dog stopped barking. Headlights crossed an intersection a few blocks ahead of him.


  He got out, lifted Miss MacDonald’s body out of the car and walked unhurriedly back to the corner house and over the stepping stones of the dichondra lawn to the side of the house. Here was a trellis, with a gate in it, half open.


  Commager eased his burden sideways through the gate. In the half-light of early morning, he set Ruth MacDonald down under a bush—which partly concealed her—in about the same position in which he’d found her. He had a moment of pity to spare for her now.


  But there was motion inside the house. Commager looked at the door that opened into this side garden. A vague sequence of motions; somebody walking quietly—but without any suggestion of stealth—was coming closer to the door. Commager stepped quietly up to the wall beside the door and flattened himself against the wall.


  A key clicked in the lock. The door swung open. A big shape sauntered out.


  Commager’s fist was cocked and he struck hard, slanting upward, for the side of the neck and the jaw. . .


  He laid Herbert Hawkes down beside the body of Ruth MacDonald, one big arm draped across her shoulders.


  Let the Guides figure that one out, he thought wearily. Not that they wouldn’t, of course, but he was going to continue to react unreasonably.


  Twenty minutes later, he was in his apartment and sound asleep.


  III


  THE BEDSIDE phone buzzed waspishly. Commager hung for a moment between two levels of awareness. The blazing excitement of the fight was over, but he still hated to relinquish the wild, cold, clear loneliness of the blue—


  The thin droning continued to ram at his eardrums. His eyes opened and he sat up, reaching for the telephone as he glanced at the clock beside it. 8:15.


  “Alan? I think it worked! Ira had breakfast and drove off to the office, wrapped in deep thought. You were terrific, simply terrific! Just sitting there like a stone wall—


  Commager blinked, trying to catch up with her. Jean Bohart had an athlete’s healthy contempt for lie-a-beds and felt no compunction about jolting them out of their torpor. She probably assumed he’d been up and around for the past two hours.


  Then his waking memories suddenly flooded back. He sucked in a shocked breath.


  “Eh?” She sounded startled.


  “I didn’t say anything,” he managed. “Go ahead—”


  He wouldn’t, he realized presently, have to ask Jean any leading questions. There was a nervous tension in her that, on occasion, found its outlet in a burst of one-way conversation and this was such an occasion. The Boharts had left the Hawkes home shortly before twelve, Ira apparently depressed by the negative results of the evening. The Reverend Knox had made a phone call somewhat earlier and had been picked up within a few minutes by an elderly woman who, in Jean’s phrasing, looked like a French bulldog.


  “I think he was glad to get out of there!” she added.


  COMMAGER didn’t comment on that. He himself had stayed on with the others. Ruth MacDonald, in Jean’s opinion, was making a pretty definite play for him by that time, while Paylar—“What’s her last name, anyway?”—had become withdrawn to the point of rudeness after Commager’s spectacular lack of reaction to her psychological games.


  “I think she knew just what we were doing by then!” Jean’s voice held considerable satisfaction. “So did that Hawkes character. Did you know he’s the Herbert Hawkes who owned the Hawkes Chrysler Agency on Figueroa? Well, there’s something interesting about that—” Hawkes had sold out his business about eight months before and it was generally known that his reason had been an imminent nervous breakdown. “What do you make of that, Alan?”


  Offhand, Commager admitted, he didn’t know what to make of it.


  Well, Jean interrupted, she was convinced Hawkes had gone the way Ira would have gone if they hadn’t stopped him. “Those Guides have him hypnotized or something!” She laughed nervously. “Does it sound as if I’m getting too dramatic about it?”


  “No,” he said, recalling his last glimpse of Hawkes and his horrid little companion much too vividly. “He doesn’t strike me as acting like a man who’s been hypnotized, though. Not that I know much about that sort of thing.”


  Jean was silent, thinking. “Did anything in particular develop between you and the MacDonald?” she asked suddenly. There was a strange sharpness in her tone.


  Commager felt himself whiten. “No,” he said, “I just went home by and by.” He tried for a teasing “Are you jealous, little pal?” note. “Were you worrying about it?”


  “She’s poison, that’s all!” Jean said sharply.


  AFTER SHE hung up, Commager showered, shaved, dressed and breakfasted, with very little awareness of what he was doing. He was in a frame of mind he didn’t entirely understand himself; under a flow of decidedly unpleasant speculations was a layer of tingling, almost physical elation which, when he stopped to consider it, appeared a less than intelligent response to his present situation. But the realization didn’t seem to affect the feeling.


  The feeling vanished abruptly when he dumped the clothes he’d been wearing the night before out of the laundry bag into which he had stuffed them, along with the blanket on which he’d laid Ruth MacDonald’s body in the car.


  He had handled her with some caution and he couldn’t discover marks on any of those articles now that seemed likely to incriminate him. But he had no doubt that a more competent investigation could reveal them.


  The odd thing was that he still couldn’t get himself to worry about such an investigation! He had no logical basis for his belief that unless he himself announced the murder of the secretary of the Parapsychological Group of Long Beach, nobody else was going to take that step. He couldn’t even disprove that he hadn’t, somewhere along the line last night, dropped into sheer criminal lunacy.


  But, so far, nobody had come pounding at his door to accuse him of murder. And Commager retained the irrationally obstinate conviction that nobody would.


  He had an equally strong conviction that he had become the target of the relentless hostility of a group of people, of whose existence he hadn’t known until the day before—and that he wouldn’t know why until he discovered the reason for his loss of conscious memory in a period during which he had, to Jean Bohart’s discerning eyes, showed no noticeable change in behavior.


  And, Commager decided finally, he’d better not let the lack of satisfactory conscious evidence for either certainty affect his actions just now.


  HE MADE two appointments by telephone and left the apartment an hour after he’d been wakened. A few minutes later, he was at the store, which would open for business at ten o’clock.


  Commager unlocked the door and strolled inside. The store’s staff had got there at nine and the floors, he noticed, had been thoroughly mopped. Nobody inquired whether he’d been in during the night, so it seemed he had guessed right in leaving the lights on over the big tanks.


  He drove into Los Angeles then, to keep his first appointment, at Dr. Henry L. Warbutt’s Psychology Center.


  Henry was a stout, white-haired, energetic little man with the dark melancholy eyes of one of the great apes. “Thirty minutes for free is all I can spare, even for orphans,” he informed Commager. “But you’re welcome to that, so come in and sit down, boy! Cup of tea, eh? What do you hear from the Boharts?”


  Commager declined the tea, which was likely to be some nasty kind of disguised health-brew, and stated that the Boharts, when last heard from, had been doing fine. It wasn’t his first visit to the Center. Both of his parents had been dead before he was twelve and Henry, who was a relative on his father’s side, had been his legal guardian until he came of age.


  “I want to find out what you know about a new local organization called the Guides,” Commager explained. “They’re on the metaphysical side, I’d say, but they seen to be doing some therapy work. They’re not listed in the telephone book.”


  Henry looked slightly disturbed. “If you mean the Guides I’m thinking of, they’re not so new. How did you hear about them? Is Ira messing around with that outfit now?”


  Commager told him briefly of last night’s earlier events, presenting Jean Bohart’s version of his own role in them, as if that were the way he recalled it himself.


  HENRY became interested at that point. “Do you remember just what those exercises were that the woman put you through?”


  When Commager had described them, he nodded. “They got those gimmicks from another group. I’ve used them myself now and then. Not on cash clients, of course, just as an experiment.


  The idea is to divert your attention away from your body-ego, if you know what I mean. No? Well, then—”


  He made a steeple of his hands and scowled at his fingertips. “Metaphysically, it’s sometimes used as a method to get you out of your physical body.” He waved his hands vaguely around. “Off you go into the astral plane or something!” He grinned. “Understand now?”


  “More or less,” Commager said doubtfully. “Did you ever see it happen?”


  “Eh? Oh, no! With me, they usually just go to sleep. Or else they get bored and won’t react at all, about like you did. There’s no therapeutic value in it that I know of. But probably no harm, either.”


  “Would you say whether there’s any harm in the Guides?”


  “Well,” said Henry thoughtfully, “they’re certainly one of the more interesting groups of our local psychological fauna. Personally, I wouldn’t go out of my way to antagonize them. Of course, Ira’s such a damn fool, you probably had to do something pretty obvious to discourage him. Fifteen or twenty years ago, the Guides were working principally with drugs, as far as I could make out at the time. I don’t know whether this is the same organization or not, but just lately—the last year or so—I’ve been hearing gossip about them again.”


  “What kind of gossip?”


  “WELL, YOU know a good many of the people who come into this Center for therapy are interested in metaphysics in one way or another,” Henry explained. “Some of them have been telling me lately that the Guides are the latest thing in a True Group. And a True Group, in their language, means chiefly that the people in it have some honest-to-goodness supernatural abilities and powers!”


  He grimaced unhappily. “Another characteristic is that nobody else knows exactly who belongs to a True Group. In that way, your acquaintances seem to be living up to the legend.”


  Commager said he’d been under the impression that the Guides dealt in parapsychology.


  Henry nodded. “Well, they’d use that, too, of course! Depending on the class of client—” He hesitated briefly. “By and large, I’d say the Guides were a very good outfit for fairly normal citizens like you and the Boharts to stay away from!”


  He’d also heard of the Reverend Wilson Knox and of the Temple of Antique Christianity, though not favorably.


  “Knox has a crummy little sect back in one of the Hollywood canyons. They go in for Greek paganism. Strictly a screwball group.” He didn’t know anything of the Parapsychological Group of Long Beach. “You can’t keep up with all of them.”


  IV


  JULIUS SAVAGE was a lanky, sun-browned hypnotist who’d sometimes gone spear-fishing with Commager. On one such occasion—the last, if Julius had anything to say about it—Commager had been obliged to haul him half-drowned out of a kelp bed and thump him back into consciousness. Which made him the right man right now.


  He clasped his hands behind his head, rocked himself back from his desk and looked first interested and then highly dubious, while Commager went on talking.


  “You’re about as lousy a hypnotic subject as I am myself, Alan!” Julius protested finally. “I tried to put you under twice, remember? Anyway, how about sending you to my tame M.D. for a check-up first? Amnesia isn’t anything to—No?” He considered. “Well, how long ago did this happen?”


  The fact that it had happened only the night before reassured him somewhat. So presently Commager was sitting in an armchair being informed that his eyelids were getting heavier and heavier.


  An hour later, Julius said discouragedly, “This isn’t getting us anywhere and I’ve got another appointment at two o’clock! How bad do you want that information, Alan?”


  “It’s a matter of life and death!”


  “Oh, hell!” said Julius. He went out of the room and came back with a small bottle, partly filled with a slightly oily, aromatic liquid. “I don’t use this often, but—By the way, with the possible exception of last night, did anyone else ever try to hypnotize you?”


  “Ira Bohart did, the first time I met him,” Commager recalled. “It was at a party. No results.”


  “We’ll make it two spoonfuls,” Julius decided.


  TEN MINUTES later, Commager got into the blackness. The next time he consciously opened his eyes, it was past three in the afternoon. Julius, looking pale and exhausted, stood at the desk watching him. He’d loosened his tie and hung his jacket over the back of a chair. His hair was disheveled.


  “Brother!” he remarked. “Well, we got something, Alan. I’ll play parts of it back to you.” He jerked his head at a gently burbling percolator on a mantel. “Cup of coffee there for you. Better have some.”


  Commager sipped black coffee, yawned, and took note of the time. Too much of the day already was past, he thought uneasily; he wondered what the Guides had been doing meanwhile. “What happened to your appointments?”


  “Canceled them,” Julius said, fiddling with the tape recorder. “They’ll keep.” He glanced around at Commager. “Here’s the first thing we got. Chronologically, it seems to fit in at the end of the period you can’t remember. Symbolism, but I’m curious. We’ll try it first.”


  Commager listened. After a while, there were pricklings of memory. When Julius stopped the recorder, he remarked, “I had a dream this morning that seems to tie in with that.”


  “Ah?” Julius looked professionally cautious. “Well, let’s hear about it.”


  Commager hesitated. The dream seemed irrelevant and rather childish, like a fairy tale. He’d been flying around in a great open space, he began at last. And he’d been wondering why nobody else was up there with him, but he hadn’t felt particularly concerned about it. Then a hawk came swooping at him, trying to knock him out of the air.


  There was a long leash attached to the hawk’s leg and Commager noticed that, far down below, a number of people were holding the leash and watching the battle. “That explained why there wasn’t anyone else around, you see. When anyone tried it, they simply sent a hawk up after him.”


  “Hm!” said Julius. “Recognize the people?”


  “No—” Commager checked himself and laughed. “Of course, it just struck me! Hawkes was the name of one of the people I met last night! That explains the dream!”


  Julius nodded doubtfully. “Possibly. How did it continue?”


  AS COMMAGER recalled it, there hadn’t been much more to it. He couldn’t damage the hawk and the hawk couldn’t bring him down; finally it disappeared. Then he’d been up there alone . . . and then he’d been wakened by the telephone.


  Julius tapped the desk with the eraser end of a pencil, looking thoughtful. “Well—” he sighed. He turned to the recorder. “Let’s try another part of this now, Alan. The central part. Incidentally, we didn’t get into what you were actually doing last night. These are your subjective impressions and they aren’t necessarily an immediately recognizable reflection of real events, past or present. You understand that?”


  Commager said he did. But he felt a stab of sharp apprehension. He was reasonably certain that whatever Julius heard or guessed in his office remained a private matter. But his own line of action had been based on the solid personal conviction that, whatever had happened last night, it hadn’t been he who had killed Ruth MacDonald.


  In view of the hypnotist’s careful and almost formal phrasing, Commager was, for a few moments at least, not quite so sure about that.


  They were a bad few moments . . .


  Then the recorder was turning again.


  “WHAT DO you make of it?” Julius asked. “It will help me formulate my own opinion.”


  Commager shrugged. He still felt shaken, after the intermittent waves of grief, rage and remorse that had pounded through him while a section of the tape rewound itself again—with a vividness and immediacy that dazed him, but still seemed rather unaccountable. After all, that had been over and done with almost four years ago!


  “It’s fairly obvious to me,” he said reluctantly. At least his voice sounded steady enough. “A few months before my wife died, I’d begun to get interested in the ESP experiments she was playing around with. You remember Lona was almost as bad that way as Ira Bohart.”


  He managed a brief, careful grin. “It annoyed me at first, but, of course, I didn’t let her know. I thought she’d drop it soon enough. When she didn’t, I decided I’d experiment on the quiet by myself. Actually, I was after information I could use to convince Lona she was wasting her time with that sort of thing—and then she’d have more time to spare for the kind of fun and games I was interested in.” Julius smiled faintly and nodded.


  “I STARTED making lists of coincidences,” Commager explained. “Occasions when I’d tell myself Lona would be home at six, say, and she’d actually show up about that time. Or I’d decide what dress she’d select to wear next morning—”


  “Predictions, generally?” Julius drew a precise little circle on the desk blotter with his pencil and studied it critically.


  “Yes. Or I’d put the idea into her head that she wanted to talk about some particular thing with me—and sometimes she would!” Commager smiled. “I was also, you see, keeping a list of the times these little experiments didn’t work out, and they often didn’t, at first. So that, when I told Lona about it finally, it would be obvious that the coincidences had been just that.”


  He hesitated. “I still think they were just that. But one day, it struck me I’d accumulated too many coincidences lately. It shook me.”


  “Did it stop your experimentation?” Julius remained intent on his art work.


  “A few days later, it did,” Commager said. He discovered suddenly that he was sweating. “Lona phoned me that afternoon that she was driving down to the beach to pick me up. After she hung up, I had a sudden positive feeling that if she drove her car that afternoon, she’d get killed! I almost called her back. But I decided I wasn’t going to turn into another Ira Bohart. As of then, I was quitting all this ESP business and so was Lona! When she got there, I’d tell her—


  The sweat was running down his face now. “Well, you know that part of it. Lona had a heart attack while driving, the doctors thought, and crashed and got killed.” He paused again, because his voice had begun to shake. “I don’t know why that got on there—” he nodded at the recorder—“except that last night was the first time since that I felt, even tor a minute, that something might be going on that couldn’t be explained in a perfectly normal way!”


  “THAT,” inquired Julius, “was while you were going through that peculiar set of exercises you were describing, wasn’t it? Alan, how long ago has it been, exactly, since your wife died?”


  “Not quite four years.” Commager drove back a surge of impatience. “I suppose I’ve felt guilty enough about it ever since! But right now, Julius, I’m interested in finding out why I lost a few hours of memory last night and how to restore them. Are we getting any closer to that?”


  “I think we are. Can you be at this office at 10 A.M. two days from tomorrow? That’s Thursday morning—”


  “Why should I come here then?”


  Julius shrugged. “Because that’s the earliest appointment I could make for you with Dr. Ciardi. I phoned him just before you woke up. He’s a friend of mine and an excellent psychiatrist, Alan. We do a lot of work together.”


  Commager said in angry amazement, “Damn you, Julius!


  I told you I didn’t want anyone else to know about this!”


  “I know,” Julius admitted unhappily. “We’ve been fairly good friends for about eight years now, haven’t we? We’ve been in and out of each other’s homes and met each other’s acquaintances, right?”


  Commager’s fingertips drummed on his right knee. He was still furious. “So what?”


  “So hell, Alan! What you were telling me just now never happened! Your wife wasn’t killed in an auto-accident four years ago because, four years ago, you didn’t have a wife! To the best of my knowledge, you’ve never been married!”


  V


  COMMAGER had a rather early dinner at Tilford’s. A mirror lined the entire wall on the opposite side of the room; now and then, he glanced at himself. For a sort of lunatic, he thought, the big, sun-tanned man sitting there looked remarkably calm and healthy.


  He was still amazed, above all, at the apparent instantaneousness with which he had realized that what Julius had blurted out was true! He could picture Lona in a hundred different ways, very vividly, but he couldn’t actually recall having ever mentioned her to anybody else! And he couldn’t now remember a single time when he and she and any other person had been together.


  It was almost as if the entire episode of Lona had been a story somebody had told him, illustrated out of his own imaginings. And now, in a few hours, the story was beginning to fade out. Specific scenes had dropped almost beyond the reach of memory. The image of Lona herself started to blur.


  HIS immediate reaction had been an odd mixture of shocked self-disgust and profound relief, threaded with the feeling that actually he’d always known, without being consciously aware of it, that there wasn’t any real Lona.


  Even the emptions he’d felt while listening to the tape recorder were a part of the fabrication; almost at the instant of realization, they began to break away from him. Like the sudden shattering of a hard shell of alien matter, Commager thought, which he’d been dragging around, rather like a hermit-crab, under the pretense that it was a natural part of himself. The self-disgust became even more pronounced at that comparison.


  But whatever his original motives had been for imposing that monstrous construction upon his mind, Commager couldn’t see any further connection between it and the events of the past night.


  Apparently he had thrust himself into a period of amnesia to avoid the full impact of an artificial set of emotions. In that period, there had been a very real and very unpleasant occurrence—a murder.


  His main reason now for remaining convinced that he hadn’t been the murderer was that the evening papers carried no indication that the body of Ruth MacDonald had been found.


  Which certainly indicated guilt on the part of those who must have found her.


  He could afford to wait until Thursday, Commager decided, to go digging after the causes of his delusion under Dr. Ciardi’s guidance. But he probably couldn’t afford to wait at all to find out what the Guides—he still had to assume it was the Guides—were preparing for him next.


  And perhaps the best way to find out would be, quite simply, to ask.


  HE FINISHED his dinner, walked up the street to a telephone booth and dialed the number of Herbert Hawkes’s home. A man’s voice informed him presently that it was the Hawkes residence, Lex Barthold speaking.


  That, Commager recalled, was the name of the blond young man who had been an untalkative member of the party last night. He gave his own name and said he was trying to contact Miss Paylar—a piece of information which produced a silence of several seconds at the other end. But when Barthold spoke again, he sounded unshaken.


  “Paylar isn’t in at the moment. Shall I take your message, Mr. Commager?”


  Commager said no, he’d try again, and hung up. Now that, he reflected, walking back to his car, seemed to be an interesting sort of household!


  For the first time since leaving Julius’s office, he wasn’t too displeased with himself. If he saw Paylar alone, he might, as far as appearances went, be taking an interest in the well-being of Ira Bohart or, reasonably enough, in Paylar herself.


  And things could start developing from that point.


  Of course, she might avoid letting him see her alone. In any case, his call would give them something new to consider.


  He drove to the beach and turned south toward San Diego. A half hour later, he parked before the cabin where, among bulkier items of fishing gear, he kept a 45-caliber revolver. He put that in the glove compartment of the car and started back to town.


  THE TELEPHONE rang a few minutes after he reached his apartment.


  “I’ve called you twice in the last hour,” Paylar said. “I understand you want to speak to me.”


  “I do,” said Commager. “Do you happen to have the evening free?”


  She laughed. “I’ve arranged to have it free. You can meet me at your aquarium store, Mr. Commager.”


  “Eh?” he said stupidly.


  “At your store.” Her voice still sounded amused. “You see, I may have a business proposition for you.”


  Then the line went dead. Commager swore and hung up. When he turned into Wilshire Boulevard not very many minutes later, he saw a long gray car, vague under the street lights, move away from the curb a hundred feet or so beyond his store and drive off. There was no sign of Paylar.


  He parked and followed the car thoughtfully with his eyes. Then he got out. The store was locked, the interior dark. But in back of the office, behind the partition, was a shimmering of light.


  He thought of the gun in his car. There had been one murder.


  It seemed a little early for another one.


  He unlocked the door and locked it again behind him. This time, there were no bodies lying around the aisles. But at the back of the store, standing before a lighted fish tank and looking into it, Paylar was waiting for him.


  HE DIDN’T ask her how she got in. It seemed a theatrical gesture, a boasting indication that his affairs could be easily invaded from without. Aside from that, the darkened store undoubtedly was a nice place for an ambush. Commager wondered briefly why he didn’t feel more concerned about that and realized then that he was enormously angry. An ambush might have been a relief.


  “Did you find out much about us today?” Paylar asked.


  “Not enough,” he admitted. “Perhaps you can tell me more.”


  “That’s why I’m here.” Commager looked at her skeptically. She was wearing a black sweater and slacks that appeared wine-colored in the inadequate light from the big tank. A small, finely shaped body and a small, vivid face. The mouth smiled soberly; black eyes gleamed like an animal’s as she turned her head toward him.


  “We’re an organization,” she said, “that operates against the development of parapsychological abilities in human beings . . .” Oddly enough, it made sense and he found himself believing her. Then he laughed. “Do you object to my winning a crap game?”


  Paylar said seriously, “We don’t object to that. But you’re not stopping there, Mr. Commager.”


  Again there was an instant of inner agreement; an elation and anxiety. Commager hesitated, startled by his reaction. He said, “I’m not aware of any ambition along that line.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think you’re being quite truthful. But it doesn’t really matter how aware you are of it just now. The last twenty-four hours have indicated clearly that you can’t be checked by any ordinary methods.” She frowned. “The possibility had been foreseen—and so we hit you with everything that was immediately available, Mr. Commager. I was sure it was enough.”


  Commager felt a little bewildered. “Enough for what?”


  “Why, almost anybody else would have done something sensible—and then refused to ever budge out of the everyday world again, even in his thoughts. Instead, you turned around and started to smoke us out—which, incidentally, saved you for the moment from an even more unnerving experience!”


  COMMAGER stared at her, appalled. That final comment had no present meaning for him, but she obviously was speaking about a murder of which she, at the very least, had known at the time. She considered it mildly amusing that it had back-fired on them!


  He said harshly, “I’d enjoy breaking your neck. But I suspect that you’re a little crazy.”


  She shrugged, smiling. “The trouble is that you’re not going to go on thinking that, Mr. Commager. If you did, we could safely disregard you.”


  He looked down at his hands. “So what are you going to do?”


  “There are others who say you can be stopped. It’s certain you won’t like their methods, though I’m not entirely sure they will be effective. I came here tonight to offer you an alternative.”


  “Go ahead and offer it.”


  “You can join us,” she said. Commager gave a short laugh of sheer astonishment. “Now why should I want to do that?”


  “In the end,” Paylar said soberly? “you may have very little choice! But there’s another reason. You’ve been trying, all your life, to bring your abilities into your consciousness and under your control.”


  He shook his head. “If you mean wild talents, I haven’t done anything of the sort.”


  “Unfortunately,” she said, “you won’t remain unaware of that trend in yourself very much longer. And, if you cooperate with us, we can and will help you to do just that. But we can’t let you continue by yourself, without safeguards. You’re too likely to be successful, you see. Those wild talents can become extremely wild!”


  “You know,” he said, almost good-humoredly, “I think you really believe what you say. But as far as I’m concerned, you’re a group of criminal lunatics without any more secret ability than I have myself—”


  “That,” Paylar replied undisturbed, “is precisely what we’re afraid of. For the time being, though, we can use our abilities in ways that you cannot. What happened while you were doing those exercises last night, Mr. Commager?”


  He looked at her and then away. “I got rather bored.”


  PAYLAR laughed. “You’re lying! Exercises of that kind provide very convincing illusions, and very little else, for people who are hungry for illusion. But since you have an ability, it took no more than a word to bring it into action! That was when we knew you had to be stopped. However, I’m afraid you’re still turning down my offer.”


  “You read my mind that time, lady! I’d turn you over to the police, too, if I thought it would do any good.”


  “It wouldn’t,” she assured him. Her head tilted a moment, with soft grace, into an attitude of listening. “I think my car is coming back for me. I’ll leave that offer open, Mr. Commager—in case you survive long enough now to except it!”


  He grinned. “You shouldn’t frighten me like that.”


  “I’ve frightened you a little, but not nearly enough. But there is more than one way to shake a man to his senses—or out of them—so perhaps we can still change your mind. Would you let me out the front door now?”


  Lights slid over the ceiling above her as she spoke, and the long gray car, its engine throbbing, stood at the curb when they came out. Paylar turned at the car door.


  “You know where I’m staying,” she said, looking up at him, “if you want to find me.”


  Commager nodded.


  She smiled and then the door opened for her and light briefly filled the interior of the car.


  Seconds later, he stood staring after it as it fled down the street. She’d been right about there being more than one way of shaking a man out of his senses.


  The driver of the car—the very much alive driver—had been Ruth MacDonald!


  UNDER WHAT wasn’t quite a full Moon tonight, the Bay would have looked artificial if it hadn’t been so huge. A savage, wild place, incongruous in this area with the slow thump and swirl and thunder of the tide.


  A mile to the south was a cluster of cottages down near the water’s edge. Commager’s cabin was as close as anything could have been built to the flank of the big northern drop-off. He could look down at the sharp turn of the highway below him or out at the Bay. Nobody yet had tried to build on the rocky rises of ground behind him.


  Without ordinary distractions, it was a good place for a few hours of painstaking reorientation. He wasn’t exactly frightened, Commager told himself. But when he had recognized Ruth MacDonald, a wave of unreason inside him had seemed to rise to meet and merge with the greater wave of unreason rolling in from a shadow-world without. For that moment, the rules of reality had flickered out of existence.


  An instant later, he’d had them solidly re-established. He was now simply a man who knew something had happened that he couldn’t begin to explain rationally. It was a much more acceptable situation, since it included the obvious explanation of irrationality.


  On Thursday morning, he could tell Dr. Ciardi, “Look, Doc, I’m having hallucinations. The last one was a honey. I thought I was carrying a dead woman all over town! What do we do about it?”


  And they’d do whatever was done in such circumstances and it would be a sane, normal, active life for Alan Commager forever after—with a woman more or less like Jean Bohart to live it with, which would keep out the shadowy Lonas. With everything, in fact, that didn’t fit into that kind of life, that belonged to the shadow-worlds, as completely obliterated and forgotten as they could become.


  Commager wondered what made that picture look so unsatisfactory.


  IT STRUCK him suddenly that, according to Paylar, this was exactly how the Guides had expected him to react as soon as her little games had steered him into a bout of amnesia and hallucinations. They’d wanted, she’d said, in approximately those words, to put him in a frame of mind that would make him refuse to ever budge out of the safe, everyday world again, even in his thoughts.


  Commager grimaced. But they’d become convinced then that he wasn’t going to do it!


  He might do it all the same, he thought. But the reason it couldn’t be a completely satisfactory solution was growing clear. One couldn’t discount the probability that there was a little more to the shadow-worlds than lunacy and shadow. Perhaps only a very little more and perhaps not. But if he avoided looking at what was there, he would never find out.


  And then he realized that he wasn’t going to avoid looking at it, hadn’t really been seriously considering it. He swore at himself, because avoidance did seem still the simple and rational solution, providing one could be satisfied with it.


  He couldn’t be satisfied with it and that was that. He could see now that if an organization such as Paylar had described the Guides to be existed, and if it were composed, at least in part, of people who really had developed an understanding and working knowledge of the possibilities of psi, it would be in a uniquely favorable position to control and check the development of similar abilities in others.


  Its connections and its influence would be primarily with the psychological fringe groups here and with their analogs elsewhere; and the people who were drawn to such groups would be those who were dissatisfied with or incompetent in normal lines of activity, and had become abnormally interested in compensating for their lack of other achievement by investigating the shadowy, vague, ego-bolstering promise of psi.


  And people frightened by the threat of total war, driven into a search for psychic refuge by the prospect of physical destruction.


  In either case, because they were uncertain, less than normally capable people, they could be controlled without too much difficulty—and carefully diverted then, in groups or as individuals, from the thing they were seeking and might stumble upon!


  The exercises she’d demonstrated to him, Paylar had said, were designed primarily to provide convincing illusions for those who were hungry for illusion.


  SHE AND her associates, Commager realized, might feel it was necessary. They might know just enough to be afraid of what such knowledge could lead to. If it were possible to encourage a pair of dice to bounce and spin in just the right pattern to win for you, it might, for example, also be possible to send a few buildings bouncing and spinning through a city! Of course, nobody ever seemed to have done it, but that might be due precisely to the existence of some controlling agency, such as the Guides claimed to be.


  For a while, Commager regarded the possibility of accepting Paylar’s invitation to join her group—and, a few seconds later, he knew he wasn’t going to do that either!


  However determined he might be to proceed with a painstaking and thorough investigation of this field of possibilities now, there was still a feeling of something completely preposterous about the entire business.


  He could accept the fact that he had been shaken up mentally to the point where he might qualify without too much difficulty for the nearest insane asylum. But he wasn’t ready to admit to anybody just yet that he, a grown man, was taking the matter of psi very seriously.


  It was something you could try out for yourself, just as an experiment, behind locked doors and with the windows shaded.


  So Commager locked the front door to his cabin and tried it out.


  VI


  THE TELEGRAM which had been shoved under his apartment door during the night gave a Hollywood telephone number and urgently requested him to call it. It was signed by Elaine Lovelock. So far as Commager could remember, Elaine was no one he knew. When he dialed the number, nobody answered.


  He’d try to reach her again before he left for the store, he decided. It was eight-thirty now; he’d just got in from the Bay. The chances were somebody’s de luxe fifty-gallon tropical fish tank had started to leak on the living room carpet, and it hadn’t occurred to them immediately that this was what pails and pots were for.


  He sat down to write a few notes on last night’s experiment.


  Nothing very striking had happened; he suspected he’d simply fallen asleep after the first forty minutes or so. But if he kept notes, something like a recognizable pattern might develop.


  Item: The “Lona complex” hadn’t bothered him much. It was beginning to feel like something that had happened to somebody else a long time ago. So perhaps the emotions connected with it hadn’t been triggered by Paylar’s exercises, as Julius seemed to assume. Or else, since he no longer believed in it, it was on its way out as a complex—he hoped.


  Item: With his eyes closed, he could imagine very easily that he was looking through the wall of the room into another section of the cabin; also that he had moved there in person, as a form of awareness. In fact, he had roamed happily all around the Bay area for about ten minutes. For the present, that proved only that he had a much more vivid imagination than he’d thought—though whoever created Lona could be assumed to have considerable hidden talent along that line!


  Item: When he’d tried to “read” specific pages of a closed book lying on a table near him, he had failed completely.


  Item: He had run suddenly—he might have been asleep by then—into successive waves of unexplained panic, which brought him upright in his chair with his pulses hammering wildly.


  Item: The panic had faded out of reach the instant he began to investigate it and he hadn’t been able to recall it.


  Item: Either shortly before or after that event, he’d had for a while the sensation of being the target of stealthy and malevolent observation. He had made an attempt to “locate” the observer and gained the impression that the other one unhurriedly withdrew.


  Item: Briefly, he’d had a feeling of floating up near the ceiling of the room, watching his own body sitting in the armchair with its eyes closed. This had rocked him hard enough to awaken him again and he had concluded the experiments.


  Item: After waking up, he hadn’t found or imagined he’d found Ruth MacDonald or anybody else lying around the cabin, murdered or otherwise. He’d checked.


  And that about summed it up, Commager decided. Not very positive results, but he was determined to continue the experiments.


  He suspected Julius would feel very dubious about all this; but Julius wasn’t going to be informed.


  He himself was in a remarkably cheerful mood this morning.


  MRS. LOVELOCK had a magnificent, musical voice, rather deep for a woman.


  “I’m so glad you called again, Mr. Commager,” she said. “I was away on an unavoidable errand. Dr. Knox needs to see you immediately! How soon can you be here?”


  “Dr. Knox?” Commager repeated. “Do you mean the Reverend Wilson Knox?”


  “That is correct. Do you have the address of our Temple?” Commager said he didn’t. There was no immediate reason to add that he hadn’t the slightest intention of going there, either. “What did he want to see me about?”


  Mrs. Lovelock hesitated. “I couldn’t explain it satisfactorily by telephone, Mr. Commager.” A trace of anxiety came into her voice. “But it’s quite urgent!” Commager said he was sorry; he had a very full business day ahead of him—which was true—so, unless he could get some indication of what this was all about—


  The melodious voice told him quaveringly, “Dr. Knox had a serious heart attack last night. He needs your help!”


  Commager scowled. She sounded as off-beat as the rest of them and he had an urgent impulse to hang up.


  He said instead, “I don’t quite see how I could be of much help under those circumstances. I’m not a doctor, you know.”


  “I do know that, Mr. Commager,” Mrs. Lovelock replied. “I also know that you haven’t been acquainted with Dr. Knox for more than a few days. But I assure you that you may be saving a human life by coming out here immediately! And that is all I can tell you now—”


  She stopped short, sounding as if she were about to burst into tears.


  What she said didn’t make sense. Also Commager hadn’t liked the Reverend Knox, quite aside from the company he kept. But he could, he supposed resignedly, afford to waste a few more hours now.


  “What was that address?” he asked, trying not to sound too ungracious about it.


  IN THE way over, he had time to wonder whether this mightn’t be part of some new little game the Guides wanted to play with him. He was inclined to discount Paylar’s threats—psychologically, he suspected, they’d already tried everything they could do to him—and they didn’t look like people who would resort readily to physical violence, though Hawkes could be an exception there.


  When Commager came in sight of the Temple of Antique Christianity, physical violence suddenly looked a little more likely. He stopped a moment to consider the place.


  It was in a back canyon beyond Laurel; the last quarter-mile had been a private road. A tall iron gate blocked the road at this point, opening into a walled court with a small building to the right. A sign over a door in the building indicated that this was the office.


  Some distance back, looming over the walls of the court and a few intervening trees, was another structure, an old white building in the Spanish style, the size of a small hotel.


  It looked like the right kind of setting for the kind of screwball cult Henry Warbutt had described. Depending on who was around, it also looked like a rather good place for murder or mayhem.


  Should he just stroll in carelessly like a big, brave, athletic man? Or should he be a dirty coward and get his revolver out of the glove compartment? It was bound to make an unsightly bulge in any of his jacket pockets—


  He decided to be a dirty coward.


  THE GATE was locked, but the lock clicked open a few seconds after Commager pushed a buzzer button beside it. The only visible way into the area was through the office door, so he went inside.


  A pallid young man and a dark, intense-looking young woman sat at desks across the room from the door. The young man told Commager he was expected and went to a side door of the office with him, from where he pointed to an entrance into the big building, on the other end of what he called the grove.


  “Mrs. Lovelock is waiting for you there,” he said and went back to his desk.


  The grove had the reflective and well-preserved air of a section of an exclusive cemetery, with just enough trees growing around to justify its name. There was a large, square lawn in the center, and a large, chaste bronze statue stood at each corner of the lawn, gazing upon it.


  Back among trees to the left was a flat, raised platform, apparently faced with gray and black marble, but otherwise featureless. Commager had just gone past this when he realized that somebody had been watching him from the top of the platform as he passed.


  That, at any rate, was the feeling he got. He hadn’t actually seen anyone, and when he looked back, there was nobody there. But the feeling not only had been a definite and certain one—it resumed the instant he started walking on again. This time, he didn’t look back.


  Before he’d gone a dozen more steps, he knew, too, just when he’d experienced that exact sensation before. It was the previous night, while he was doing his parapsychological experiments at the Bay and had suddenly felt that he was under secret and unfriendly scrutiny.


  He laughed at himself, but the impression remained a remarkably vivid one. And before he reached the entrance to the main building which the young man in the office had indicated to him, he had time for the thought that playing with the imagination, as he was doing, might leave one eventually on very shaky ground.


  Then he was there, looking into a long hallway, and Mrs. Lovelock’s fine, deep voice greeted him before he caught sight of her.


  “I’m so glad you could come, Mr. Commager!” she said.


  SHE WAS standing in the door of a room that opened on the hall to the left, and Commager was a trifle startled by her appearance. He had expected a large handsome woman of about thirty, to match the voice. But Mrs. Lovelock was not only huge; she was shockingly ugly and probably almost twice the age he’d estimated. She wore a white uniform, so Commager asked whether she was Wilson Knox’s nurse.


  “I’ve been a registered nurse for nearly forty years, Mr. Commager,” the beautiful voice told him. “At present, I’m attending Dr. Knox. Would you come in here, please?”


  He followed her into the room and she closed the door behind them. Her big, gray face, Commager decided, looked both worried and very angry.


  “The reason I wasn’t more open with you over the telephone,” she told him, “was that I was certain you wouldn’t have taken the trouble to drive out here if I had been. And I couldn’t have blamed you! Won’t you sit down, please?”


  Commager took a chair and said he was afraid he didn’t understand.


  Mrs. Lovelock nodded. “I shall give you the facts. Dr. Knox had a very severe heart attack at around two o’clock this morning. I have been a member of his congregation for twenty-four years, and I arrived with a doctor shortly afterward. Dr. Knox is resting comfortably now, but he is very anxious to see you. I must let him tell you why, Mr. Commager. But I. should like to prepare you for what you will hear—”


  MRS. LOVELOCK stared gloomily at the carpet for a moment and then her face twisted briefly into a grimace of pure rage.


  “Wilson—Dr. Knox—is a harmless old fool!” she told Commager savagely. “This Antique Christianity he worked out never hurt anybody. They prayed to Pan and they had their dances and chants. And there was the Oracle and he read out of the Book of Pan.


  “I don’t know anything about Dr. Knox’s activities,” Commager said, not too politely.


  She had thick, reddened, capable hands and they were locked together now on her lap, the fingers twisting slowly against one another, as if she were trying to break something between them.


  “I was the Oracle, you see,” she explained. “I knew it was foolish, but I’d sit up there on the dais in the smoke, with a veil over my head, and I’d say whatever I happened to think of. But this year, Wilson brought in that Ruth MacDonald—you know her, he said.”


  “I’ve met the lady,” Commager admitted. “I wouldn’t say I know her.”


  “She became the Oracle! And then she began to change everything! I told Wilson he was quite right to resist that. There are things, Mr. Commager, that a good Christian simply must not do!”


  Which, Commager felt, was a remarkable statement, under the circumstances. Mrs. Lovelock came ponderously to her feet.


  “Dr. Knox will tell you what remains to be told,” she added rather primly. “And, of course, you cannot stay too long. Will you follow me now, please?”


  THE REVEREND didn’t look as if he were in too bad a condition, Commager thought when he saw him first. He was lying in a hospital bed which had been raised high enough to let him gaze down at the grove out of a window of his second-story room.


  After he’d talked a few moments, Commager felt the man was delirious and he thought briefly of calling back Mrs. Lovelock or the other nurse who had been with Wilson Knox when they came in. But those two undoubtedly had been able to judge for themselves whether they should remain with the Reverend or not.


  “Why should they want to kill you?” Commager asked. Knox had been speaking of the Guides and then had started to weep; now he blew his nose on a piece of tissue and made a groping motion for Commager’s hand, which Commager withdrew in time.


  “It was merely a matter of business as far as I was concerned, Mr. Commager. I certainly had no intention of blocking any activities of the Guides. In fact, I should prefer not to know about them. But when Miss MacDonald, who was employed by the Temple, upset our members, I protested to her, sir! Isn’t that understandable?”


  “Entirely,” Commager agreed carefully. “What did Miss MacDonald do to upset them?”


  “She predicted two of the congregation would die before the end of the year,” Wilson Knox said shakily. “It caused a great deal of alarm. Many of our wealthier clients withdrew from the Temple at once. It is a considerable financial loss!”


  The Reverend appeared rational enough on that point. Commager inquired, “Is Miss MacDonald one of the Guides, Dr. Knox?”


  “It’s not for me to say.” Knox gave him a suddenly wary look. “When she spoke to me by telephone last night, I asked whether I had offended anyone. I was, of course, greatly distressed!” His expression changed back to one of profound self-pity. “But she repeated only that it had become necessary for me to die this week and hung up.”


  IT SEEMED an odd way at that for the Temple’s new Oracle to have phrased her prediction, Commager thought. He regarded Dr. Knox without much sympathy. “So now you want me to simply tell her not to hurt you, eh?”


  “It would be better, Mr. Commager,” Knox suggested, “if you addressed yourself directly to the young woman called Paylar!” He reached for his visitor’s hand again. “I place myself under your protection, sir! I know you won’t refuse it!”


  Which was almost precisely what he had said as soon as the nurses left the room, and the reason Commager had believed the patient was in a state of delirium. Now it seemed more probable that he was merely badly mistaken.


  Commager decided not to ask why it would be better to speak to Paylar. At any direct question concerning the Guides, the Reverend became evasive. He said instead, “What made you decide I could protect you, Dr. Knox?” Knox looked downright crafty. “I have made no inquiries about you, sir, and I do not intend to. I am a simple man whose life has been devoted to providing a measure of beauty and solace for his fellow human beings. In a modest way, of course. I have never pried into the Greater Mysteries!”


  He seemed to expect approval for that, so Commager nodded gravely.


  “I speak only of what I saw,” Wilson Knox continued. “On Sunday night, I saw them attempt to bring you directly under their sway. Forgive me for saying, sir, that they do not do this with an ordinary person! I also saw them fail and I knew they were frightened. Nevertheless, you were not destroyed.”


  He tapped Commager’s hand significantly. “That, sir, was enough for me. I do not attempt to pry—I have merely placed myself under your protection!”


  VII


  A MAN with Secret Powers, a man who could tell the Guides to go jump in the Pacific, might take a passing interest in the gimmicks of an organization like the Temple of Antique Christianity. So on his way out through the grove, Commager had turned aside to get a closer look at the dais.


  He assumed, at least, that the gray and black marble platform was what Mrs. Lovelock had referred to as the seat of the Oracle, since nothing else around seemed suitable for the purpose.


  Standing before it, he pictured her sitting up there in the night, veiled, a vast, featureless bulk, announcing whatever came into her mind in that stunning voice, and he could see that Wilson Knox’s congregation might well have listened in pop-eyed fascination. Ruth MacDonald couldn’t have been nearly as impressive.


  Perhaps that was why she had started passing out death sentences.


  Down on Sunset, he parked his car at the curb and remained in it, watching the traffic, while he tried to digest the information he had received—if you could call it information.


  Wilson Knox and Mrs. Lovelock appeared to be people who had fabricated so much fantastic garbage for the clients of the Temple that they had no judgment left to resist the fabrications of others.


  Commager’s parting from Mrs. Lovelock had given him the impression that the huge woman also was sullenly afraid, though she hid it much better than the Reverend had. It could be simply that she felt her own position in the Temple would be lost if Knox died; but he thought that in her case, too, it was a more personal fear, of the Guides, or even of himself—


  And he’d practically promised both of them to put in a word with Paylar to protect that revolting little man!


  HOWEVER, the Reverend’s heart attack, at least, probably had been a real enough thing. And if Ruth MacDonald actually had telephoned a prediction of death to him earlier in the night, there was some cause for intervention. The practice of frightening people into their graves was something that anyone could reasonably insist should be stopped!


  And that, of course, brought up the question of how he expected to stop it.


  And the question, once more, of just what that odd group of people—who indicated they were the Guides or associated with them—was after.


  Ruth MacDonald’s activities concerning the Temple of Antique Christianity hardly seemed to lie on the lofty, idealistic level he’d been almost willing to ascribe to them in theory, even if he disliked their methods. She was a brassy, modern young witch, Commager thought, using the old witchcraft tools of fear and suggestion out of equally old motives of material gain and prestige.


  But one couldn’t account for Hawkes as simply as that, because Hawkes had had money and prestige.


  Commager knew least of all about Paylar, except for the young man called Lex Barthold, whose connection with the others wasn’t clear. The impression of Paylar was still mainly that she had a physical personality that would be hard to match if you liked them slender, dark and mysterious, and with a self-assurance that wasn’t aggressive like Ruth MacDonald’s, but that might be a great more difficult to crack. Among the three he’d had to deal with, she seemed to be the leader, though that wasn’t necessarily true.


  He found himself walking slowly down the street toward a phone booth.


  Let’s make a game of it, he thought. Assume that what Paylar had said and what the Reverend had suspected was true—at least in the Guides’s own opinion—that he had turned out to be exceptionally tough material for their psychological gimmicks. That he had, in fact, abilities he didn’t yet know about himself, but which, even in a latent state, were sufficient to have got the Opposition all hot and worried!


  EVEN IF the Guides only believed that—if they, like Knox and his mountainous registered nurse, had played around so long on the fringes of reality that they were as badly confused now as the people they’d been misleading—his intervention should still be effective! Particularly if he informed Mrs. Lovelock, with the proper degree of impressiveness, that he’d passed on the word.


  A little play-acting didn’t seem too much effort to put out to save a human life. Even a life like Wilson Knox’s . . .


  This time, it was Paylar who answered the telephone.


  “You’ve disappointed me a little, Mr. Commager,” she said. “When I first heard your voice, I was certain you were going to invite me out to dine and dance.” Commager assured her that this had been his primary purpose—and as soon as he’d said it, he began to wonder whether it wasn’t true. But business came first, he added.


  “Well, as to the business,” Paylar told him demurely, “I’m not necessarily in control of Ruth’s activities, you know. I hadn’t been informed that the Reverend Knox was ill.” She paused a moment. “I’ll tell Ruth she isn’t to frighten your friend again. Will that be satisfactory, Mr. Commager?”


  “Why, yes, it is,” Commager said and found himself flushing. Somehow, in her easy acceptance of his intervention, she’d managed to make him feel like a child whose fanciful notions were being humored by an adult. He put the idea aside, to be investigated later. “Now about where to have dinner—”


  Paylar said she’d prefer to let him surprise her. “But I have a condition,” she added pleasantly. “There’ll be no shop-talk tonight!” Putting him on the defensive again, Commager thought ruefully. He told her shop-talk had been far from his mind and would eight o’clock be about right?


  It would be about right, she agreed. And then, arriving at the store finally, some fifteen minutes later, he found Jean Bohart waiting in his office.


  “Hi, Alan,” she greeted him gloomily. “You’re taking me to lunch. Okay?”


  In one way and another, Commager felt, Tuesday simply didn’t look like a good day for business.


  “I’M IN A mood today,” Jean announced. She picked without enthusiasm at a grapefruit and watercress salad. “But you’re not talking to me, either!”


  “I was thinking,” Commager said, “that I was glad you didn’t look like a certain lady I met this morning. What’s the mood about?”


  She hesitated. “I’m making my mind up about something. I’ll tell you tomorrow. Who was the lady? Someone I know?”


  “I doubt it. A Mrs. Lovelock.”


  “I don’t know any Lovelocks. What’s the matter with her looks?”


  “Fat,” Commager explained.


  “Well,” Jean said glumly, “I’m not that.”


  She was, in fact, in spite of her downcast expression, a model of crisp attractiveness as usual. A white sharkskin suit, with a lavender veil gathered lightly at her throat, plus a trim white hat to one side of a blonde head—neat, alert and healthy-looking as an airline hostess, Commager thought approvingly.


  Jean mightn’t care for the comparison, though, so he didn’t tell her. And he wasn’t going to press her about the mood. At the rare moments that she became reserved, probing made her sullen. Probably something to do with Ira again.


  “I called off the Taylors for tomorrow,” she told him suddenly, with some traces of embarrassment, “so we could talk. You don’t mind, do you?”


  “Of course not,” Commager said hesitantly. Then it struck him suddenly: they’d had a date for an all-day fishing party Wednesday, Jean and he and the Taylor couple. He’d forgotten completely!


  “That’s all right then,” Jean said, looking down at her plate. She still seemed curiously shy and Commager realized that this was no ordinary problem. “Will you sleep at your cabin tonight?”


  “Sure,” he said, concerned—he was very fond of Jean. His sleeping at the cabin was the usual arrangement on such occasions; he’d have everything ready there for the day before anyone else arrived and then they’d be off to an early start.


  “I’ll be there tomorrow at eight,” said Jean. She gave him a quick, unhappy smile. “I love you, Alan—you never ask questions when you shouldn’t!”


  SO HE HAD two dates at eight now, twelve hours apart. If it hadn’t been for the attendant problems, Commager decided, his social life might have looked exceptionally well-rounded at the moment to almost anybody!


  But he didn’t seem to be doing a very good job of keeping clear of attendant problems. It had struck him for the first time, while they were lunching, that Jean Bohart might easily have been the prototype of the figment of Lona. There were obvious general similarities, and the dissimilarities might have been his own expression of the real-life fact that Jean was Ira’s wife.


  But he felt himself moving into a mentally foggy area at that point. There had been occasional light love-making between them, too light to really count; but Jean certainly had remained emotionally absorbed with Ira, though she tended to regard him superficially with a kind of fond exasperation.


  Commager didn’t really know how he felt about Jean, except that he liked her more than anyone else he could think of. There was a warning awareness that if he tried to push any deeper into that particular fog right now, he might get himself emotionally snagged again.


  It didn’t seem advisable to become emotionally snagged. There were still too many other doubtful issues floating around.


  One of the other issues resolved itself—in a way—very shortly, with the ringing of the office telephone.


  It was Elaine Lovelock once more.


  “Mr. Commager,” she said, “about the matter we were discussing—”


  He began to tell her he had spoken to Paylar, but she interrupted him: “Dr. Knox died an hour ago!”


  CONCLUDED NEXT MONTH


  THE TIES OF EARTH


  Conclusion of a 2-Part Serial


  You bet Commager had a problem! He could smash the conspiracy and not escape alive . . . or capitulate to it and lose his mind!


  Synopsis


  ALAN COMMAGER accompanies his friend JEAN BOHART to the home of HERBERT HAWKES in Beverly Hills, with the intention of “rescuing” Jean’s impressionable husband IRA BOHART from the influence of a mysterious metaphysical group called the Guides. Commager is amused at Ira’s belief that Commager himself has recently demonstrated psi abilities that will be of interest to the Guides.


  At Hawkes’s home, they meet a small group of people. To prove to Ira that the Guides are frauds, Commager submits to a series of experiments conducted by an attractive young woman called PAYLAR. He blacks out and discovers himself presently sitting in his store, much later in the night, with no recollection of how he got there. Also in the store is the dead body of RUTH MACDONALD whom he had met at Hawkes’s home. Commager decides the Guides are out to frame him for interfering in their business with Ira. He leaves Ruth’s body in the garden back of Hawkes’s house.


  Early next morning, Commager learns through a phone call from Jean Bohart that the Boharts are unaware of anything unusual having occurred during the experiments the night before, but that they left the party before he did. Unable to be really certain that he didn’t kill Ruth MacDonald during the period of amnesia, Commager calls on DR. HENRY L. WARBUTT, his one-time guardian and psychologist. Warbutt tells him that among the local fringe groups the Guides are reputed to have genuine metaphysical powers and that they are probably a good group to avoid.


  Commager calls next on another friend, a professional hypnotist, JULIUS SAVAGE. He relives a period of his life, four years back, when he became interested in the psi experiments of his wife, LONA, who was killed shortly afterward in an automobile crash. Julius startles him by telling him that he never had a wife and that his memories of her are a delusion.


  Paylar meets him that night no and explains that the Guides are an organization devoted to preventing the development of para-psychological abilities in human beings. Commager, she says, is in the process of developing such abilities to a dangerous extent. The Guides will use all available means to “stop” him. Commager is skeptical, but is badly jolted again when he notices that the driver of Paylar’s car is Ruth MacDonald, now very much alive again. In spite of Paylar’s warning, he has no intention of joining the Guides.


  The following morning, Commager receives a call from a MRS. ELAINE LOVELOCK, an assistant of DR. WILSON KNOX, who was present at the meeting at Hawkes’s house and who is the head of a local pseudo-religious cult. Dr. Knox has had a heart attack during the night and pleads for Commager’s help. Commager goes to see Knox who tells him the heart attack is a punishment for having resisted Ruth MacDonald’s attempt to assume control of his cult and that the Guides will kill him unless Commager grants him his “protection.” Commager, according to Knox, has abilities of which the Guides are afraid.


  Commager decides to humor Knox to the extent of phoning Paylar and telling her that Ruth is to leave Knox alone.


  A little later, Commager gets another message from Mrs. Lovelock: Dr. Knox has just died. Within half an hour, Commager finds himself suffering from something remarkably like a heart attack himself.


  SOME thirty minutes later, the first hot jolt of pain drove down from the center of Commager’s throat to a point under the end of his breast-bone.


  If it hadn’t been so damned pat, he thought, he might have yelled for a doctor. The sensations were thoroughly convincing.


  There was a section at the back of the store devoted to the experimental breeding of fish that were priced high enough to make such domestic arrangements worthwhile and exceptionally delicate in their requirements for propagation. The section had a door that could be locked, to avoid disturbances. Commager went in and locked it.


  In the swampy, hot-house atmosphere, he leaned against one of the tank racks, breathing carefully. The pain was still there, much less substantial than it had been in the first few moments, but still a vertical, hard cramping inside his chest. It had shocked him—it did yet—but he was not nearly so much alarmed as angry.


  The anger raged against himself—he was doing this! The suggestion to do it might have been implanted, but the response wasn’t an enemy from outside, a phantom tiger pressing cold, steely claws down through his chest. It was a self-generated thing that used his own muscles, his own nerves, his own brain—


  It tightened suddenly again. Steel-hard, chilling pain, along with a bitter, black, strangling nausea in his throat. “I’m doing it!” he thought.


  The clamping agony was part of himself; he had created it, structured it, was holding it there now.


  AND SO HE relaxed it again.


  Not easily, because the other side of himself, the hidden, unaware, responsive side was being stubborn about this! It knew it was supposed to die now, and it did its determined best.


  But degree by degree, he relaxed the cramping, the tightness, and then suddenly felt it dissolve completely.


  Commager stood, his legs spread apart, swaying a little drunkenly. Sweat ran from his body. His head remained cocked to the right as if listening, sensing, while he breathed in long, harsh gasps that slowed gradually.


  It was gone.


  And now, he thought, let’s really test this thing! Let’s produce it again.


  That wasn’t easy either, because he kept cringing in fear of its return.


  But he produced it.


  And, this time, it wasn’t too hard to let it go, let it dissolve again.


  He brought it up briefly once more, a single sharp stab—and washed it away.


  And that, he thought, was enough of that kind of game. He’d proved his point!


  He stripped off his shirt and hosed cold water over his head and shoulders and arms. He dabbed himself with a towel, put his wet shirt back on, combed his hair and went back to the office.


  Sitting there, he thought of an old gag about a moronic wrestler who, practicing holds and grips all by himself, broke off his left foot and remarked admiringly, “Jeez, boss, nobody but me could have done that to me, huh?”


  Which more or less covered what had happened. And now that he had made that quite clear, it seemed safe to wonder whether just possibly there mightn’t have been some direct, immediate prompting from outside—something that told him to go ahead and break himself apart, just as the wrestler had done.


  THOUGH there needn’t have been anything as direct as a telepathic suggestion. It could also have been done, quite as purposefully, by inducing the disturbed leaders of the Temple of Antique Christianity to bring their plight to his attention. By letting him become thoroughly aware of the shadowy, superstitious possibilities in the situation, opening his mind to them and their implications—and then hammering the suggestion home with the simple, indisputable fact of Wilson Knox’s death!


  If someone was clever enough to know Alan Commager a little better than he’d known himself so far—and had motive enough not to mind killing somebody else in order to soften him up—it could have been done in just that way. And Paylar had told him openly that the motive existed.


  Commager decided that that was how it had been done; though now he didn’t mind considering the possibility of a telepathic suggestion either. They might try something else, but he was quite sure that the kind of trick they had tried—whichever way it had been done—wouldn’t work at all another time. They needed his cooperation for that, and he wasn’t giving them any.


  And still, aside from the fact that Wilson Knox had been threatened, nothing at all had occurred openly.


  The anger in him remained. He couldn’t bring himself to feel really sorry for Knox, or for Elaine Lovelock either. They were destructive mental parasites who’d had the bad luck to run into what might be simply a more efficient parasite of the same breed. In spite of their protests, they hadn’t been any less ruthless with the people they controlled.


  He could recognize that. But the anger stayed with him, a smoldering and dangerous thing, a little ugly. Basically, Commager knew, he was still angry with himself. For reasons still unknown, he had developed an area of soft rot in his thoughts and emotions; and he was reasonably convinced that, without that much to start on, the proddings and nibblings of—parasites—couldn’t have had any effect. To have reduced himself to the level of becoming vulnerable to them seemed an intolerably indecent failing, like a filthy disease.


  But anger, however honestly directed where it belongs, wants to strike outward.


  FOR A parasite or whatever else she might be, Paylar looked flatteringly beautiful in a sheath of silver and black—and he didn’t get a significant word out of her all evening.


  Commager hadn’t tried to talk shop, but he had expected that she would. However, in that respect, it might have been simply another interesting, enjoyable but not too extraordinary night out.


  In other respects, it wasn’t. He didn’t forget at any time that here was someone who probably shared the responsibility for what he was now rather certain had been, a deliberate murder. In retrospect, her promise to tell Ruth MacDonald not to frighten Knox any more hadn’t meant anything, since Knox by then had been as good as dead.


  The odd thing—made much odder, of course, by the other probability that he himself had been the actual target of that killing—was that, as far as Paylar was concerned, he seemed unable to feel any convincing moral indignation about the event! It was puzzling enough so that, under and around their pleasant but unimportant conversation, he was mainly engaged in hunting for the cause of that lack of feeling.


  Her physical attractiveness seemed involved in it somehow. Not as a justification for murder; he wasn’t even so sure this evening that he liked Paylar physically. He felt the attraction, but there was also a trace of something not very far from revulsion in his involuntary response to it.


  It wasn’t too obvious; but she might have almost an excess of quiet vitality, a warmth and slender, soft earthiness that seemed almost more animal than human.


  That thought-line collapsed suddenly. Rather, it struck Commager, as if he’d been about to become aware of something he wasn’t yet prepared to see.


  HE SUDDENLY laughed, and Paylar’s short black eyebrows lifted questioningly.


  “I just worked something out, Mabel!” he explained. He’d asked her earlier what her full name was, and she had told him gravely it was Mabel Jones, and that she used Paylar for business purposes only. He didn’t believe her, but, for the evening, they had settled cosily on Mabel and Alan.


  “The thing that’s different about you,” he went on, “is that you don’t have a soul! So, of course, you don’t have a human conscience either!” He considered a moment. It seemed, at any rate, to reflect almost exactly how he felt about her. A cat, say, was attractive, pleasant to see and to touch; and one didn’t blame a cat for the squawking bird it had killed that afternoon. One didn’t fairly blame a cat either if, to avenge some mysterious offense, it lashed out with a taloned paw at oneself! He developed the notion to Paylar as well as he could without violating the rule against shop-talk.


  The cat-woman seemed neither amused nor annoyed at his description of her. She listened attentively and then said, “You could still join us, Alan—”


  “Lady,” said Commager, astonished, “there are any number of less disagreeable suggestions you could have made at this hour!” He added, “Leaving out everything else, I don’t like the company you keep.”


  Paylar shrugged naked tanned shoulders. Then her gaze went past him and froze briefly.


  “What’s the matter?” he inquired.


  She looked back at him with a rueful smile. “I’m afraid you’re going to see a little more of my company now,” she remarked. “What time of night is it, Alan?”


  COMMAGER checked. It was just past midnight, he told her, so it wasn’t surprising that this and that should have started crawling out of the woodwork. He turned his head.


  “Hello, Oracle!” he said cordially. “What do you see in the tea leaves for me?”


  Ruth MacDonald looked a little out of place here in a neat gray business suit. For a moment, she had also looked uncomfortably like a resurrected corpse to Commager, but she was alive enough.


  She glanced at him. “I see your death,” she said unsmilingly.


  Commager told her that she appeared to be in a rut, but wouldn’t she sit down and have a drink? The ice-faced young siren didn’t share Paylar’s immunity in his mind—she made his flesh crawl; she was something that should be stepped on!


  Paylar stood up. “You’re fools,” she said to Ruth MacDonald without passion. She turned to Commager. “Alan, I should have told you I intended to drive back with Ruth—”


  It was a lie, he thought, but he didn’t mind. The expression of implacable hostility on Ruth MacDonald’s face had been gratifying—Paylar’s friends were becoming really unhappy about him!


  The gray car stood almost at the far end of the dark parking lot where he had left his own. He walked them up to it and wished them both good night with some solemnity. “You, too, Miss MacDonald!” he said, which gained him another brief glance and nothing more. Then he stepped aside to let them back out.


  WHEN HE stopped moving, there was no particular psychic ability required to guess what was pushing against the back of his spine. “We’re taking the next car,” Herbert Hawkes’s voice announced gently behind him. “And I’m sure we can count on you to act reasonably this time, Mr. Commager!”


  It was rather neat, at that. The gray car was moving slowly away, racing its engine. If there had been anyone in sight at the moment—but there wasn’t—a back-fire wouldn’t have created any particular excitement.


  “I’m a reasonable man,” Commager said meekly. “Good evening, Mr. Barthold! I’m to take one of the back seats, I suppose?”


  “That’s what we had in mind,” Hawkes admitted.


  They might or might not be amateurs at this kind of thing, but they didn’t seem to be making any obvious mistakes. Lex Barthold was driving, and Commager sat in the seat behind him. Hawkes sat beside Barthold, half-turned toward Commager. The gun he held pointed at Commager’s chest lay along the top of the back-rest. From outside, if anyone happened to glance in, it would look as if the two of them were engaged in conversation.


  Commager thought wistfully of his own gun, stacked uselessly away in his car. This was what came of starting to think in terms of modern witchcraft! One overlooked the simple solutions.


  “I was wondering,” he suggested, “what would happen if we passed a patrol-car.”


  Hawkes shrugged very slightly. “You might try praying that we do, Commager!”


  WHETHER the possibility was bothering him or not, the big man didn’t look happy. And there was a set tension about the way Lex Barthold drove which indicated an equal lack of enjoyment there. Witchcraft addicts themselves, they might feel that physical mayhem, if that was what they were contemplating, was a little out of their normal lines of activity.


  Otherwise, they had brawn enough for almost any kind of mayhem, and while one needn’t assume immediately that the trip was to wind up with outright murder, their attitude wasn’t reassuring.


  Meanwhile, he had been fascinated by the discovery that Hawkes sported a large, discolored bruise at the exact points of his neck and jaw where Commager had thought his fist had landed early Monday morning. Those “hallucinations” hadn’t been entirely illusory, after all!


  However, that made it a little harder again to understand what actually could have happened that night. Commager’s thoughts started darting off after rather improbable explanations, such as the possibility of Ruth MacDonald’s having a twin sister or a close double who had been sacrificed then—much as Knox had been—as part of the plot to drive Alan Commager out of his mind or into his grave! He shook his head. It just didn’t seem very likely.


  The one thing he could be sure of right now was that Hawkes, who mightn’t be the most genial of men at best, hadn’t appreciated that sneak punch.


  They didn’t pass any patrol cars . . .


  IX


  HE KILLED Herbert Hawkes not a quarter of a mile away from his own Bayside cabin. The location wasn’t accidental. Once they were past the point of possible interference, with the last fifty yards of a twisting, precipitous goat-path down to the Bay behind Commager and a gun still in front of him, Hawkes took time out to explain.


  “We’re counting on your being found,” he said, “and this is your own backyard, so to speak. You’ve gone fishing now and then from that spot down there, Commager. Tonight, being a little liquored up, you decided to go for a swim. Or you slipped and fell from all the way up here and died instantly.”


  Commager looked at the gun. “With a couple of bullets in me?”


  “I don’t think it will come to that.” Both of them, in spite of Hawkes’s bland analysis of the situation, were still as nervous, Commager suspected, as a couple of cats in a strange cellar. “But if it does—well, you ran into a couple of rough characters out here, and they shot you and threw you in! Of course, we’d prefer to avoid that kind of complication.”


  He paused as if expecting some comment. They both stood about eight feet away, looking at Commager.


  The Moon was low over the Bay, but it was big, and there was plenty of light for close-range shooting. This was a lumpy shelf of rock, not more than twenty by twenty feet, long and wide; the path dropped off to the right of it to another smaller shelf and ended presently at the water’s edge, where there was a wet patch of sand when the tide was out.


  The only way up from here was the path they’d come down by, and the two stood in front of that. He couldn’t read Barthold’s expression just now, but Hawkes was savagely tense—a big man physically confident of himself, mentally prepared for murder, but still oddly unsure and—expectant!


  THE EXPLANATION struck Commager suddenly: they were wondering whether he wasn’t going to produce some witchcraft trick of his own in this emergency! It was such an odd shifting of their original roles that it startled a snort of rather hysterical mirth from him; and Hawkes, in the process of handing the gun to Barthold, tried to jerk it back, and then Commager moved.


  He didn’t move toward Hawkes but toward Barthold, who seemed to have a better hold on the gun. They might have thought he was after it, too, because Hawkes let go and swung too hastily at him, as Barthold took a step back. Commager slammed a fist into Barthold’s body, swung him around between Hawkes and himself, and struck hard again. The gun didn’t even go off.


  He had no more time then for Barthold, because Hawkes rammed into him with disconcerting solidness and speed. In an instant, it was like fighting a baboon, all nails and muscles and smashing fists and feet. The top of Hawkes’s skull butted his mouth like a rock. Commager hit him in the back of the neck, was free for a moment and hit again. Hawkes stepped back, straightening slightly, and Commager followed and struck once more, in the side. Then Hawkes disappeared.


  It was as sudden as that! Realization that he was stumbling on the edge of the rock shelf himself came together with a glimpse of the thundering white commotion of surf almost vertically beneath him—a good hundred and fifty feet down.


  With a terrible trembling still in his muscles, he scrambled six feet back on the shelf and glared wildly around for Lex Barthold. But his mind refused to turn away from the thought of how shockingly close he had come to going over with Hawkes; so a number of seconds passed before he grasped the fact that Barthold also was nowhere in sight.


  COMMAGER’S breathing had slowed gradually, while he stared warily up the trarl to the left. The noise of the water would have covered any sounds of either stealthy withdrawal or approach; but since Barthold seemed to have preferred to take himself and the gun out of the fight, it was unlikely he would be back.


  On the other hand, there were a number of points on that path where he could wait for Commager to come within easy range, while he remained out of immediate physical reach himself.


  To the right, the trail led down. Commager glanced in that direction again and, this time, saw the gun where it had dropped into the loose shale of the shelf.


  Lex Barthold was lying on his back among the boulders of the next shelf down, his legs higher than his head, the upper part of his body twisted slightly to one side. He had fallen only nine feet or so, but he wasn’t moving. They looked at each other for a moment; then Commager safetied the gun and put it in his pocket. He went on down.


  “Hawkes went over the edge,” he said, still rather dazed. “What happened to you?”


  Barthold grunted. “Broke my back!” He cursed Commager briefly. “But you’re a dead man, too, Commager!”


  “Neither of us is dead yet,” Commager told him. He felt physically heavy, cold and tired. He hesitated and added, “I’m going to go and get help for you.” Barthold shook his head slowly. “You won’t get back up there alive. We’ve made sure of you this time . . .” He sounded matter-of-factly certain of it, and if he felt any concern about what would happen now to himself, there was no trace of it in his voice.


  Commager stared down at him for a moment wondering, and then looked around.


  SURF CRASHED rhythmically below them; the Moon seemed to be sliding fast through clouds far out over the Bay. Overhead, the broken, sloping cliffs might conceal anything or anybody. The feeling came strongly to him then that in this savage and lonely place anything could happen without affecting the human world at all or being noticed by it.


  The night-lit earth seemed to shift slowly and giddily about him and then steadied again, as if he had, just then, drifted far beyond the boundaries of the reality he knew and were now somewhere else, in an area that followed laws of its own, if it followed any laws at all.


  When he looked at Barthold again, he no longer felt the paradoxical human desire to find help for a man who had tried to kill him and whom he had nearly killed. He could talk in Barthold’s own terms.


  He bent over him. “What makes you so sure your friends have got me?”


  Barthold gave him a mocking glance, but he didn’t answer.


  They weren’t certain, Commager thought, straightening up. They were just hoping again! That something was preparing against him was an impression he’d gained himself, almost like the physical sensation of a hostile stirring and shifting in the air and the rocks about him, a secretive gathering of power. But they weren’t certain!


  “I think,” he said slowly, “that I’ll walk away from here when I feel like it.” He paused, and added deliberately, “You people might last longer if you didn’t try to play rough, Barthold! Except, of course, with someone like Wilson Knox.”


  BARTHOLD spoke with difficulty. “The reason you’re still alive is that Paylar and I were the only ones who would believe you were a natural of the new mind. The first one here in twenty-three years—” His breath seemed to catch; his face twisted into a grimace of pain. “But tonight they all know that ordinary controls won’t work on you, Commager! That’s what makes it too late for you.”


  Commager hesitated. He said gently, “When did you and Paylar discover I was a natural of the new mind?”


  “Sunday night, of course!” Barthold was plainly anxious now to keep him here. He hurried on, “The mistake was made five years ago. You should have been destroyed then, before you had learned anything, not placed under control!”


  Commager’s eyes widened slightly. Until that statement, he had given only a fraction of conscious attention to what Barthold was saying, the greater part of his mind alert to catch those wispy, not-quite-physical indications that something unhealthy was brewing nearby in the night. But five years ago!


  “Paylar made me an offer to join your group,” he pointed out. “Wouldn’t that have been satisfactory?”


  Barthold stared up at him. His mouth worked, but for a few seconds he made no audible reply.


  “Don’t wait!” he said with startling, savage intensity. “Now, or . . .” The words thickened and slurred into angry, incomprehensible mutterings. The eyelids closed.


  Commager bent down and prodded Barthold’s shoulder with a forefinger. The man might be dying—those last words hadn’t sounded as if they were addressed to him—but there were things he had to know now. “What are you, Barthold? Aren’t you a natural, too?”


  Barthold’s eyes opened and rolled toward him, but remained unpleasantly unfocused. “Old mind—” the thick voice mumbled. And then clearly, “You’re a fool, Commager! You didn’t really know anything! If the others—”


  The eyes closed again.


  Old mind . . . That still told him nothing. “Are the others of the old mind?”


  Barthold grinned tiredly. “Why don’t you ask Hawkes?”


  There was a sound behind Commager like the sloshing of water in the bottom of a boat. Then he had spun around and was on his feet, his hair bristling.


  HAWKES stood swaying in the moonlight, twenty feet away. Water ran from his clothes to the rocks among which he stood. Water had smeared his hair down over his face. And the left side of his head looked horribly flattened.


  He took a step forward, and then came on in a swaying rush.


  For a long instant of time, Commager only stared. Hawkes was dead; quite obviously, even now as he moved, he was dead—so he hadn’t come climbing back up the rocks out of the sweeping tug of the waves! He—


  He was gone.


  Commager walked over to the point where he had seen Hawkes. The rocks were dry. He went back to Barthold, his lips still stiff with horror.


  “Tell me what this was!” he said hoarsely. “Or I’ll kill you now!”


  Barthold was still grinning, his eyes open and wickedly alert. “A picture I let you look at—but, you see, you learn too fast! You’re a natural. You wouldn’t believe a picture now, and the old mind couldn’t do anything else to you. But there are others working for us—and now—”


  There was a rumbling and a grinding and a rushing sound overhead. Commager leaped back, his eyes darting up. He heard Lex Barthold screaming.


  The whole upper cliff-side was moving, sliding downward. A gray-black, turning, almost vertical wave of broken rock dropping toward them . . .


  X


  PEOPLE like us,” Jean Bohart remarked, with an air of moody discovery, “are really pretty lucky!”


  Commager went “Hm?” drowsily. Then he lifted his head to look at her. She stood beside the Sweet Susan’s lashed wheel, shaded blue eyes gazing at him from under the brim of her yachting cap, hands clasped behind her. “What brought that to mind?” he inquired.


  “I was thinking about my troubles,” she said. “Then I started thinking they weren’t really so bad! Comparatively—”


  She was keeping her voice light. Commager sat up from where he’d stretched himself out beside the cabin, gathering his thoughts back out of the aimless diffusion of sleep. “Ready to talk about your troubles now?”


  Jean shook her head. “Not yet.” She frowned. “There’s something about them I want to figure out by myself first—and I’m not quite done.” The frown vanished. “If you’ve finished your nap, you might look around and see what a grand morning it is! That’s what I meant by being lucky.” They were off Dana Point, he saw, so he’d slept a full hour since Jean had taken them out of the Newport Beach harbor. The Sweet Susan was running smoothly southward, through the Pacific’s long smooth swells. Now that he was sitting up, the wind streamed cool about his head and neck and shoulders.


  He said, “Yes, I guess we’re lucky.”


  Jean grinned. “And since I’ve got you awake, I’ll catch a nap myself! Not that I spent the night boozing and brawling.”


  Commager smiled at her. “Any time you feel like putting in a night like that, give me a ring.” Superficially, in her white slacks and thin sweater, Jean Bohart looked fresh as a daisy; only the tautness about her mouth and a controlled rigidity in the way she stood suggested that the “trouble” might be close to a complete emotional disaster.


  He’d thought earlier that he would have liked to get out of this jaunt if he could; now he felt guilty and a little alarmed.


  HE MOVED over near the wheel while she lay down on the bench, pulling a pillow under her head and settling back with the cap-brim down over her eyes. He could tell that the muscles of the slim straight body weren’t actually going to relax. But she would pretend now to be asleep and Commager let his thoughts shift away from Jean, promising himself to give her his full attention as soon as she was ready to talk.


  There were a few problems of his own to be considered, though at the moment he had the sense of a truce, a lull. Last night, he had shaken the Guides badly; he had killed two of their members. But there were at least three left, and he hadn’t crippled their power to act.


  The truce, if it was that, was due in part to their fear of his reaction and in part to an entirely different kind of restraint—a restraint which he believed was self-imposed.


  The reason he believed it was that he was now aware of being under a similar restraint himself. He thought he knew why it was an inescapable limitation, but impersonally he could agree with Paylar’s opinion that, from the Guides’ point of view, he should have been destroyed as soon as they became aware of him.


  Left to himself—if in curiosity he had begun to investigate psi—he would have discovered the limitation quickly enough and abided by it. Even so, it appeared to permit an enormously extended range of effective activity. And Barthold had implied a conflict between an “old mind” and a “new mind.”


  It sounded like an esoteric classification of varying degrees of human psi potential—an ascendant individual “new mind” threatening the entrenched and experienced but more limited older group, which compensated for its limitation by bringing functioning members of the “new mind” under its control or repressing or diverting their developing abilities.


  He, apparently, was a “natural of the new mind.” He couldn’t be permanently controlled. To the older group he represented an intolerable threat.


  SOME ONE, last night, had thrown a few thousand tons of stone at him! And he had deflected that missile from its course. Not by very much, but just enough to keep it clear of the frantically scrambling figure of himself, scuttling up the cliff path like a scared beetle.


  He had done it—how?


  Trying to restructure the action, Commager knew that the process itself hadn’t been a conscious one. But it had been symbolized in his awareness by a cluster of pictures that took in the whole event simultaneously.


  A visualization of himself and the long thundering of the rocks, the sideward distortion of their line of fall, and a final picture again of himself as he reached the top of the cliff unharmed.


  It had all been there, in a momentary, timeless swirling of possibilities against the background of rock and shadow, the tilted, turning sky and moonlight glittering on racing waters.


  Then, in an instant, the pattern had been set, decided on; and the event solidified into reality with the final thudding crash. Barthold lay buried under the rocks and perhaps, down in the water, the body of Hawkes also had been caught and covered.


  He hadn’t tried to save Barthold. Instead, automatically, he had flung out another kind of awareness, a flashing search for the mind that had struck at him. And he had been prepared, in a way he couldn’t have described now, to strike back.


  He “found” three of them; the one who had acted and two who merely observed. Almost, not quite, he knew where they were. But they were alert. It was as if something, barely glimpsed, had been flicked out of his sight, leaving a lifeless black emptiness for him to grope through if he chose.


  Commager didn’t choose to do any blind groping. He wasn’t sure enough of himself for that.


  THE LIMITATION that he—and, apparently, they—didn’t dare to violate had to do with the preservation of appearances. It was a line of thought he didn’t want to follow too far just now. But it seemed that the reality he knew and lived in was a framework of appearances, tough and durable normally but capable of being distorted into possibly chaotic variations.


  The penalty seemed to be that to the degree one distorted the framework, he remained distorted himself. The smooth flow of appearances was quickly re-established, but the miracle-worker found himself left somehow outside. Commager suspected that he stayed outside.


  He suspected also that a really significant distortion of appearances would thrust the life and mind that caused it so far out that, for all practical purposes, it ceased to exist.


  He wasn’t tempted to test the theory. Its apparent proof was that reality, by and large, did remain intact, while those who played around too consistently with even minor infringements notoriously failed to thrive.


  To let a pair of dice briefly defy the laws of chance probably did no harm to anyone, but when you aimed and launched the side of a cliff as a missile of murder, you were very careful that the result was a rock-slide and not a miracle!


  You didn’t—ever—disturb the world of reality . . .


  WHAT HE had to fear from them, if they broke the truce, was the ambush, the thing done secretly under the appearance of a natural series of events. It left an unpleasantly large number of possibilities open, but until something new happened, he couldn’t know that they weren’t ready to call it a draw. So far, his spontaneous reactions had been entirely effective; the obvious damage was all on the other side.


  But since the damage wasn’t all obvious, he had no present intention of forcing a showdown. “Natural” or not, he might be either not quite good enough at that kind of game, or much too good.


  But meanwhile—Commager looked thoughtfully at Jean Bohart. She had fallen asleep finally, but she wasn’t sleeping comfortably. Her mouth moved fretfully, and she made small whimpering sounds from time to time, almost like a puppy that is dreaming badly. If he’d become a miracle-worker on a small scale, Commager thought, if he’d already pushed himself to some degree beyond the normal limits of reality, he might as well get some use out of what he couldn’t undo.


  Looking at her, it wasn’t too difficult to imagine the rigidities and tensions that kept Jean from finding any real physical rest. Nor—a step farther—was it hard to get a picture of her emotional disturbances shaping themselves into a scurrying and shifting dream-torment.


  Carefully, Commager took hold of the two concepts. He waited until he could no longer be quite sure whether it was he or Jean who was really experiencing these things; and then, as he had done yesterday with the pain in his own body, he let dreams and tensions ebb away and cease to be.


  In spite of everything else that had happened, he was still amazed, a few moments later, to realize that his experiment in therapy had been a complete success.


  XI


  CLEAR BLUE bowl of the sky above. Black-blue choppy water of the Pacific all about.


  The Sweet Susan drifted, throttled down and almost stationary. Near the kelp beds two miles to the south, eight other boats gradually changed their relative positions. In the north-east, toward which the Sweet Susan slowly moved, the dark jaws of the Bay opened out, still too far off to make out the scars of last night’s rock-slide.


  Jean had slept steadily for over an hour, and Commager had two lines trailing under superficial observation. Not even a mackerel had taken any interest so far, which probably wasn’t due to the sinister influence of the Guides, but to the fact that the deep drop outside the Bay simply wasn’t a very good fishing area.


  Unconcerned about that, he’d been sitting there for some while, in a drowsy, sun-bright daydream composed of an awareness of physical well-being, his odd certainty that the truce still held, and enjoyment of the coincidence that the Sun was getting hotter to the exact degree that the breeze got brisker in compensation. For the hour, under such circumstances, the life of an unambitious, healthy animal seemed to be about as much as anybody reasonably could ask for.


  He came out of it with a sort of frightened start. He had heard Jean stirring on the bench behind him. Now she yawned, just audibly, and sat up, and he knew she was looking at him.


  Commager couldn’t have said what kept him from turning his head. There was a momentary questioning alarm in him, which stiffened into cold watchfulness as Jean got up and went into the cabin. There had been another little shift in the values of reality while he was off-guard, he thought. Something was a shade wrong again, a shade otherwise than it had been an hour or so ago. But he didn’t yet know what it was.


  IN A MINUTE or so Jean came out again, and he guessed she’d changed into her swimsuit. He heard her come up behind him, and then a pair of smooth arms were laid lightly across his shoulders and a voice, from a point a little above and behind his head, inquired, “Had any luck, Alan? The Sun got a bit too hot for me.”


  It shocked him completely because it was Lona who touched him and spoke.


  It was also, of course, Jean Bohart—and there was no longer any question that she’d served as the model for his imaginary woman. It had been out of just such scraps of illusion as this—voice sounds and touches, distorted seconds in time—that he’d built up that self-deception.


  How he had been reached in the first place to get him started on the construction was something he couldn’t yet recall, but the purpose was also completely obvious.


  Five years ago, Lex Barthold had said, they’d taken him under control.


  To divert a mind from a direction you didn’t want it to follow, you gave it a delusion to stare at.


  You drenched the delusion in violently unpleasant emotions, which kept the mind from any closer investigation of the disturbance—


  Apparently, they’d expected the treatment to be effective for the rest of his lifetime. But when Ira reported on the minor sensation Commager had created in a Las Vegas club, they’d come alert to the fact that his developing psi abilities hadn’t been permanently stunted. And then a majority of them had been afraid to attempt to kill a “natural.”


  Unconsciously, he’d resisted the next maneuver—drastic as it had been—to throw him into a delusive tizzy.


  Then he’d begun to strike back at them.


  It wasn’t really surprising, he thought, that they’d become a little desperate. And they might have known of that dice game before Ira told them about it. Ira had been their means of contacting him directly.


  As Jean had been the means of keeping the primary delusion reinforced and alive.


  “NO LUCK, so far!” he told her, somewhat carefully. The momentary shock of recognition had faded, but some of the feeling he’d wasted on the delusion seemed to have transferred itself back to the model now! It didn’t really surprise him, and it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation; but, for a moment, at least, he didn’t want it to show in his voice. “Did you get caught up on your sleep?”


  It might have showed in his voice, because she moved away from him and leaned over the side of the boat, looking at the lines. “Uh-huh!” she said casually. “I feel fine now! Better than I have in a long time, as a matter of fact.”


  Commager regarded her speculatively. The easy grace of her body confirmed what she said; the tensions were gone. He patted himself mentally on the back. Commager the Healer!


  “Alan?”


  “Yes?” he said.


  “I’m leaving Ira.” Her face flushed a little. “To be more exact about it, Ira’s leaving me! For that MacDonald woman you met Sunday!”


  Commager said softly that he’d be damned. His thoughts were racing as she went on, “He told me yesterday morning. It jolted my vanity, all right! But the funny thing is, you know, that as soon as I got over that, I found I actually didn’t care. It was really a relief. Isn’t that funny?”


  He didn’t think it was funny. It was a little too pat.


  “FOR FIVE years,” she said, turning to face him, “I thought I loved that guy. And now I find I never did!” She shook her head. “I don’t get it, Alan. How can anyone be so crazy?”


  “What are you going to do?” he asked.


  She stared at him for a moment, looking appealing, hurt and lovely. If he put his hand out to her now, she’d be in his arms.


  “I’m going to Florida for a few months. Ira can settle it any way he wants to.”


  So that was the way it had been, Commager thought in astounded fury. He was the one they’d wanted to hold down, but it wasn’t only his life they’d twisted and distorted to do it. They’d used Jean just as ruthlessly. And, perhaps, Ira—


  For five years, he could have had his imaginary woman. She’d been within his reach in reality.


  And, now that delusions were not working so well any more, they threw the reality at him!


  Only now it was a little too late. He’d changed too far to be able to accept their gift.


  “Jean,” he said.


  “Yes, Alan?”


  “You’re going to stop thinking for a while now,” he told her gently. “You’re going to just stand there for a while and not be aware of anything that happens.”


  A puzzled frown formed on her face as he started to speak, but it smoothed out again, and then she went on looking placidly at him. Perhaps her eyes had dulled a trifle.


  THIS TIME, it didn’t surprise Commager at all. Out beyond the Sweet Susan, he saw something like a faint haze beginning to shape itself over the moving surface of the water. He grinned a little.


  Slowly and deliberately, he framed the cold thought in his mind: Do what you can for yourselves! The truce is over!


  Their response was an instantaneous one. A long swell rose up behind the Sweet Susan, lifted the boat, passing beneath it, and dropped it again. The Sweet Susan was still rising as Commager picked up Jean Bohart and set her down beside the bench near the wheel; and it slapped down in a smash of spray as he cut the lashings of the wheel with the emergency knife and pulled out the throttle.


  He glanced around. The haze was a thick fog about them, brilliant white against the blue of the sky overhead, while they ran through its wet, gray shade. The boat shuddered sideways behind the big swell, water roiling about it. Suddenly, with a kind of horror, Commager understood what was there.


  He had seen pictures of it, or rather of a part of it, cast up on the coast years before: a housesized chunk of rotten, oddly coarse-grained flesh, hurriedly disposed of and never identified. The drifted remnant of a nameless phenomenon of the Pacific deeps.


  The phenomenon itself was underneath them now!


  STILL TOO far down to have done more than briefly convulse the surface as it turned, it was rising toward the boat. A thing of icy, incredible pressures, it was disrupted and dying as it rose, incapable of understanding the impulse that had forced it from the dark ocean up toward the coast hours before. But it was certain that, in the bright glare above it, it would find and destroy the cause of its pain.


  So it came up with blind, hideous swiftness; and Commager discovered that rushing bulk could not be simply turned away from them as he had turned the rocks. It was driven by its own sick and terrible purpose. Neither could he reach the minds that guided it. This time, they were alertly on guard.


  With seconds to spare then, he turned the boat.


  In the fog to their left, the sea opened in a thundering series of crashes and settled again. Water smashed into the boat as it danced and drove raggedly away, and before it had gone very far it was lifted once more on a thrust of water from below.


  The thing from the sea had followed, and it was terribly close! So close that the flickering dull glow of a mind as primitive as the monstrous body itself rose up in Commager’s awareness.


  He caught at it.


  What he drove into the glow was like an insistence on its destruction. It seemed to blaze up in brief, white fury and then went black . . .


  The Sweet Susan drove on through a curiously disturbed sea, surrounded by dissipating wisps of what might or might not have been an ordinary patch of fog. Probably, no one on any of the distant fishing boats even noticed that minor phenomenen.


  A half-mile away, the water roiled once more; and that was all. The Pacific had gone back to its normal behavior.


  XII


  IT WAS sunset on the Bay, and Paylar was talking, at least most of the time. Sometimes Commager listened and sometimes he didn’t.


  It was a fairy tale situation, he thought, somewhat amused at himself. Because he could feel the mood of it very strongly, a childlike one, a mood of enchantment around him and of terror along the fringes of the enchantment. Terror that was in part past, and in part still to come.


  Far below the slope where they sat, sun-fires gleamed in the dark, moving waters, like fire shining out of the heart of a black jewel. Down there, as was not inappropriate near the end of a fairy tale, two of the bad ones lay dead and buried, unless one of them had been taken away by the water.


  Much farther out, miles out, the body of a defeated dragon bumped slowly along the sea-bottom, back to the deeps, nibbled at, tugged at, pulled and turned by armies of hungry fish.


  A blonde and beautiful princess was halfway to the far land of flowers called Florida by now, flying through the night skies, and released at last from an evil enchantment. She might still wonder at how oddly she’d acted the past few years, but she’d begun to look forward to new and exciting activities—and she was rapidly forgetting Alan Commager in the process.


  It had been the only way to arrange it, because this was a trap of magic Jean had no business being in, and she’d been in it only because of him. He’d got himself the other one, the dark, beautiful, wicked witch, to keep company instead.


  So Paylar talked of magical things, and he listened, pleasantly fascinated and willing for an hour to believe anything she told him. Earth turned under them, vast and ponderous, away from the Sun and into the night, a big, convincing stage background to what she was talking about.


  ALL EARTH life, she said, was a single entity, growing and developing from this great globe, and its conscious thinking processes went on mainly in that part of it that was human. Which was fine, she explained, while all humans were still Old Mind, as they had been at first, because they were aware of Earth and cared for it, knowing they were a part of it, and that it all belonged together. But then New Mind humans came along, as a natural development. They could think a little better than the others, but they were no longer aware of being a part of Earth life and didn’t care about anything much but themselves, since they considered themselves to be individuals.


  It didn’t matter too much. They were still influenced by the purpose and patterns of Earth life, and had practically no conscious defenses against what seemed to them to be obscure motivations of their own. And there were always enough Old Mind people around who knew what was going on to direct the rather directionless New Minders patiently back to the old patterns, so that in the long run things tended to keep moving along much as they always had done.


  It began to matter when New Minders developed a conscious interest in what was now called psi. That was an Earth life ability which had its purpose in keeping the patterns intact; and only the New Mind, which had intelligence without responsibility, was capable of using psi individualistically and destructively.


  In most periods of time, the New Mind was kept from investigating psi seriously by its superstitious dread of phenomena it couldn’t rationalize. But when it did get interested—


  In the Old Mind, adherence to the Earth life pattern was so complete that dangerous psi abilities simply didn’t develop.


  “So you see,” she said, “we need New Mind psi to control New Mind psi.”


  COMMAGER said he’d come to understand that finally. And also that they were able to keep control of the people they used by the fact that psi abilities tended to be as deadly to their possessor as to anyone else, when employed without careful restraint. “At best, I imagine there’s a high turnover rate in the New Mind section of an organization like the Guides.”


  “There is,” she agreed coolly. “Particularly since we select the ones that are potentially the most dangerous as recruits. The ones most hungry for power. Ruth, for example, is not likely to live out another year.”


  Privately and thoughtfully, Commager confirmed that opinion. “Doesn’t that unusual mortality attract attention?” he inquired. It seemed a little tactless, but he added, “What about Hawkes and Barthold, for example? Aren’t they going to be officially missed?”


  “Hawkes was known to be nearly psychopathic,” Paylar replied. “Whatever happened to him will surprise no one officially. And no one but ourselves knew anything about Lex.”


  She had showed, Commager thought, an appalling indifference to the fate of her late companions. He studied her for a moment with interested distaste. “You know,” he remarked then, “I don’t feel any very strong urges for power myself. How does that fit in with your story?”


  She shrugged. “A natural is always unpredictable. You have a blend of Old Mind and New Mind qualities, Alan, that might have made you extremely useful to us. But since you didn’t choose to be useful, we can’t take a chance on you.”


  He let that pass. “Where do people like you and Barthold come from?” he inquired curiously. “How did you get involved in this kind of thing?”


  SHE HERSELF came, she said, from a mountain village in northern Italy. Its name was as unimportant as her own. As for the role she was playing, in part she’d been instructed in it, and in part she’d known instinctively what she had to do. She smiled at him. “But none of that is going to concern you very much longer, Alan!”


  She sounded unpleasantly certain about it. Although he thought he could foretell quite precisely what was going to happen tonight, Commager felt a little shaken. He suggested, “What would happen if people like myself were just left to do as they pleased?”


  “Earth would go insane,” she said calmly. The extravagance of the statement jolted him again, but he could see the analogue. The Old Mind was full of fears, too—the fear of chaos.


  “That offer you made me to become one of the Guides—was that a trap, or was it meant sincerely?”


  Her face abruptly became cautious and alert. “It was meant sincerely.”


  “How could you have trusted me?”


  She said evasively, “There was a great deal you could have learned from us. You have discovered some of the things you can do by yourself, but you realize the dangers of uninstructed experimentation.”


  He looked at her, remembering the limitations of Old Mind and that, because of them, there couldn’t be any real compromise. He didn’t doubt they would have showed him what was safe to do and of use to them; but the only circumstances under which they really could trust him would be to have him so befuddled that he’d be almost completely dependent on their assistance and advice. So they would also have showed him things that were very much less than safe—for him.


  He thought that Herbert Hawkes had followed that road almost to the end before he died, and that Ruth MacDonald was rather far advanced on it by now. Those two had been merely greedy and power-hungry people, utilizing talents which were more expensive than they’d been allowed to guess. Lex and Paylar had been the only leaders among the ones he’d met of that group.


  He didn’t bother to repeat his question; but Paylar said suddenly, “Why did you bring me out here this evening, Alan?”


  “I THOUGHT I might find what was left of the Guides at Hawkes’ place,” Commager said. “I was a little annoyed, frankly, both because of something that happened today, and because of something that was done a while ago to somebody else. I was going to tell you to stop playing games around me and people I happen to like—or else!”


  He grinned at her. “Of course, I realized you weren’t going to risk a showdown right in the middle of town! It could get a little too spectacular. But since you were conveniently waiting alone there for me, I brought you out here.”


  “Supposing,” Paylar said, “that we don’t choose to accept a showdown here either?”


  “Lady,” he told her, “if it looks as if nothing is going to be settled, there are experiments I can start on with you that should have you yelling very quickly for help to any Guides remaining in the area. As I figure it, you see, a New Mind natural might be able to control an Old Mind expert very much as you intended to control me.”


  She went a little white. “That could be true. But you can’t hope to survive a showdown, Alan!”


  He spread his hands. “Why not? Logically, at least, I don’t think there are very many of you left.” He was almost certain he knew of one who hadn’t openly played a part as yet, but he didn’t intend to mention that name at the moment. “It wouldn’t take more than a handful of developed New Mind psis to control an area like this. And you wouldn’t want more than a handful around or you couldn’t be sure of controlling them!”


  She nodded. “That’s also true, of course. But you’re still at a hopeless disadvantage, Alan. We—the Old Mind knows exactly how this situation can be resolved in our favor, if we’re prepared to lose a few more of our controlled psis . . .”


  “The psis mightn’t feel quite so calm about it,” Commager pointed out. He hesitated. “Though I suppose you might have them believing by now that I’m out to eat them!”


  “They’ve been led to consider you a deadly threat to their existence,” Paylar agreed with a touch of complacency. “They’ll take any risk that’s required, particular since they won’t understand the full extent of the risk. And that isn’t all, Alan. You’re not the first New Mind natural we’ve dealt with, you know. If anything goes seriously wrong in this area, Old Mind all over the Earth will be aware of it.”


  HE FROWNED doubtfully at her, because he’d been wondering about that. And then he let the thought come deliberately into the foreground of his consciousness that he would prefer to reach an agreement, if it could be done. The Guides’ ability to grasp what was going on in his mind seemed to be a very hazy one; but in a moment, though Paylar’s expression didn’t change, he was certain she had picked up that intentional piece of information.


  She said, with a slow smile, “How much do you remember of your parents, Alan?”


  He stared at her in surprise. “Not very much. They both died when I was young. Why?”


  She persisted, “Do you recall your mother at all?”


  “No,” he admitted warily. “She divorced my father about two years after I was born. I stayed with him and never saw her again. I understand she died about three years later.”


  “And your father?” she asked him insistently.


  Commager gestured patiently toward the Bay. “My father drowned out there on a fishing trip when I was eleven. I remember him well enough, actually. Afterward I was raised by a guardian. Do you mind telling me what these questions are about?”


  “Your father,” she said, “was of the Old Mind, Alan. So he must have known what you might develop into almost since your birth.”


  ODDLY ENOUGH, he found, he was immediately willing to accept that as valid information. “Why didn’t he do something about his shocking little offspring?” he inquired.


  “Apparently,” Paylar said calmly, “he did. If he hadn’t died, your special abilities might have been blocked away so completely that they would never have come to your attention—or brought you to our attention. As it was, what he did to check you was simply not sufficient.”


  Commager considered the possibility, and again it seemed that that was what had occurred. It was too long ago to arouse any particular emotion in him. He said absently, watching her, “What’s all this supposed to prove, Paylar?”


  “That we’re not trying to control you out of malice. It seems as necessary to us now as it did to your father then.”


  He shrugged. “That makes no difference, you know. If more control is all you have to offer, I’m afraid we’ll go right on disagreeing.”


  Paylar nodded. Then she just sat there, apparently unconcerned, apparently satisfied with what had been said and with things as they were, until Commager added suddenly, “I get the notion that you’ve just informed your little pals it’s time for direct action. Correct?”


  “Two of them are on their way here.” She gave him her slight smile. “When they arrive, we’ll see what occurs, Alan! Would you like me to show you some pictures meanwhile?”


  “Pictures?” He stared at her and laughed. He was baffled and, for the moment, furious. He could, as she must realize and as he had once threatened to do, break her slim neck in one hand. The indications were that he could break her mind as easily if he exerted himself in that direction. But she seemed completely unconcerned about either possibility.


  HER SMILE widened. “I caught that,” she remarked. “You were really broadcasting, Alan! You won’t try to hurt me—you’re really incapable of it—unless you become very frightened. And you’re almost sure you can handle all three of us anyway, so you’re not yet afraid . . .”


  And in that, for once, she might have given him more information than she knew. Because he had sensed there had been three of them involved, two actively and one as an observer, in the last two attempts against him. Paylar, he guessed, had been the observer—supervisor might be the better term.


  If those three were the only Guides that remained active locally, she was quite right: he was convinced he could handle them! And if, as seemed likely, they were going to leave him no choice about it, he would.


  What Old Mind elsewhere might think or do would be another matter then. He wasn’t at all sure that he couldn’t handle that problem also. Another piece of information Paylar had given him in the last minute or so was that sudden flares of emotion made him “legible” to those who had her own level of ability.


  He would avoid such emotional outbursts in future.


  “What kind of pictures did you intend to show me?” he inquired.


  “You think I’m trying to trap you,” she accused him.


  “Aren’t you?” Commager asked, surprised.


  “Of course! But only by showing you what Earth-life really is like—while there is still time.”


  “Well,” he said agreeably, “go ahead . . .”


  SO HE SAT there in the dark between sunset and moonrise and watched pictures, though that wasn’t quite what they were. At first, it seemed as if time were flowing around him; the Moon would be overhead briefly and gone again, while the planes of the ground nearby shifted and changed. That, he thought, was to get him used to the process, condition him a little. The trickeries would come next!


  But when they came, they weren’t really trickery. He was simply, Commager decided, being shown life as Old Mind knew it and as, in a way, it was; though he himself had never thought to take quite so dramatic and vivid a view of it. Laughing and crying, thundering and singing, Earth-life drifted past in terrors and delights, flows of brightness and piercing sound and of blackest silence and night.


  At last, through all that tumult of light and fragrance and emotion, he began to grow aware of what to Old Mind, at least, was primarily there: the driving, powerful, unconscious but tremendous purpose. Earth dying and living, near-eternal . . .


  In his mind, he found himself agreeing that it was a true picture of life and a good one.


  He was a traitor to that life, Old Mind whispered to him. Earth needed him and had created him to help hold back the night and the cold forever! But the tiny, individual selfishness of the New Mind broke away from the flow of life and denied it.


  So, in the end, all would die together—


  The flow slowed. Into it crept the cold and the dark—a chill awareness of the approaching frozen and meaningless immobility of chaos.


  It wasn’t till then that Commager reached out carefully and altered the pictures a trifle. It had been a good show, he thought, though overly dramatic; and Paylar had timed the paralyzing emergence of chaos very nicely. The two for whom he’d been waiting had just reached the turnoff from the highway.


  XIII


  THE HEADLIGHTS of the car glided swiftly down the Bay Road, as he brought his awareness back hurriedly to his immediate surroundings to check on the physical condition of his companion. She sat upright a few feet away from him, her legs crossed under her, her hands dropped laxly into her lap, while the black animal eyes stared in blind horror at the frozen picture or chaos.


  She would keep, he decided. And he wasn’t really worried about the other two . . . Ira Bohart and Ruth MacDonald.


  He reached out for them, and as they flashed savagely back at him, he drew away, out of time, into the space that was open to New Mind only, where they would have to follow if they wanted to touch him.


  They followed instantly, with a furious lust for destruction which wasn’t unexpected but which shocked him nevertheless. They came like daggers of thought, completely reckless, and if they succeeded in touching him in the same way he had touched the sea-thing, the struggle would be over in an instant.


  It became obvious immediately that he could prevent them from doing it, which—since he was a stronger, more fully developed specimen of their own class—was only to be expected. What concerned him was their utter lack of consideration for their own survival. The car they were in hadn’t stopped moving; in less than half a minute now it would be approaching the sharp curve above the Bay.


  He had counted on the driver’s attention being forced away from him momentarily, either to stop the car or to manipulate it safely around the curve; in that instant, he would bring the other one under his control as completely as he had trapped Paylar, and he would then be free to deal at his leisure with the driver.


  INDIVIDUALLY, any one of the Guides was weaker than a New Mind natural; it had looked as simple as that! He wanted to save what was left of the group, to operate through them very much as Old Mind had been doing, but with a very different purpose.


  The two who attacked should be withdrawing by now, dismayed at not having found him paralyzed by Paylar’s “pictures,” as they must have expected. They might be waiting for her to come to their assistance in some other manner, not knowing that she was no longer even aware of the struggle. However, within seconds the need of controlling the car would become urgent enough to settle the issue—


  In an instant, he felt himself drawn down, blinded and smothered, in the grasp of a completely new antagonist! It was not so much the awareness of power immensely beyond that of the Guides that stunned him; it was a certainty that this new contact was a basically horrible and intolerable thing. In the fractional moment of time that everything in him was straining simply to escape from it, the New Minders drove through their attack.


  Pain was exploding everywhere through his being, as he wrenched himself free. Death had moved suddenly very close! Because the third opponent wasn’t Paylar, never had been Paylar. He had miscalculated—and so there had been one he’d overlooked.


  Now they had met, he knew he wasn’t capable of handling this third opponent and the two New Minders together.


  Then without warning the New Minders vanished out of his awareness, like twin gleams of light switched off. Seconds later, from somewhere far out on the edge of his consciousness, as if someone else were thinking it, the explanation came: The car! They weren’t able to stop the car!


  With that, the last of them drove at him again; and for a moment he was swept down into its surging emotions, into a black wave of rage and terror, heavy and clinging. But he was not unprepared for it now, and he struck at the center of its life with deadly purpose, his own terrors driving him. Something like a long, thin screaming rose in his mind . . .


  In that moment, complete understanding came.


  As in a dream scene, he was looking down into the yard of the Temple of Antique Christianity. It was night-time now; and on the dais he’d investigated the day before, a bulky, shapeless figure twisted and shook under a robelike cloth which covered it completely.


  The screaming ended abruptly, and the shape lay still.


  XIV


  COMMAGER sat up dizzily.


  He discovered first that he was incredibly drenched with sweat, and that Paylar still sat in an unchanged position, as she stared at the thing he’d set before her mind to fix her attention. Down on the Bay Road, there was a faint shouting.


  He stood up shakily and walked forward till he could look down to the point where the road curved sharply to the left to parallel the Bay. The shouting had come from there. A few people were moving about, two of them with flashlights. Intermittently, in their beams, he could see the white, smashed guard railings.


  A brief, violent shuddering overcame him, and he went back to where Paylar sat, trying to organize his thoughts. The reason for her confident expectance of his defeat was obvious now.


  The unsuspected opponent—the gross shape that had kicked about and died on the dais, the woman he’d known as Mrs. Lovelock—had been another New Mind natural. Or, rather, what had become of a New Mind natural after what probably had been decades of Old Mind control! But that part wasn’t the worst of it.


  I met her and talked to her! he thought in a flash of grief and horror. But I couldn’t guess—


  He drove the thought from his mind. If he wanted to go on living—and he realized with a flicker almost of surprise that he very much did—he had other work to complete tonight. A kind of work that he’d considered in advance as carefully as the rest of it—


  And this time, he thought grimly, he’d better not discover later that he’d miscalculated any details.


  He sat down and rolled over on his side in the exact place and position in which he’d been lying before. Almost the last thing he saw was the sudden jerky motion of Paylar’s body, as he dissolved the visual fixation he’d caught her attention in. Then, as she turned her head quickly to look at him, he closed his eyes.


  WHEN Commager’s mind resumed conscious control of his body, there was a cloudy sky overhead and a cool gray wetness in the air. Paylar stood nearby, looking thoughtfully down at him.


  He looked back at her without speaking. The terrifying conviction of final failure settled slowly and dismally on him.


  “You can wake up fully now,” she told him. “It’s nearly morning.”


  He nodded and sat up.


  “What I shall tell you,” her voice went on, “are things you will comprehend and know to be true. But consciously you will forget them again as soon as I tell you to forget. You understand?”


  Commager nodded again.


  “Very well,” she said. “Somewhere inside you something is listening to what I am saying; and I’m really speaking now to that part of you—inside. Here and tonight, Alan, you very nearly won, though of course you could not have won in the final issue. But you must understand now, consciously and unconsciously, that you have been completely defeated! Otherwise, you would not stop struggling until you had destroyed yourself—as thoroughly as another one, very like yourself, whom you met tonight, did years ago!”


  She paused. “You know, of course, that the New Mind natural you killed tonight was your mother. We counted on the shock of that discovery to paralyze you emotionally, if all else failed. When it happened, for the few seconds during which the shock was completely effective, was released by others of the Old Mind from the trap in which you had caught me.”


  She smiled. “That was a clever trap, Alan! Though if it hadn’t been so clever, we might not have needed to sacrifice your mother. In those few seconds, you see, I planted a single, simple compulsion into your mind—that when you pretended afterward to become unconscious—as it appeared you were planning to do to deceive the Old Mind—your consciousness actually would blank out.”


  HE TRIED TO remember.


  Something like that had occurred! He had intended to act as if the struggle with the New Minders had exhausted him to the point where it was possible for Paylar to take him under complete control, since only in that way could he be safe from continuing Old Mind hostility. But then—


  He had no awareness of what had happened in the hours that followed till now!


  “You see?” Paylar nodded. There was a trace of compassion, almost of regret, in her expression. “Believe me, Alan, never in our knowledge has a functioning human mind been so completely trapped as you are now! I have been working steadily on you for the past six hours, and even now; would be impossible for you to detect the manner in which you are limited. But within minutes, you will simply forget the fact that any limitations have been imposed on you, and so you will remain free of the internal conflicts that destroyed your mother.”


  She paused. “And here is a final proof for you, Alan, of why this was necessary for us. You recalled that your father drowned in this Bay when you were a child. But as yet you seem to have blocked out of your memory the exact manner in which he died—”


  Her voice changed, grew cold and impersonal. “Let that memory come up now, Alan!”


  THE MEMORY came. With it came memory of the shocking conflict of emotion that had caused him to bury the events of that day long ago. But it aroused no emotional response in him now. It had been a member of an alien, hostile species he had compelled to thrust itself down into the water, until the air exploded from its lungs and it sank away and drowned . . . of the same hostile species as the one talking to him now.


  “Yes,” she said. “You drowned him, Alan, when you first became aware of the mental controls he had imposed on you. And then you forced yourself to forget, because your human conditioning made the memory intolerable. But you aren’t truly human, you see. You are an evolutionary mistake that might destroy the life of all Earth if left unchecked!”


  She concluded, “It has taken all these years to trap you again, under conditions that would permit us to impose controls that no living mind, even in theory, could break. But the efforts and the risks have been well worthwhile to Old Mind! For, you see, we can use your abilities now to make sure there will be no trouble from others of your kind for many years to come. And we can, as the need arises, direct you to condition others of your kind exactly as you have been conditioned . . . But now”—a flat, impersonal command drove at him again through her voice—“forget what I have told you! All of it!”


  And, consciously, the mind of Commager forgot.


  HE HAD DONE, he thought, as he watched his body stand up and follow the woman up the path to his cabin, a superbly complete job of it!


  What identity might be remained an intriguing problem for future research, though perhaps not one that he himself would solve. For practical purposes, at any rate, the identity of Alan Commager was no longer absorbed by the consciousness that rose from and operated through his brain and body.


  And that was the only kind of consciousness Old Mind knew about. He was hidden from Paylar’s species now because he had gone, and would remain permanently, beyond the limits of their understanding.


  He directed an order to the body’s mind, and the body stumbled obediently, not knowing why it had stumbled. Paylar turned and caught its arm, almost solicitously, steadying it.


  “You’ll feel all right again after a few hours rest, Alan!” she told it soothingly.


  Species as alien almost as a cat or a slender, pretty monkey, but with talents and purposes of her own, Paylar was, he thought, an excellent specimen of the second highest development of Earth evolution.


  He reached very carefully now through the controls he had imposed on her consciousness to the core of her being, and explained gently to her what he had done.


  For a few seconds, he encountered terror and resistance, but resignation came then, and finally understanding and a kind of contentment.


  She would help him faithfully against Old Mind now, though she would never be aware of doing it.


  And that, he thought, was really all for the moment. The next step, the development of New Mind psi in others, was an unhurried, long-term project. In all the area within his range, Old Mind control had stifled or distorted whatever promise originally had been present.


  BUT THE abilities were ever-recurring. And here and there, as he became aware of them now, their possessors would be contacted, carefully instructed and shielded against Old Mind spies. Until they had developed sufficiently to take care of themselves and of others. Until there were enough of them.


  Enough to step into the role for which they had been evolved—and which the lower mind had been utterly unable to, comprehend. To act as the matured new consciousness of the giant Earth-life organism.


  1956


  SOUR NOTE ON PALAYATA


  For every advance in exploring the macrocosmic, Man has made an advance in exploring the microcosm. The farther out we go—the farther inward we may have to explore, too!


  Bayne Duffold, Assistant Secretary of the Hub Systems’ Outposts Department, said that the entire proposed operation was not only illegal but probably unethical. Conceivably, it might lead to anything from the scientific murder of a single harmless Palayatan native to open warfare with an opponent of completely unknown potential.


  Pilch, acting as spokesman for the Hub’s Psychological Service Ship stationed off Palayata, heard him out patiently. “All that is very true, Excellency,” she said then. “That is why you were instructed to call in the Service.”


  Assistant Secretary Duffold bit his thumbtip and frowned. It was true that the home office had instructed him, rather reluctantly, to call in the Service; but he had made no mention of that part of it to Pilch. And the girl already had jolted him with the information that a Psychological Service operator had been investigating the Palayatan problem on the planet itself during the past four months. “We figured Outposts was due to ask for a little assistance here about this time,” was the way she had put it.


  “I can’t give my consent to your plan,” Duffold said with finality, “until I’ve had the opportunity to investigate every phase of it in person.”


  The statement sounded foolish as soon as it was out. The remarkably outspoken young woman sitting on the other side of his desk was quite capable of reminding him that the Psychological Service, once it had been put on an assignment, did not need the consent of an Outposts’ assistant secretary for any specific operation. Or anybody else’s consent, for that matter. It was one reason that nobody really liked the Service.


  But Pilch said pleasantly, “Oh, we’ve arranged to see that you have the opportunity, of course! We’ll be having a conference on the ship, spaceside”—she glanced at her timepiece—“four hours from now, for that very purpose. We particularly want to know what Outposts’ viewpoint on the matter is.”


  And that was another reason they were disliked: they invariably did try to get the consent of everyone concerned for what they were doing! It made it difficult to accuse them of being arbitrary.


  “Well—” said Duffold. There was really no way for him to avoid accepting the invitation. Besides, while he shared the general feeling of distaste for Psychological Service and its ways, he found Pilch herself and the prospect of spending a half day or so in her company very attractive. The Outposts Station’s feminine complement on Palayata, while a healthy lot, hadn’t been picked for good looks; and there was something about Pilch, something bright and clean, that made him regret momentarily that she wasn’t connected with a less morbid line of work. “Kidnaping and enforced interrogation of a friendly alien on his own world!” Duffold shook his head. “That’s being pretty heavy-handed, you know!”


  “No doubt,” said Pilch. “But you know nobody has been able to persuade a Palayatan to leave the planet, so why waste time trying? We need the ship’s equipment for the investigation, and it might be safer if the ship is a long way out from Palayata while it’s going on.” She stood up. “Will you be ready to hop as soon as I’ve picked up Wintan?”


  “Hop? Wintan?” Duffold, getting to his feet, looked startled. “Oh, I see. Wintan’s the operator you’ve had working on the planet. All right. Where will I meet you?”


  “Space transport,” said Pilch. “Ramp Nineteen. Half an hour from now.” She was at the office entrance by then; and he said hurriedly, “Oh, by the way—”


  Pilch looked back. “Yes?”


  “You’ve been here two days,” Duffold said. “Have they bothered you at all?”


  She didn’t ask what he meant. “No,” she said. Black-fringed gray eyes looked at him out of a face from which every trace of expression was suddenly gone, as she added quietly, “But of course I’ve had a great deal of psychological conditioning—”


  There hadn’t been any need to rub that in, Duffold thought, flushing angrily. She knew, of course, how he felt about the Service—how any normal human being felt about it! Wars had been fought to prevent the psychological control of Hub citizens on any pretext; and then, when the last curious, cultish cliques of psychologists had been dissolved, it had turned out to be a matter of absolute necessity to let them resume their activities. So they were still around, with their snickering questioning of the dignity of Man and his destiny, their eager prying and twisted interpretations of the privacies and dreams of the mind. Of course, they weren’t popular! Of course, they were limited now to the operations of Psychological Service! And to admit that one had, oneself—


  Duffold grimaced as he picked up the desk-speaker. He distributed sparse instructions to cover his probable period of absence from the Station, and left the office. There wasn’t much time to waste, if he wanted to keep within Pilch’s half-hour limit. In the twelve weeks he had been on Palayata, he had avoided direct contact with the natives after his first two or three experiences with the odd emotional effects they produced in human beings. But since he had been invited to the Service conference, it seemed advisable to confirm that experience once more personally.


  The simple way to do that was to walk out to Ramp 19, instead of taking the Station tube.


  The moment he stepped outside the building, the remembered surges of acute uneasiness came churning up in him again. The port area was crowded as usual by sightseeing Palayatans. Duffold stopped next to the building for a few moments, watching them.


  The uneasiness didn’t abate. The proximity of Palayatans didn’t affect all humans in the same way; some reported long periods of a kind of euphoria when around them, but that sensation could shift suddenly and unaccountably to sharp anxiety and complete panic. Any one of several dozen drugs gave immunity to those reactions; and the members of the Station’s human personnel whose work brought them into contact with the natives were, therefore, given chemical treatment as a regular procedure. But Duffold had refused to resort to drugs.


  He started walking determinedly toward the ramp area, making no attempt to avoid the shifting streams of the Palayatan visitors. They drifted about in chattering groups, lending the functional terminal an air of cheerful holiday. If his jangling nerves hadn’t told him otherwise, Duffold could have convinced himself easily that he was on a purely human world. Physically, Palayatans were humanoid to the nth degree, at least as judged by the tolerant standards of convergent evolution. They also loved Hub imports, which helped strengthen the illusion. Male and female tended to wander about their business in a haze of Hub perfumes; and at least one in every five adults in sight wore clothes of human manufacture.


  But Duffold’s nerves were yammering that these creatures were more alien than so many spiders—their generally amiable attitude and the fact that they looked like human beings could be only a deliberate deception, designed to conceal some undefined but sinister purpose. He broke off that unreassuring line of thought, and clamped his mind down purposefully on a more objective consideration of the odd paradoxes presented by these pseudo-people. Palayatans were even more intrigued, for example, by the Hub humans’ spectacular technological achievements than by Hub styles and perfumes. Hence their presence in swarms about the Station where they could watch the space transports arrive and depart. But, in twelve years, they hadn’t shown the slightest inclination to transplant any significant part of Hub technology to their own rather rural though semimechanized civilization.


  At an average I.Q. level of seventy-eight in the population, that wasn’t surprising, of course. What was not only surprising but completely improbable, when you really considered it, was that they had not only developed a civilization at all, but that it had attained a uniform level everywhere on the planet.


  It simply made no sense, Duffold thought bitterly. Outposts’ sociological experts had made the same comment over a year ago, when presented with the available data on Palayata. They had suggested either a detailed check on the accuracy of the data, or a referral of the whole Palayatan question to Psychological Service.


  The data had been checked, exhaustively. It was quite accurate. After that, Outposts had had no choice—


  “My, you’re perspiring, Excellency!” Pilch said, as he stepped up on the platform of Ramp 19. “This is Wintan. You’ve met before, I believe. But you really needn’t have hurried so!” She glanced at her timepiece. “Why, you’re hardly even two minutes late!”


  Wintan was a stocky fair-haired man, and Duffold did recall having met him some months before, when his credentials—indicating a legitimate scholarly interest in sociology—were being checked at the Station.


  They shook hands, and Duffold turned to greet the other man.


  Only—it wasn’t a man.


  Mentally, Duffold recoiled in a kind of frenzy. Physically, he reached out and clasped the elderly Palayatan’s palm with a firm if clammy grip, shook it twice and dropped it, his mouth held taut in what he was positive was an appalling grin. Wintan was saying something about, “Albemarl . . . guide and traveling companion—” Then Pilch tapped Duffold’s shoulder.


  “The records you sent by tube have arrived, Excellency! Perhaps you’d better check them.”


  Gratefully, he followed her into the ship. Inside the lock, she stopped and looked at him quizzically. “Hits you pretty hard, doesn’t it?” she murmured. “Great Suns, why don’t you take one of those drugs?”


  Duffold mopped his brow. “Don’t like the idea,” he said stubbornly. He indicated the two outside the lock. “Don’t tell me you got a volunteer for the investigation?”


  Pilch’s gleaming black hair swung about her shoulders as she turned to look. “No,” she smiled. “Albemarl came along to see Wintan off. You’ve been honored, by the way! He’s an itinerant sage of sages among Palayatans—I.Q. one hundred and nine! He and Wintan have been working together for months. Of course, Wintan’s immune to the emotional reactions—”


  “I see,” Duffold said coldly. “No doubt he’s also had thorough psychological conditioning?”


  Pilch grinned at him. “Not many,” she said, “have had as much!”


  The Psychology Service ship that swallowed up the transport a few hours later was a camouflaged monstrosity moving along with the edge of an asteroid flow halfway across the system. For all practical purposes, it looked indistinguishable from the larger chunks of planetary debris in its neighborhood, and from its size, it might have had a complement of several thousand people. Duffold was a little surprised that out of that potential number, only five Service members attended the conference, two of whom were Wintan and Pilch. It suggested an economy and precision in organization he had somehow failed to expect here.


  The appearance of Buchele, the senior commander in charge of the conference, was almost shocking. He had the odd, waxy skin and cautious motion of a man on whom rejuvenation treatments had taken an incomplete effect, but there was no indication of the mental deterioration that was supposed to accompany that condition. His voice was quick, and he spoke with the easy courtesy of a man to whom command was too natural a thing to be emphasized. He introduced Cabon, the ship’s captain, a tall man of Pilch’s dark slender breed, who said almost nothing throughout the next few hours, and a red-haired woman named Lueral who was, she said, representing Biology Section. Then the conference was under way with a briskness that made Duffold glad he had decided to bring Outposts’ full records on Palayata along for the meeting.


  They went over the reasons why Outposts was interested in maintaining a Station on Palayata. They were sound reasons: Palayata was a convenient take-off point for the investigation and control of an entire new sector of space, the potential center of a thousand-year, many-sided project. Except for the doubtful factor of the natives, it was as favorable for human use as a world could be expected to become without a century-long conditioning program. The natives themselves represented an immediate new trade outlet for Grand Commerce, whose facilities would make the project enormously less expensive to Government than any similar one on a world that did not attract the organized commercial interests.


  Buchele nodded. “Assuming, Excellency, that the Service might be able to establish that the peculiarities of the Palayatan natives are in no way dangerous to human beings, but that the emotional disturbances they cause will have to continue to be controlled by drugs—would Outposts regard that as a satisfactory solution?”


  Duffold was convinced that under the circumstances Outposts would be almost tearfully thankful for such a solution, but he expressed himself a little more conservatively. He added, “Is there any reason to believe that they actually are harmless?”


  Buchele’s dead-alive face showed almost no expression. “No,” he said, “there isn’t. Your records show what ours do. The picture of this Palayatan culture isn’t fully explainable in the terms of any other culture, human or nonhuman, that we know of. There’s an unseen controlling factor—well, call it ‘X’. That much is almost definitely established. With the information we have, we could make a number of guesses at its nature; and that’s all.”


  Duffold stared bleakly at him. No one in Outposts had cared to put it into so many words, but that was what they had been afraid of.


  Buchele said softly, “We have considered two possible methods of procedure. With your assistance, Excellency, we should like to decide between them now.”


  With his assistance! Duffold became suddenly enormously wary.


  “Go ahead, commander,” he requested affably.


  “Very well. Let’s assume that ‘X’ actually is a latent source of danger. The section of your records covering the recent deaths of two human beings on the planet might suggest that the danger has become active, but there is no immediate reason to connect those deaths with ‘X’.”


  Duffold nodded hesitantly.


  “The point that the Service and, I’m sure, Outposts are most concerned with,” the gentle voice of the dead-alive man went on, “is that there is absolutely no way of estimating the possible extent of the assumed danger. As we sit here, we may be members of a race which already has doomed itself by reaching out for one new world that should have been left forever untouched. On the basis of our present information, that is exactly as possible as that the Palayatan ‘X’ may turn out to be a completely innocuous factor. Where ‘X’ lies on the scale between those two possibilities can almost certainly be determined, however. The question is simply whether we want to employ the means that will determine it.”


  “Meaning,” said Duffold, “that the rather direct kind of investigation I understand you’re planning—kidnaping a native, bringing him out to this ship and subjecting him to psychological pressures—could start the trouble?”


  “It might.”


  “I agree,” Duffold said. “What was the other procedure?”


  “To have Outposts and Grand Commerce withdraw all human personnel from Palayata.”


  “Abandon the planet permanently?” Duffold felt his face go hot.


  “Yes,” said Buchele.


  Duffold drew a slow breath. A spasm of rage shook through him and went away. “We can’t do that, and you know it!” he said.


  Lusterless eyes hooded themselves in the waxy face. “If you please, Excellency,” Buchele said quietly, “there is nothing in the records given us by your Department to indicate that this is an impossibility.”


  It was true enough. Duffold said sourly, “No need to underline the obvious! We’re committed to remain on Palayata until the situation is understood. If there is no danger there, or only ordinary danger—nothing that reaches beyond the planet itself—we can stay or not as we choose. But we can’t leave, now that we’ve brought ourselves to the attention of this ‘X’ factor, before we know whether or not it constitutes a potential danger to every human world in the galaxy. We can’t even destroy the planet, since we don’t know whether that would also destroy ‘X,’ or simply irritate it!”


  “Is the destruction of Palayata being seriously considered?” the Service man said.


  “Not at the moment,” Duffold said grimly.


  For the first time then, Buchele shifted his glance slowly about at the other Service members. “It seems that we are in agreement so far,” he said, as if addressing them. He looked back at Duffold.


  That was when the thought came to Duffold. It startled him, but he didn’t stop to consider it. He said, “My Department obviously has been unable to work out a satisfactory solution to the problem. I’m authorized to say that Outposts will give the Service any required support in solving it, providing I’m allowed to observe the operation.”


  There was a momentary silence. It was bluff, and it wasn’t fooling them; but the Service was known to go to considerable lengths to build up good will in the other Departments.


  Pilch said suddenly, “We accept the condition—with one qualification.”


  Duffold hesitated, surprised. Buchele’s gaze was on Pilch; the others seemed to be studying him reflectively, but nobody appeared to question Pilch’s acceptance. “What’s the qualification?” he asked.


  “We should have your agreement,” she said, “that you will accept any safety measures we feel are required.”


  “I assume those safety measures are for my benefit,” Duffold said gravely.


  “Well, yes—”


  “Why,” said Duffold, “in that case I thank you for your concern.


  And, of course, you have my agreement.”


  The others stirred and smiled. Pilch looked rueful. “It’s just that—”


  “I know,” Duffold nodded. “It’s just that I haven’t had any psychological conditioning.”


  Pilch was called from the conference room immediately afterwards. This time Duffold was not surprised to discover that she appeared to be in charge of the actual kidnaping project and that she was arranging to include him in the landing party. There seemed to be a constant easy shifting of authority among these people which did not correspond too well with the rank they held.


  Others came in. He began to get a picture of unsuspected complexities of organization and purpose within this huge, ungainly ship. There was talk of pattern analysis and factor summaries at the table at which Buchele remained in charge; and Duffold stayed there, since they were dealing with material with which he was in part familiar. It appeared that Wintan, the Service operator who had been working planetside on Palayata, had provided the ship’s Integrators with detailed information not included in previous reports; and the patterns were still being revised. So far, Buchele seemed to feel that the revisions indicated no significant changes.


  Somebody came to warn Duffold that the landing operation was to get underway in eighty minutes. He hurried off to contact the Outposts Station on Palayata and extend the period he expected to be absent.


  When he came back, they were still at it—


  There seemed to be no permanent government or permanent social structure of any sort on Palayata; not even, as a rule, anything resembling permanent family groups. On the other hand, some family groups maintained themselves for decades—almost as if someone were trying to prove that no rule could be applied too definitely to the perverse planet! Children needing attention attached themselves to any convenient adult or group of adults and were accepted until they decided to wander off again.


  There were no indications of organized science or of scientific speculation. Palayatan curiosity might be intense, but it was brief and readily satisfied. Technical writings on some practical application or other of the scientific principles with which they were familiar here could be picked up almost anywhere and were used in the haphazard instruction that took the place of formal schooling. There wasn’t even the vaguest sort of recorded history, but there were a considerable number of historical manuscripts, some of them centuries old and lovingly preserved, which dealt with personal events of intense interest to the recorder and of very limited usefulness to his researcher. It had been the Hub’s own archeological workers who eventually turned up evidence indicating that Palayata’s present civilization had been drifting along in much the same fashion for at least two thousand years and perhaps a good deal longer.


  Impossible . . . impossible . . . impossible—if things were what they seemed to be!


  So they weren’t what they seemed to be. Duffold became aware of the fact that by now Buchele and Wintan and he were the only ones remaining at that table. The others presumably had turned their attention to more promising work; and refreshments had appeared.


  They ate thoughtfully until Duffold remarked, “They’re still either very much smarter than they act—smarter than we are, in fact—or something is controlling them. Right?”


  Buchele said that seemed to be about it.


  “And if they’re controlled,” Duffold went on, “the controlling agency is something very much smarter than human beings.”


  Wintan shook his short-cropped blond head. “That wouldn’t necessarily be true.”


  Duffold looked at him. “Put it this way,” he said. “Does the Service think human beings, using all the tricks of your psychological technology, could control a world to the extent Palayata seems to be controlled?”


  “Oh, certainly!” Wintan said cheerfully; and Buchele nodded. “Given one trained operator to approximately every thousand natives, something quite similar could be established,” the senior commander said drily. “But who would want to go to all that trouble?”


  “And keep it up for twenty centuries or so!” Wintan added. “It’s a technical possibility, but it seems a rather pointless one.”


  Duffold was silent for a moment, savoring some old suspicions. Even if the Service men had a genuine lack of interest in the possibilities of such a project, the notion that Psychology Service felt it was capable of that degree of control was unpleasant. “What methods would be employed?” he said. “Telepathic amplifiers?”


  “Well, that would be one of the basic means, of course,” Wintan agreed. “Then, sociological conditioning—business of picking off the ones that were getting too bright to be handled. Oh, it would be a job, all right!”


  Telepathic amplifiers—Outposts was aware, as was everyone else, that the Service employed gadgetry in that class; but no one outside the Service took a very serious view of such activities. History backed up that opinion with emphasis: the psi boys had produced disturbing effects in various populations from time to time, but in the showdown the big guns always had cleaned them up very handily. Duffold said hopefully, “Does it seem to be telepathy we’re dealing with here?”


  Wintan shook his head. “No. If it were, we could spot it and probably handle whoever was using it. You missed that part of the summary, Excellency! Checking for tele-impulses was a major part of the job I was sent to do.” He looked at Buchele, perhaps a trifle doubtfully. “Palayatans appear to be completely blind to any telepathic form of approach; at least, that’s the report of my instruments.”


  “Or shut-off,” Buchele said gently.


  “Or shut-off,” Wintan agreed. “We can’t determine that with certainty until we get our specimen on board. We know the instruments would have detected such a resistance in any human being.”


  Buchele almost grinned. “In any human being we’ve investigated,” he amended.


  Wintan looked annoyed. From behind Duffold, Pilch’s voice announced, “I’ll be wanting his Excellency at Eighty-two Lock in”—there was something like a millisecond’s pause, while he could imagine her glancing at her timepiece again—“seventeen minutes. But Lueral wants him first.”


  As Duffold stood up, she added, “You two had better come along. Biology has something to add to your discussion on telepathy.”


  “Significant?” Buchele asked, coming stiffly to his feet.


  “Possibly. The Integrators should finish chewing it around in a few more minutes.”


  Duffold had been puzzling about what Lueral and the Biology Section could be wanting of him, but the moment he stepped out of a transfer lock and saw the amplification stage set up, with a view of a steamy Palayatan swamp floating in it, he knew what it was and he had a momentary touch of revulsion. The incident with the keff creature, which had cost the lives of two Outposts investigators, had been an unlovely one to study in its restructure; and he had studied it carefully several times in the past few days, in an attempt to discover any correlation with the general Palayatan situation. He had been unsuccessful in that and, taking the seat next to the stage that was indicated to him, he wondered what Biology thought it had found.


  Lueral, the red-headed woman who had attended the earlier part of the general conference, introduced him to a fat, elderly man, whose name Duffold did not catch, but who was Biology’s Section Head. He was operating the amplifier and remained in his seat. Lueral said into the darkened room:


  “This is the record of an objective restructure his Excellency brought shipward with him. The location of the original occurrence was at the eastward tip of Continent Two; the date, one hundred thirty-eight standard, roughly one hundred hours ago. To save time, we would like his Excellency to give us a brief explanation of the circumstances.”


  Duff old cleared his throat. “The circumstances,” he said carefully, “are that we have investigators working in that area. Ostensibly, they are archeologists. Actually, they’re part of an Outposts’ project, checking the theory that Palayata is operating under some kind of secret government. There is a concentration of the deserted settlements we find all over the planet around those swamps. The two men involved in the restructure were working through such a settlement—or supposed to be working through it—when the accident occurred.”


  He added, “If it was an accident. I brought the record along because of the possibility that it was something else.”


  The Section Head said in a heavy voice, “The restructure appears to have been made within two hours after the actual incident.”


  “A little less than two hours,” Duff old agreed. “There were hourly position checks. When the team failed to check in, a restructure heli began to track them. By the time they reached this keff animal, some natives already had killed it—with a kind of harpoon gun, as the restructure shows. Some portions of the bodies of our investigators were recovered.”


  “Had the natives observed the incident?” Lueral inquired.


  “They said they had—too far off to prevent it. They claim they kill a keff whenever they find one, not because they regard them as a danger to themselves but because they are highly destructive to food animals in the area. They hadn’t realized a keff might also be destructive to human beings.”


  The Section Head said, “This is a view of the keff some minutes after the killing of the two men. The promptness with which the restructure was made permits almost limitless detail.”


  Duffold felt himself wince as the colors in the amplification stage between them blurred and ran briefly and cleared again. The keff appeared, half-submerged in muddy water, a mottled green and black hulk, the eyeless head making occasional thrusting motions, with an unpleasant suggestion of swallowing.


  “Weight approximately three tons,” said the Section Head. “The head takes up almost a third of its length. Motions very slow. Normally, this would indicate a vegetarian or omnivorous animal with a limitless food supply, such as these mile-long swamp stretches would provide. Possibly aggressive when attacked, but not dangerous to any reasonably alert and mobile creature.”


  He added, “However, we were able to pick up tele-impulses at this point, which indicate that the natives’ description of its food habits are correct. I suggest using tel-dampers. The impulses are rather vivid.


  Pilch’s voice said, “Hold still!” behind Duffold, and something like a pliable ring slipped down around his skull. Soft damps fastened it here and there, and then he was aware of her settling down in the chair beside him. Her whisper reached him again, “If you don’t like what you’re getting, say so! They don’t really need you for this.”


  Duffold made a grunting sound, indicating complete contentment with his situation and a desire not to be disturbed, but not entirely turning down the suggestion. There were crawling feelings along his spine.


  He felt good. He felt drowsy but purposeful, because now there were only a few more steps to go, and then the great pink maw would open before him, and he could relax right into it. Relax and—


  He jerked upright in his chair, horror prickling through his nerves. Pilch was tapping his arm.


  “Outside!” she whispered. “Keep the damper on.” They moved through the dim room; a door clicked ahead of Duffold, then clicked again behind him, and light flooded around them.


  He pulled the tel-damper off his head like some small, unclean, clinging animal. “Whew!” he breathed. “Should have taken your advice, I think!”


  “Well, you didn’t know. We should have thought of it. There are ways of letting stuff like that come at you, and you—”


  “Don’t say it,” he warned. “I’m learning my limitations.” He was silent a moment. “Was that how it felt to them?” He described his sensations.


  “They felt something like that,” she said. “You gave the impulses your individual interpretations, of course, because you’d seen the restructure and knew what the keff was like. Cabon will be out in a moment, by the way. They got the Integrators’ report back on this. I gather there’s nothing definite enough in it to change our plans.”


  “I see,” Duffold said absently. Mentally, he was reliving that section of the restructure in which the two investigators had come walking and wading right up to the keff, looking about as if searching for something, and apparently not even aware of each other’s presence. Then they had stood still while the huge head came slowly up out of the water before them—and the wet, pink maw opened wide and slapped shut twice.


  Cabon stepped out of the room behind them. He grinned faintly. “Raw stuff,” he remarked. “You’ve got a fine restructure team, Excellency.”


  “Any delays indicated?” Pilch inquired.


  “No. You’d better go ahead on schedule. It’s almost certain we’ll still need our average Palayatan—and the one we’ve got spotted isn’t going to hold still for us forever.”


  Yunnan, the average Palayatan, had finished the satisfactory third day of his solitary camping hike with a satisfactory meal composed largely of a broiled platterful of hard-shelled and hard-to-catch little water creatures, famed for their delicacy. The notion of refreshing his memory of that delicacy had been in his mind for some weeks and had finally led him up to this high mountain plateau and its hundreds of quick, cold streams where they were to be found at their best.


  Having sucked out the last of the shells and pitched it into his camp fire, he sat on for a while under the darkening sky, watching the stars come out and occasionally glancing across the plateau at the dark, somber mass of the next mountain ridge. Two other camp fires had become very distantly visible there, indicating the presence of other soqua spearers. He would stay here two more days, Yunnan thought, and then turn back, towards the valleys and the plain, and return to his semi-permanent house in his semi-permanent settlement, to devote himself again for a while to his semi-permanent occupation of helping local unbannut-growers select the best seeds for next season’s crop.


  It was all a very pleasant prospect. Life, Yunnan told himself, with a sense of having summed it up, was a pretty good thing! It was a conclusion he had come to before under similar circumstances.


  Presently he rebuilt the fire, stretched out on some blankets close to it and pulled a few more blankets on top of him. He blinked up at the stars a few more times and fell sound asleep.


  Far overhead, a meteor that was not a meteor hit the atmosphere, glowed yellow and vanished. A survey heli of the Hub Station’s Planetary Geographers outfit, which had been moving high and unobtrusively above the plateau all day, came in closer to a point almost directly above Yunnan’s camp, remained there a few minutes and moved off again across the plateau and on beyond the mountain ridges to the east.


  A dark spherical body, the size of a small house, sank swiftly and silently toward the plateau and came to a halt finally a hundred yards above Yunnan’s camp and a little more than that to one side of it. Presently a breeze moved from that direction across the camp, carrying traces of a chemical not normally found in such concentration in Palayata’s air. Yunnan inhaled it obligingly. A few minutes later, the breeze grew suddenly into a smooth, sustained rush of air, like the first moan of an approaching storm. Sparks flew from the fire, and leaves danced out of the trees. Then the wind subsided completely, and three people came walking into the camp. They bent above Yunnan.


  “Perfect reaction!” Pilch’s voice said. She straightened and glanced up. The sperical object had come gliding along at tree-top level behind them and was now stationed directly overhead. Various and sundry clicking, buzzing and purring sounds came out of its open lock. “Take them two or three more minutes to get a complete reproduction,” she remarked. “Nothing to do but wait.”


  Duffold grunted. He was feeling uncomfortable again, and not entirely because of the presence of a Palayatan. Pilch had explained what had happened to Yunnan; the patterns of external sensory impressions that had been sifting into his brain at the moment the trace-chemical reached it through his blood stream were fixed there now, and no new impressions were coming through. He would remain like that, his last moment of sleep-sensed external reality extending itself unchangingly through the hours and days until the blocking agent was removed. What worried Duffold was that the action was a deliberate preliminary prod at the mysterious “X” factor, and if “X” felt prodded, there was no telling at all just how it might respond.


  He looked down at their captive. Yunnan certainly looked quietly asleep, but the mild smile on his humanoid features might have expressed either childlike innocence or a rather sinister enjoyment of the situation, depending on how you felt about Palayatans.


  And assuming Yunnan was harmless, at least for the moment, was somebody—or something—else, far off or perhaps quite close in the thickening night around them, aware by now that untoward and puzzling things were going on in a Palayatan mind?


  Duffold knew they were trying to check on that, too. A voice began murmuring presently from one of the talkie gadgets Pilch wore as earrings. When it stopped, she said briefly, “All right.” And then, to Duffold, “Not a pulse coming through the tele-screens that wouldn’t be normal here! Just animals—” She sounded disappointed about it.


  “Too bad!” Duffold said blandly. His nerves unknotted a trifle.


  “Well, it’s negative evidence anyway!” Pilch consoled him. The voice murmured from the same earring again, and she said, “All right. Put down the carrier then!” and to her two companions, “They’re all done in the shuttle. Let’s go.”


  A grav-carrier came floating down through the dark air toward them, and the crewman who had accompanied them into the camp began to extinguish the fire. He was conscientious and thorough about it. Pilch stepped up on the carrier. Duffold looked at her, at the busy crewman, and at Yunnan. Then he set his teeth, wrapped the Palayatan up in his blankets, picked him up and laid him down on the carrier.


  “Hm-m-m!” said Pilch. “Not bad, Excellency!”


  Duffold thought a bad word and hoped she wasn’t being telepathic.


  “Of course not!” said Pilch, reaching up for the earring that hadn’t come into noticeable use so far. She began to unscrew it. “Besides, I’m shutting off the pick-up right now, Excellency—”


  Almost two hours later, Yunnan awakened briefly. He blinked up at the familiar star-patterns overhead, gazed out across the plateau and noted that one of the camp fires there had gone out. Thus reminded, he yawned and scratched himself, stood up and replenished his own fire. Then he lay down again, listened for a half-minute or so to the trilling night-cries of two small tree creatures not far away, and drifted back to sleep.


  “He’s completely out of the sensory stasis now, of course,” Wintan explained to Duffold as the view of Yunnan’s camp faded out before them. “How did you like the staging job?”


  Duffold admitted it was realistic. He was wondering, however, he added, what would have happened if the Palayatan had decided to go for a stroll and walked off the stage?


  “Well,” Wintan said reflectively, “if he’d done that, we would have known he was ignoring the five or six plausible reasons against doing it that were planted in his awareness. In that case, we could have counted on his being an individual embodiment of the ‘X’ factor, so to speak. The staff was prepared for the possibility.”


  Duffold knew that Psychological Service as such was, as a matter of fact, prepared for the possibility that they had hauled a super-being on board which conceivably could destroy or take control of this huge ship—and distant weapons were trained on the ship to insure that it wouldn’t be under alien control for more than an instant. Even more distantly, out in the nothingness of space somewhere, events on the ship were being subjected to a moment to moment scrutiny and analysis.


  Nor was that all. The Outposts patrol ships at Palayata had been relieved from duty by a Supreme Council order from the Hub; and, in their places, heavily armed cruisers of a type none of the patrol commanders could identify had begun to circle the planet.


  “They won’t break up Palayata unless they have to, of course!” Cabon had said, in reporting that matter to Duffold. “But that’s no worry of ours at the moment. Our job is to trace out, record and identify every type of thought, emotion and motivation that possibly could go ticking through this Yunnan’s inhuman little head. If we find out he’s exactly what he seems to be, that eliminates one possible form of ’X’.”


  And if Yunnan was something other than the not too intelligent humanoid he seemed to be, they had “X” neatly isolated for study. Whether or not they completed the study then depended largely on the nature of the subject.


  Rationally, Duffold couldn’t disagree with the method. It was drastic; the casually icy calculation behind the preparations made by the Service had, in fact, shocked him as nothing else had done in his life. But, at one stage or another, it would bring “X” into view. If “X” was both hostile and more than a match for man, man at least had avoided being taken by surprise. If “X” was merely more than a match for man—


  “Mightn’t hurt us at all to learn how to get along with our superiors for a while,” Wintan had observed thoughtfully.


  It was a notion Duffold found particularly difficult to swallow.


  He had noticed, in this last hour while they completed their preparations to invade the Average Palayatan’s mind, occasional traces of a tingling excitement in himself—something dose to elation. By and by, it dawned on him that it was the kind of elation that comes from an awareness of discovery.


  He was engaged in an operation with the most powerful single organization of the Hub Systems. The despised specialists of Psychology Service, the errand boys of the major Departments, were, as a matter of fact, telling everyone, apparently including the Hub’s Supreme Council, just what should be done about Palayata and how to do it.


  Probably, it hadn’t always been that way, Duffold decided; but the regular Departments of the Hub were getting old. For a decade, Outposts—one of the most brisk of the lot—had been gathering evidence that Palayatan civilization wasn’t so much quaint as incomprehensible. For an equal length of time, it had been postponing recognition of the fact that the incomprehensibility might have a deadly quality to it—that, quite possibly, something very strange and very intelligent was in concealment on Palayata, observing human beings and perhaps only tolerating their presence here for its unknown purposes.


  Even after the recognition had been forced on it, the Department had been unwilling to make any move at all on its own responsibility, for fear it might make the wrong one. Instead, it called in Psychology Service—


  For the same reason that Psychology Service always was called in when there was an exceptionally dirty and ticklish job to be done—the Service People showed an unqualified willingness to see any situation exactly as it was and began dealing with it immediately in the best possible manner, to the limits of human ability. It was an attitude that guaranteed in effect that any problem which was humanly resolvable was going to get resolved.


  The excitement surged up in Duffold again. And that, he added to himself, was why they didn’t share the normal distaste for the notion of encountering a superior life form. The most superior of life forms couldn’t improve on that particular attitude! Here or elsewhere, the Service eventually might be defeated, but it could never be outclassed.


  He wondered at that difference in organizations that were equally human and decided it was simply that the Service now attracted the best in human material that happened to be around. At other times in history, the same type of people might have been engaged in very different activities—but they would always be found moving into the front ranks of humanity and moving out of the organizations that were settling down to the second-rate job of maintaining what others had gained.


  As for himself—well, he’d gone fast and far in Outposts. He knew he was brainier than most. If it took some esoteric kind of mental training to get himself into mankind’s real front ranks, he was going to take a look at it—


  Providing, that was, that the lives of everyone on the ship didn’t get snuffed out unexpectedly sometime in the next few hours!


  Wintan: Pilch, your lad has just bucked his way through simultaneously to the Basis of Self-Esteem and the Temptations of Power and Glory! I’m a little in awe of him. What to do?


  Pilch: Too early for a wide-open, I think! It could kill him. If we tap anything, we’re going to have trouble. Buchele isn’t—


  Cabon: Make it wide-open, Wintan. My responsibility.


  Pilch: No!


  Voice from Somewhere Far Out:


  Agreement with Cabon’s decision. Proceed!


  Wintan had left the pick-up room for the time being; and Duffold had it all to himself.


  It was an odd place. Almost the most definite thing you could say about it was that it was somewhere within the vast bulk of the Service ship. Duffold sat in something like a very large and comfortable armchair with his feet up on a cushioned extension; and so far as he could tell, the armchair might have been floating slowly and endlessly through the pale-green, luminous fog which started about eight feet from his face in every direction. The only other thing visible in the room was another chair off to his right, in which Wintan had been sitting. Even the entrance by which they had come in was indetectable in the luminosity; when Wintan left, he appeared to vanish in cool green fire long before he reached it.


  There wasn’t much more time before the work on the captured Palayatan began, and Duffold started running the information he’d been given regarding the operation and his own role as an observer through his mind. Some of the concepts involved were unfamiliar; but, on the whole, it sounded more comprehensible than he had expected. They were acting on the assumption that, with the exception of the “X” factor, the structure of a Palayatan’s mental personality was similar to the human one. They reacted to outside stimuli in much the same way and appeared to follow the same general set of basic motivations.


  It was already known that there were specific differences. The Palayatan mind was impermeable to telepathic impulses at the level of sensory and verbal interpretations, which was the one normally preferred by human telepaths when it could be employed, since it involved the least degree of individual garbling of messages. Palayatans, judging by the keff creature’s inability to affect them, were also impermeable to telepathed emotional stimuli. In spite of the effect they themselves produced on most untrained humans, it had been demonstrated that they also did not radiate at either of these levels, as against the diffused trickling of mental and emotional impulses normally going out from a human being.


  At least, that was the picture at present. It might change when the ship’s giant amplifiers, stimulators and microscanners were brought into play upon Yunnan’s sleeping brain. If “X” was a concealed factor of the Palayatan’s personality, it would show up instantly. In that case, the investigation as such would be dropped, and the Service would switch its efforts into getting “X” into communication. It should at least be possible to determine rather quickly whether or not “X” was hostile and how capable it was of expressing hostility effectively, either here or on the planet.


  But if it was found that Yunnan, as he knew himself, was Yunnan and nothing else, the search would drop below the levels of personality toward the routine mechanisms of the mind and the organic control areas. Somewhere in those multiple complexities of interacting structures of life must be a thing that was different enough from the standard humanoid pattern to make Palayata what it was. They had talked of the possibility that the “X” influence, if it was an alien one, did not extend actively beyond the planet. But the traces of its action would still be there and could be interpreted.


  Duffold’s impressions of the possibilities at that stage became a little vague, and he shifted his attention to a consideration of what Wintan had said regarding himself. There was apparently always some risk involved in an investigation of this kind, not to the subject, but to the investigator.


  Or, in this case, to the observer.


  The trouble was, according to Wintan, that the human mind—or any other type of mind the Service had studied so far, for that matter—was consciously capable of only a very limited form of experience. “A practical limitation,” Wintan had said. “Most of what’s going on in the universe isn’t really any individual’s concern. If he were trying to be aware of it all the time, he couldn’t walk across the room without falling on his face. Besides, it would kill him.”


  And when Duffold looked questioningly at him, he added, “Did you ever go in for the Sensational Limitations vogue, Excellency?”


  “No,” Duffold said shortly.


  “Well,” Wintan acknowledged, “they get a little raw, at that! However, they do show that a human being can tolerate only a definitely limited impact of emotion—artificially induced or otherwise—at any one time, before he loses awareness of what’s going on. Now, the more or less legitimate material the Sensationalists use is drawn from emotions that other human beings have at one time or another consciously experienced, sometimes under extreme stimulation, of course. However, as a rather large number of Sensationalists have learned by now, the fact that a sensation came originally from a human mind doesn’t necessarily make its re-experience a safe game for another human being.”


  He was silent for a moment. “That keff animal,” he said then. “You saw it. Can you imagine yourself thinking and feeling like a keff, Excellency?”


  Duffold grinned. “I hadn’t thought of it,” he said. He considered and shook his head. “Probably not too well.”


  “It appears to be a fairly complicated creature,” Wintan said. “Stupid, of course. It doesn’t need human intelligence to get along. But it’s not just a lump of life responding to raw surges of emotion. There are creatures that aren’t much else, a good deal farther down on the scale. They haven’t developed anything resembling a calculating brain, and what we call emotion is what guides them and keeps them alive. To be effective guides to something like that, those emotions have to be pretty strong. As a matter of fact, they’re quite strong enough to wreck anything as complex and carefully balanced as a conscious human mind very thoroughly, if it contacts them for more than a very short time.”


  “How do you know?” Duffold inquired.


  “So far, our Hub Sensationalists haven’t learned how to bottle anything like that,” Wintan said. “At least, we haven’t run into any indications of it. However, Psychology Service did learn how, since it was required for a number of reasons. In the process, we might have discovered that emotion can kill the body by destroying the mind in a matter of seconds if we hadn’t been made aware of the fact a good deal earlier—”


  “Yes?” Duffold said politely.


  “Excellency,” Wintan said, “civilized man is—with good reason, I think—a hellishly proud creature. Unfortunately, his achievements often make it difficult for him to accept that his remote ancestors—and the remote ancestors of every other mobile and intelligent life form we’ve come across—were, at one period, specks of appetite in the mud, driven by terrors and a brainless lust for survival, ingestion and procreation that are flatly inconceivable to the conscious human mind today.”


  Duffold laughed. “I’ll accept it,” he said agreeably.


  “In that case,” said Wintan, “you might consider accepting that precisely the same pattern is still present in each of our intelligent life forms and is still basically what motivates them as organisms. Selfgenerated or not, emotions like that can still shock the mind that contacts them consciously in full strength to death. Normally, of course, that’s a flat impossibility—our mental structure guarantees that what Alters through into consciousness is no more than the trace of a shadow of the basic emotions . . . no more than consciousness needs to guide it into reasonably intelligent conduct and, usually, at any rate, no more than consciousness can comfortably tolerate. But in an investigation of this kind, we’ll be playing around the edges of the raw stuff sooner or later. We’ll try to keep out of it, of course.”


  Duffold said thoughtfully that he was beginning to see the reason for safeguards. “What makes it possible for you to get into trouble here?”


  “Something like a cubic mile of helpful gadgetry,” Wintan said. “It’s quite an accomplishment.”


  “It is,” Duffold said. “So it’s not all conditioning then. Can you—conditioned—people get along without safeguards?”


  Wintan said amiably that to some extent they could. On reflection, it didn’t sound too bad to Duffold. The particular type of safeguard that had been provided for him in the pick-up room was to the effect that as he approached an emotional overload, he would be cut out of contact automatically with the events in the ship. Otherwise, he would remain an observer-participant, limited only by his lack of understanding of the progress of the operation.


  Wintan: I’ve given him fair warning, Pilch.


  Pilch, grudgingly: There’s no such thing in this game! I suppose you did what you could.


  Pictures moved now and then through the luminous mist. Some were so distinct that it seemed to Duffold he was looking straight through the bulk of the ship at the scene in question. Most were mere flickers of form and color, and a few a tentative haziness in which a single detail might assume a moment of solidity before the whole faded out.


  “Cabon’s checking the Anal arrangements,” Wintan said from the chair to Duffold’s right.


  Duffold nodded, fascinated by the notion that he was observing the projected images of a man’s mind, and disappointed that the meaning of much of it apparently was wasted on him. Buchele’s waxy face showed up briefly, followed by the picture of a thick-necked man whose cheekbones and jaw were framed by a trimmed bristle of red beard.


  “Our primary investigators, those two,” Wintan said briefly. “The other one’s Ringor—head of Pattern Analysis.” The mind-machines and their co-ordinators did what they could; they supplied power and analyzed a simultaneous wealth of detail no human mentality could begin to grasp in the same span of time. To some degree, they also predicted the course that should be followed. But the specific, moment to moment turns of the search for “X” were under the direction of human investigators. Eight or nine others would trace the progress of the leading two but would not become immediately involved unless they were needed. Pilch was one of these.


  The reconstruction of Yunnan’s camp area came gradually into sight now, absorbing the pick-up medium as it cleared and spread about and behind the two observers. Presently, it seemed to Duffold that he was looking down at the sleeping figure near the fire from a point about forty feet up in Palayata’s crisp night air. The illusion would have been perfect except for two patches of something like animated smoke to either side of Yunnan. He studied the phenomenon for a moment and was startled by a sudden impression that the swirling vapory lines of one of those patches was the face of the red-bearded investigator. It changed again before he could be sure. He glanced over at Wintan, suspended incongruously in his chair against the star-powdered night.


  The Service man grinned. “Saw it, too,” he said in a voice that seemed much too loud here to Duffold. “The other one is Buchele—or the projector’s impression of Buchele at the moment. They’re designed to present what they get in a form that makes some meaning in human perceptions, but they have peculiar notions about those! You’ll get used to it.”


  He was, Duffold decided, speaking of one of the machines. He was about to inquire further when the scene became active.


  Something a little like a faint, brief gleaming of planetary auroras . . . then showers of shooting stars . . . played about the horizons. For a moment he forgot he was watching a reconstruction. The lights and colors flowed together and became the upper part of the body of a blond woman smiling down over the distant mountains at the sleeping Palayatan, her hands resting on the tops of the ridges. Briefly, the face blurred into an unpleasantly grimacing mask and cleared again. Then the woman was gone, and in her place was a brightly lit, perfectly ordinary-looking room, in which a man in the uniform of the Service sat at a table.


  “What’s all this?” breathed Duffold.


  “Eh?” Wintan said absently. “Oh!” He turned his head and laughed. “Our investigators were tuning in on each other. They’ve worked together before, but it takes a moment or so—Ah, here we go!”


  Duffold blinked. The universe all around them was suddenly an unquiet grayness, a vaguely disturbing grayness because there was motion in it which couldn’t be identified. A rapid shifting and flowing of nothing into nothing that just missed having significance for him.


  “About as good a presentation as the projector can manage,” Wintan’s voice said, almost apologetically—and Wintan, too, Duffold noticed now, was invisible in the grayness. He felt uncomfortably isolated. “You’re looking at . . . well, it would be our Palayatan’s consciousness, if he were awake.”


  Duffold said nothing. He had been seized by the panicky notion that breathing might become difficult in this stuff, and he was trying to dismiss that notion. A splash of blue, a beautiful, vivid blue, blazed suddenly in the grayness and vanished. “They’re moving,” Wintan’s voice murmured. “Dream level now!”


  Breathing was difficult! If only that blue would come back—


  It came. Duffold gasped with relief, as gray veils exploded about him and a bright blue sky, deep with cloud-banks, spread overhead and all about. Wintan spoke from somewhere, with a touch of concern, “If this is bothering you at all, I can shut you out of it instantly, you know!”


  “No,” Duffold said. He broke out laughing. “I just discovered I’m not here!”


  It was true in a peculiar way. There wasn’t a trace of Wintan or himself or of their supporting chairs in sight here. He looked down through empty space where his body should have been and laughed again. But he could still feel himself and the pressure of the chair against him, at any rate; so he hadn’t become disembodied.


  “Dreams are odd.” Wintan’s voice sounded as if he might be smiling, too, but the concern hadn’t quite left it. “Especially when they’re somebody else’s. And especially again when that someone isn’t human. Incidentally, this is a visual pick-up for you. All you have to do to break it is to close your eyes.”


  Duffold closed his eyes experimentally and patted the side of the chair. Then he opened them again—


  Yunnan’s dream had changed in that instant. He was looking down now into a section of a shallow stream, swift-moving and clear, through which a creature like a mottled egg darted behind a silver lure. Another one showed up beyond it, both dashingly quick, propelled by a blurred paddling of red legs.


  “Mountain soquas,” said Wintan. “Our friend was spearing them during the day.” His voice sounded thoughtful. “No trace of anything that might indicate ‘X’, so far. I imagine they’ll stimulate a different type of sequence—”


  The scene flowed, as he spoke, into something entirely different again. This was, Duffold decided, apparently an angular caricature of a Palayatan town-street, presented in unpleasantly garish colors. Something that was in part a redlegged soqua and in part an extremely stout Palayatan was speaking excitedly to a small group of other Palayatans. The next moment, they had all turned and were staring straight at Duffold. Their eyes seemed to contain some terrible accusation. Involuntarily, he cringed—just as the scene flickered out of existence.


  The green luminescence was about them again. From the other chair, Wintan grinned briefly at him.


  “Tapped a nightmare layer,” he explained. “It woke him up. So our little friends have bad dreams, too, occasionally!” He studied Duffold quizzically. “Did you get the guilt in that one?”


  “Guilt?” Duffold repeated.


  “He’d been killing soquas,” Wintan said. “Naughty thing to do, according to his subconscious, so it punished him.” He added, “No luck at all, so far, unless there was something I missed. An orderly, childish mind. No real guile in it—and it does fit the way they look and act!”


  “Could it be faked?”


  “Well,” Wintan said, “we couldn’t do it. Not to that extent. They’ll hit the Deep Downs next, I imagine. Should become more interesting now.”


  A riot of color blazed up about them—color that was too rich and in meaningless flux and motion, or frozen into patterns that stirred Duffold uncomfortably. Something came to his memory and he turned and spoke in Wintan’s direction.


  “Yes,” Wintan’s voice replied, “it’s not surprising that it makes you think of some forms of human art. We have a comparable layer.” He was silent for a moment. “How do you feel?”


  “Slight headache,” Duffold said, surprised. “Why?”


  “It might affect you that way. Just close your eyes a while. I’ll let you know if we run into something significant.”


  Duffold closed his eyes obediently. Now that his attention was on it, the headache seemed more than slight. He began to massage his forehead with his fingertips. Wintan’s voice went on, “It’s a nearly parallel complex of mental structures, as one would expect, considering the physical similarities. This particular area originates when the brain’s visual centers are developing in the zygote. It’s pure visual experience, preceding any outside visual stimulus. Later on, in humans anyway, it can become a fertile source of art . . . also of nightmares, incidentally.” His voice stopped, then resumed sharply, “Buchele’s tracing something—there!”


  Duffold opened his eyes. Instantly, he had a sensation that was pure nightmare—of being sucked forward, swept up and out of his chair, up and into—


  The sensation stopped, and a velvety blackness swam in front of him like an intangible screen. He was still in his chair. He drew in a quivering breath. The only reason he hadn’t shouted in fright was that he hadn’t been capable of making a sound.


  “That—!” he gasped.


  “Easy,” Wintan said quietly. “I’ve shut you off.”


  “But that was that keff animal!”


  “Something very like it,” Wintan said, and Duffold realized that he could see the Service man again now. Wintan was watching something that was behind the area of screening blackness for Duffold, and if he felt any of the effects that had paralyzed Duffold, he didn’t show it. He added, “It’s very interesting. We’d been wondering about the keff!”


  “I thought,” Duffold said, “that Palayatans weren’t bothered by the animal.”


  Wintan glanced at him. “Our present Palayatans aren’t. Did you notice the stylized quality of that image and the feeling of size—almost like a monument?”


  Duffold said shortly that he hadn’t been in a frame of mind to observe details. His vulnerability was still irritating. “It looked like a keff to me. Why should it be in this fellow’s mind?”


  “Ancestral image,” Wintan said, “or I miss my guess! And that means—it almost has to mean that at one time the Palayatans weren’t immune to . . . ah, wait!”


  “Something new?” Duffold said quickly.


  Wintan seemed to hesitate. “Yes,” he said.


  “Then cut me in again. I don’t want to miss more than I have to.”


  For a moment, Duffold thought Wintan hadn’t responded. Then he realized that the blackness before him wasn’t quite what it had been a few seconds ago.


  He stared uncomprehendingly. An eerie shiver went over him. “What’s this?” he demanded, his voice unaccountably low.


  “Something really new!” Wintan said quietly. “I think, Excellency, that they’ve found ‘X’ !”


  For the moment, that seemed to have no meaning to Duffold. The pale thing swimming in the dark before them was roughly circular and quite featureless. He had a feeling it was nothing tangible, a dim light—but his hair was bristling at the back of his neck. The thought came to him that if this was what the projectors were making of the thing that had been tracked down, the mind-machines were as puzzled as he was. “Something really new—” Wintan had said.


  He realized that the thing wasn’t alone.


  To right and left of it, like hounds cautiously circling a strange beast they had overtaken, moved two lesser areas of light. The human investigators hadn’t withdrawn.


  They’re trying to make contact with it, he thought. And some of the sense of awe and oppression left him. If they could face this strangeness at first hand—


  It happened quickly. One of the smaller areas of light moved closer to the large one, hesitated and moved closer again. And something like a finger of brightness stabbed out from the large one and touched the other.


  Instantly, there was only blackness. Duff old heard Wintan catch his breath, and started to ask what had happened. He checked himself, appalled.


  A face swam hugely before them. It was Buchele’s, and it was the face of a personality sagging out of existence. The eyes were liquid, and the mouth slid open and went lax. Across the fading image flashed something sharp and decisive; and Duffold knew, without understanding how he knew it, that Cabon had given a command and that it had been acknowledged.


  In the next instant, as the scene of darkness and its pale inhabitant reshaped itself, he knew also by whom the command had been acknowledged.


  “No!” he shouted. He was struggling to get up out of the chair, as Wintan called out something he didn’t understand. But it was over by then.


  Again there had been three areas of light, two small and one large. Again, a small one came gliding in towards the large one; and again light stabbed out to meet it.


  This time, it was like a jarring dark explosion all around him. Dazed, Duffold seemed to hang suspended for a moment over a black pit, and then he was dropping towards it. It was, he sensed suddenly, like dropping into a living volcano. Its terrors, stench, and fury boiled up horribly to engulf him.


  The office seemed stuffy. Duffold reached back and turned the refresher up a few notches, simultaneously switching the window view to the spaceport section where the shuttles and transports stood ramped. Since he’d got back, that was the only available outside view he’d cared to look at. Except for that guide of Wintan’s—Albemarl or whatever his name was—four days ago, no Palayatan ever had been allowed into that area. They hadn’t sense enough to insure they would remain un-cindered there.


  He noticed the Service transport had landed at Ramp Thirteen. They were punctual, as usual. A few figures moved about it, too far off to be recognized. Duffold picked up the sheaf of Service reports from a corner of the desk, flicked through them and hauled out a sheet. There were some points he wanted to refresh his mind on before the coming interview with—well, with whomever it was they’d decided to send down! He hadn’t specified Pilch, though he imagined it was the kind of job she would be likely to take on.


  He read hurriedly, skipping sections here and there . . . Originally, then, it was the class of creatures of which the present-day keff is the only surviving species that forced the divergence in mental development on the proto-humanoids. Their evolutionary response was a shift of the primary center of awareness from the level of sensory interpretation to that of organic control, which has remained a semiautomatic, unconscious area of mind in any similar species. The telepathic bands on which the keff-like carnivores operated could stimulate only the sensory-response areas of the brain. The controlling central mind of the humanoid was no longer affected by them. The continuing inflow of keff-impulses on the upper telepathic bands became a meaningless irritation, and the brain eventually sealed off its receptors to them . . .


  “To an observer of the period, it might have seemed that the Palayatan humanoid species now had trapped itself in an evolutionary pocket. Animal intelligence must isolate itself from the full effect of the primitive emotional storms of the unconscious if it is to develop rationality and the ability of abstract thought. In doing this, it reduces its awareness of the semiautomatic levels of mind which remain largely in the area of the unconscious. In this case, however, it was losing contact with the level of sensory interpretation which normally is the indicated area of intellectual development . . . For many hundreds of thousands of years, the Palayatan humanoid remained superficially an animal. His brain was, in fact, continuing to evolve at a rate comparable to the proto-human one; but the increase in consciousness and potential of organization was being absorbed almost entirely by the internal mind to which he as a personality had retreated . . .”


  Duffold put that sheet down, shook his head, and selected another one. “. . . The fairly well-developed civilization we now find on Palayata . . . of comparatively recent date . . . The humanoid being with whom we have become familiar conveniently might be regarded as a secondary personality, subordinate to the internal one. However, the term is hardly more justified than if it were applied to the human sympathetic nervous system . . .


  “The Palayatan superficial mind has become an increasingly complex structure because the details of its required activities are complex. It has awareness of its motivations, but is not aware that an internal mind is the source of those motivations. It has no understanding of the fact that its individual desires and actions are a considered factor in the maintenance of the planetary civilization which it takes for granted.


  “On the other hand, the internal personality, at this stage of its development, is still capable of only a generalized comprehension of the material reality in which it exists as an organism. It employs its superficial mind as an agent which can be motivated to act towards material goals that will be beneficial to itself and its species. By human standards, the goals have remained limited ones since the possibility of achieving them depends on the actual degree of intelligence developed at present by the superficial minds. They are limited again by the internal minds’ imperfect concept of the nature of material reality. As an example, the fact that space might extend beyond the surface of their planet has had no meaning to them, though it has been presented as a theoretical possibility by some abstract thinkers . . .”


  Duffold shoved the sheets back into the stack. He couldn’t argue with the reports or with the Service’s official conclusion regarding Palayata, and he didn’t doubt that the Hub Departments would accept them happily. So we’re dealing with a native race of split personalities this time—no matter, so long as the Service guarantees they’re harmless! The emotional disturbance they caused human beings couldn’t be changed, unfortunately; but any required close contacts could be handled by drug-fortified personnel.


  Everybody was going to feel satisfied with the outcome—except Duffold. He was reaching for another section of the reports when the desk communicator murmured softly up at him.


  “Oh!” he said. “Why, yes. Send her right in!”


  He studied Pilch curiously after she was seated. Objectively, she locked as attractive as ever, with her long, clean lines and a profile almost too precisely perfect. Otherwise, she stirred no feeling in him this time; and he was a little relieved about that.


  “I understand,” she said, “that you weren’t entirely pleased with our reports?”


  “I did have a few questions,” Duffold said. “It was very good of you to come. The original reports, of course, have been transmitted to my headquarters.”


  She nodded briefly.


  “Personally,” Duffold said hesitantly, “I find all this a little difficult to believe. Of course, I blacked out before the investigation was concluded. The reports simply state what you found, not how you got the information.”


  “That’s right,” said Pilch. “How we got it wouldn’t mean much to someone who wasn’t familiar with our methods of operation. What part can’t you believe? That the real Palayatan is so far inside himself that he hardly knows we’re around when we meet him?”


  “Oh, I’ll accept that that’s the way it is!” Duffold said irritably. “But how did you find out?”


  “One of those inner minds told us,” said Pilch. “Not the one inside Yunnan—he was scared to death by the time we got done with him and yelled for help. So another one reached out far enough from the planet to see what was wrong—a colleague of ours, so to speak. At least, he regards himself as a psychologist—a specialist in mental problems.”


  Duffold shook his head helplessly.


  “Well, it’s an odd sort of existence, by our standards,” Pilch said. “I don’t think I’d go for it myself. But they like it well enough.” She thought a moment and added, “The feeling I had was as if you were a deep-sea animal, intensely aware of yourself and of everything else in a big, dark ocean all around you. Actually, there was a sort of richness in the feeling. I’d say their life-experience is at least as varied as the average human one.”


  “What scared Yunnan?” Duffold asked.


  “He knew something was wrong. He didn’t realize he’d been removed bodily from the planet, but to use our terms, he felt as if he had suddenly grown almost deaf—and invisible. He couldn’t understand the other Palayatans very well anymore, and they didn’t seem to be too aware of him. And then our investigators suddenly were talking to him! Do you know what human beings seem like to those inside Palayatans? Something like small sleepy animals that have mysteriously turned up in their world. I imagine our degree of organic intelligence can’t be too impressive at that! So when two of those animals began to address him—conscious minds like himself, but not his kind of mind—Yunnan panicked.”


  “So he killed Buchele,” Duffold said.


  Pilch said impassively, “It would be correct to say that Buchele killed himself. There were sections of his mind that he had never been able to accept as part of himself. Buchele was an idealist in his opinion of himself, and in Service work that’s a risk. Of course, he had a right to insist on taking that risk if he chose.”


  “Exactly what did happen to him?” Duffold said carefully.


  “The Palayatan jolted a sealed-off section of Buchele’s mind into activity, and Buchele met its impact in full consciousness. It killed him.”


  “No matter how you phrase it,” Duffold said, “it seems that one human being, at least, has been murdered by a Palayatan!”


  She shook her head. “Not if murder is in the intention. Because it was only trying to frighten Buchele off. It’s the way they deal with another mind that is annoying them.”


  “Frighten him off?” Duffold repeated incredulously.


  “Look,” Pilch said, “every time you felt that anxiety you mentioned, you’d been jolted by some Palayatan in exactly the same way! Every human being, every intelligent life-form we know about, keeps that stuff out of awareness by layers and layers of mental padding. Our heavy-duty civilized emotions are just trickles of the real thing! It takes the kind of power equipment we have on the ship to drive ourselves down consciously, with full awareness, to the point where we’re close enough to it that a Palayatan could topple us in. So it can’t ever happen on the planet.”


  Duffold looked like a man who has suddenly come upon a particularly distasteful notion.


  “Some people reported euphorias!” he said.


  Pilch nodded. “I didn’t mention that because I knew you wouldn’t care for it. Well, I told you they’ve been regarding us as some sort of small strange animal. Some of them become quite fond of the little beasts. So they stimulate us pleasantly—till we take a nip out of them or whatever it is we do that annoys them. Tell me something,” she went on before he could reply, “just before you blacked out during the investigation, what were the sensations you hit—terror, self-disgust, rage?”


  He looked at her carefully. “Well—all of that,” he said. “The outstanding feeling was that I was in close contact with something incredibly greedy, devouring . . . foul! I can appreciate Buchele’s attitude.” He hesitated. “How did it happen that I wasn’t aware of what got Buchele?”


  “Automatic switch-off for the instant it lasted. It was obvious that it was going over the level of emotional tolerance that had been set for you. We told you there’d be safeguards.”


  “I see,” said Duffold. “Then what about the other thing?”


  Pilch looked faintly surprised. “Wintan would have cut you out of it, if he’d had the time,” she said. “But obviously you did tolerate it even if you blacked out for a while. That was still well within the safe limit.”


  Duffold felt a slow stirring of rage. “When you took Buchele’s place, it seemed to me that the Palayatan struck at you in the same way he had at Buchele. Is that correct?”


  Pilch nodded. “It is.”


  “But because of your . . . superior conditioning, it didn’t disturb your . . .”


  “Not enough to keep me from making use of it,” Pilch said.


  “In what way?”


  “I opened it up on the Palayatan. That,” said Pilch, “was when he yelled for help. But it was too bad you picked it up!”


  Duffold carefully traced a large, even circle on the desk top with a fingertip. “And you could accept that as being part of your mind?” he said with a note of mild wonder. “Well, I suppose you should be congratulated on such an unusual ability.”


  She looked a little pale as she walked out of the office. But, somehow, Duffold couldn’t find any real satisfaction in that.


  Wintan was leaning against the side of the central Outpost building as Pilch came out of the entrance. She stopped short.


  “Thought you’d be at the transport,” she said.


  “I was,” Wintan said. “Twelve slightly stunned keffs in good shape have been loaded, and I was making a last tour of the area.”


  “Albemarl?” she asked as they started walking back to the ramps. “Or the psychologist?”


  “Both,” Wintan said. “I’d have liked to say good-by to Albemarl, but there’s still no trace of the old tramp anywhere. He’d have enjoyed the keff hunt, too! Too bad he had to wander off again.”


  “How about the other one?”


  “Well, there’s very little chance he’ll actually contact us, of course,” Wintan said. “However”—he held his right hand up—“observe the new wrist adornment! If he’s serious about it, that’s to help him locate me.”


  She looked at two polished black buttons set into a metal wrist-strap. “What’s it supposed to do?”


  “Theoretically, it sets up a small spot of static on their awareness band. Tech hasn’t had a chance to test it, of course, but it seems to be working. I’ve been getting some vaguely puzzled looks from our local friends as I wander about, but that’s as much interest as they’ve shown. How did it go with his Excellency?”


  “Satisfactorily, I suppose,” Pilch said grudgingly. “No heavy dramatics. But for a while there, you know, that little man had me feeling mighty unclean!”


  “Self-defense,” Wintan said tolerantly. “Give him time to shake it down. Basically, he already knows it was one of his own little emotional volcanoes he dropped into, not yours. But it’ll be a year or two before he’s really able to admit it to himself, and meanwhile he can let off steam by sitting around and loathing you thoroughly from time to time.”


  “I read the Predictor’s report on him, too,” Pilch said. “I still don’t agree it was the right way to handle it.”


  Wintan shrugged. “Cabon can estimate them! If we’d jolted this one much heavier, it might have broken him up. But if the jolt had been a little too light, he could have buried it permanently away and forgotten about it again. As it is, he knows what’s inside him, and eventually he’ll know it consciously. When he does, he’ll be ready for Service work without qualifications—and that means he won’t go out some day like Buchele did!”


  They walked on in silence for a while, through the drifting crowds of visiting Palayatans. Assorted Hub perfumes tinged the air, soft voices chattered amiably, faces turned curiously after the passing humans. “What makes you all so sure Duffold will be back?” Pilch said finally. “Even if he realizes what happened, the rap on the nose he got could be discouraging.”


  “It could be, for someone else,” Wintan said. “But there’re some you can’t keep away, once they learn where the biggest job really is. For his Excellency, the rap on the nose will turn out eventually to have been Stage One of conditioning.”


  “Well, maybe. But an idealist like that,” said Pilch, “always strikes me as peculiar! They never want to look at the notion that the real reason Man rates some slight cosmic approval is that he can act as well as he does, in spite of the stuff he’s evolving from.”


  “Can’t really blame them,” Wintan remarked. “As you probably discovered in your own conditioning, some of that stuff just isn’t good to look at.”


  “Now there for once,” Pilch agreed darkly, “you spoke a fairsized truth! Incidentally, that static you’re spreading doesn’t seem to meet with everyone’s approval around here. I’ve been jolted three times in the last ten seconds!”


  “Small boy about six steps behind us,” Wintan reported. “He’s scowling ferociously—but mama’s leading him off-now! Wonder what he made of it consciously?”


  “He’ll probably grow up with a vague but firmly held notion that Hub humans don’t smell good!” Pilch estimated. They were coming up to a long, low wall from which the ramp-ways led into the sunken take-off section. The crowds were thinning out. “Have you noticed anyone acting as if he might conceivably be our psychologist?”


  Wintan said he hadn’t. “If he’s in the area, as he said he would be, he’s still got about ten minutes to make up his mind to go space-faring. Let’s stop here and give him a last chance to show up before we go out on the ramp!”


  They leaned back against the wall surveying passing natives hopefully. “He was excited about the idea at first,” Wintan said, “but I imagine it seemed like too big a change when he’d had time to think about it. After all, he would have lost contact with all his kind before the ship was out of the system.”


  Pilch shivered. “Like a man living in a solitary dream for years, listening to the voices of strange entities. Isn’t it odd—two intelligent races, physically side by side, but each blocked from any real contact with the other by the fears of its own mind!”


  “It needn’t have stayed that way!” Wintan said regretfully. “Lord, the things we could have learned! We working down towards his awareness band, and he working up towards ours. Wish we had time to experiment here for a year or so! But the Great God Schedule has got us. It’s likely to, be a half century before the Service can spare another look at Palayata!”


  Pilch glanced at her timepiece.


  “The same Schedule also says we start moving towards Ramp Thirteen right now, Wintan!”


  They moved, reluctantly. As they came up the stairs to the locked platform gate, a lanky figure that had been sitting beside it, stood up without unseemly haste.


  Pilch darted a wild glance at Wintan. “Great Suns!” she said as they both came to a stop. Wintan was clearing his throat. “Ah, Albemarl—” His voice sounded shaky. “I greet you!”


  “And I greet you, Wintan!” the elderly Palayatan said benignly. “I must ask your forgiveness for not having met you here as I promised, but I have had a very strange experience.”


  “Ah, yes?” Wintan said.


  “Yes, indeed! For forty long years, I have wandered over the face of the world, welcome everywhere because of my great wisdom and the free flow of my advice. When you asked me some time ago whether I would like to enter your ship and go out of the world in it, into that strange emptiness overhead from which you people come, I laughed at you. Because—forgive me again, Wintan—we all think here that it is very foolish to leave a fair and familiar world and the comfort of many, many friends, in order, at best and after a long time, to reach another world that cannot be so very different, where friends must be made again. Also, you spoke of risks.”


  “Yes,” Wintan said, “there are always risks, of course.”


  Albemarl nodded. “But on the night after you left,” he said, “I had a dream. A strong voice spoke to me, which I know as the voice of my True Self”—Pilch gulped—“and it told me of a thing I had overlooked. I knew then it was true, but it disturbed me greatly. So for these days and nights I have been wandering about the hills, thinking of what it said. But in the end I have come here with a calm heart to ask whether I may now enter the ship and go wandering with you and your friends through all the years and the strangeness that is beyond the world.”


  “You may, indeed, Albemarl!” Wintan said.


  “And we leave now? I am ready.”


  “We leave now!” Wintan gave Pilch a look, still incredulous but shining; then he stepped up to the gate and put the ball of his thumb against the lock that would open only to a human pattern.


  “Albemarl,” Pilch said gently, as the gate hissed open, “would you mind very much telling me what the thing was that you had overlooked?”


  Albemarl blinked at her benevolently with his somewhat muddy Palayatan eyes. “Why, not at all! It is a simple thing but a great one—that wisdom accepts no limits. So when a wise man hears of a new thing that may be learned, beyond anything he knew before, it may not seem as comforting as the familiar things he knows, but he must learn it or he will never be content.”


  Wintan had moved back from the gate to let Pilch through. She put her hand on Albemarl’s elbow and stepped up to the gate with him. Then she stopped.


  “After you, brother!” Pilch said.


  THE END


  1957


  THE BIG TERRARIUM


  They called it “The Little because it was just like Fred’s farm back on Earth—only where his fence ended it became strictly out of this world!” And in spite of the incredible weather and the floating Eyes, it could have been able if it weren’t for the Things Fred had to share it with!


  THE THIRD morning Fred Nieheim woke up in the Little Place, he no longer had to prove to himself that he wasn’t dreaming. He knew where he was, all right, along with the rest of them—Wilma and Ruby and Howard Cooney and the Cobrisol. But knowing it didn’t make him any happier!


  He remained lying on his back, gazing moodily out through the bedroom window, while he wondered how one went about getting back to Earth from here—specifically, to the Nieheim farm twenty-two miles south of Richardsville, Pennsylvania, U.S.A. It wasn’t apparently just a matter of finding a way out through the very odd sort of barriers that fenced in the area. According to the Cobrisol, a local creature which appeared to be well-informed, they would then simply be in something known as “Outside,” which was nowhere near Earth. At least, the Cobrisol had never heard of Earth, and still wasn’t entirely convinced that it existed.


  “Sometimes, Fred,” it had hinted gently only last evening while they sat together on the front porch, watching a rather good production of an Earth-type sunset above the apple orchard, “sometimes the memory and other mental functions are deranged by transfer from one Place to another. Don’t let it worry you, though! Such effects almost always wear off in time . . .”


  Fred felt Wilma stir quietly in bed beside him, and he raised himself cautiously on an elbow to look at her. The bed creaked.


  Ruby went, “Chuck-chuck!” sharply from the corner of the bedroom, where she slept in a basket. She was a middle-aged hen pheasant of belligerent nature, who regarded herself as the watchdog of the Nieheim farm. Basket and all, she’d been transferred along with them ‘n the Little Place.


  Fred remained quiet until Ruby stuck her head back under her wing. Wilma was still asleep, and only a rounded, smooth shoulder and a mop of yellow hair were visible at the moment above the blankets. They had been married less than two years, and if he and Wilma and Ruby had been set down here alone, he mightn’t have minded it so much. The Cobrisol had assured him that one ordinarily received the best of care and attention in the Little Places; and the Cobrisol itself, though disconcerting in appearance until you got used to it, seemed to be as agreeable a neighbor as anyone could want.


  Unfortunately, there was also Howard Cooney . . .


  OUT IN the kitchen, precisely as Fred’s reflections reached that point, a metallic clatter announced that Howard Cooney was manipulating Wilma’s big iron skillet on the stove again.


  Fred scowled thoughtfully. For a recent acquaintance, Howard certainly was making himself at home with them! He was a tramp who had happened to select the night of their transfer to sleep in the shed back of the Nieheim farmhouse; and so he’d been picked up and brought along, too. Unfortunately, whoever or whatever had constructed a reasonably accurate duplicate of a section of the Nieheim farm in the Little Place, hadn’t bothered to include the shed. The first night, at Wilma’s suggestion, Howard had moved into the living room. After that, he’d stayed there.


  Fred felt he couldn’t reasonably object to the arrangement under the circumstances, but he suspected that Howard was an untrustworthy character. He’d already begun to ogle Wilma when he thought nobody was noticing—and there was the disturbing fact that he was considerably bigger and huskier than Fred . . .


  He’d better, Fred decided uneasily, work out a method of getting them all back to Earth before Howard got the wrong kind of ideas!


  “MORNING,” Howard Cooney said hospitably, as Fred came into the kitchen. “Sit down and have some hoot. Where’s Wilma?”


  Fred said Wilma was still sleeping.


  “Me,” said Howard, “I’m up with the sun! Or what goes for the sun around here. Know what? I’m going to build a still!” He explained that he’d discovered a maze of piping under the front porch which wasn’t connected to anything and which he could use for the purpose.


  Fred doubted Howard would have any success with his dubious project, but he didn’t comment on it. The piping wouldn’t be missed. The duplicated house functioned just as well as the house back on Earth had; but it was operated on different and—so far—incomprehensible principles. Hot and cold water ran out of the proper faucets and vanished down the drains, but neither faucets nor drains appeared to be connected to anything but the solid walls! Similarly, the replicas of the electric stove and refrigerator performed their normal duties—but Fred had discovered by accident that they worked just as well when they weren’t plugged into the electric outlets. It was all a little uncanny, and he preferred not to think about it too much.


  He tried a slice of the hoot Howard had been frying. Hoots came in various flavors, and this one wasn’t at all bad—quite as good as ham, in fact. He said so.


  “Could have been a famous chef back on Earth if I’d wanted to!” Howard admitted carelessly. “This is last night’s hoot, by the way. There weren’t any fresh ones floating around this morning.”


  “Howard,” said Fred, “I’m trying to think of a way to get us back to Earth—”


  “You are?” Howard looked startled and then frowned. “Look, Buster,” he said in a confidential tone, leaning across the table, “let’s face it. We got it soft here! Once I get the liquor situation straightened out, we’ll have everything we need!”


  Fred’s mouth opened in surprise. “You don’t mean you want to stay here all your life, do you?”


  Howard eyed him speculatively. “You ought to wise up! You never been in stir, have you? Well, that’s where you are now!”


  “It’s more like a zoo!” said Fred. “And—”


  “Call it a zoo,” the tramp interrupted. “Same principle.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Trying to break out is a good way to get killed, see? And it’s likely to make it rough on everyone else. You wouldn’t want something worse than being shut up here to happen to Wilma, would you?” He grinned amiably at Fred, but the little gray eyes were shrewd and, at the moment, a trifle menacing.


  There was just enough sense in what he’d said to make Fred uncertain; Howard seemed to have had some experiences which could be of value now. “What do you think we ought to do?” he inquired.


  However, at that point, Howard became rather vague. In stir, he said, one had to take things easy until one had figured out the system. And then one made use of the system.


  The danger was in getting whoever was in charge of the Little Place riled up by thoughtless action . . .


  GOING IN search of the Cobrisol after breakfast, Fred admitted to himself that he couldn’t quite make out what Howard Cooney was after. The tramp seemed to have something definite in mind, but apparently he wasn’t willing to reveal it at this time.


  At any rate, he’d made it clear that he didn’t intend to be helpful about getting them back to Earth.


  He found the Cobrisol coiled up at the head of a sloping section of ground which apparently was intended to represent, the upper half of the south meadow of the Nieheim farm on Earth. As such, it was a few hundred yards out of place, and the grass that grew there wasn’t exactly grass either; but Fred didn’t pay much attention to such arbitrary rearrangements of his property any more.


  “Nice day, isn’t it?” he remarked, coming up.


  “If you’re speaking of the weather, yes!” said the Cobrisol. “Otherwise, I’ll reserve my opinion.”


  Fred sat down beside it.


  “Something wrong?”


  The Cobrisol nodded. “Possibly . . .!” It was a quite oddlooking creature, with a snaky, ten-foot body, brick-red in color and with a rubbery feel to it, and a head that was a little like that of a pig and a little more like that of an alligator. No arms or legs, but it didn’t seem to miss them. When it moved slowly, it extended and contracted itself like an earthworm; when it was in a hurry, it slithered about in sideways loops like a snake. “Take a look around!” it invited significantly.


  Fred gazed about. There was the usual, vague sort of sun-disk shining through the overhead haze, and the morning was pleasantly warm. At the end of the meadow was a huge, vertical something with indefinite borders called a “mirror-barrier,” inside which he could see the Cobrisol and himself sitting in the grass, apparently a long distance away, and the duplicated farm-house behind them. To the left was a rather accurate reproduction of the Nieheim apple orchard—though the trees were constructed more like firs—complete with a copy of the orchard section of the Nieheim trout stream. Unfortunately, no trout appeared to have been transferred.


  Beyond the orchard was a thick, motionless mist which blended into the haze of the sky. The mist was another barrier; the Cobrisol called it a “barrier of confusion.” The first day, Fred had made a determined attempt to walk out of the Little Place at that point; it had been a confusing experience, all right!


  THERE WASN’T much more to the Little Place. Behind the house, the ground sloped uphill into another wall of mist. He could hear Wilma and Howard Cooney talking in the back garden; and a number of small, circular objects that looked as if they might be made of some shiny metal floated about here and there in the air. The Cobrisol had explained that these were Eyes, through which the goings-on in the Little Place were being observed. Their motion seemed aimless, but Fred hadn’t been able to get close enough to one to catch it.


  “Everything looks about the same to me!” he admitted at last.


  “Everything?” repeated the Cobrisol.


  Its long toothy jaws and rubbery throat moved slightly as it spoke, though it wasn’t actually pronouncing human words. Neither had Fred been talking in the Cobrisol’s language, whatever that was. It was a little hard to understand. They hadn’t been suddenly gifted with telepathy; it was just that when you were set down in a Little Place, you knew what the other intelligent creatures there wanted to say. And it sounded as if they were using your kind of speech.


  Fred had given up trying to figure it out . . .


  “Well, there aren’t any hoots in sight this morning,” he acknowledged. “Or robols either!” he added, after a brief search of the meadow grass. “Howard Cooney mentioned the hoots were gone at breakfast.”


  “Very observant of the Cooney person!” the Cobrisol stated drily. It and Howard had disliked each other on sight. “Fred, there are a few matters I feel I should discuss with you.”


  “Now’s a good time for a chat!” Fred said agreeably.


  The Cobrisol darted its head about in a series of rapid, snaky motions, surveying the area.


  “The Eyes,” it remarked then, “have assumed an unusual observational pattern this morning! You will note that two are stationed directly above us. Another cluster has positioned itself above the roof of the house. Early in the morning, an exceptionally large number were gathered, among the trees of the orchard. These have now largely transferred themselves to the opposite side of the Little Place, near the maze-barrier.”


  “I see,” said Fred, wondering what it was driving at.


  “The One who maintains this Place is showing a remarkable degree of interest in us today!” the Cobrisol concluded.


  Fred nodded.


  “VERY WELL,” the creature resumed. “Life in a Little Place is usually very satisfactory. The Ones who maintain them can be regarded as hobbyists who take a benevolent interest in the life-forms they select to inhabit their creations. Whereas Big Places, of course, are designed for major scientific projects . . .” The creature shuddered slightly throughout its length. “I’ve never been in one of those, but—well, I’ve heard stories! Until this morning, Fred, I was inclined to regard us here as exceptionally fortunate life-forms!”


  “Well,” Fred said, frowning, “I don’t quite agree with . . . what do you mean, ‘until this morning’ ?”


  “There are indications that this Place is being maintained, shall we say, carelessly? Nothing conclusive, as yet, you understand. But indications!” The Cobrisol jerked its head in the direction of the mirror-barrier. “That barrier, for instance, Fred, and one or two others have been permitted to go soft overnight!”


  “Go soft?” Fred repeated. “They’re no longer operating as barriers. If we chose to, we could go right through them now—and be Outside! An almost unheard-of example of slip-shod maintenance—”


  Fred brightened. “Well, say!” He got hurriedly to his feet. “Let’s try it then!” He hesitated. “I’ll go get Wilma and Ruby first though. I don’t like to leave Wilma alone with that Cooney character!”


  The Cobrisol hadn’t moved. “I’m afraid you don’t have the picture,” it remarked. “You assume that once you’re Outside you’ll be able to find your way back to the place you call Earth?”


  “Not exactly,” Fred said cautiously. He didn’t like to be evasive with the Cobrisol, but he wasn’t sure it would want, them to leave—and it might be in a position to make their departure more difficult. “We could just step through and look around a little . . .”


  “Even if we weren’t under observation at the moment,” the Cobrisol pointed out, “you wouldn’t live very long if you did. No life form—as we know life-forms—can exist Outside! The barriers are set up to keep us where it’s safe. That’s why it’s so irresponsible of the One—”


  Fred abandoned the idea of taking Wilma with him. He’d have to make a careful check first. “About how long,” he inquired, “could I stand it out there, safely?”


  “Forget it, Fred!” the creature advised him earnestly. “Unless you knew exactly what to do to get back into the Little Place, you’d be worse than dead as soon as you stepped out there! And you don’t.”


  “Do you?” Fred challenged it.


  “Yes,” said the Cobrisol, “I do. But I won’t tell you. Sit down again, Fred.”


  Fred sat down thoughtfully. At least, he’d learned a few new facts, and the knowledge might come in handy.


  “A few moments ago,” the Cobrisol said, “you made an interesting statement! It appears that you don’t wish to leave Wilma alone with the other human?”


  Fred glanced at it in surprise. “No,” he said shortly, “I don’t.”


  THE COBRISOL hesitated.


  “I don’t wish to be tactless,” it remarked. “I understand many species have extremely rigid taboos on the subject—but might this have something to do with the process of procreation?”


  Fred flushed. He hadn’t got quite that far in his thoughts about Wilma and Howard. “In a general sort of way,” he admitted.


  The Cobrisol regarded him judiciously. “Wilma is a charming life-form,” it stated then, somewhat to Fred’s surprise, “whereas the Cooney is as offensive as he is ignorant. I approve of your attitude, Fred! How do you intend to kill him?”


  Shocked, Fred protested that he didn’t intend to kill Howard Cooney. Human beings didn’t act like that—or, at least, they weren’t supposed to.


  “Ah,” said the Cobrisol. “That is unusual!” It reflected a moment. “To get back, then, to our previous subject—”


  “What previous subject?” By now, Fred was getting a little confused by the sudden shifts in the conversation.


  “Hoots and robols,” the Cobrisol said tersely. “They don’t just fade away—and there were enough around last evening to have kept us all supplied for another week. What may we deduce from their sudden disappearance, Fred?”


  Fred considered. “They got sick and died?”


  “Try again!” the Cobrisol told him encouragingly. “We could still see a dead hoot, couldn’t we?”


  “Something ate them!” Fred said, a trifle annoyed.


  “Correct! Something,” added the Cobrisol, “with a very large appetite—or else a number of perhaps less voracious somethings. Something, further, that was transferred here during the night, since there was no shortage in the food supplies previous to this morning. And, finally—since it’s given no other indications of its presence—something with secretive habits!”


  Fred looked around uneasily. “What do you think it is?”


  “Who knows?” The Cobrisol had no shoulders to shrug with, but it employed an odd, jerky motion now which gave the same impression. “A Gramoose? An Icien? Perhaps even a pack of Bokans . . .” It indicated the observing Eyes above the house with a flick of its snout. “The point is, Fred, that the One appears curious to see what we shall do in the situation! Taken together with the softening of the barriers, this suggests a deplorable—and, for us, perhaps very unfortunate—degree of immaturity in our particular hobbyist!”


  FEELING his face go pale, Fred got to his feet. “I’m going to go tell Wilma to stay in the house with Ruby!” he announced shakily.


  “A wise precaution!” The Cobrisol uncoiled and came slithering along beside him as he strode rapidly towards the house. “The situation, incidentally, does have one slight advantage for you personally.”


  “What’s that?” Fred inquired.


  “I have noticed that the Cooney individual is considerably larger and more powerful than you. But you can emphasize to him now that, since we are in a state of common danger, this is no time to indulge in procreational dispikes . . .”


  Before Fred could answer, there was a sudden furious squawking from Ruby in the back garden. An instant later, he heard a breathless shriek from Wilma and a sort of horrified bellowing from Howard Cooney. He came pounding up to the front porch just as the house door flew open. Howard dashed out, wild-eyed, leaped down the porch stairs, almost knocking Fred over, and charged on.


  Fred’s impression was that the big man hadn’t even seen him. As he scrambled up on the porch, there was a thud and a startled “Oof!” behind him, as if Howard had just gone flat on his face, but he didn’t look back. Wilma came darting through the door in Howard’s tracks, Ruby tucked firmly under her left arm and a big iron skillet grasped in her right hand. Her face looked white as paper under its tan.


  “Run, Fred!” she gasped. “There’s something at the back door!”


  “You’re mistaken, Wilma,” the Cobrisol’s voice informed them from the foot of the stairs. “It’s now coming around the house. Up on the front porch, everyone! You, too, Cooney! No place to run to, you know!”


  “What’s coming?” Fred demanded hoarsely. He added to Wilma, “Here, I’ll hold Ruby!”


  Nobody answered immediately. Howard thumped up the steps, closely followed by the Cobrisol. It struck Fred then that it probably had been a flip of the Cobrisol’s tail that halted Howard; but Howard wasn’t complaining. He took up a stand just behind Wilma, breathing noisily.


  The Cobrisol coiled up on Fred’s left.


  “It’s an Icien . . . Well, things could be worse—listen!”


  Ruby clasped under his left arm, Fred listened. A number of Eyes were bobbing about excitedly in front of the porch. Suddenly, he heard footsteps.


  They were heavy, slow, slapping steps, as if something were walking through mud along the side of the house. Fred turned to the edge of the porch where Howard had been pulling up plankings to find material for his still. A four-foot piece of heavy pipe lay beside the loose boards, and he picked that up just as Wilma and Howard uttered a gasp of renewed shock . . .


  Something—the Icien—was standing behind the south end of the porch!


  “Ah!” it said in a deep voice, peering in at the group through the railings. “Here we all are!”


  FRED STARED at it speechlessly. It stood on two thick legs, and it had a round head where a head ought to be. It was at least seven feet tall, and seemed to be made of moist black leather—even the round, bulging eyes and the horny slit of a mouth were black. But the oddest thing about it was that, in addition, it appeared to have wrapped a long black cloak tightly around itself.


  It marched on to the end of the porch and advanced towards the stairs, where it stopped.


  “Are all the intelligent inhabitants of the Place assembled here?” the inhuman voice inquired.


  Fred discovered that his knees were shaking uncontrollably. But nobody else seemed willing to answer.


  “We’re all here!” he stated, in as steady a voice as he could manage. “What do you want?” The Icien stared directly at him for a long moment. Then it addressed the group in general.


  “Let this be understood first! Wherever an Icien goes, an Icien rules!”


  It paused. Fred decided not to dispute the statement just now. Neither did anyone else.


  “Splendid!” The Icien sounded somewhat mollified. “Now, as all intelligent beings know,” it went on, in a more conversational tone, “the Law of the Little Places states that a ruling Icien must never go hungry while another life-form is available to nourish it . . .” The black cloak around it seemed to stir with a slow, writhing motion of its own. “I am hungry!” the Icien added, simply but pointedly.


  UNCONSCIOUSLY, the humans on the porch had drawn a little closer together.


  The Cobrisol stayed where it was, motionless and watchful, while the monster’s black eyes swiveled from one to the other of the petrified little group.


  “The largest one, back there!” it decided shortly.


  And with that, what had looked like a cloak unfolded and snapped out to either side of it. For a blurred, horrified second, Fred thought of giant sting-rays on an ocean bottom, of octopi—of demonish vampires! The broad, black flipper-arms the creature had held wrapped about it were lined with row on row of wet-toothed sucker-mouths! From tip to tip, they must have stretched almost fifteen feet!


  Howard Cooney made a faint screeching noise and fainted dead away, collapsing limply to the porch.


  “Ah!” rumbled the Icien, with apparent satisfaction. “The rest of you may now stand back—” It took a step forward, the arms sweeping around to reach out ahead of it. Then it stopped.


  “I said,” it repeated, on a note of angry surprise, “that you may now stand back!”


  Ruby clacked her beak sharply; there was no other sound. Fred discovered he had half-raised the piece of pipe, twisting it back from his wrist like a one-handed batter. Wilma held the big skillet in front of her, grasping it determinedly in both hands. Her face wasn’t white any more; it was flushed, and her lips were set. And the Cobrisol’s neck was drawn back like that of a rattlesnake, its jaws suddenly gaping wide.


  “What is this?” The Icien glanced at some of the Eyes floating nearby, as if seeking support. “Are you defying the Law?” it demanded.


  No one answered; but Fred realized, in a rush of relief which left him almost weak enough to follow Howard’s example, that the monster was licked! It withdrew its horrid flippers slowly, letting them trail on the ground, while it shifted its weight uncertainly from one thick leg to the other.


  And then Ruby burst into a series of raucous, derisive sounds that made everyone start nervously, including the Icien. The Cobrisol closed its long jaws with a snap. The Icien snorted, wrapped its flipper-arms back about itself, turned and stalked off toward the apple orchard. Its feet were huge and flat like the flippers of a seal, Fred noticed, which seemed to account for the odd, sloppy sounds it made with each step.


  At the edge of the trees, it turned again.


  “This matter is not settled!” it rumbled menacingly. “But for the time being, the stream back here and the trees are my personal area. You will enter it at your own risk!”


  Its voice and appearance still made Fred’s skin crawl. “We’ll agree to that,” he answered hoarsely. “But you’ll leave that area again at your own risk!”


  The Icien gave him a final, silent stare before it moved on into the orchard.


  They began to revive Howard Cooney . . .


  ODDLY enough, Howard seemed more sullen than grateful when he woke up finally and realized the Icien was gone.


  “If it hadn’t been for my weak heart,” he growled, “I’d have clobbered the devilish creature!”


  “An excellent suggestion,” the Cobrisol remarked approvingly. “You’ll find it sitting in the trout stream, Cooney . . .”


  Howard grunted and changed the subject. Within an hour after their encounter with the new neighbor, all the Eyes had disappeared from the area, indicating that whoever was using them didn’t expect anything of interest to happen now. But the hoots and robols were back in normal numbers.


  Apparently, a crisis had been passed! The only thing remarkable about the next day was that the weather turned hot and dry. The night wasn’t much of an improvement, and by noon of the day that followed, it looked as if they were in for a regular Earth-style heat wave.


  Wondering whether this meant that summer was now on the Little Place’s calendar, Fred rigged up a makeshift hammock on the front porch, which seemed to be the coolest spot around the house. While Wilma gratefully napped in the hammock and Ruby drooped in a corner with a pan of water near her half-open beak, he sat on the front steps putting an edge to their two largest kitchen knives. He’d fastened the knife-handles into longish pieces of piping the afternoon after the Icien showed up; they made quite formidable looking weapons.


  But he wished they were all safely back home again.


  Glancing up presently, he discovered the Cobrisol in the meadow, moving slowly toward the house. Howard Cooney hadn’t been in sight for the past two hours, which was one of the reasons Fred was maintaining informal guard duty until Wilma woke up. There’d been some trouble with Howard the evening before, and he suspected the tramp was still in a sulky mood, which wouldn’t be improved any by the heat.


  Twice, on its way to the house, the Cobrisol reached up languidly to snap a low-fluttering hoot out of the air; and each time, Fred winced. He’d convinced Wilma—and nearly convinced himself—that the olive-brown hoots and the pinkish, hopping robols were merely mobile vegetables; but he still didn’t like the way they wriggled about hopefully inside the Cobrisol’s elastic gullet, as if they were trying to poke their way out again.


  “WILMA’S sleeping,” he cautioned the creature, as it came sliding up to the foot of the stairs.


  “Fine,” said the Cobrisol in a low, pensive voice. “I don’t imagine you’ve made any progress in your plans to return to Earth?”


  “Well, no . . . Why?”


  “It’s unlikely that there is any way of doing it,” the Cobrisol admitted. “Very unlikely. However, if you think of something, I’d appreciate it if you invited me to go along!”


  Surprised, Fred said he’d be happy to do that. “I think you’d like it on a real farm,” he added, a little doubtfully.


  “Cobrisols are adaptable creatures,” it assured him. “But there are limits!” It glanced indignantly up at their simmering source of heat and light overhead. “Do you realize, Fred, that there’ve been no Eyes around for nearly two full days? The One has simply gone away, leaving the temperature on high! It’s inexcusable.”


  Fred hadn’t considered the possibility that the heat-wave might be due to an oversight on the part of the supervisor. “In that case,” he said hopefully, “he might be back any minute to turn it down, mightn’t he?”


  “He might,” said the Cobrisol. “Even so, I feel wasted here! But one thing at a time.


  There’s fresh trouble coming up, Fred!”


  “If it’s from the Icien,” Fred remarked, a trifle complacently, “I wouldn’t worry!” He held up one of his weapons. “There are Icien spears!”


  The Cobrisol inspected the spears. “Very ingenious!” it acknowledged. “However, am I right in assuming, Fred, that the procreational problem involving the Cooney individual has come into the open?”


  Fred reddened again and glanced at the hammock. “Howard did make a pass at Wilma after dinner last night,” he said then, lowering his voice a trifle more. “I told him off!” He had, as a matter of fact, picked up one of the spears he was working on and threatened to run Howard out into the Icien-haunted night. Howard had gone white and backed down hurriedly.


  “Ah?” said the Cobrisol. “A pass?”


  Fred explained about passes.


  “The Cooney is certainly easily frightened by the threat of physical destruction,” the Cobrisol remarked. “But a frightened being is dangerously unpredictable!”


  It paused, significantly.


  “What are you driving at?” Fred inquired.


  “An hour or so ago,” said the Cobrisol, “I saw Cooney stealing into that section of the apple orchard that extends behind the house! I found him presently engaged in conversation with the Icien—”


  “What?” Fred was stunned. “Why, Howard’s scared to death of that thing!” he protested.


  “I believe that fear of it was one of his motivations,” the Cobrisol agreed. “His attitude was a propitiating one. Nevertheless, they have formed an alliance! The Cooney is to rule over all humans that are now in this Place or that may be transferred to it eventually, while he acknowledges the Icien as the supreme ruler of all beings here, and as his own superior . . . It was decided that, as the first step in this program, Cooney is to devise a means whereby the Icien can come upon you unawares, Fred, and eat you!”


  FRED DIDN’T tell Wilma of Howard’s gruesome plotting with the Icien. She wouldn’t be able to conceal her feelings well enough; and the conclusion he’d come to with the Cobrisol was that Howard must not suspect that they knew what he had done. Now and then, looking at the man—who, since his meeting with the Icien, had assumed a conciliatory and even mildly jovial attitude with the Nieheims—he had to suppress twinges of a feeling akin to horror. It was like living under the same roof with a ghoul!


  But one had to admit, he thought, that Howard Cooney was being consistent. He had figured out the system here, and he intended to make use of it, just as he had announced he would do. If it hadn’t been for the Cobrisol’s alertness, he probably would have gotten away with it! In spite of the heat, Fred shivered.


  After another two days, the meadow and orchard looked as if they had passed through an extreme summer’s drought on Earth. It didn’t get much hotter; it simply wouldn’t cool down again at all, and the Little Place seemed to have forgotten how to produce rain. In the middle of the third night, Fred was lying awake when the Cobrisol slid its rubbery snout up on the pillow, next to his ear, and murmured, “Awake, Fred?”


  “Yes,” he whispered. It must have come sliding in by the window, though he hadn’t heard a sound.


  “The kitchen,” it muttered. Then it was gone again. Moving cautiously, Fred managed to get out of the bedroom without rousing either Wilma or Ruby and locked the door quietly behind him. He stood a moment in the almost pitch-black little hallway, grasping the larger of the two Icien spears. In the living room, Howard snored loudly and normally, as if he hadn’t a thing on his conscience.


  The Cobrisol was waiting beside the door that opened from the kitchen into the garden. That was the weak spot in the house. The windows were all too high and narrow for a creature of the Icien’s build to enter by; the front door was bolted and locked, and at night Fred kept the key under his pillow. But the back door was secured only by a bolt which Howard, if he wanted to, could simply slide back to let the monster come inside . . .


  “The Icien left its pool in the stream a short while ago,” the Cobrisol whispered. “It’s prowling about the house now. Ho you hear it?”


  Fred did. There wasn’t a breath of breeze in the hot, black night outside; and no matter how carefully the Icien might be placing its great, awkward feet, the back garden was full of rustlings and creakings as it tramped about slowly in the drying vegetation. Presently, it came up to one of the kitchen windows and remained still for a while, apparently trying to peer inside. Fred couldn’t even make out its silhouette against the darkness; but after a few seconds, an oily, alien smell reached his nostrils, and his hair went stiff at the roots . . .


  Then it moved off slowly along the side of the house.


  “GOING to wake up Cooney now!” The Cobrisol’s voice was hardly more than a breath of sound in the dark.


  This was how they had expected it would happen; but now that the moment was here, Fred couldn’t believe that Howard was going to go through with the plan. Aside from everything else, it would be as stupid as forming a partnership with a man-eating tiger!


  There came two faint thumps—presumably the Icien’s flipper slapping cautiously against the frame of the living room window. Howard’s snoring was cut off by a startled exclamation. Then there was dead silence. After what seemed a long time, Fred heard the Icien return along the outside of the house. It stopped in front of the back door and stayed there.


  It wasn’t until then that he realized Howard already had entered the kitchen. There was a sound of shallow, rapid breathing hardly six feet away from him.


  For a time, the tramp simply seemed to stand there, as motionless as the Icien outside the door. Finally, he took a deep, sighing breath, and moved forward again. As Cooney’s hand touched the door, groping for the bolt, Fred dropped his spear and flung both arms around him, pinning his arms to his sides and dragging him backwards.


  Howard gasped and went heavily to the floor. Fred guessed that the Cobrisol had tripped him up and flung itself across his legs. He wasn’t trying to struggle.


  “Be quiet or we’ll kill you!” he breathed hastily. Then they waited. Howard kept quiet.


  What the Icien made of the brief commotion inside the kitchen and the following silence was anybody’s guess. It remained where it was for perhaps another ten seconds. Then they heard it move unhurriedly off through the garden and back to the orchard again.


  In the bedroom, Ruby started clucking concernedly . . .


  “NOW THAT his criminal purpose has been amply demonstrated,” the Cobrisol argued, “the neat and reasonable solution would be for me to swallow Cooney.” It eyed Howard appraisingly. “I’m quite distensible enough for the purpose, I think! If we stun him first, the whole affair will be over in less than ten minutes—”


  Howard, lying on the floor, tied hand and foot, burst into horrified sobs.


  “We’re not going to hurt you!” Fred assured him quickly. He wasn’t feeling too sorry for Howard at the moment, but Wilma’s face had gone white at the Cobrisol’s unpleasant suggestion. “But we’re not giving you a chance to try any more tricks on us either. You’re really in stir now, Howard!”


  He explained to Wilma that they were going to use the bedroom as a temporary jail for Howard, since it was the only room in the house with a separate key.


  “I know you were only joking,” she told the Cobrisol. “But I wish you wouldn’t talk about swallowing anybody again!”


  “The jest was in bad taste!” the Cobrisol admitted penitently. It winked a green, unrepentant eye at Fred. “Almost a pun, eh, Fred?”


  In the end, they tied Howard up a little more comfortably and took turns watching him till morning. Then Fred cleared out the bedroom, nailed heavy boards across the window, leaving slits for air and light, and locked the prisoner inside.


  He’d just finished with that when the Cobrisol called him into the back garden.


  “The other half of our criminal population is behaving in an odd fashion,” the creature announced. “I wish you’d come along and help me decide why it’s digging holes in the stream-bed . . .”


  “Digging holes?” Fred hesitated. “It doesn’t sound dangerous,” he pointed out.


  “Anything you don’t understand can be dangerous!” the Cobrisol remarked sententiously. “Better come along, Fred.”


  Fred sighed and told Wilma to call him back if Howard showed any inclination to try to break out of the bedroom. From the edge of the orchard, they heard the Icien splashing around vigorously in one of the pools of the shrunken stream; and presently they were lying on top of the bank, peering cautiously down at it. Using its feet and flipper-tips, it was making clumsy but persistent efforts to scoop out a deep hole in the submerged mud.


  “Iciens,” whispered the Cobrisol, “are so rarely brought into contact with more civilized species that not much is known of their habits. Can you suggest a purpose for this activity, Fred?”


  “Think it could be trying to dig its way out of the Little Place?” Fred whispered back.


  “No. It’s not that stupid!”


  “Well,” Fred whispered, “I read about fish once, or it could have been frogs—those are Earth animals—that dig themselves into the mud of a creek that’s drying out, and sleep there until it fills up with water again.”


  The Cobrisol agreed that it was a possibility. “Though it’s already dug a number of holes and covered them again . . .”


  “Might still be looking for a soft spot,” Fred suggested.


  At that moment, they heard Wilma call Fred’s name once, in a high, frightened voice.


  HOWARD COONEY was waiting for them outside the kitchen door. Wilma stood in front of him, one arm twisted up behind her back, while Howard held the point of a small steak knife against the side of her neck. The two Icien spears leaned against the wall beside him.


  “Slow to a walk!” he shouted in a hoarse, ragged voice, as they came in sight.


  They slowed. The Cobrisol gliding beside him, Fred walked stiffly as far as the center of the garden, where Howard ordered him to stop again. Wilma’s chin was trembling.


  “I’m sorry, Fred!” she gasped suddenly. “I let him trick me!”


  Howard jerked at her wrist. “Keep your mouth shut!” His eyes looked hot and crazy, and the side of his face kept twitching as he grinned at Fred.


  “I’m in charge now, Buster!” he announced. “See how you like it!”


  “What do you want me to do?” Fred kept his voice carefully even and didn’t look at Wilma.


  “The snake,” said Howard, “doesn’t come any closer, or this knife goes right in! Understand?”


  “Certainly, I understand,” said the Cobrisol. It began to curl up slowly into its usual resting position. “And, of course, I shall come no closer, Cooney! As you say, you’re in charge now . . .”


  Howard ignored it. He jerked his head at the door. “You, Buster—you go right through the kitchen and into the bedroom! Go to the other side of the bedroom and look at the wall. We’ll come along behind you, and I’ll lock you in. Get it?”


  Crazy or not, he had it figured out. Walking slowly toward the door, Fred couldn’t think of a thing he could do fast enough to keep that knife from going through Wilma’s throat. And once he was locked in—


  Wilma’s eyes shifted suddenly past him. “Ruby!” she screamed. “Sic him!”


  Fred was almost as shocked as Howard, as the pheasant, her feathers on end, came halfrunning, half-flying past him, went up like a rocket and whirred straight at Howard’s face.


  Howard screeched like a woman, dodged and slashed wildly and futilely at Ruby. Wilma twisted free of his grasp and threw herself to the ground as Fred flung himself forwards.


  He went headlong over the Cobrisol, which was darting in from the side with the same purpose in mind, and rolled almost to Howard’s feet. For a moment, the tramp’s white, unshaven face seemed to hang in the air directly above him, glaring down at him; and light flashed from the edge of the knife. It was another wild swipe, and it missed Fred by inches. Then Howard had jumped back into the kitchen and slammed the door behind him.


  BY THE time they got around to the front of the house, Cooney was racing down the meadow like a rabbit, heading for the orchard. He dodged in among the trees and turned toward the trout stream.


  Fred stopped. “We’re not going to follow him there just now!” he panted. He glanced down at the spear he’d grabbed up before charging off in pursuit, and wondered briefly what he would have done with it if they’d caught up with Howard! The Little Place seemed to bring out the more violent side in everybody’s nature.


  “Come on!” he said, a little shaken by the thought. “Let’s get back to Wilma—”


  “A moment, Fred!” The Cobrisol had lifted its head off the ground, peering after Howard. “Ah!”


  A harsh, furious roar reached them suddenly from the orchard, mingled with a human yell of fright and dismay. Howard Cooney came scampering out into the meadow again, glancing back over his shoulder. Close behind him lumbered the black, clumsy form of the Icien, its flipper-arms outstretched . . .


  “The confederates,” murmured the Cobrisol, “are no longer in complete accord. As I suspected! Come on, Fred!”


  It darted down into the meadow in its swift, weaving snake-gait. Fred ran after it, a little surprised by its sudden solicitude for Howard.


  Everything happened very quickly then.


  The Icien, to Fred’s relief, stopped near the edge of the orchard when it saw them coming. The Cobrisol, well ahead of Fred, called suddenly, “Cooney! Wait!”


  Howard looked round and saw two other deadly enemies hurrying toward him, apparently cutting off his escape from the Icien. He gave a scream of wild terror, turned and plunged toward the mirror-barrier.


  A warning yell was gathering in Fred’s throat, but he didn’t have time to utter it. Howard reached the barrier and simply went on into it. Except that there wasn’t the slightest ripple, he might have vanished in the same way beneath the surface of a quietly gleaming lake of quicksilver.


  The Cobrisol turned and came gliding back to Fred.


  “The barrier is still soft!” it remarked. “Well, that’s the end of Cooney!”


  Fred stared down at it, a little dazed. He was almost certain now that it had deliberately chased Howard into the barrier! “Is there anything we can do?”


  The Cobrisol curled up comfortably in the rustling dead grass. The green eyes stared blandly up at him for a moment.


  “No,” it said. “There is nothing we can do. But in a while there may be something to see, and I think you should see it, Fred! Why don’t you go back to Wilma? I’ll call you when it happens.”


  Fred glanced at the tall, shining thing that had silently swallowed up a man. It was a very hot morning, but for a moment he felt chilled.


  He turned round and went back to Wilma.


  WHAT HAD occurred, according to Wilma, was that, shortly after Fred left the house, Howard Cooney began to groan loudly behind the bedroom door. When Wilma asked him what was wrong, he gasped something about his heart and groaned some more. Then there was a heavy thump inside the room, as if he’d fallen down: and, after that, silence.


  Remembering he’d said he had a bad heart, Wilma hurriedly unlocked the door, without stopping to think. And Howard, of course, was waiting behind the door and simply grabbed her.


  Wilma looked too remorseful for Fred to make any obvious comments. After all, he thought, he hadn’t married her because of anything very remarkable about her brains, and Howard was—or had been—a pretty good actor! He decided not to tell her just yet what had happened to Howard; and when he heard the Cobrisol call him. He went out alone.


  “He’s trying to get on now,” the Cobrisol told him. “Take a good look, Fred! If you ever go outside, you’ll know why you don’t want to get lost there, like he did!”


  FRED STARED apprehensively at the barrier which was changing as he looked at it. Now it no longer reflected the meadow and the house; its strange surface had become like a sheet of milky glass, stretching up into the artificial sky, and glowing as if from a pale light behind it. There was also a pattern of shifting and sliding colors inside it, which now coalesced suddenly into the vague outlines of Howard Cooney’s shape. Only the shape looked about forty feet tall! It stood half turned away from them, in an attitude as if Howard were listening or watching.


  “He’s got everything aroused out there,” said the Cobrisol, “and he’s begun to realize it . . .”


  Fred’s mouth felt suddenly dry. “Listen,” he began, “couldn’t we—that is, couldn’t I—”


  “No,” said the Cobrisol. “You couldn’t! If you went Outside, you still couldn’t find Cooney. And,” it added cryptically, “even if I told you how to get back, they’re alert now and they’d get you before you could escape—”


  Fred swallowed. “Who are they?”


  “Nobody knows,” said the Cobrisol. “There are a number of theories—rank superstition, for the most part—Watch it, Fred! I think they’ve found him . . .”


  The shape inside the barrier had begun to move jerkily as if it were running in short sprints, first in one direction, then in another. Its size and proportions also changed constantly, and for a few seconds Howard Cooney’s fear-crazed face filled the whole barrier, his eyes staring out into the Little Place.


  Then the face vanished, and there were many tiny figures of Cooney scampering about in the barrier.


  Then he was no longer scampering, but crawling on hands and knees.


  “They have him now!” the Cobrisol whispered.


  There was only a single large figure left, lying face down inside the barrier, and to Fred it seemed to be slowing melting away. As it dwindled, the odd inner light of the barrier also dimmed, until it suddenly went out. A few seconds later, the milkiness vanished from it, and it had become a mirror-barrier again.


  That appeared to be the end of it.


  What actually had happened to Howard Cooney was something the Cobrisol was either unwilling or unable to explain to Fred. He didn’t question it too persistently. He had an uneasy feeling that he wouldn’t really like to know . . .


  THE MORNING the kitchen faucets stopped delivering water from their unknown source of supply wasn’t noticeably hotter than the preceding few mornings had been. But when Wilma called from the kitchen to complain of the trouble, Fred was appalled. He didn’t dare finish the thought that leaped into his mind; he shut it away, and went hurriedly into the bathroom without replying to Wilma.


  A thin, warm trickle ran from the tub faucet there, and that was all.


  He shut it off at once, afraid of wasting a single drop, and started for the kitchen. Wilma met him in the hall.


  “Fred,” she repeated, “the water—”


  “I know,” he said briskly. “We’ll take all the pots and pans we have and fill them with water from the bathtub. It’s still running there, but not very strong. They might turn it on again any moment, of course, but we want to be sure . . .”


  He’d felt he was being quite casual about it, but as he stopped talking, something flickered in Wilma’s eyes; and he knew they were both thinking the same thought.


  She reached out suddenly and squeezed his hand. “It’s too hot to kiss you, but I love you, Freddy! Yes, let’s fill the pots and pans—”


  “Or you do that, while I go talk to the Cobrisol,” Fred said. He added reassuringly, “The Cobrisol’s had a lot of experience with these Places, you know! It’ll know just what to do.”


  What he had in mind, however, when he left Wilma in charge of the pots and pans in the bathroom, picked up a spear and went quietly outdoors, wasn’t conversation with the Cobrisol. There had been no reason to dispute the Icien’s appropriation of the entire trout stream; but now a more equitable distribution of the water rights in the Little Place seemed to be in order.


  IF IT hadn’t been so breathlessly still, the scene around the house might have been an artistic reproduction of the worst section of the Dust Bowl—or it could have been one of the upper and milder levels of hell, Fred thought. He looked around automatically to see it the Eyes had returned—they hadn’t—and instead caught sight of the Cobrisol and the Icien down near the mirror-barrier, at the orchard’s edge.


  He stopped short in surprise. So far as he could see at that distance, the two creatures were engaged in a serious but not unfriendly discussion. There was about twenty-five feet of space between them, which was probably as close as the Cobrisol, fast as it was, cared to get to the Icien. But it was coiled up in apparent unconcern.


  He walked slowly down the dried-out meadow toward them. As he approached, both turned to look at him.


  “Fred,” said the Cobrisol, “the Icien reports there isn’t even a drop of moist mud left in the trout stream this morning!”


  The Icien stared balefully at Fred and said nothing; but he realized a truce had been declared to cope with the emergency. Somewhat self-consciously, he grounded the spear—it was useless now—and told them about the kitchen faucets. “What can we do about it? In this heat—”


  “In this heat, and without water,” the Cobrisol agreed soberly, “none of us will be alive very many hours from now! Unless—”


  “Fred!” Wilma’s call reached them faintly from the porch.


  He turned, with a sinking feeling in his chest. “Yes?”


  “The—bathtub—just—quit!” Her distant, small face looked white and strained.


  Suddenly, Fred was extraordinarily thirsty. “It’s all right, honey!” he shouted back. “We’re going to fix it!” She hesitated a moment, and then went back into the house. He turned to the other two. “We can fix it, can’t we?” he pleaded.


  “There is a way, of course,” the Icien rumbled. “But—” It shrugged its black leather shoulders discouragedly.


  “We’ve been discussing it,” said the Cobrisol. “The fact is, Fred, that the only one who can remedy this situation is yourself! And, undoubtedly, the attempt would involve extreme risk for you personally . . .”


  Fred guessed it then. “One of us has to go Outside to fix it; and neither of you can do it. Is that it?”


  The two creatures stared at him.


  “That’s it!” the Cobrisol agreed reluctantly. “I can’t explain, just now, why it would be impossible for either of us to go Outside—but between us we can tell you exactly what to do there! The risk, of course, is that what happened to Cooney will also happen to you. But if you make no mistakes—”


  “He’ll panic!” the Icien growled darkly. “They all do!”


  “No,” said the Cobrisol. “It’s been done before, Fred. But not very often.”


  Fred sighed and wiped a film of dirty sweat off his forehead with a hand that shook a little, but not too much. It seemed to him they were making a great deal of conversation about something that couldn’t be helped!


  “Dying of thirst,” he pointed out reasonably, “gets to be pretty dangerous, too! What am I supposed to do?”


  AS SOON as he’d stepped Outside, he realized that, though the Cobrisol and the Icien had warned him of this particular problem, his real difficulty would be to remember exactly what he was supposed to do.


  Basically, it was very simple—but he didn’t want to do it!


  Irrelevant thought-pictures were streaming through his mind. Wilma’s white, tear-stained face as he’d seen it last, just a moment ago—but that moment was darting off into the past behind him as if a week passed with every heartbeat here! Clusters of bright, flickering memory-scenes of their farm back home on Earth, swirled next through his head . . . The reason for this kind of disturbance, the two creatures had told him, was that he didn’t want to know what was going on Outside!


  It was too different. Different enough, if he hadn’t been warned, to hold him here shocked and stunned, trying to blind himself mentally to the strangeness around him, until it was too late—


  That thought frightened Fred enough to drive the little escape-pictures out of his head as if a sudden gust of wind had swept them up and away together. He’d just recalled that he had very little time here!


  He looked around.


  It wasn’t, he thought, really as bad as he’d expected! He got the instant impression—partly, at least, because of what he’d been told—that he was standing in the middle of the audible thought-currents of a huge mechanical mind. Not audible, exactly; the currents seemed to be tugging at him or pulsing rhythmically through and about him, in all directions. Most of them, as the Cobrisol had explained, appeared to be connected in some way or another with the up-keep of the Little Place. But there were others, darkly drifting things or very deep sounds—it was hard to distinguish really just what they were most like—that were completely and terrifyingly incomprehensible to Fred . . .


  Some of those were the dangerous ones! He wasn’t to give them any attention. He waited.


  THE MOMENT none of those dark, monstrous waves seemed to be passing anywhere near him, he quickly verbalized the first of the three things they had told him to think here:


  “The Little Place has become too dry for the life-forms in it! There should be water and rain again in the Little Place!”


  He held the thought, picturing rain coming down in sheets all over the Little Place, the trout stream running full again, and water pouring freely from all the faucets in the house. Then he let the pictures and the thoughts go away from him. For an instant, there seemed to be a tiny shifting, a brief eddy of disturbance passing through all the mental flows about him.


  Hurriedly, he formed the second thought:


  “The temperature has become too high for the life-forms in the Little Place! The temperature must be adjusted to their normal living requirements!”


  This time, he’d barely finished the thought before it seemed to be plucked out of his mind by a sudden agitated swirling in the living currents about him. Then he had a sense of darkening, and something huge and deadly and invisible went flowing closely past, trailing behind it a fluttering apparition that brought a soundless scream of terror into Fred’s throat. It was a shape that looked exactly as Howard Cooney bad looked in life, except that it was no thicker than a sheet of paper! For an instant, as Howard’s eyes glared sightlessly. in his direction, he had the impression that somewhere far overhead Howard had called his name. Then the thing that brought darkness with it and the fluttering shape were gone.


  The other disturbances continued. In some way, the Outside was growing aware of his presence and beginning to look for him!


  The next order he hadn’t discussed with the others, since he was certain they would have tried to talk him out of giving.


  “The life-forms in the Little Place that were taken away from Earth must be returned unharmed to Earth!”


  Hastily, thinking of the Cobrisol, he added:


  “Including any other life-forms that would like to come along—except Iciens!”


  Something like a long crash of thunder went shaking all through him—apparently, that last set of instructions had upset the entire Outside!


  Fred didn’t bother to think out the final thought. He shouted with all his strength: “And I should n be standing on the other side of the mirror-barrier inside the Little Place!” Instantly, he was there. Rain was slamming down in sheets all about him, like an Earthly cloud-burst, as Wilma, laughing and crying, grabbed him by an arm. Hand in hand, they ran through the soaking meadow toward the house, the Cobrisol streaking ahead of them. The Icien was nowhere in sight.


  “I DIDN’T say exactly how much rain and water!” Fred admitted. They had discovered they couldn’t turn the faucets off now! It didn’t matter much, since the surplus water vanished down through the drains as usual. But, two hours after Fred’s return to the Little Place, the cloud-burst outdoors was continuing in full strength.


  The Cobrisol lay in a corner of the kitchen, its teeth chattering, as if it were chilled. Wilma had shoved blankets under it and piled more blankets on top, and they had lit the stove. Actually the temperature had dropped only to the equivalent of a rather warm, rainy spring day on Earth.


  “I should have cautioned you,” the creature remarked, between fits of chattering, “to limit your order for water! You had no way of knowing that Cobrisols react unfavorably to excessive atmospheric moisture . . .”


  “This capsulating you mentioned,” Wilma inquired concernedly, “does it hurt?”


  “Not at all, Wilma!” the Cobrisol assured her. “I shall simply shrivel up rather suddenly—it’s a completely automatic process, you see, and not under my control—and form a hard shell around myself. As soon as things dry out sufficiently, the shell splits, and there I am again!”


  Fred had offered to go back Outside and rephrase the order concerning the water, but he was rather relieved when everyone told him not to be foolish. At worst, the Cobrisol would simply go dormant for a while, and the disturbance caused by his visit obviously hadn’t settled out yet.


  From time to time, strange lights went gliding about erratically inside the mirror-barrier, as if the Little Place’s mechanical wardens were persisting in their search for the intruder. Occasional faint tremors passed through the foundations of the house, and there were intermittent rumblings in the air, which might have been simulated Earth-thunder, to accompany the rain.


  “There’s a good chance,” the Cobrisol explained, “that all this commotion may return the One’s attention to the Little Place, in which case we can expect normal weather conditions to be re-established promptly. Otherwise—well, I’m sure you agree with me now, Fred, that only an absolute emergency would justify going Outside again!”


  And, of course, Fred did agree. He hadn’t gone into specific details concerning his experience there, since he knew it would be disturbing to Wilma. And neither had he mentioned his order to get them transferred back to Earth—almost anything seemed justified to get away from a place where your future depended entirely on somebody else’s whims—but he was guiltily certain that that was the cause of most of the uproar!


  Now and then they looked out from a window to see if the Eyes had reappeared; but none had. Towards evening, Fred observed the Icien wandering about the lower end of the meadow, trailing its flipper-arms through rivulets of water and stopping now and then to stare up into the streaming sky, as if it enjoyed getting thoroughly soaked. Unlike the Cobrisol, it was, of course, an aquatic sort of creature to begin with.


  Just as he went to sleep that night, Fred almost managed to convince himself that when he next woke up, he would discover they were all safely back on Earth. However, when he did awaken, he knew instantly the Outside hadn’t acted upon that order. They were still in the Little Place—and it was raining harder than ever!


  THE COBRISOL had elected to sleep in the kitchen, but it wasn’t lying on the chair before the stove where they had left it. Fred was wondering where it had crawled to, when another thought struck him. Expectantly, he separated the blankets on the chair.


  The shell was lying there, a brown, smooth, egg-shaped shell—but hardly bigger than a healthy goose-egg! It was difficult to imagine the Cobrisol shrinking itself down to that size; but it couldn’t be anything else. Feeling as if he were handling an urn containing the remains of a friend, Fred carried the shell carefully into the bedroom and laid it down on the bed.


  “He said it was practically impossible to damage these shells,” he reminded Wilma. “But it might be better not to let Ruby peck at it.”


  “I’ll watch her,” Wilma promised, big-eyed. From the way she kept staring at the shell, Fred gathered that Wilma, too, felt as if the Cobrisol somehow had passed away, even if it was only a temporary arrangement.


  “He’ll probably be hatching again pretty soon,” he said briskly. “I’ll go check on the weather now . . .”


  He opened the front porch door and stopped there, appalled. A sheet of water covered the entire meadow and lapped up to within forty feet of the house! In the orchard, half the trees were submerged. Considering the slope of the ground, the water would be at least ten yards deep where it stood against the mirror-barrier. And the rain still drummed down furiously upon it!


  He checked his first impulse to call Wilma. News as bad as that could wait a little! The barrier stood there, placidly mirroring the scene of the flood. Except for eerie rumbling sounds that still echoed in the upper air, the Outside seemed to be back to normal.


  So, if he swam across now, Fred thought, before it rose any higher—


  The order would be a quite simple one: “Reduce rainfall and water-level to meet the normal requirements of the life-forms within the Little Place.”


  And if he did it immediately, Wilma wouldn’t have a chance to get all upset about it.


  Of course, if he got caught Outside this time—


  She and Ruby would be just as badly off one way as the other, he decided. He wasn’t going to get caught! It would only take him a few minutes . . .


  HE CLOSED the porch door quietly behind him, stripped hurriedly to his shorts and started down towards the water, mentally rehearsing the order he would give, to fix it firmly in his mind. Intent on that, he almost overlooked the slow, heavy swirling of the water-surface to his left as he began to wade out. A big fish, a section of his mind reported absently, had come up out of deep water into the shallows, turned sharply and gone out again—


  He stopped short, feeling a sudden burst of icy pricklings all over him. A fish? There weren’t any fish here!


  He turned, slipping and almost stumbling on the submerged grass, and plunged back toward the higher ground. There was a sudden tremendous splash just behind him and a surge of water round his knees. Then he was on solid ground; he ran on a few yards and slowed, looking back.


  The Icien hadn’t tried to follow him out of the water. It stood upright, black and dripping, in the rain-whipped shallows, probably furious at having missed its chance at him.


  They stared silently at each other. He might have guessed it, Fred thought, looking at the great flat flipper-arms. The first time he’d seen it, it had reminded him of a huge stingray. It was an aquatic creature by choice, and this flood suited it perfectly!


  And it was intelligent enough to know why he would want to swim back to the mirror-barrier!


  He thought of the speed with which it had come driving after him, and knew that even with his spears he didn’t have a chance against that kind of creature in deep water.


  The Icien knew it, too! But it might expect him to make a final desperate attempt before the water came lapping into the house . . .


  Fred walked back to the porch and pulled his clothes on again. When he looked round before going inside, the Icien had vanished.


  LESS THAN three minutes later, Fred stepped quietly out the back door, carrying his spear. He heard Wilma lock and bolt the door behind him as he splashed carefully through the big puddles in the garden. Then he was trotting up the rain-drenched rising ground behind the house towards a wall of misty nothingness a few hundred yards away.


  He wished the Cobrisol hadn’t been obliged to capsulate itself so quickly; he could have used that knowledgeable creature’s advice just now! But it had mentioned that there were a number of soft spots in the barriers around the Little Place. All he had to do was to find one that the rising flood hadn’t made inaccessible, step through it, and give one quick order to the huge mechanical mind that was the Outside.


  That was the way he had explained it to Wilma. He had a notion the Icien wouldn’t attempt to stop him outside the water, even if it knew what he was up to. Spear in hand and in his own element, he didn’t intend to be stopped by it, anyway!


  He had covered half the distance between the house and the nearest barrier when a new inhabitant of the Little Place stood up unhurriedly behind a rock twenty yards ahead of him, blocking his advance.


  Fred stopped, startled. For a moment, he had thought it was the Icien. But then he saw it was much closer than he had thought and quite small, hardly four feet high; though in every other respect it was very similar to the black monster. It spread its flipper-arms wide, opened a black gash of a mouth and snarled at him, fearless and threatening.


  He thought: It’s a young one!


  The Icien had started to breed . . .


  Holding the spear in both hands, Fred walked rapidly towards it. Iciens at any age appeared to be irreconcilably hostile, and he didn’t care to wait until the big one came along to join the dispute! If it didn’t get out of his way—


  At the last moment, with a hiss of fury, the Icien cub waddled aside. Fred stepped cautiously past it—and stopped again.


  AN ARMY of the little horrors seemed to be rising up in front of him! They sprouted into view behind boulders and bushes, and came hurrying in from right and left. There was a burst of ugly, hoarse Icien voices, which sounded very much like a summons to their awesome parent.


  For a second or two, Fred was chiefly bewildered. Where had that horde arrived from so suddenly? Then a memory of the big Icien, scooping out holes in the mud of the half-dried trout stream, flashed up; it must have been sowing its brood then, in some strange, unearthly fashion. Obviously their growth rate simply wasn’t that of Earth creatures.


  He half turned and speared the first one as its flipper-tip gripped his leg. The blade sank into its body, and it snarled hideously, striking at him while it died. He pulled out the spear and slashed at another which had rushed in but stopped now, just out of reach.


  Three had moved in behind him, apparently with the intention of cutting off his retreat to the house. But he was still headed for the barrier. He dodged to the left and turned uphill again; another line of them confronted him there!


  As Fred hesitated, he heard Wilma cry out to him. He glanced back and saw she had come out of the kitchen, carrying the other spear—and that the big Icien was striding ponderously along the side of the house, on its way up from the flooded meadow . . .


  He turned back.


  He had to spear two more of the ugly young before he got down to the garden; and the second of the two clung howling and dying to the spear-shaft. He dropped the spear, bundled Wilma into the kitchen and slammed and bolted the door almost in the big Icien’s face. Seconds later, the black pack was roaring and banging against the outside wall. A flipper slapped and tore at the window-screen, and he jabbed at it with the tip of Wilma’s spear until it vanished.


  WILMA WAS shouting in his ear. “What?” he yelled dazedly.


  “The Eyes!” she shouted. “They’re back!”


  “The Eyes?” Then he saw she was pointing up out the window into the rain.


  More than a dozen of the odd shiny gadgets drifted there in the air. As Fred stared, a huge one—almost ten feet across—sailed slowly and majestically past the window. The roaring outside the house stopped suddenly, and there were splashing sounds everywhere from the garden, as it the Icien and its brood were departing in great haste.


  But the thundering racket in the upper air was growing louder by the second—and changing now in a manner Fred couldn’t immediately define. He stood listening, and suddenly a wild notion came to him. He turned to Wilma.


  “Quick! Get into the bedroom!”


  “The bedroom?” She looked startled. “Why?”


  “Don’t ask!” He hustled her down the hall ahead of him. Ruby was screeching her head off behind the closed door. “Grab Ruby—make her shut up! I’ll be right back.”


  Recklessly, he tore open the front door and looked out. Young Iciens were still streaming past on either side of the house, hurrying awkwardly to the water’s edge and plunging in. The big Eye—or another one like it—was stationed in front of the porch now, turning slowly as if anxious to take in everything. For a moment, it seemed to Fred that it was focusing itself directly on him . . .


  He closed the door and hurried back into the bedroom. Wilma was sitting on the bed with Ruby in her lap and the shell of the Cobrisol under one hand. He sat down beside her.


  “What do we do now, Fred?”


  “We just wait!” He was trembling with exhaustion and excitement.


  “Those noises—” she said.


  “Yes?”


  “It sounds to me,” Wilma told him wonderingly, “exactly like two people were having themselves a big fight next door!”


  “Or up in the attic,” Fred nodded. “And it sounds even more like one person is being told off good by another one, doesn’t it?”


  “By a much bigger one!” Wilma agreed. She was watching him shrewdly. “You know something you haven’t told me yet! What’s going to happen?”


  “I’m not sure,” Fred admitted. “But I think in a minute or two—”


  The world suddenly went black.


  IT WAS still black when Fred found he was thinking again. He decided he must have been unconscious for some while, because he felt stiff all over. Now he was lying on his back on something hard and lumpy and warm. Wilma’s head, he discovered next, was pillowed on his arm, and she was breathing normally. Somewhere near the top of his head, Ruby clucked away irritably as she tended to do when she was half awake.


  “Wilma?” he whispered.


  “Yes, Fred?” she said sleepily. And then, “Where are we? It’s awfully dark here!”


  He was wondering himself. “It’ll probably get light soon,” he said soothingly. Wilma was sitting up, and now she gave an exclamation of surprise.


  “We’re outdoors somewhere, Fred! This is grass we’re lying on—”


  “It was magnificently done!” another voice remarked, startlingly close to Fred’s ear. It was a small, rather squeaky voice, but it seemed familiar.


  “Who was that?” Wilma inquired nervously.


  “I think,” said Fred, “it’s the Cobrisol!” He groped about cautiously and found the shell lying next to his head. It appeared to be cracked down the long side, and something was stirring inside it. “Are you uncapsulating again?” he inquired.


  “Correct!” said the Cobrisol. “But allow me to continue my congratulations, Fred. You appear to have resolved successfully a situation that had baffled even a Cobrisol! Need I say more?”


  “I guess not,” said Fred. “Thanks—”


  “Wilma,” the Cobrisol resumed, “you seem concerned about this darkness—”


  “I’m glad you’re back, Cobrisol!” she told it.


  “Thank you,” said the creature. “As I was about to explain, the appearance of darkness about us is a common phenomenon of transfer. Nothing to worry about! And—ah!”


  They all cried out together, a chorus of startled and expectant voices. Around them, like black curtains whisking aside, like black smoke dispelled by a blower, the darkness shifted and vanished. Yellow sunlight blazed down on them, and the two humans threw up their hands to shield their eyes.


  Then they lowered them again. It was, after all, no brighter than was normal for a clear summer day! They were sitting at the top of a sloping green meadow. They looked out over it, blinking . . .


  “Why!” Wilma said, in a small, awed voice. “Why, Fred! We’re home!”


  Then she burst into tears.


  SOME HOURS later, sitting on the front porch of the farm house—the real front porch of the real farm house—Fred remarked, “There’s one thing I just don’t get!”


  “What’s that, Fred?” The Cobrisol lifted its head inquiringly out of the hammock. It was about the size of a healthy rattlesnake by now and accepting a sandwich or two from Wilma every half hour.


  Fred hesitated and then told the Cobrisol quietly about the gruesome, fluttering thing he’d seen Outside that looked like Cooney.


  “There are various theories about what happens to those who get lost Outside,” the Cobrisol said thoughtfully. “There is no reason to provide you with additional material for nightmares, so I won’t tell you what I think you saw. But it was the fact that the Icien and I were acquainted with some of those theories that made it quite impossible for either of us to do what you did!”


  It paused. “Otherwise, everything seems clear enough now. The One who collected you and Wilma and Ruby and the Cooney was obviously as immature as I suspected. He had no right to do it. Your interference with the mechanisms of the Outside created enough disturbance to attract the attention of a mature One, who then chastised the offender and returned you to Earth where you belonged—”


  THE COBRISOL sniffed the air greedily. “That’s another bacon-and-egg sandwich Wilma is fixing!” it remarked with appreciation. “Yes, I’m sure I’ll like it on Earth, Fred. But your hypothesis that my shell came along by accident is highly debatable. For one thing, you’ve noticed, of course, that we have retained the ability to understand each other’s speech-forms—which, I gather, is not the rule among different species on Earth!”


  “Well—” The fact had escaped Fred’s attention till now. “That could be an accident,” he pointed out. “They just forgot to switch it off, or whatever they do.”


  “Possibly,” the Cobrisol acknowledged. “I believe, however, that having become aware of our cooperative efforts in the Little Place, the mature One decided to utilize the special talents of a Cobrisol in whatever Project is being conducted on Earth. Had you thought of going into politics, Fred?”


  Fred chuckled. “No! And I don’t blame you for not being able to get rid of the feeling you’re still in some Place or other. But this is Earth—and nobody else has any Projects here! You’ll realize all that, by and by.”


  “No doubt,” said the Cobrisol. “What’s that passing way up high above the apple orchard, Fred?”


  Fred looked, and leaped excitedly out of his chair. “Hey, Wilma! Come quick!” he shouted. “No—it’s gone now! Boy, they are fast . . .”


  Then his voice trailed off, and he felt his face go pale, as he turned to stare at the Cobrisol.


  “A flying saucer!” he muttered.


  “Oh?” said the Cobrisol. “Is that what they call the Eyes here, Fred?”


  THE END


  1958


  HARVEST TIME


  One of the things that makes Scientists dislike Engineering is that people don’t mind what you think, so long as you don’t do anything. But politics enters the moment you start accomplishing . . .


  SENIOR Assistant Commissioner Holati Tate sat comfortably on a high green hill of the Precolonization world of Manon, and watched Communications Chief Trigger Argee co-ordinating the dials of a bio-signal pickup with those of a recorder. Trigger was a slim, tanned, red-haired girl, and watching her was a pleasure from which neither her moody expression nor Holati Tate’s advanced years detracted much. She got her settings finally, swung around on her camp chair and faced him. She smiled faintly.


  “How’s it going?” the S.A.C. inquired.


  “It’s going. Those bio-patterns aren’t easy to unscramble, though. That to be expected?”


  He nodded. “They’re a mess. That’s why I had to borrow a communications expert from Headquarters.”


  “Well,” said Trigger, “if you just want to rebroadcast the strongest individual signal, we’ll have a usable transcription in another ten minutes.” She shielded her eyes and peered up at the late afternoon sky. “Can’t see more than a green tinge from here. The Drift’s about nine miles up, isn’t it?”


  “At nine miles you’re barely scratching the bottom layer,” Holati Tate told her. “The stuff floats high on this world.”


  Trigger looked at him and smiled again, more easily now. She liked Holati, a weather-beaten little Precol veteran who’d come in as a replacement on the Manon Project only six months before. Assistant commissioners were mostly Academy graduates nowadays; he was one of the old guard the Academy was not too gradually shoving out of the supervisory field ranks. Trigger had heard he’d been in the Space Scouts until he reached the early retirement age of that arduous service. “What’s this beep pattern we’re copying supposed to be?” she inquired. “Sort of a plankton love call?”


  Holati admitted that was as good a guess as any. “At the Bio Station we figure each of the various species keeps broadcasting its own signal to help the swarms keep together. This signal is pretty strong because the Drift’s mainly composed of a single species at the moment. When we set up the food-processing stations, we might be able to use signal patterns like that as a lure.”


  Trigger smoothed her red hair back and nodded. “Dirty trick!” she observed amiably.


  “Can’t be sentimental about it, Trigger girl. Processed plankton could turn out to be Manon’s biggest export item by the time it’s a colony. The Federation’s appetite gets bigger every year.” He added, “I’m also interested in the possibility it’s the signals that attract those Harvester things we’d like to get rid of.”


  “They been giving you trouble again?” Trigger’s duties kept her close to the Headquarters area as a rule, but she had heard the Harvesters were thoroughly dangerous creatures capable of producing a reasonable facsimile of a lightning bolt when disturbed.


  “No,” he said. “I won’t let the boys fool with them. We’ll have to figure a way to handle them before we start collecting the plankton, though. Put in a requisition for heavy guns last month.” He studied her thoughtfully. “Something the matter? You don’t seem happy today, Trigger.”


  Trigger’s thin brown brows slanted in a scowl. “I’m not! It’s that boss we’ve got, the Honorable Commissioner Ramog.”


  Holati looked startled. He jerked his head meaningfully at the recorder. Trigger wrinkled her nose.


  “Don’t worry. My instruments are probably the only thing that isn’t bugged around the Manon Project Headquarters. I pull the snoopies out as quick as Ramog can get them stuck in.”


  “Hm-m-m!” he said dubiously. “What’s the commissioner doing to bother you?”


  “He slung Brule Inger into the brig yesterday morning.” Brule was Trigger’s young man, Holati recalled. “He’ll be shipped home on the next supply ship. And I don’t know,” Trigger added, “whether Ramog wants Brule out of the way because of me, or because he really suspects Brule was out hunting Old Galactic artifacts on Project time. He wasn’t, of course, but that’s the charge. Either way I don’t like it.”


  “People are getting mighty touchy about that Old Galactic business,” Holati said. “Biggest first-discovery bonus the Federation’s ever offered by now, just to start with.”


  Trigger shrugged impatiently. “It’s a lot of nonsense. When the Project was moved out here last year, everyone was saying the Manon System looked like the hottest bet in the Cluster to make the big strike. For that matter, it’s why Ramog got the Manon Project assigned to him, and he’s been all over the planet with Essidy and those other stooges of his. They haven’t found a thing.”


  Holati nodded. “I know. Wouldn’t be at all surprised, though, if the strike were made right here on Manon eventually. It’s in a pretty likely sector.”


  Trigger regarded him skeptically. “So you believe in those Old Galactic stories, too? Well, maybe—but I’ll tell you one thing: it wouldn’t be healthy for anyone but Commissioner Ramog to make that kind of discovery on Commissioner Ramog’s Project!”


  “Now, now, Trigger!” Holati began to look alarmed again. “There’s a way in which those things are handled, you know!”


  Trigger’s lip curled. “A foolproof way?” she inquired.


  “Well, practically,” the S.A.C. told her defensively. He was beginning to sound like a man who wanted to convince himself; and for a moment she felt sorry for disturbing him. “You make a strike, and you verify and register it with the Federation over any long-range communications transmitter. After that there isn’t a thing anybody else can do about your claim! Even the . . . well, even the Academy isn’t going to try to tangle with Federation Law!”


  “The point might be,” Trigger said bleakly, “that you wouldn’t necessarily get near the transmitters here with that kind of message. As a matter of fact, I’ve seen a couple of pretty funny accidents in the two years I’ve been working with Ramog.” She shrugged. “Well, I’m heading back to the Colonial School when my hitch here is up—I’m fed up with the way the Academy boys are taking over in Precol. And I’ve noticed nobody seems to like to listen when I talk about it. Even Brule keeps hushing me up—” She turned her head to a rattling series of clicks from the recorder, reached out and shut it off. A flat plastic box popped halfway out of the recorder’s side. Trigger removed it and stood up. “Here’s your signal pattern duplicate. Hope it works—”


  While Holati Tate was helping Trigger Argee load her equipment back into her little personal hopper, he maintained the uncomfortable look of a man who had just heard an attractive young woman imply with some reason that he was on the spineless side. After she had gone he quit looking uncomfortable, since it wasn’t impressing anybody any more, and began to look worried instead.


  He liked Trigger about as well as anyone he knew, and her position here might be getting more precarious than she thought. When it became obvious a while ago that Commissioner Ramog had developed a definite interest in Trigger’s slim good looks, the bets of the more cynical elements at the Bio Station all went down on the commissioner. No one had tried to collect so far, but Brule Inger’s enforced departure from the Project was likely to send the odds soaring. While Ramog probably wouldn’t resort to anything very drastic at the moment, he was in a good position to become about as drastic as he liked, and if Trigger didn’t soften up on her own there wasn’t much doubt that Ramog eventually would help things along.


  Frowning darkly, Holati climbed into his own service hopper and set it moving a bare fifty feet above the ground, headed at a leisurely rate down the slopes of a long green range of hills toward the local arm of Great Gruesome Swamp. Two hundred miles away, on the other side of this section of Great Gruesome, stood the domes of Manon’s Biological Station of which he was the head.


  He had a good deal of work still to get done that evening, but he wanted to do some thinking first. Nothing Trigger had told him was exactly news. The Precol Academy group had been getting tougher to work with year after year, and Commissioner Ramog was unquestionably the toughest operator of them all. The grapevine of the Ancient and Honorable Society of Retired Space Scouts, which counted slightly more than twelve thousand members scattered through Precol, credited the commissioner with five probable direct murders of inconvenient Precol personnel, though none of these actions stood any chance of being proved after the event. Two of the victims, including an old-time commissioner, had been members of the Society. Ramog definitely was a bad boy to get involved with—


  The hopper began moving out over the flat margins of Great Gruesome, a poisonous-looking wet tangle of purple and green and brown vegetation, gleaming like a seascape in the rays of Manon’s setting sun. There were occasional vague motions and sudden loud splashings down there, and Holati cautiously took the vehicle up a couple of hundred feet. The great chains of swamp and marshy lakes that girdled two-thirds of the planet’s equator contained numerous unclassified life-forms of a size and speed no sensible man would have cared to match himself against outside of full combat armor. Precol personnel avoided unnecessary encounters with such brutes; their control would be left to the colonists of a later year.


  His immediate problem was the ticklish one of establishing the exact circumstances under which Commissioner Ramog was to murder Holati Tate. It was an undertaking which could only too easily be fumbled, and he still wasn’t at all certain of a number of details. Brow furrowed with worried thought, he kicked the hopper at last into a moderately rapid vertical ascent and unpackaged the bio-signal record Trigger Argee had transcribed for him. He fed it carefully into the hopper’s broadcast system.


  Floating presently in the tinted evening air of the lower fringes of Manon’s aerial plankton zone, Holati Tate sat a while scanning the area about and above him. A few hundred yards away a sluggishly moving stream of the Drift was passing overhead. A few stars had winked on; and hardly a thousand miles out, a ribbon of Moon Belt dust drew thin glittering bands of fire across the sky. Here and there, then, Holati began to spot the huge greenish images of mankind’s established competitors for the protein of the Plankton Drift: the Harvesters of Manon.


  In a couple of minutes he had counted thirty-six Harvesters within visual range. As he watched, two of them were rising until they dwindled and vanished in the darkening sky. The others continued to hover not far from the streams of the Drift, as sluggish at this hour as their prey. The sausage-shaped, almost featureless giant forms hardly looked menacing, but three venturesome biologists had been electrocuted by a Harvester within a week after the Project was opened on the planet; and the usual hands-off policy had been established until Project work advanced to the point where the problem required a wholesale solution.


  Holati tuned in the bio-receiver. Around midday both Harvesters and plankton were furiously active, but there was only the barest murmur of signal now. He eased down the broadcast button on the set and waited.


  He’d counted off eight seconds before he could determine any reaction. The plankton stream nearest him was losing momentum, its component masses began curving down slowly from all directions towards the hopper. Holati was not sure that the nearest Harvesters had stirred at all; keeping a wary eye on them, he gradually stepped up the signal strength by some fifty per cent. The hopper was a solid little craft, spaceworthy at interplanetary ranges, but he was only slightly curious about what would happen if he allowed it to accompany a mass of plankton into a Harvester’s interior. And he wasn’t in the least interested in stimulating one of the giants into cutting loose with its defensive electronic blasts.


  The Harvesters were definitely moving toward him when the first streamers of the plankton arrived, thumped squashily upon the hopper’s viewplate receivers and generally proceeded to plaster themselves about the front part of the machine. Blinded for the moment, Holati switched on a mass-scope, spotted an oncoming Harvester at five hundred yards and promptly stopped the broadcast. Somewhat nervously, he watched the Harvester drift to a stop while the butterfly-sized plankton life, dropping away from what had become an uninteresting surface again, made languid motions at clustering into a new formation.


  He hesitated, then eased the hopper backward out of the disturbed area. A mile off he stopped again and swept his glance once more over what he could see of the gliding clouds of the Drift. Then he jammed down the broadcast button, sending the bio-signal out with a bawling force the planet had never experienced before.


  Throughout the area, the Drift practically exploded. Great banks of living matter came rolling down through the sky toward the hopper. Behind, through and ahead of the sentient tides, moving a hundred times faster than the plankton, rushed dozens of vast sausage shapes, their business ends opened into wide, black gapes.


  Holati Tate hurriedly knocked off the hopper’s thunderous Lorelei song and went fast and straight away from there. Far behind him, he watched the front lines of the plankton clouds breaking over a converged mass of Harvesters. A minute later the giants were plowing methodically back and forth through the late evening snack with which he had provided them.


  The experiment, he decided, had to be called a complete success. He got his bearings, turned the hopper and sent it arrowing silently down through the shadowy lower air, headed for Warehouse Center on the southern side of the local arm of Great Gruesome Swamp.


  Supply Manager Essidy was a tall, handsome man with a small brown beard and a fine set of large white teeth, who was disliked by practically everybody on the Project because of his unfortunate reputation as Commissioner Ramog’s Number One stooge. Perhaps to offset the lonely atmosphere of his main office at Warehouse Center, Essidy was industriously studying the finer points of a couple of girl clerks through his desk viewer when he was informed that Senior Assistant Commissioner Tate had just parked his hopper at Dome Two.


  Essidy clicked his teeth together alertly, lifted one eyebrow, dropped it again, cleared the viewer, clipped a comm-button to his left ear and switched the comm-set to “record.” Of the eight hundred and thirty-seven people on the Manon Project, there were nine on whom the commissioner wanted immediate reports concerning even routine supplies withdrawals. Holati Tate was one of the nine.


  Essidy’s viewer picked up the S.A.C. as he walked down the central corridor of Dome Two and followed him around a number of turns, into a large storeroom and up to a counter. Essidy adjusted the comm-button.


  “. . . Not just for atmospheric use,” Holati was saying. “Jet mobility, of course. But I might want to use it under water.”


  The counter clerk had recognized the S.A.C. and was being respectful. “Well, sir,” he said hesitantly, “if it’s a question of pressure, that would have to be a Moon-suit, wouldn’t it?”


  Holati nodded. “Uh-huh. That’s what I had in mind.”


  Back in the office, Essidy lifted both eyebrows. He couldn’t be sure of the Bio Station’s current requirements, but a Moon-suit didn’t sound routine. The clerk was dialing for the suit when Holati added, “By the way, got one of those things outfitted with a directional tracker?”


  The clerk looked around. “I’m sure we don’t, sir. It isn’t standard equipment. We can install one for you.”


  Holati reflected, and shook his head. “Don’t bother with it, son. I’ll do that myself . . . Uh, high selectivity, medium range, is the type I want.”


  “. . .That’s all he ordered,” Essidy was reporting to Commissioner Ramog fifteen minutes later, on the commissioner’s private beam. “He checked the suit himself—seemed familiar with that—and took the stuff along.”


  The commissioner was silent for almost thirty seconds and Essidy waited respectfully. He admired the boss and envied him hopelessly. It wasn’t just that Commissioner Ramog had Academy training and the authority of the Academy and the home office behind him; he also had three times Essidy’s brains and ten times Essidy’s guts and Essidy knew it.


  When Ramog finally spoke he sounded almost absent-minded, and Essidy felt a little thrill because that could mean something very hot indeed was up. “Well, of course Tate’s familiar with Moon-suits,” Ramog said. “He put in a sixteen-year hitch with the Space Scouts before getting assigned to Precol.”


  “Oh?” said Essidy.


  “Yes.” Ramog was silent a few seconds again. “Thanks for the prompt report, Essidy.” He added casually, “Keep the squad on alert status until further notice.”


  Essidy asked no foolish questions. The matter might be hot right now, and it might not. He’d hear all he needed to know in plenty of time. That was the way the boss worked; and if you worked the way he liked, another bonus would be coming along quietly a little later to be quietly stacked away with previously earned ones. Essidy looked forward to retiring from the service early.


  Commissioner Ramog, in his private rooms at Headquarters, let the tiny beam-speaker slip back into a desk niche and shifted his gaze toward a slowly turning three-dimensional replica of Manon which filled the wall across the room. The commissioner was a slender man, not very big, with a wiry, hard-trained body, close-cropped blond hair and calm gray eyes. At the moment he looked intrigued and a trifle puzzled.


  The obvious first item here, he told himself, was that there simply wasn’t any spot on the surface of this planet where the use of a Moon-suit was indicated. The tropical lakes were too shallow to present a pressure problem—and the fauna of those lakes was such that he wouldn’t have cared to work there himself without both armor and armament. He could assume therefore that Senior Assistant Commissioner Tate, having checked out neither armor nor armament, wasn’t contemplating such work either.


  The second kem: a directional tracker had a number of possible uses. However, it had been developed as a space gadget, and while it could be employed on a planet to keep a line on mobile targets, either alive or mechanical it looked as if Tate’s interest actually might be centered on something in space—


  Nearby space, since the only vehicles available to personnel on Manon had a limited range.


  Dropping that line for the moment, the commissioner’s reflections ran on, one came to the really interesting third item—which was that Tate was an old-timer in Precol service. And as an old-timer, he knew that a requisition of this kind would not escape notice on an Academy-conducted Project. In fact, he could expect it to draw a rather prompt inquiry. One had to assume again that he intended to accomplish whatever he was out to accomplish with such equipment before an inquiry caught up with him—unless, of course, he had a legitimate explanation to offer when the check was made.


  In any event, Commissioner Ramog concluded, no check was going to be made. At least, none of the kind that the senior assistant commissioner might be expecting.


  Ramog stood up and walked over to the viewwall. There were two other planets in the system of Manon’s great green sun. Giant planets both, and impossible for a man in a hopper to approach. Neither of them had a moon. There would be stray chunks of matter sprinkled through the system that nobody knew about, but Tate didn’t have the equipment for a planned prospecting trip. He had the experience: his record showed he’d taken leave of absence a half dozen times during his Precol service period to take part in private prospecting jaunts. But without equipment, and the time to use it, experience wouldn’t help him much in sifting through the expanses of a planetary system.


  And that left what really had been the most likely probability almost to start with. The commissioner switched off the image of Manon and replaced it with that of Manon’s Moon Belt.


  The planet had possessed a sizable satellite at one time; but the time lay far in Manon’s geological past. What was left by now was debris, thick enough to provide both a minor navigational problem and an interesting night-time display, but not heavy enough to represent a noteworthy menace to future colonists. So far there had been no opportunity to survey the Belt thoroughly.


  But anyone who was using a hopper regularly could have made an occasional unobserved trip up there.


  He couldn’t, however, have left his vehicle. Neither to make a closer investigation, nor to pick up something he thought he’d spotted. Not unless he had a Moon-suit.


  The commissioner felt excitement growing up in him, and now he could allow it to come through. Because there was really only one reason why an old-timer like Tate would violate Precol regulations so obviously. Only one thing big enough! The thing that Commissioner Ramog had come to Manon to find. An Old Galactic artifact—


  He noticed he was shaking a little when he switched on the communicator to the outer office of his quarters. But his tone was steady. “Mora?”


  “Right here.” A cool feminine voice.


  “See what you got on Tate during the day.”


  “The S.A.C.? He was out with Argee for two hours this afternoon. No coverage on that period.”


  Ramog frowned a little, nodded. “I have her report here. A Project Five item. What else?”


  “Afterwards—Warehouse Center . . .”


  “Have that, too.”


  “I’m scanning the tapes,” Mora said. And presently, “Seems to have been in his hopper alone since early morning. Location checks to his station. Nothing of interest, so far. Hm-m-m . . . well, now!”


  “What is it?”


  “I think,” Mora told him, “I should bring this in to you. He’s going to be gone two or three days.”


  “I’ll come out.” Ramog already was on his feet. “Get me a current location check on that hopper of his.” Mora looked around as he came hurriedly into the office. “No luck, commissioner. Hopper can’t be traced. He’s gone off-planet.”


  Ramog’s eyes narrowed very briefly as he dropped into a chair at her desk. “Start up the playback. And don’t look so pleased!”


  Mora smiled. She was a slender, quick-moving, black-haired girl with big eyes almost as dark as her hair. “That’s my little blond tiger!” she murmured.


  His face was flushed. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean,” she said, “that I feel very, very sorry for the S.A.C.” She started the playback. “The other one talking is Chelly. Ecologist. Tate’s unofficial second-in-command at the station.”


  Ramog nodded impatiently. There weren’t more than a dozen sentences to the conversation between Holati Tate and Chelly. Mora shut off the playback. “That’s all there is to his tape.” She waited.


  Ramog had had a bad moment. The S.A.C. had simply put Chelly in charge of station operations for the next two or three days, until he returned. No explanation for his intended absence, and Chelly seemed only mildly surprised. But obviously he wasn’t involved in what Tate was doing.


  What had bothered Ramog was the sudden thought that Tate might have arranged for an off-planet rendezvous with an FTL. But a second or two later he knew it wasn’t possible. The Precol patrol boat stationed off Manon would spot, report, and challenge anything equipped with a space drive before it got close enough to the system for a hopper to meet it. The patrol-boat’s job was a legitimate one: a planet undergoing orderly processing became a Federation concern and closed to casual interlopers. But in this case it insured that wherever Holati Tate was heading, he would have to return to Manon eventually.


  The commissioner had relaxed a little. He smiled at Mora, his mind reverting to something she’d said a minute or so ago. A thrill-greedy, sanguinary little devil, he thought, but it would be regrettable if he ever had to get rid of Mora. They understood each other so well.


  “You know,” he told her, “I seem to feel very sorry for the S.A.C., too!” He added, “Now.”


  She gurgled excitedly and came over to him. “Are you going to tell me what it’s all about?”


  “Don’t be stupid,” Commissioner Ramog said tolerantly. An operation like this was a game to Mora. But she wasn’t stupid. She was the most valuable assistant he’d ever developed.


  “How many possible lines of action?” she persisted.


  Ramog already had considered that. “Three,” he said. “And I don’t think we’d better waste any time.”


  As it happened, it was Ramog’s third line of action with which Holati Tate became involved when he dropped back into Manon’s atmosphere two and a half planet days after his departure. Had he set the hopper down then in some wild section of the planet it would have been a different story. Ramog had been obliged to consider the possibility that the S.A.C. would be so lacking in human trustfulness that he might bury some item of value where it would never be found by anyone else.


  An electronics specialist by the name of Gision was, therefore, on Holati’s tail in an armed hopper as soon as he was spotted again, and he followed the S.A.C. around the curve of the planet as unobtrusively as one hopper could follow another. However, Holati Tate was merely heading by the shortest route for his Bio Station. When he settled down there, Gision took up a position halfway between Headquarters and the Bio domes and waited for developments.


  At the Bio Station Essidy took over. For the past eighteen hours Essidy had been conducting an unhurried inventory of the station, assisted by a small crew of husky warehouse men. Holati locked his hopper when he got out, and it wasn’t Essidy’s job to do anything about that. He merely reported to Ramog that the S.A.C.—looking a little travel-worn and towing a bulky object by a gravity tube—had gone to his personal quarters. The object appeared to be, and probably was, the packaged Moon-suit. A few minutes later, Holati re-appeared at the hopper without the object, climbed in and took off. Gision reported from his aerial vantage point that the S.A C. was going toward Headquarters now and was told by Ramog to precede him there.


  Essidy was chattering over the private beam again before Gision signed off. Holati Tate had left his quarters sealed, but that had been no problem. “We got the thing unwrapped,” Essidy said., “It’s the Moon-suit, all right, and nothing else. He’s got the directional tracker installed. It’s activated. And that’s the only interesting thing in these rooms.”


  “Go ahead,” Ramog said quietly. “What’s the reading on the tracker?” Essidy checked again to make sure. “Locked on Object,” he reported. “At two to twenty thousand miles.” And that was all Ramog had wanted to know. For a moment he was surprised to discover that his palms were slippery with sweat.


  “All right, Essidy,” he said. “Seal up his rooms and bring the suit over here, immediately.” He added with no change in inflection, “If anyone has tampered with that reading before I see it, I’ll burn him and you personally.”


  “Yes, sir,” Essidy said meekly. “Shall I have the boys go ahead with the inventory to make it look right?” Ramog said that would be fine and cut him off. The commissioner was actually enormously relieved. His third line of action was unreeling itself smoothly, and even if Tate got suspicious and panicked now it wouldn’t present a serious problem, though it might still make the operation a little messy.


  One could even hope for the S.A.C.’s own sake, Ramog thought, smiling very faintly now, that he wouldn’t panic. The third line of action was not only the least risky, it was by far the most humane.


  Holati Tate set the hopper down a hundred yards from the Headquarters vehicle shelter entrance. The service crew chief’s voice said over the intercom, “Better bring her in, sir. We’re on storm warning.”


  Holati obediently turned the hopper, slid her into the shelter and grounded her. The entrance door closed a hundred yards behind him.


  “Want her serviced, sir?”


  “No, no; she doesn’t need it.” Holati set the hatch on lock, got out and let it snap shut behind him. He looked at the crew chief. “I’ll be taking her out again in thirty minutes or so,” he said. Then he walked off up the dome tunnel toward the office sections.


  The crew chief looked around and saw the hopper’s hatch open. He frowned.


  “Hey, you!” He went up to the hatch. “Who’s that in there? She don’t need servicing. How’d you get in?”


  The man named Gision looked out. He was a large man with a round face and a sleepily ferocious expression.


  “Little man,” he said softly, “just keep the mouth shut and take off.”


  The crew chief stared at him. Gision was tagged with a very peculiar reputation among the best informed Project personnel, but the crew chief hadn’t had much to do with him personally and he habitually ignored Project rumors. Rumors about this guy or that started up on almost any outworld operation; they could usually be put down to jumpy nerves.


  He changed his mind completely about that in the few seconds he and Gision were looking at each other.


  He turned on his heel and walked off, badly shaken. If something was going on, he didn’t want to know about it. Not a thing. He wasn’t an exceptionally timid man, but he had just realized clearly that he was a long way from the police of the Federation.


  Mora was in temporary charge of the, communications offices, though Holati Tate didn’t see her at first. He walked up to a plump, giggly little clerk he’d talked to before. She was busy coding a section of the current Project reports which presently would perform some fantastic loops through time and space and present themselves briskly at the Precol Home Office in the Federation.


  Holati looked around the big room. “Where’s Trigger Argee?” he inquired.


  The clerk giggled. “Visiting her boy friend—” She looked startled. “My . . . I guess I shouldn’t have said that!”


  So Holati discovered Trigger had been offered a special four-day furlough from the commissioner to go console Brule Inger in the brig, which was stationed in the general area of Manon’s southern pole. He could imagine Trigger had been a little suspicious of the commissioner’s gesture, but naturally she’d accepted.


  He pulled down worriedly on his left ear lobe and glanced over to the far end of the room where three other clerks were working. “Who’s in charge here, now?”


  “Mora Lune’s in charge,” said the little clerk. She giggled. “If there’s something . . . maybe I can help you?”


  “Hm-m-m,” Holati Tate said dubiously. As the little clerk told the others afterwards, he looked mighty nervous at that moment, hesitating as if he didn’t know what to say. As a matter of fact, he felt rather nervous. “This Mora Lune,” he went on at last. “Who’s she?”


  “The commissioner’s secretary,” explained the girl. “Mostly. She does all kinds of things, though. Sort of his assistant.”


  The S.A.C. stood stroking his chin and gnawing his lip. Finally he frowned.


  “Well,” he said with a sigh, “guess I’ll go see Mora.”


  The little clerk giggled brightly and jumped up. “I’ll show you to the office,” she offered. Because, as she explained afterwards, she could just feel that something exciting was up.


  That was all she had to tell. Mora sent her back to her work as soon as the two of them reached the door of the Central Communications Office. Mora didn’t look excited except that her eyes had become nearly black. One would have had to know Mora to interpret that correctly, but Holati Tate made a fair guess. Like a man who’s reached a decision, he explained his purpose almost curtly, “I want to send a personal message by long-range transmitter.”


  Mora indicated restrained surprise. “Oh . . . you’ll want privacy, I suppose?” She added, “And I’m sure you’re aware of the expense factor?” He nodded. Just getting the long transmitters started up came to around three months of his salary.


  Mora looked arch. “Perhaps congratulations are in order? A registration?”


  At that, Holati Tate chuckled nervously. “Well, I’ll say this much . . . I’ll want to use the Notary!”


  “Of course.” Mora rose from behind the desk. “I’ll attach it for you myself,” she offered graciously. She floated ahead of him down a short hall and into the communications cabinet, dealt deftly there with switches and settings, connected the Notary machine with the transmitter, floated back to the door. “It’s expensive, remember!” She smiled at him once more, almost tenderly, and closed the door behind her.


  “How’d he take it?” Gision inquired a few minutes later.


  Mora shrugged. They were in her own office and both were bent intently over a profile map of the area. On the map a small yellow dot moved out from the sprawl of Headquarters domes toward the southern swamps. Gision’s large thumb rested lightly on a button at the side of the frame. Map and attachments were his own creation. “He just clammed up completely when he discovered it was to be a canned message,” she said. “Refused to make it, of course—said he’d be back tomorrow or whenever the transmitters were working again. But I’m not even certain he was suspicious.”


  Gision grunted. “You can bet he got suspicious! The transmitters don’t cut out that often.”


  “Maybe. He’d already checked out positive on the Notary anyway. It was a registration, all right.” Mora moved a fingertip toward the thumb that rested on the button. “If you let me do that, I’ll tell you what he was going to register.”


  Gision shook his big head without looking up. “You’re too eager. And I’m not interested in what he was going to register.”


  She smiled. “You’re all scared of Ramog.”


  Gision nodded. “And so would you be,” he said, “if you had any sense.” They sat quietly a few minutes; then Mora began to fidget. “Isn’t that far enough? He’ll get away!”


  “He can’t get away—and it’s almost far enough. We want him right out over the middle of those swamps.”


  She looked at his face and laughed. “I can tell you’re going to let me do it. Aren’t you?”


  Gision nodded again. “And now’s about the time. Put the finger up here.”


  She slipped her finger over the button and wet her lips. “Like this?”


  “Like that. Now push.”


  She pushed down. The yellow dot vanished.


  “Is that all?” she said disappointed.


  “What did you expect?” Gision said. “An explosion?”


  “No,” Mora said dreamily. “But there’s not much to it. If the old boy had been a little sharper, we might have had a questioning.”


  He shrugged. Sometimes Mora gave him the chills. “Questionings are what you try when you can’t figure it out,” he explained. “In a setup like this they can get pretty risky. So the boss likes to figure it out.” He added his own basic philosophy, “When they’re dead, they’re safe.”


  Holati Tate was sweating under his clothes when he slid the hopper back out of the vehicle shelter entrance and lifted into the air. Actually, as far as he could tell, everything was rolling along very smoothly, and he could reassure himself with the thought that he was dealing with a group of people who appeared to have proved their competence at this sort of business more than once in the past. If their thinking was up to par, he would be quite safe for the next eight minutes.


  But one couldn’t be sure.


  Somewhat shakily therefore, he gave the hopper its accustomed fix on the Bio Station and put it on automatic. Then taking a coil of wire out of his pocket, he slipped its looped end over the acceleration switch, secured the loop and gave the wire a tentative tug. The hopper responded with a surge of power.


  Holati patted another pocket, which contained a package of emergency rations, and sat back to sweat out the remaining minutes. A persistent fluttering started up in the pit of his stomach. His gaze went wistfully once to the collapsed escape bubble on his left. He was getting a little old for field and track work, he thought; the bubble looked very attractive. But he had no way of knowing just how thorough Ramog’s preparations had been, and no time to check. So the bubble was out, like the grav-tubes and the heavy rifle in the hopper’s emergency locker. Field and track stuff, as if he were a downy cadet! He groaned.


  Wooded stretches passed under him and Great Gruesome’s lowlands moved into view ahead. Holati cut the hopper’s speed to a crawl, dropped to twenty feet and opened the hatch. He edged out, breathing hard and hanging on to his wire with one hand, and as they passed over the first patch of marshy ground he gave the wire a firm tug and jumped. The hopper zoomed off, slanting upward again.


  The ground was much wetter than Holati had estimated, but he floundered and waded out in three and a half minutes. A pair of hippopotamous-sized, apparently vegetarian, denizens of Great Gruesome followed him part of the way, bellowing annoyedly, but undertook no overt action.


  As he sat down on the first piece of dry earth to pour the mud out of his boots, there was a moderately bright flash in the noonday sky over the approximate center of the swamp-arm behind him. Holati didn’t look around but he grunted approvingly. Clean work! Even if someone had been interested in going hunting for fragments of the hopper, they weren’t going to invade the center of Great Gruesome to do it. Not very long.


  He worked his boots back on, stood up, sighed, and set out squishly on what was going to be a two-day hike back to the Headquarters Station.


  When the long-awaited announcement of the first artifacts of the legendary Old Galactic civilization finally was flashed from Precol’s Manon System to the Federation, the Precol home office and Academy showed an uncharacteristic lack of enthusiasm. The fact that one of their most able and respected field operators had just been lost off Manon in line of duty might have had something to do with it. In the wave of renewed high interest in space exploration which swept the Federation, this detail remained generally unnoticed.


  For the discovery was a truly king-sized strike. The riches of robotic information alone which it provided for a dozen interested branches of human science might take a century to be. fully utilized. The Old Galactic base on an obscure planetoid circling far beyond the previously established limits of the Manon System was no dead relic; it was a functioning though currently purposeless installation. The best guess was that approximately thirty-two thousand standard years had passed since the constructors of the base had last visited it. Automatically and efficiently since then the installation had continued to reap and process the cyclic abundance of plankton life from Manon’s atmosphere.


  When the ships which once had carried away its finished products no longer came and the limits of its storage facilities were reached, it piled up the accumulating excess on the little world’s lightless surface. But its processing sections remained active, and back and forth between the planetoid and Manon moved the stream of Harvesters, biological robots themselves, and performed their function until a human discoverer set foot on the little world and human hands reached for the controlling switches in the installation that turned the Harvesters off.


  So scientists, technicians and reporters came out by the shipload to the Manon System, and for a few months Manon’s new Acting Commissioner was an extremely busy man. One day however he summoned his secretary, Trigger Argee, to his new office on what was now popularly though inaccurately known as Harvest Moon and said, “Trigger, we’re going for a little trip.”


  “You’re scheduled for three more interviews in the next six hours,” Trigger informed him.


  “Chelly or Inger can handle them,” the Acting Commissioner said.


  “Not these,” said Trigger. “Reporters. They want more details on the Space Exploits of the Gallant Scout Commander Tate in His Younger Days.”


  “Hell,” Acting Commissioner Tate said, reddening slightly, “I’m too old to enjoy being a hero now. They should have come around thirty years earlier. Let’s go.”


  So they rose presently from the surface of the dark worldlet, with Trigger at the controls of a spacecraft not much bigger than a hopper but capable nevertheless of interstellar jumps, though Trigger hadn’t yet been checked out on such maneuvers. It was, as a matter of fact, basically the ferocious little boat of the Space Scouts rebuilt for comfort, which made it a toy for the fabulously wealthy only. The Acting Commissioner, having observed recently that, on the basis of his first-discovery claims to Harvest Moon and its gadgetry, he was now in the fabulously wealthy class, had indulged himself in an old man’s whim.


  “Here’s your course-tape, pilot,” he said complacently and settled back into the very comfortable observer’s seat on Trigger’s right, equipped with its duplicate target screen.


  Trigger fed in the tape and settled back also. “Runs itself,” she said. “Practically.” She was a girl who could appreciate a good ship. “What are you looking for, out in the middle of the Manon System?”


  “You’ll see when we get there.” Trigger gave him a quick look. Then she glanced at the space-duty suit he had brought from the back of the ship and laid behind his seat. “I’m not so sure,” she said carefully, “that I’m going to like what I see when we get there.”


  “Oho!” Holati Tate reached up and tugged down on his left ear lobe. He looked reflective. After a moment he inquired, “How much of this have you got figured out, Trigger girl?”


  “Parts of it,” Trigger said. “There’re some missing pieces, too, though. I’ve been doing a little investigating on my own,” she explained.


  Manon’s Acting Commissioner cleared his throat. He reached out and made an adjustment on his target screen, peered into the screen, muttered and made another adjustment. Then he said, “What got you going on an investigation?”


  “The fact,” said Trigger, “that Precol Academy seems willing to let you get away with murder.”


  “Murder?” He frowned.


  “Yes. It didn’t take much digging to find out about the Ancient and Honorable Society of Retired Space Scouts. First I’d heard of that outfit.” She hesitated. “I suppose you don’t mind my saying it doesn’t sound like an organization anyone would take seriously?”


  “Don’t mind at all,” said Holati Tate.


  “I believe you. In fact, after I’d found there were around twelve thousand of those retired Scouts scattered through Precol—and that you happened to be their president—it occurred to me the Society might have selected that name so nobody would take it seriously.”


  “Hm-m-m.” He nodded. “Yes. Bright girl!”


  “There may be bright people at the Academy, too,” Trigger said. “Bright enough to work out that Commissioner Ramog’s departure from our midst was a well-planned execution.”


  “I’d say I like ‘execution’ better than ‘murder,’ ” Holati remarked judiciously. “But it’s still not quite the right word, Trigger girl.”


  “You prefer ‘object lesson’ ?”


  “Well . . . that’ll do for the moment. So what did you mean about it’s being a well-planned object lesson?”


  Trigger shrugged. “Wouldn’t it have been a remarkable coincidence if you’d made the Old Galactic strike at just the right instant to help close out Ramog’s account?”


  “I see.” Holati nodded again. “Yes, you’re right about that. A few of us discovered Harvest Moon almost three years ago, on a private prospecting run—” He leaned forward suddenly. “Brake her down, pilot! There’s a flock of those Harvester things ahead right now. I want to look them over.”


  She brought the ship to a stop in the middle of a widely scattered dozen of Harvesters, drifting idly through the system as they had been doing since Holati Tate had disconnected the switch that energized them, in an airless underground dome on Harvest Moon, three months before.


  Peering out against the green glare of Manon’s sun, Trigger eyed the nearest of the inert hulks with some feeling of physical discomfort. It was very considerably bigger than their ship, and it looked more like some ominously hovering dark monster of space than like an alien work-robot. She became aware that her companion’s hands were moving unhurriedly about an instrument panel on the other side of his target screen. Suddenly, first one and then another of the Harvesters was glowing throughout its length as if a greenish light had been switched on inside it. The glow darkened again, as the invisible beam that had been scanning them from the ship went on to others of the group.


  “Looks like this bunch was about four weeks out from Manon when the power went off,” Holati remarked conversationally. He cut the scan-beam off. “It would have taken them close to two months to make the run to Harvest Moon at the time.”


  Trigger nodded. “I’ve seen the figures. Shall I get us back on course?”


  “Please do. There’s nothing here.”


  Trigger remained silent until she had gone through the required operations. Then, feeling unaccountably relieved at being in motion again, she said, “I suppose it was your Society that started the rumors about the Manon System being the most likely place for an Old Galactic strike to be made.”


  “Uh-huh. Sound data back of the rumors, too. We felt that with a sharp operator like Ramog the situation we set up had better be genuine.” After a moment, he added, “There really wasn’t any way of doing it gently, Trigger girl. That Academy outfit was too cocksure of its position; it needed hard processing. One of the things they had to learn was that—away from civilization, anyway—the members of the Society can play rougher and dirtier than any commissioner they can send out. After all,” he concluded mildly, “we’ve had the training for that. Years of it.”


  Trigger looked at him curiously. “What puzzles me is that they seem to have got the idea so quickly. I wouldn’t have thought Precol Academy would let itself be impressed too much by just one—object lesson.”


  “They might have missed some of the implications,” Holati admitted. “However, we gave them a helpful hint.”


  “Oh?” she said. “What?”


  “A formal complaint from our Society, signed by its president. It listed Society members and others who had been killed on Precol Projects in the last ten years, because of the inefficiency, let’s say, of specific Project commissioners. The commissioners in question—all members of the Academy—were also listed. Ramog’s name happened to be at the head of that list . . . and they got the complaint the day after Ramog was reported lost.”


  Trigger’s eyes widened. “Well,” she acknowledged, “that’s as broad as a hint can get!”


  “We weren’t trying to be subtle. Murder gets to be hard to prove under Project conditions—there’re too many possibilities. So the Academy group is safe enough that way; we aren’t accusing anyone of anything worse than inefficiency. But the complaint suggested that the people we listed be withdrawn from active service, as they were obviously unfit for such work.”


  She smiled briefly. “And since the Society has taken the precaution of turning its president into an extremely famous man, the home office can’t resort to obvious counteraction—like firing the whole twelve thousand of you from the various Projects?”


  “That would raise a terrible stink, wouldn’t it?” Holati said cheerfully. “And, who knows, we might even publish our complaint then. With additional data we could—Slow her down again, will you? We should be pretty close to course end by now.”


  “A few minutes off,” Trigger said reluctantly. “What is it—more Harvesters?”


  He was fiddling with the target screen again. “Uh-huh,” he said absently. “But we’ll move on a little farther. Slow and easy now!”


  Trigger kept it slow and easy, ignoring the dark shapes they slid past occasionally. After a while, she said, “There’s one thing the Academy must have thought of trying, though—”


  “To pin Ramog’s disappearance on me?”


  She glanced at him. “Perhaps not on you personally. There’s evidence enough you’d just started walking back from the edge of the swamps when Ramog climbed into a jet suit, took off for the Moon Belt on an undisclosed mission, and vanished. But it wouldn’t be too unreasonable for the Academy to assume that some retired, but not so decrepit Space Scouts, were waiting for him up there when he arrived.”


  “You know,” Holati said with some satisfaction, “that’s exactly how they did figure it.” He kept his eyes on the screen as he went on. “Naturally, they wouldn’t expect us to leave a body floating around, but a really capable investigator doesn’t need anything as crude as that in the line of evidence. The Academy had some very good boys combing over the Moon Belt and other parts of the system the past couple of months. There were times when we had to be careful not to trip over them.”


  “Oh?” said Trigger. “What did they find?”


  “Nothing,” Holati said. “Naturally. They gave up finally.”


  She frowned. “How do you know?”


  “I get the word. The word I got last week was that the bad eggs in Precol we named on that list are resigning in droves and heading for the Federation. And the men that are being moved up are men we like. Just today,” he added, “an Academy courier came in with an official notification for me. I’m confirmed in rank as commissioner now, in permanent charge of the Manon Project.”


  Trigger Argee sat thoughtfully silent for a while. “So there really wasn’t anyone waiting up in the Moon Belt for Ramog?”


  Holati shook his head. “No,” he said almost casually. “We never laid a finger on him. Wouldn’t have been quite ethical—we had no proof.” Her face began working curiously. “And there was that plankton beep you had me copying for you—Did you ever find out whether it attracted the Harvesters, too?”


  He nodded. “Chow call, pure and simple. Now, pilot, do you spot that singleton on your screen over there?” Trigger’s head was swimming for a moment; then she saw the distant dark blob. “Yes,” she said faintly.


  “Move in on it, adjust to the drift, and stop.” She heard him stand up.


  “Holati!” It wasn’t much more than a gasp. “Are you going out?”


  “Well, what else? It won’t take long.”


  Trigger closed her eyes slowly, opened them again and grimly maneuvered the sluggishly gliding boat in on its dark target. From behind her came a series of vague metallic sounds, followed by the snaps of the magnetic suit clamps. She stopped the boat and stared out at the shadow shape swimming like a whale in the tides of space beside them. Soft heavy footsteps passed behind her, moving toward the lock. Waves of horror began crawling over her skin.


  The lock hissed, and presently stopped hissing. She was alone. The boat turned slowly, and she found herself staring again at the green blaze of Manon’s sun. But the dark thing still floated at the edge of her vision, and now and then it seemed to move slightly. She felt like screaming. Then the lock began hissing again, and stopped again.


  He came in slowly and turned to the back of the ship. Something went dragging and bumping heavily across the floor behind him.


  She nodded slowly, though he couldn’t see that from the back of the ship.


  Riding a directional beam, she thought—and the beam pre-set to cut out when he hit the altitude where the Plankton Drift is thickest. So there he hangs wondering what’s happened, while the suit is broadcasting to those—whew!


  “Holati,” she said evenly, “I think I’m going to faint.”


  “Not you,” his voice came from the back of the ship. “Or I wouldn’t have picked you for the trip.” He was breathing heavily. “You can start us back to base now.”


  Trigger didn’t faint. The ship began to move and the thing outside vanished. The thing he had brought inside went with them. Holati made no stir for the moment; she guessed he was glad of a chance to rest.


  The happy little monster is right, her thoughts ran on. It wasn’t a murder; it wasn’t even an execution. They couldn’t prove Ramog was a killer, so they tested him. He couldn’t climb into that suit until he’d got Holati Tate out of the way. And once he’d done that, he couldn’t send anyone else because, with stakes that big there was never anyone else a man like Ramog could trust.


  The Society had it set up, all right—


  There was a loud metal clang from the back of the ship, and a pale purple glow grew in the dark behind Trigger. The little fuel converter door had been opened. At the same time, something seemed to shut off her breathing.


  Holati said conversationally, “Precol Service was a pretty fair organization before the Academy took over, Trigger. Shouldn’t be long before it’s back in good shape again now—”


  He stopped and grunted with effort, and there was a sharp cracking sound like a stick of dry wood being broken.


  “The Academy’s all right,” he went on, breathing unevenly again, “for raising funds and things like that. We’ll keep it around. But it’s out in the field where the fun is, and we intend to keep the fun clean from now on.”


  The purple light faded; the converter door clanged shut. The little boat’s interior lights came on. “All right,” Holati said. “You can look around now.”


  Trigger looked around. There were dark streaks on the floor before the converter door, but the thing that had been brought in from outside was gone. Holati Tate was climbing out of his space-duty suit. He looked at her and closed one eye in a wink that was not, in the slightest degree, humorous.


  “Processed!” he said.


  THE END
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  SUMMER GUESTS


  No birds were these, and surely not of a feather, and there was no need to tell Mel by the company he kept—it told him!


  ALL through that Saturday night, rain drummed down mercilessly and unseasonably on Sweetwater Beach, Thunder pealed and lightning flared. In between, Mel Armstrong heard the steady boom of the Pacific surf not a block from his snug little duplex apartment. Mel didn’t mind any of it. He was in bed, slightly swacked and wholly comfortable. He dozed, and now and then woke up far enough to listen admiringly to the racket.


  At nine A.M., when he opened his eyes once more, he discovered the room was full of summer sunshine. Beyond his window gleamed a cloudless sky, and only the occasional gusts of wind indicated there had been anything like a storm during the night.


  An exceptionally beautiful Sunday morning—made more beautiful, perhaps, by the fact that it marked the beginning of Mel Armstrong’s annual two-week paid vacation. Mel was a salesman for Marty’s Fine Liquors, a wholesale house. He was twenty-eight and in fairly good shape, but his job bored him. This morning, for the first time in months, he was fully aware of that. Perhaps it was the weather. At any rate, he had a sense, almost a premonition, of new and exciting events approaching him rapidly. Events that would break down the boundaries of his present humdrum existence and pitch him into the life of romantic adventure that, somehow, he seemed to have missed so far . . .


  Recognizing this as a daydream, but unwilling to give it up completely, Mel breakfasted unhurriedly in his pajamas. Then, struck by a sudden, down-to-earth suspicion, he stuck his head out of his living room window.


  As he’d guessed, there were other reminders of the storm in the narrow courtyard before the window. Branches and assorted litter had blown in, including at least one soggily dismembered Sunday paper. The low rent he paid for his ground-floor apartment in the Oceanview Courts was based on an understanding with the proprietor that he and the upstairs occupant of the duplex would keep the court clean. The other five duplexes that fronted on the court were bulging with vacationing visitors from the city, which made it a real chore in summer.


  Unfortunately, he couldn’t count on his upstairs neighbor, a weird though rather amiable young character who called herself Maria de Guesgne. Maria went in for painting abstractions, constructing mobiles, and discussing the works of Madame Blavatsky. She avoided the indignity of manual toil.


  Mel made himself decent by exchanging his pajamas for swimming trunks. Then he got a couple of brooms and a hose out of a garage back of the court and went to work.


  HE’D cleared the courtyard by the time the first of the seasonal guests began to show up in their doorways, and went on to inspect another, narrower court behind his duplex, which was also his responsibility. There he discovered Maria de Guesgne propped on her elbows on her bedroom window sill, talking reproachfully to a large gray tomcat that was sitting in the court. Both turned to look at Mel.


  “Good morning, Mel!” Maria said, with unusual animation. She had long black bangs which emphasized her sallow and undernourished appearance.


  “Morning,” Mel replied. “Scat!” he added to the cat, which belonged to somebody else in the neighborhood but was usually to be found stalking about the Oceanview Courts.


  “You shouldn’t frighten poor Cat,” said Maria. “Mel, would you look into the bird box?”


  “Bird box?”


  “The one in the climbing rose,” said Maria, leaning precariously from the window to point. “To your left. Cat was trying to get at it.”


  The bird box was a white-painted, weather-beaten little house set into a straggly rose bush that grew out of a square patch of earth beside Mel’s bedroom window. The box was about ten feet above the ground.


  Mel looked up at it.


  “I’m sure I heard little birds peeping in it this morning!” Maria explained sentimentally.


  “No bird in its senses would go into a thing like that,” Mel assured her. “I don’t hear anything. And besides—”


  “Please, Mel! We don’t want Cat to get them!”


  Mel groaned, got a wobbly stepladder out of the garage and climbed up. The gray cat walked over and sat down next to the ladder to watch him.


  He poked at the box and listened. No sound.


  “Can’t you open the top and look in?” Maria inquired.


  Holding the box in one hand, Mel tentatively inserted his thumbnail into a crack under its top and pushed. The weathered wood splintered away easily.


  “Don’t break it!” Maria cried.


  Mel put his eye to the crack he’d made. Then he gasped, jerked back, letting go of the box, teetered wildly a moment and fell over with the step-ladder. The cat fled, spitting.


  “Oh, my!” said Maria, apparently with some enjoyment. “Poor Mel! Are you hurt?”


  Mel stood up slowly. The bright morning world seemed to be spinning gently around him, but it wasn’t because of his fall. “Of course not,” he said. His voice quavered somewhat.


  “Oh?” said Maria. “Well, then—are there any little birds in the nest?”


  Mel swallowed hard. “No,” he said. He bent over and carefully picked up the ladder and placed it against the wall. The action made it unnecessary to look at her.


  “Eggs?” she asked in a hopeful tone.


  “No eggs either! No nothing!” His voice was steady again, but he had to get rid of Maria. “Well, I’ll clean up this court now, I guess. Uh—maybe you’d like to come down and lend a hand?”


  Maria replied promptly that she certainly would like to, but she hadn’t had breakfast yet; and with that she vanished from the window.


  Mel looked round stealthily. The cat was watching from the door of the garage, but no one else was in sight.


  Hurriedly, he replaced the stepladder under the bird nest and climbed up again.


  SETTING the box carefully down on the table in his living room, he locked the apartment door and closed the Venetian blinds. All this had been done in a sort of quiet rush, as if every second counted, which it did in a way. Mel wasn’t going to believe, even for a moment, that what he thought he’d seen in that box could be really there; and he couldn’t disprove it fast enough to suit him. But something warned him that he wouldn’t want to have any witnesses around when he did take his second look.


  Then, as he turned from the window, he heard a thin piping cry, a voice as tiny as the peeping of a mouse, coming from the table, from the box.


  An instant fright reaction froze him where he stood. The sounds stopped again. There was a brief, faint rustle, like the stirring of dry parchment, and then quiet.


  The rustling, he thought, must have been the wings—he’d been sure they had wings. Otherwise—


  It could all have been an illusion, he told himself. An illusion that transformed a pair of featherless nestlings into something he still didn’t want to give a name to. Color patterns of jade and pink flashed into his memory next, however, which made the bird theory shaky. Say a rather small green-and-pink snake then, or a lizard—


  Except, of course, for the glassy glitter of the wings. So make it instead, Mel thought desperately, a pair of big insects, like dragonflies, only bigger . . .


  He shook his head and moistened his lips. That wouldn’t explain that tiny voice—and the more he tried to rationalize it all, the more scared he was getting. Assume, he took the mental jump, he really had seen the figures of two tiny, naked, green-and-pink people in there—with wings! One didn’t have to drag in the supernatural to explain it. There were things like flying saucers, presumably, and probably such beings might exist on other worlds.


  The thought was oddly reassuring. He still felt as if he’d locked himself in the room with things potentially in the class of tarantulas, but there was excitement and wonder coming up now. With a surge of jealous proprietorship, he realized that he didn’t want to share this discovery with anybody else. Later, perhaps. Right now, it was his big adventure.


  The room was too dim to let him distinguish anything inside the box as he had outdoors, and he was still reluctant to get his face too close to it. He gave it a gingerly rap with his knuckle and waited. No sound.


  He cleared his throat. “Hello?” he said. Immediately, that seemed like an idiotic approach. Worse than that, it also brought no reaction.


  For the first time, Mel had a sense of worry for the occupants of the box. There was no way of guessing how they’d got in there, but they might be sick or dying. Hurriedly he brought a lamp over to the table and tried to direct light inside, both through the round hole in its side and through the opening he’d made in the top. It wasn’t very effective and produced no stir within.


  With sudden decision, he shoved one hand into the opening, held the box with the other and broke off the entire top. And there they were.


  Mel stared at them a long time, his fears fading slowly. They were certainly alive! One was green, a tiny body of luminous jade, and the other was silkily human-colored, which was why he had been confused on that point. The wings could hardly be anything else, though they were very odd-looking, almost like thin, flexible glass.


  He couldn’t force himself to touch them. Instead, he laid a folded clean towel on the table and tilted the box very slowly over it. A series of careful tappings and shakings brought the two beings sliding gently out onto the towel.


  Two delicately formed female figurines, they lay there a moment, unmoving. Then the green one passed a tiny hand over her forehead in a slow, completely human gesture, opened slanted golden eyes with startled suddenness and looked up at Mel.


  He might still have thought he was dreaming, if his attention hadn’t been caught just then by a detail of undream-like realism. The other, the human-colored one, seemed to be definitely in a family way.


  THEY were sitting on the folded bath towel in a square of afternoon sunlight which came in through the kitchenette window. The window was high enough up so nobody could look in from outside, and they seemed to want the warmth of the sun more than anything else. They did not appear to be sick, but they were still rather languid. It wasn’t starvation, apparently. Mel had put bits of a variety of foods on a napkin before them, and he changed the samples as soon as his guests indicated they weren’t interested. So far, canned sardine was the only item that had attracted them at all, and they hadn’t done much more than test that.


  Between moments of just marveling at them, assuring himself they were there and not an illusion, and wondering what they were then and where they’d come from, Mel was beginning to get worried again. For all he knew, they might suddenly die on the bath towel.


  “Miss Green,” he said in a very low voice—he didn’t want to give Maria de Guesgne any indication he was in the house—“I wish you could tell me what you like to eat!”


  Miss Green looked up at him and smiled. She was much more alert and vivacious than the other one who, perhaps because of her condition, merely sat or lay there gracefully and let Miss Green wait on her. The relationship seemed to be about that of an elf princess and her personal attendant, but they were much too real-seeming creatures to have popped out of a fairy tale, though their appearance did arouse recurrent bursts of a feeling of fairy tale unreality, which Mel hadn’t known since he was ten. But, tiny as they were, Miss Green and the princess primarily gave him the impression of being quite as functional as human beings or, perhaps, as field mice.


  He would have liked to inspect the brittle-seeming wings more closely. They seemed to be made up of numerous laminated, very thin sections, and he wondered whether they could fly with them or whether their race had given up or lost that ability.


  But touching them might have affected their present matter-of-fact acceptance of him, and he didn’t want to risk that . . .


  A door banged suddenly in the apartment overhead. A moment later, he heard Maria coming down the hall stairs.


  Mel stood up in sudden alarm. He’d known for some time that his neighbor had supplied herself with a key to his apartment, not to pry but with the practical purpose of borrowing from the little bar in Mel’s living room when she was out of both money and liquor. She rarely took much, and until now he’d been more amused than annoyed.


  HE went hurriedly into the living room, closing the door to the kitchenette behind him. If Maria knocked, he wouldn’t answer. If she decided he was out and came in to steal his liquor, he would pretend to have been asleep in the chair and scare the hell out of her!


  She paused before the apartment door a moment, but then went out into the court.


  Mel waited until her footsteps died away, going toward the street. As he opened the door to the kitchenette, something buzzed noisily out of the living room past his shoulder—a big, unlovely looking horsefly. The apartment screens didn’t fit too well, and the fly probably had been attracted by the smell of food.


  Startled, he stopped to consider the new problem. There was a flyswatter hanging beside the door, but he didn’t want to alarm his guests—and then, for the first time, he saw Miss Green’s wings unfold!


  She was up on her feet beside the princess, who remained sitting on the towel. Both of them were following the swift, erratic course of the big fly with more animation than they’d shown about anything so far.


  Miss Green gave a sudden piping cry, and the glassy appendages on her back opened out suddenly like twin transparently gleaming fans, and blurred into motion too swift for Mel to follow.


  Miss Green rose into the air like a tiny human helicopter, hands up before her as if she were praying.


  It wasn’t till the horsefly swerved from the kitchenette window and came buzzing back that Mel guessed her purpose.


  There was a sharper, fiercer drone like a hornet’s song as she darted sideways into the insect’s path. Mel didn’t see her catch it. Its buzzing simply stopped, and then she was dropping gently back to the towel, with the ugly black thing between her hands. It looked nearly as big as her head.


  There was an exchange of cheerful piping cries between the two. Miss Green laughed up at Mel’s stupefied face, lifted the motionless fly to her mouth and neatly bit off its head.


  Mel turned hurriedly and went into the living room. It wasn’t, he told himself, really so very different from human, beings eating a chicken. But he didn’t feel up to watching what he knew was going to be a dismemberment and a feast.


  At any rate, the horsefly had settled the feeding problem. His guests could take care of themselves.


  THAT night, Miss Green hunted down a few moths. Mel woke up twice with the sudden sharp drone in his ears that told him she had just made her catch. Both times, it was a surge of unthinking physical fright that actually roused him. Awake, and remembering the disproportion in size between himself and the huntress, his reaction seemed ridiculous; but the second time he found he was reluctant to go back to sleep until it would appear that Miss Green was done with her foraging.


  So he lay awake, listening to the occasional faint indications of her continuing activity within his apartment, and to more familiar sounds without. A train rattled over a crossing; a police siren gave a sudden view halloo and faded into silence again. For a long time, there was only the whispering passage of distant cars over wet pavements, and the slow roll and thump of the surf. A haze of fog beyond the window turned the apartment into a shut-off little world of its own.


  Miss Green moved about with no more than a whisper of air and the muted pipe of voices from the top of the kitchenette cupboard to show where she was. Mel had put a small carton up there, upholstered with the towel and handkerchiefs and roofed over with his best woolen sweater, to make a temporary home for his guests. The princess hadn’t stirred from it since, but Miss Green remained busy.


  He started suddenly to find her hovering directly over his bed, vaguely silhouetted against the pale blur of the window. As he stared, she settled down and came to rest on the blanket over his chest, effortlessly as a spider gliding down along its thread. Her wings closed with a faint snap.


  Mel raised his head carefully to squint down along the blanket at her. It was the first time either of them had made anything resembling a friendly advance in his direction; he didn’t want to commit any blunders.


  “Hello,” he said quietly.


  Miss Green didn’t reply. She seemed to be looking up at the window, disregarding him, and he was content to watch her. These strange creatures seemed to have some of the aloofness of cats in their manner, and they might be as easily offended.


  She turned presently, walked up over the blanket and perched herself on Mel’s pillow, above his head and somewhat to his right. And there she stayed silently. Which seemed catlike, too: the granting of a reserved and temporary companionship. He would not have been too surprised to hear a tiny purring from above his ear. Instead, drowsily and lulled in an odd way by Miss Green’s presence, he found himself sinking back into sleep.


  IT WASN’T surprising either that his mind should be filled for a time with vague pictures of her, but when the room about him seemed to have expanded into something like a faintly luminous fishbowl, he knew he was dreaming. There were others present. They were going somewhere, and he had a sense of concern, which had to do either with their destination or with difficulties in getting there. Then a realization of swift, irrevocable disaster—


  There were violent lurchings as the luminosity about him faded swiftly into blackness. He felt a terrible, energy-draining cold, the wet clutch of death itself, then something like a soundless explosion about him and anguished cryings. The motion stopped.


  Blackness faded back to gray, but the cold remained. Icy water was pounding down on him now, as if he were fighting his way through a vertical current carrying somebody else. A desperate hunt for refuge—and finding it suddenly, and slipping inside and relaxing into unconsciousness, to wait for the return of warmth and life . . .


  Mel’s eyes opened. The room was beginning to lighten with morning. He turned his head slowly to look for Miss Green. She was still there, on the pillow beside his head, watching him; and there was something in her position, in the unwinking golden eyes, even in her curious fluff of blue-white hair, that reminded him now less of a cat than a small lizard.


  He didn’t doubt that she had somehow enabled him to share the experience that in part explained their presence here. Without thinking he asked aloud, “What happened to the others?”


  She didn’t move, but he was aware of a surge of horrified revulsion. Then before his open eyes for a moment swam a picture of a bleak, rain-beaten beach . . . and, just above the waterline, in a cluster of harsh voices, jabbing beaks and beating wings, great gulls were tearing apart a strange jetsam of tiny bodies too weakened to escape—


  A small, plaintive crying came from the kitchenette. The picture faded as Miss Green soared into the air to attend to her princess.


  MEL breakfasted in the living room, thoughtfully. He couldn’t quite understand that luminous vehicle of theirs, or why it should have succumbed to the rain storm of Saturday night, which appeared to be what had happened. But his guests obviously were confronted with the problem of getting back to wherever they’d come from—and he didn’t think Miss Green would have confided in him if he wasn’t somehow expected to be helpful in solving the problem.


  There was a thump on the sill outside his bedroom window, followed by an annoyed meowing. The gray cat that had been spying on the bird box seemed to suspect he was harboring the refugees. Mel went out into the little courtyard through the back door of the duplex and chased the animal away. The fog, he saw, was thinning out quickly; in an hour or so it would be another clear day.


  When he came in, Miss Green fluted a few soft notes, which Mel chose to interpret as gratitude, from the top of the cupboard and withdrew from sight again.


  One couldn’t think of them, he decided, as being exactly like any creatures of Earth. The cold rain had been very nearly deadly to them, if the memory Miss Green had transmitted to him was accurate—as destructive as it had been to their curious craft. Almost as if it could wash right through them, to drain vital energies from their bodies, while in the merely foggy air of last night she had seemed comfortable enough. It indicated different tolerance spans with more sharply defined limits.


  The thought came into his mind:


  Venus?


  It seemed possible, even if it left a lot to explain. Mel got up in sudden excitement and began to walk about the room. He knew not much was known about the second planet, but he had a conviction of being right. It struck him he might be involved in an event of enormous historical significance.


  Then, stopping for a moment before the window, he saw it—


  Apparently high in the gray sky overhead, a pale yellow circle moved, much smaller than the sun, but like the disk of the sun seen ghostlike through clouds. Instantly, another part of his dream became clear to him.


  HE LOST his head. “Miss Green! Come here, quick!”


  A buzz, the swift drone of wings, and she was beside him, perching on his shoulder. Mel pointed.


  She gave a lamenting little cry of recognition. As if it had been a signal, the yellow circle darted sideways in a long streaking slant, and vanished. Miss Green fled to report to the princess, while Mel stayed at the window, and quickly returned to him again. Evidently she was both excited and distressed, and he wondered what was wrong. If that apparition of pale light had been one of their vessels, as her behavior indicated, it seemed probable that its mission was to hunt for survivors of the lost globe.


  Miss Green seemed either less sure of that, or less confident that the rescue would be easily effected. Some minutes later, she pointed to a different section of the sky, where the yellow circle—or another very like it—was now moving slowly about. Presently it vanished again, and when it reappeared for the second time, it was accompanied by two others.


  Meanwhile, Miss Green might have been transmitting some understanding of the nature of her doubts to Mel, because the ghostly vagrants now gave him an immediate impression of insubstantiality: not space-spanning luminous globes but pictured shapes projected on the air. His theory of interplanetary travelers became suddenly much less probable.


  In the next few moments, the concept he was struggling with abruptly completed itself in his mind, so abruptly, in fact, that there was no longer any question that it had originated with Miss Green. The rescue craft Mel thought he was seeing actually were just that.


  But the pictures in the sky were only signals to possible survivors that help was approaching. The globes themselves were elsewhere, groping their way blindly and dangerously through strange dimensions that had nothing to do with the ones Mel knew.


  And they were still, in some manner his imagination did not even attempt to clarify, very, very “far away.”


  “I WAS wondering what you’d done with the bird box,” Maria de Guesgne explained. “It’s not there in the bush any more!”


  Mel told her annoyedly that the bird box had been damaged by the storm, and so he’d thrown it into the incinerator.


  “Well,” Maria said vaguely, “that’s too bad.” Her handsome dark eyes were shifting about his living room meanwhile, not at all vaguely. Mel had left the apartment door partly open, and she had walked right in on her way to the market. When she wasn’t drinking or working herself up to a bout of creative painting, which seemed to put her into a tranced sort of condition, Maria was a highly observant young woman. The question was now how to get her out of the apartment again before she observed more than he wanted her to.


  “How does it happen you’re not at work on Monday afternoon?” she inquired, and set her shopping bag down on the armchair.


  Keeping one eye on the kitchenette door, Mel explained about his vacation. Miss Green hadn’t been in sight for almost an hour; but he wasn’t at all sure she mightn’t come out to inspect the visitor, and the thought of Maria’s probable reactions was unnerving.


  “Two weeks?” Maria repeated chattily. “It’ll be fun having you around for two weeks—unless you’re going off to spend your vacation somewhere else. Are you?”


  “No,” Mel said. “I’m staying here—”


  And at that moment, Miss Green came in through the kitchenette door.


  At least, Mel assumed it was Miss Green. All he actually saw was a faint blur of motion. It went through the living room, accompanied by a high-pitched hum, and vanished behind Maria.


  “Good Lord!” she cried, whirling. “What’s that? Oh!” The last was a shrill yelp. “It stung me!”


  MEL hadn’t imagined Miss Green could move so fast. Rising and falling with furious menace, the sound seemed to come from all points of the room at once, as Maria darted out of the apartment. Clutching her shopping bag, Mel followed her out hastily and slammed the door behind them. He caught up with Maria in the court.


  She was rubbing herself angrily.


  “I’m not coming into that apartment again, Mel Armstrong,” she announced, “until you’ve had it fumigated! That thing kept stinging me! What was it, anyway?”


  “A wasp, I guess.” Mel felt weak with relief. She hadn’t really seen anything. “Here’s your bag. I’ll chase it out.” Maria stalked off, complaining about screens that didn’t even protect people against giant wasps.


  Mel found the apartment quiet again and went into the kitchenette. Miss Green was poised on the top edge of the cupboard, a gold-eyed statuette of Victory, laughing down at him, the laminated wings spread and raised behind her like iridescent glass fans. Mel looked at her with a trace of uneasiness. She had some kind of small white bundle in her arms, and he wondered whether it concealed the weapon with which she’d stung Maria.


  “I don’t think you should have done that,” he told her. “But she’s gone now.”


  Looking rather pleased with herself, Miss Green glanced back over her shoulder and piped a few questioning notes to the princess. There was a soft reply, and she soared down to the table, folded her wings and knelt to lay the bundle gently down on it. She beckoned to Mel.


  Mel’s eyes popped as she unfolded the bundle. Perhaps he really shouldn’t have been surprised.


  He was harboring four guests now—the princess had been safely delivered of twins.


  AT DUSK, Miss Green widened the biggest slit in the bedroom screen a little more and slipped out to do her own kind of shopping, with a section of one of Mel’s handkerchiefs to serve as a bag.


  Mel left the lights out and stayed at the window. He felt depressed, but didn’t quite know why—unless it was that so many odd things had happened since Sunday morning that his mind had given up trying to understand them.


  He wasn’t really sure now, for example, whether he was getting occasional flash-glimpses of those circular luminous vessels plowing through another dimension somewhere, or whether he was half asleep and imagining it. Usually it was a momentary glow printed on the dark air at the edge of his vision, vanishing before he could really look at it.


  He had a feeling they had managed to come a good deal closer during the day. Then he wondered briefly whether other people had been seeing strange light-shapes, too, and what they might have thought the glimpses were.


  Spots before their eyes, probably.


  Miss Green was back with a soft hum of wings, on the outer window sill, six feet from where he sat. She pushed the knotted scrap of cloth through the screen. There was something inside it now; it caught for a moment on the wires. Mel started up to help, then checked himself, afraid of feeling some bug squirming desperately inside; and while he hesitated, she had shoved it through. She followed it, picked it up again and flew off to the living room. After a moment she returned with the empty cloth and went out again.


  She made eight such trips in the next hour, while night deepened outside and then began to lighten as a half-moon shoved over the horizon. Mel must have dozed off several times; at least, he suddenly found himself coming awake, with the awareness that something had just landed with a soft thump on the window sill outside.


  It wasn’t Miss Green. He saw a chunky shadow at one corner of the window, and caught the faintest glint of green eyes peering into the room. It was the cat from the courtyard.


  In the same moment, he heard the familiar faint hum, and Miss Green appeared at the opposite end of the sill.


  AFTERWARD, Mel realized he’d simply sat there, stiffening in groggy, sleep-dazed horror, as the cat-shadow lengthened and flowed swiftly toward the tiny humanoid figure. Miss Green seemed to raise both arms over her head. A spark of brilliant blue glowed from her cupped hands and extended itself in an almost invisible thread of fire that stabbed against the cat’s forehead. The cat yowled, swung aside and leaped down into the court.


  Mel was on his feet, shaking violently, as Miss Green slipped in through the screen. He heard Maria open her window upstairs to peer down into the court, where the cat was making low, angry sounds. Apparently it hadn’t been hurt, but no wonder Maria had suspected that afternoon she’d been stung by a wasp! Or that Miss Green’s insect victims never struggled, once she had caught them!


  He pulled down the shade and stood undecided in the dark, until he heard her piping call from the living room. It was followed by an impatient buzzing about the standing lamp in there, and Mel concluded correctly that he was supposed to turn on the light.


  He discovered her on the living room table, sorting out the plunder she had brought back.


  It wasn’t a pile of electrocuted insects, as he had expected, but a puzzlingly commonplace collection—little heaps of dry sand from the beach, some small white pebbles, and a sizable bundle of thin twigs about two inches in length. Since she was disregarding him, he shifted the lamp over to the table to see what this human-shaped lightning bug from another dimension was going to do next.


  That was the way he felt about Miss Green at the moment . . .


  What she did was to transport the twigs in two bundles to the top of the cupboard, where she left them with the princess. Then she came back and began to lay out a thin thread of white sand on the dark, polished surface of the table.


  Mel pulled up his armchair, poured himself a glass of brandy, lit a cigarette, and settled down to watch her.


  BY THE time Miss Green indicated to him that she wanted the light turned out again, he had finished his second drink and was feeling rather benevolent. She had used up all her sand, and about a square foot of the table’s surface was covered now with a confusingly intricate maze of lines, into which she had placed white pebbles here and there. Some of the lines, Mel noticed, blended into each other, while others stopped abruptly or curved back on themselves. As a decorative scheme, it hardly seemed worthwhile.


  “Miss Green,” he told her thoughtfully, “I hope it makes sense to you. It doesn’t to me.”


  She piped imperiously, pointing: the light! Mel had a moment of annoyance at the way she was ordering him around in his own apartment.


  “Well,” he said, “I’ll humor you this time.”


  For a moment after he had pulled the switch, he stood beside the table to let his eyes adjust to the dark. However, they weren’t adjusting properly—a patch of unquiet phosphorescent glimmering floated disturbingly within his field of vision, and as the seconds passed, it seemed to be growing stronger.


  Suddenly, Mel swore in amazement and bent down to examine the table.


  “Now what have you done—?” he began.


  Miss Green fluted soothingly at him from the dark and fluttered up to his shoulder. He felt a cool touch against his ear and cheek, and a burst of oddly pleasant tinglings ran over his scalp.


  “Stop that!” he said, startled.


  Miss Green fluted again, urgently. She was trying to tell him something now, and suddenly he thought he understood.


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll look at it. That’s what you want me to do, isn’t it?”


  Miss Green flew down to the table again, which indicated agreement. Mel groped himself back into the chair and leaned forward to study the curiously glowing design she had created of sand and pebbles.


  He discovered immediately that any attempt to see it clearly merely strained his vision. Details turned into vaguely distorted, luminous flickerings when he stared at them, and the whole pale, spidery pattern made no more sense than it had with the light on. She must have some purpose in mind with it, but Mel couldn’t imagine what.


  Meanwhile, Miss Green was making minor adjustments in his position which Mel accepted without argument, since she seemed to know what she was doing. Small tugs and pushes told him she wanted his hands placed on the table to either side of the design. Mel put them there. His head was to be tilted forward just so. He obliged her again. Then she was back on the table, and the top two-thirds of the pattern vanished suddenly behind a blur.


  After a moment, he realized she had opened her wings and blotted that part from his sight.


  IN THE darkness, he fastened his puzzled gaze on the remaining section: a quivering, thinly drawn pattern of blue-white light that faded periodically almost to the limits of visibility and slowly grew up again to what was, by comparison, real brilliance. His head was aching slightly. The pattern seemed to tilt sideways and move upward, as if it were creeping in a slow circle about some pivot-point. Presently, it turned down again to complete the circle and start on another round. By that time, the motion seemed normal.


  When a tiny shape of light suddenly ran across the design and vanished again as it reached the other side, Mel was only moderately surprised. The figure had reminded him immediately of Miss Green. After a while, it crossed his field of vision in another direction, and then there were two more . . .


  He seemed to be swimming forward, through the pattern, into an area of similar tiny figures like living silhouettes of light, and of entrancingly delicate architectural designs. It was like a marionette setting of incredible craftsmanship, not quite real in the everyday sense, but as convincing as a motion picture which was spreading out, second by second, and beginning to flow about him—


  “Hey!” Mel sat up with a start. “You’re trying to hypnotize me!”


  Miss Green piped pleadingly. Clearly, she had only been trying to show him something. And wasn’t it beautiful? Didn’t he want to see more?


  Mel hesitated. He was suspicious now, but he was also curious. After all, what could she do to him with her tricks?


  Besides, he admitted to himself, the picture had vanished as soon as he shifted his eyes, and it was beautiful, like moving about through a living illustration of a book of fairy tales.


  He yielded. “All right, I do want to see more.”


  This time, the picture grew up out of the design within seconds. Only it wasn’t the same picture. It was as if he had turned around and was looking in another direction, a darker one.


  There were fewer of the little light-shapes; instead, he discovered in the distance a line of yellow dots that moved jerkily but steadily, like glowing corks bobbing on dark water. He watched them for a moment without recognition; then he realized with a thrill of pleasure that he was getting another view of the luminous globes he had seen before—this time an otherdimensional view, so to speak.


  Suddenly, one of them was right before him! Not a dot or a yellow circle, but a three-foot ball of fire that rushed toward him through the blackness with hissing, sputtering sounds!


  Mel surged up out of the chair with a yelp of fright, and the fireball vanished.


  As he groped about for the light, Miss Green was piping furiously at him from the table.


  Then the light came on.


  SHE was in a rage. Dancing about on the table, beating the air with her wings, she waved her arms over her head and shook her tiny fists at him. Mel backed off warily.


  “Take it easy!” he warned. He could reach the flyswatter in the kitchenette with a jump if she started shooting off miniature electric bolts again.


  She might have had the same idea, because she calmed down suddenly, shook her wings together and closed them with a snap. It was like a cat smoothing down its bristling back fur. There was a whistling query from the princess now, followed by an excited elfin conversation.


  Mel poured himself a drink with a hand that shook slightly, and pretended to ignore the disturbance of his guests, while he tried to figure out what had happened.


  Supposing, he thought a trifle guiltily, settling down on the couch at a safe distance from the table—supposing they simply had to have his help at this point. The manner in which one of the rescue globes suddenly had seemed to shift close to him suggested it. Was he justified in refusing to go on with it? In the directionless dark through which the globes were driving, they might have been reacting to his concentrated awareness of them as if it were a radio signal from the human dimensions. And it would explain Miss Green’s rage at the sudden interruption of the contact.


  But another thought came to him then, and his guilty feelings vanished in a surge of alarmed indignation.


  Well, and just supposing, he thought, that he hadn’t broken the contact. And that a three-foot sputtering fireball materialized right inside his living room!


  He caught sight of Miss Green eying him speculatively and rather slyly from the table. She seemed composed enough now; there was even the faintest of smiles on that tiny face. The smile seemed to confirm his suspicions.


  Mel downed his drink and stood up.


  “Miss Green,” he told her evenly, choosing his words with care, “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t intend to be the subject of any more of your experiments. At least not until I’ve had time to think about it.”


  Her head nodded slightly, as if she were acknowledging his decision. But the smile remained; in fact, Miss Green had begun to look rather smug. Mel studied her uneasily. She might be planning to put something else over on him, but he knew how to stop that!


  Before he turned out the light and went to bed, Mel methodically and somewhat grimly swallowed four more shots of brandy. With that much inside him, it wouldn’t matter what Miss Green tried, because he wouldn’t be able to react to her suggestions till he woke up again in the morning.


  ACTUALLY it was noon before he awoke—and he might have gone on sleeping then if somebody hadn’t been banging on his apartment door.


  “Wake up, Mel!” he heard Maria de Guesgne shouting hoarsely. “I can hear you snoring in there!”


  He sat up a little groggily and looked at the clock. His guests weren’t in sight.


  “You awake, Mel?” she demanded.


  “Wait a minute!” he yelled back. “Just woke up and I’m not decent.”


  When he opened the door, she had vanished. He was about to close it quietly and gratefully again, when she called down the stairway. “That you, Mel? Come on up! I want to show you something.”


  He locked the door behind him and went upstairs. Maria received him beamingly in her living room. She was on one of her rare creative painting sprees, and this spree,” to judge by the spattered appearance of the room and the artist, was more riotous than usual. A half dozen fair-sized canvases were propped on newspapers against the wall to dry. They were turned around, to increase the shock effect on Mel when he would get his first look at them.


  “Ever see a salamander?” Maria inquired with anticipation, spreading a few more papers on the table.


  Mel admitted he hadn’t. He wished she’d given him time to have coffee first. His comments at these private showings were usually regarded as inadequate anyway.


  “Well,” Maria invited triumphantly, selecting one of the canvases and setting it abruptly up on the table before him, “take a look at one!”


  Mel gasped and jerked back. “Holy Judas!” he said in a weak voice.


  “Pretty good, eh?” For once, Maria appeared satisfied with his reaction. She held it away from her and regarded it. “One of my best!” she cried judiciously.


  About three times life-size, it was a quite recognizable portrait of Miss Green.


  IT DIDN’T occur to Maria to offer Mel coffee but he got a cigarette from her. Fortunately, he wasn’t called upon to make any more comments; she chattered away while she showed him the rest of the series. Mel looked and listened, still rather shaken. Presently he began to ask questions.


  A salamander, he learned, was a fire elemental. Maria glanced at her fireplace as she explained this, and Mel noticed she seemed to have had a fire burning there overnight, which wasn’t too unusual for her even in the middle of summer. Listening to the banghaired, bright-eyed oddball rattling off metaphysical details about salamanders, he became aware of a sort of dread growing up in him. For Miss Green was pictured, wings and arms spread, against and within furling veils of yellow-white flame . . .


  “Drawn from life?” he inquired, grinning to make it a joke. He pointed at the picture.


  Without looking directly at her, he saw Maria start at the question. She stared at him intensely for a moment, and after that she became more reticent.


  It didn’t matter because it was all on the canvases. She had seen as much as he had and more, and put it down with shocking realism. Seen through somebody else’s eyes, Miss Green’s world was still beautiful; but now it was also frightening. And there was what Maria had said about salamanders.


  “Maria,” he said, “what actually happened last night?”


  She looked at him sullenly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mel.”


  “I imagine,” he suggested casually, “you were just sitting there in front of the fire. And then—”


  “Gosh, Mel, she was beautiful! It’s all so beautiful, you know . . .” She recovered quickly. “I fell asleep and I had a dream, that’s all. Why? What makes you ask?”


  She was beginning to look rather wild-eyed, but he had to find out. “I was just wondering,” he said, “whether they’d left.”


  “Why should they leave—Look, you oaf! I called you in to give you the privilege of looking at my paintings. Now get out. I’ve got to make a phone call.”


  He stopped at the door, struck by a sudden suspicion. “You’re not going to try to sell them, are you?”


  “Try to sell them!” She laughed hoarsely. “There are circles, Mel Armstrong, in which a de Guesgne original is understood, shall we say? Circles not exactly open to the common herd . . . This series,” she concluded, rather prosaically, “will get me two thousand bucks as soon as I let one or two of the right people have a look at them!”


  BREWING himself a pot of coffee at last, Mel decided that part of it, if true, wasn’t any of his business. He had always assumed Maria was living on a monthly check she got from an unidentified source in Chicago, but her occasional creations might have a well-heeled following, at that. As for the way Miss Green had got in to sit for her portrait—the upstairs screens weren’t in any better shape than the downstairs ones. The fiery background, of course, might have been only in Maria’s mind.


  There was a scratching on top of the cupboard and whispery voices. Mel ignored the slight chill that drifted down his spine. Up to that moment, he’d been hoping secretly that Maria had provided a beacon for the rescue team to home in on while he slept, and that his guests had been picked up and taken home.


  But Miss Green was peering down at him over the edge of the cupboard.


  “Hi, salamander!” he greeted her politely. “Had a busy night? Too bad it didn’t work.”


  Her head withdrew. In the living room Mel stopped to look at the design of sand and pebbles, which was still on the table. Touching one of the threadlike lines, he discovered it was as hard and slick as lacquer. Otherwise the pattern seemed unremarkable in daylight, but Mel dropped a cloth across it to keep it out of sight.


  Miss Green fluttered past him to the sill of the bedroom window. He watched her standing on tiptoe against the screen, apparently peering about at the sky. After a while, it began to seem ridiculous to let himself become obsessed by superstitious fears about this tiny and beautiful, almost jewellike creature.


  Whatever abilities she might have, she and the princess were only trying to get home—and, having seen their home, he couldn’t blame them for that.


  He had a return of the fairy-tale nostalgia his glimpse of those eerily beautiful places had aroused in him the night before, a pleasantly yearning sensation like an awareness of elfin horns blowing far away to send faint, exciting echoes swirling about the commonplace sky of Sweetwater Bay. The feeling might have been resurrected from his childhood, but it was a strong and effective one.


  He recalled how bored he’d been with everything before they appeared . . .


  He walked softly through the bedroom and stopped behind Miss Green. She was making an elaborate pretense of not having noticed his approach, but the pointed ears that could follow the passage of a moth in the dark were tilted stiffly backward. Mel actually was opening his mouth to say, “Miss Green, I’ll help you if I can,” when it struck him sharply, like a brand-new thought, that it was an extremely rash promise to make, considering everything that had happened so far.


  He wondered how the odd impulse ever had come to him.


  In sudden suspicion, he began to trace the last few minutes through again. He had started with a firm decision not to let his guests involve him in their plans any more than was healthy for him, if at all—and the decision had been transformed, step by step, and mental twist by mental twist, into a foolish willingness to have them make use of him exactly as they pleased!


  Miss Green, still maliciously pretending to watch the sky, let him think it all out until it became quite clear what she had done and how she had done it. And then, as Mel spluttered angrily at this latest interference with his freedom of thought and action, she turned around and laughed at him.


  IN A way, it cleared the air.


  The pressure was off. Maria had proved a much more pliable subject than Mel; the rescuers had their bearings and would arrive presently. Meanwhile, everybody could relax.


  Mel couldn’t help feeling relieved as he grew sure of that. At the same time, now that the departure was settled, he became aware of a certain amount of belated regret. Miss Green didn’t seem to know the exact hour; she was simply watching for them well ahead of their arrival.


  Where would they show up? She waved her arms around in an appealingly helpless gesture at the court outside and the sky. Here, there—somewhere in the area.


  It would be a fire globe. At his question, she pointed at the opposite wall of the court where a picture of one formed itself obligingly, slid along the wall a few feet, and vanished. Mel was beginning to enjoy all this easy last-minute communication, when he heard Maria come downstairs and open the door to the other court. There was conversation, and several sets of footsteps went up to her apartment and down again.


  Cautioning Miss Green, he took a look around the shutters of the living room window. A small panel truck stood in the court; Maria was supervising the careful transfer of her paintings into its interior. Apparently she didn’t even intend to let them dry before offering them for sale!


  The truck drove off with Maria inside with her paintings, and Mel discovered Miss Green doing a little spying of her own from the upper edge of the shutters. Good friends now, they smiled at each other and resumed their guard at the bedroom window.


  The princess joined them around five in the afternoon. Whether she had been injured in the accident or weakened by the birth of her babies, Mel couldn’t tell, but Miss Green carried her friend down from the cupboard without visible effort, and then went back for a globular basket of tightly woven tiny twigs, which contained the twins.


  It was a masterfully designed little structure with a single opening about the thickness of a pencil, and heavily lined. Mel had a notion to ask for it as a souvenir, but decided against it. He lifted it carefully to his ear, to listen to an almost inaudible squeaking inside, and his expression seemed to cause Miss Green considerable silent amusement.


  All in all, it was much like waiting patiently in pleasant company for the arrival of an overdue train. Then, around seven o’clock, when the room was already dark, the telephone rang abruptly and returned Mel with a start to the world of human beings.


  He lifted the receiver.


  “Hello, oaf!” said Maria de Guesgne in what seemed for the moment to be an enormous, booming voice.


  Mel inquired agreeably whether she’d succeeded in selling her paintings. It was the first thing that occurred to him.


  “Certainly I sold them!” Maria said. He could tell by now that she was thoroughly plastered again. “Got a message to give you,” she added.


  “From whom?”


  “Maybe from me, ha-ha!” said Maria. She paused a moment, seemed to be muttering something to herself, and resumed suddenly, “Oaf, are you listening?”


  Mel said bluntly that he was. If he hung up on her, she would probably ring back.


  “All right,” Maria said clearly. “This is the message: ‘The fiery ones do not tolerate the endangering of their secrets.’ Warning, see? Goobye.”


  She hung up before he could say anything.


  HERS had been a chilling sort of intrusion. Mel stood a while in the darkening room, trying to gather up the mood Maria had shattered, and discovering he couldn’t quite do it. He realized that all along, like a minor theme, there had been a trace of fear underlying everything he did, ever since he had first looked into that bird box and glimpsed something impossible inside it. He had been covering-the fear up; even now he didn’t want to admit it, but it was there.


  He could quite simply, of course, walk out of the room and out of the apartment, and stay away for a week. He didn’t even ever have to come back. And, strictly speaking, this was the sort of thing that should have happened to somebody like Maria de Guesgne, not to him. For him, the sensible move right now would be to go quietly back into the normal world of reality he had stepped out of a few mornings ago. It was a simple physical act. The door was over there . . .


  Then Mel looked back at his guests and promptly reversed his decision. They were certainly as real as any living creatures he’d ever seen, and he felt there weren’t many human beings who would show up as well as Miss Green had done in any comparable emergency. His own unconscious fears meant only that he had run into a new and unpredictable factor in a world that had been becoming increasingly commonplace for a number of years now. He could see that once you’d got settled into the idea of a commonplace world, you might be startled by discoveries that didn’t fit that notion—and he felt now, rather hazily, that it wasn’t such a bad thing to be startled like that. It might wake you up enough to let you start living again yourself.


  He took the receiver off the phone and laid it on the floor, so there wouldn’t be any more interruptions. If he ran off now before seeing how the adventure ended, he knew he would never quit regretting it.


  He went into the bedroom and pulled his chair back up to the window. The shadowy silhouette that was Miss Green turned and sounded a few fluting notes at him. He had the immediate impression that she was worried.


  What was the matter?


  She pointed.


  Clouds!


  THE sky was still full of the pastel glowings of the sunset. Here and there were patches of black cloud, insignificant-looking, like ragged crows swimming through the pale light.


  “Rain,” the thought came. “The cold rain—the killing rain! Another storm!”


  Mel studied the sky uneasily. They might be right. “Your friends are bound to get here first,” he assured them, looking confident about it.


  They smiled gratefully at him. He couldn’t think of anything he might do to help. The princess looked comfortable on the towel he had laid along the screen, and Miss Green, as usual, looked alert, prepared to handle anything that had to be handled. He wondered about asking her to let him see how the globes were doing, and, instantly, a thought showed clear in his mind: “Try it yourself!”


  That hadn’t occurred to Mel before. He settled back comfortably in the chair and looked through the screen for them.


  Four or five fiery visualizations quivered here and there in the air, vanished, reappeared, vanished . . .


  Mel stopped looking for them, and there was only the sky.


  “Closer?” he said aloud, rather pleased with himself. It had been easy!


  Miss Green nodded, human fashion, and piped something in reply. Closer, but—


  He gathered she couldn’t tell from here how close, and that there was trouble—a not quite translatable kind of trouble, but almost as if, in their dimension, they were struggling through the radiant distortions of a storm that hadn’t gathered yet here on Earth.


  He glanced up at the sky again, more anxiously now. The black clouds didn’t seem to have grown any larger.


  BY AND by, because he had not had any awareness of going to sleep, Mel was surprised to find himself waking up. He knew immediately that he had been asleep a long time, a period of hours. There was grayness around him, the vague near-light of very early morning, and he had a sense of having been aroused by a swirling confusion of angry sounds. But all was silent at the moment.


  Her answer was instantly in his mind. The storm had caused a delay—but a great globe was almost here now!


  A curious pause followed. Mel had a sense of hesitation. And then, very swiftly and faintly, a wisp of thought, which he would have missed if that pause had not made him alert, showed and vanished on the fringe of his consciousness:


  “Be careful! Be very careful.”


  Miss Green turned back to the window. Beside her now, Mel saw the princess sitting as if asleep, with one arm across the twig basket and her head resting on her arm. Before he could frame the puzzled question that was struggling up in his mind, there was a series of ear-splitting yowls from the court outside. It startled Mel only for a moment, since it was a familiar sort of racket. The gray cat didn’t tolerate intruding felines in its area, and about once a month it discovered and evicted one with the same lack of inhibition it was evidencing right now. It must have been the threatening squalls which usually preceded the actual battle that had awakened him.


  The encounter itself was over almost instantly. There were sounds of a scampering retreat which ended beyond the garage, and, standing up at the window, Mel saw the gray shape of the winner come gliding back down the court. The cat stopped below him and seemed to turn up its head. For a moment, he felt it was staring both at him and at Miss Green, very much like a competent little tiger in the gusty, gray night; then it made a low, menacing sound and moved on out of sight. Apparently it hadn’t yet forgotten its previous meeting with Miss Green.


  Mel looked down at her. “Why should I be careful?”


  There was a pause again, and what came then hardly seemed an answer to his question. The princess was very weak, Miss Green indicated; he might have to help.


  He was still wondering about that—and wondering, too, whether he’d really had something like a warning from her—when a sudden wavering glare lit up the room behind them!


  For a moment, he thought the fireball was inside the building. But the light was pouring in through the living room window; its source was in the opposite court, out of his line of sight. There was a crackling, hissing sound, and the light faded.


  Miss Green came darting at him. Mel put his hand up instinctively and felt her thrust the basket into it. Almost instantly, she had picked up the princess and was outside the screen—


  Then the cat attacked from below in a silent, terrible leap, a long, twisting shadow in the air, and they seemed to drop out of sight together.


  MEL was out in the court, staring wildly around. In the swimming grayness nothing stirred or made sound. A cool, moist wind thrust at his face and faded. Except for the toy basket of twigs in his hand, he might have been awakening from a meaningless dream.


  Then a lurid round of light like a big, wavering moon came out over the top of the building, and a sharp humming sound drove down through the air at him. Instinctively again, he held out the basket and felt it plucked away. He thought it was Miss Green, but the shape had come and gone much too swiftly to be sure of that.


  The light grew brilliant, a solid white—intolerable—and he backed hurriedly into the shelter of the garage, his heart hammering in excitement and alarm. He heard voices from the other court; a window slammed somewhere. He couldn’t guess what was happening, but he didn’t need Miss Green’s warning now. He had an overwhelming urge to keep out of sight until the unearthly visitor would be gone—


  And then, running like a rabbit, the gray cat appeared from behind a box halfway down the court and came streaking for the garage. Mel watched its approach with a sort of silent horror, partly because it might be attracting undesirable attention to him—and partly because he seemed to know in that instant exactly what was going to be done to it.


  It wasn’t more than twenty feet away when something like a twisting string of fiery white reached down from above. The animal leaped sideways, blazed and died. There was a sound very like a gunshot, and the court was instantly dark.


  Mel stayed where he was. For half a minute or so, he was shaking much too violently to have left his retreat. By the end of that time, he knew better. It wasn’t over yet!


  Pictures forming in the moist, dark air . . . delicate, unstable outlines sliding through the court, changing as they moved. Elfin castles swayed up out of grayness and vanished again. Near the edge of his vision other shapes showed, more beautiful than human . . .


  Muttering to himself, between terror and delight, Mel closed his eyes as tightly as he could, which helped for a moment. But then the impressions began drifting through his mind. The visitors were still nearby, hanging somewhere outside the limits of human sight in their monstrous fireball, in the windy sky. They were talking to him in their way.


  Mel asked in his mind what they wanted, and the answer showed immediately. The table in his living room with the pattern of glassy sand and pebbles Miss Green had constructed. The pattern was glowing again now under the cloth he had thrown over it. He was to go in and look at the pattern . . .


  “No!” he said aloud. It was all terror now.


  “Go look at the pattern . . . Go look at the pattern . . .” The pictures burst round him in a soundless wild flowering of beauty, flickering rains of color, a fountain of melting, shifting forms. His mind drowned in happiness. He was sinking through a warmth of kindness, gratitude and love . . .


  ADRIFT of rain touched his cheek coldly—and Mel found himself outside the garage, moving drunkenly toward the apartment door. Then, just for a moment, a picture of Miss Green printed itself on his mind.


  She seemed to be standing before him, as tall now as he was, motionless, the strange wings half spread. The golden unhuman eyes were looking past him, watching something with cold malice and contempt—and with a concentration of purpose that made a death’s mask of the perfectly chiseled green face!


  In that second, Mel understood the purpose as clearly as if she had told him. In the next, the image disappeared with a jerky, complete abruptness—


  As if somebody were belatedly trying to wipe it out of his memory as well! But he knew he had seen her somehow—somewhere—as she actually was at that moment. And he knew what she had been watching. Himself, Mel Armstrong, staggering blindly about in his other-dimension, down in the court!


  He hadn’t stayed in the court. He was back in the garage, backed trembling against a wall. She—they—weren’t trying to show him gratitude, or reward him somehow; before they left, they simply wanted to destroy the human being who had found out about them, and whom they had used. The table and the pattern were some sort of trap! What he couldn’t understand was why they didn’t simply come down in their fireball and kill him as they had the cat.


  They were still pouring their pictures at him, but he knew now how to counteract that. He stared out through the garage window at the lightening sky—looked at, listened to, what was there, filling his mind with Earth shapes and sounds!


  And he promptly discovered an ally he hadn’t been counting on. He hadn’t really been aware of the thumping wind before, and the sketchy pattering of raindrops, like a sweeping fall of leaves here and there. He hadn’t even heard, beyond the continuous dim roar of surf from the beach, the gathering mutter of thunder!


  They couldn’t stay here long. The storm was ready to break. They weren’t willing to risk coming out fully into the Earth dimension to hunt him down. And he didn’t have to go to their trap . . .


  Rain spattered louder and closer. The sweat chilled on Mel’s body as his breathing grew quieter. They hadn’t left him yet. If he relaxed his eyes and his mind, there was an instant faint recurrence of the swirling unearthly patterns. But he could keep them out by looking at what was really here. He only had to wait—


  Then the rain came down in a great, rushing tide, and he knew they were gone.


  FOR a few seconds, he remained where he was, weak with relief. Over the noise of the storm, he heard human voices faintly from the other court and from neighboring houses. That final crash must have awakened everybody—and someone had seen the great globe of fire when it first appeared.


  There should be some interesting gossip in the morning!


  Which concerned Mel not at all. After drinking in the sweet certainty of being still alive and safe, he had become aware of an entirely unexpected emotion, which was, curiously, a brief but sharp pang of grief at Miss Green’s betrayal. Why, he must have been practically in love with that other-dimensional, human-shaped rattlesnake! Mulling it over in moody amazement at himself, it struck Mel suddenly then that one could interpret her final action somewhat differently, too.


  Because she could have planted that apparently revealing picture of herself deliberately in his mind, to stop him from stumbling into the trap the others had set for him! She might have been planning to save him from the beginning, or merely relented at the last moment. There was no way of ever really knowing now, but Mel found he preferred to believe that Miss Green’s intention was good.


  In the driving rain, he hesitated a moment beside the blackened lump that had been the cat, but he couldn’t force himself to pick it up and remove it. If someone else found it, it might add to the gossip, but that wasn’t any business of his any more. Everyone knew that lightning did funny, selective things. So far as he was concerned, the matter was all over.


  He opened the duplex door and stood staring.


  His apartment door was open and the room beyond was dark, as he had left it. But down the little stairway and out of Maria’s upstairs apartment, light poured in a quiet flood.


  SHE must have returned during the night while he was sleeping, probably drunk as a hoot-owl. The commotion downstairs hadn’t been enough to arouse her. But something else had—she’d come down following swirling, beautiful, unearthly pictures, hunting the pattern that would guide her straight into a promised delight!


  Mel didn’t have to reach into the apartment to switch on the light. Lightning did funny, selective things, all right, and from where he stood, he could smell what had happened. They hadn’t wasted that final bolt, after all!


  Oddly enough, what was uppermost in his mind in those seconds, while he continued to put off seeing what he was going to have to look at very soon, was the final awareness of how he must have appeared in their eyes: A stupid native, barely capable of receiving training and instruction enough to be a useful servant. Beyond that, they had simply had no interest in him.


  It was Maria they had worried about. The mental impressions he’d picked up in the court had been directed at her. Miss Green had been obliged to stop him finally from springing a trap which was set for another.


  For Maria, who might have endangered their leaving.


  END


  1960


  THE ILLUSIONISTS


  The three Bjanta scouts were within an hour’s flight of the yellow dwarf star of Ulphi when the Viper’s needle-shape drove into their detection range, high up but on a course that promised almost to intersect their own.


  It didn’t exactly come to that point, though the unwary newcomer continued to approach for several minutes more. But then, with an abruptness which implied considerable shock on board at discovering Bjanta ahead, she veered off sharply and shot away at a very respectable speed.


  The scout disks swung about unhurriedly, opened out in pursuit formation and were presently closing in again, with leisurely caution, on the fugitive. Everything about that beautifully designed, blue-gleaming yacht suggested the most valuable sort of catch. Some very wealthy individual’s plaything it might have been, out of one of the major centers of civilization, though adventuring now far from the beaten path of commercial spaceways. In which case, she would be very competently piloted and crewed and somewhat better armed than the average freighter. Which should make her capable of resisting their combined attack for a maximum of four or five minutes—or, if she preferred energy-devouring top velocity, of keeping ahead of them for even one or two minutes longer than that.


  But no Bjanta was ever found guilty of impulsive recklessness. And, just possibly, this yacht could also turn out to be another variation of those hellish engines of destruction which Galactic humanity and its allies had been developing with ever-increasing skill during the past few thousand years, against just such marauders as they.


  As it happened, that described the Viper exactly. A Vegan G.Z. Agent-Ship, and one of the last fifty or so of her type to be completed, she was, compared with anything else up to five times her three-hundred-foot length, the peak, the top, the absolute culmination of space-splitting sudden death. And, furthermore, she knew it.


  “They’re maintaining pattern and keeping up with no sign of effort,” her electronic brain reported to her pilot. “Should we show them a little more speed?”


  “The fifteen percent increase was plenty,” the pilot returned in a pleasant soprano voice. Her eyes, the elongated silver eyes and squared black pupils of a Lannai humanoid, studied the Bjantas’ positions in the vision tank of the long, wide control desk at which she sat. “If they edge in too far, you can start weaving, but remember they’re sensitive little apes! Anything fancy before we get within range of our cruiser is bound to scare them off.”


  There was silence for a moment. Then the ship’s robot voice came into the control room again.


  “Pagadan, the disk low in Sector Twelve is almost at contact beaming range. We could take any two of them at any moment now, and save the third for the test run!”


  “I know it, little Viper,” Pagadan said patiently. “But this whole job’s based on the assumption that the Bjantas are operating true to form. In that case, the Mother Disk should be somewhere within three light-years behind us, and the cruiser wants to run two of these scouts back far enough to show just where it’s lying. We need only the one for ourselves.”


  Which was something the Viper already knew. But it had been designed to be a hunting machine more nearly than anything else, and at times its hunting impulses had to be diverted. Pagadan did that as automatically as she would have checked a similar impulse in her own mind—in effect, whenever she was on board, there was actually no very definite boundary between her own thoughts and those that pulsed through the Viper. Often the Lannai would have found it difficult to say immediately whether it was her organic brain or its various electronic extensions in the ship which was attending to some specific bit of business. Just now, as an example, it was the Viper who had been watching the communicators.


  “The Agent-Trainee on the O-Ship off Ulphi is trying to talk to you, Pagadan,” the robot-voice came into the room. “Will you adjust to his range?”


  The Lannai’s silver-nailed hand shot out and spun a tiny dial on the desk before her. From a communicator to her left a deep voice inquired, a little anxiously:


  “Pag? Do you hear me? This is Hallerock. Pag?”


  “Go ahead, chum!” she invited. “I was off beam for a moment there. The planet still look all right?”


  “No worse than it ever did,” said Hallerock. “But this is about your Fleet operation. The six destroyers are spread out behind you in interception positions by now, and the cruiser should be coming into detection dead ahead at any moment. You still want them to communicate with you through the Observation Ship here?”


  “Better keep it that way,” Pagadan ordered. “The Bjantas might spot Fleet signals, as close to me as they are, but it’s a cinch they can’t tap this beam! I won’t slip up again. Anything from the Department?”


  “Correlation is sending some new stuff out on the Ulphi business, but nothing important. At any rate, they didn’t want to break into your maneuver with the Bjantas. I told them to home it here to the O-Ship. Right?”


  “Right,” Pagadan approved. “You’ll make a Zone Agent yet, my friend! In time.”


  “I doubt it,” Hallerock grunted. “There’s no real future in it anyway. Here’s the cruiser calling again, Pag! I’ll be standing by—”


  Pagadan pursed her lips thoughtfully as a barely audible click indicated her aide had gone off communication. She’d been a full-fledged Zone Agent of the Vegan Confederacy for exactly four months now—the first member of any nonhuman race to attain that rank in the super-secretive Department of Galactic Zones. Hallerock, human, was an advanced Trainee. Just how advanced was a question she’d have to decide, and very soon.


  The surface reflections vanished from her mind at the Viper’s sub-vocal warning:


  “Cruiser—dead ahead!”


  “The disk on your left!” Pagadan snapped. “Cut it off from the others as soon as they begin to turn. Give it a good start then—and be sure you’re crowding the last bit of speed out of it before you even think of closing in. We may not be able to get what we’re after—probably won’t—but Lab can use every scrap of information we collect on those babies!”


  “We’ll get what we’re after, too,” the Viper almost purred. And, a bare instant later:


  “They’ve spotted the cruiser. Now!”


  * * *


  In the vision tank, the fleeing disk grew and grew. During the first few minutes, it had appeared there only as a comet-tailed spark, a dozen radiant streamers of different colors fanning out behind it—not an image of the disk itself but the tank’s visual representation of any remote moving object on which the ship’s detectors were held. The shifting lengths and brightness of the streamers announced at a glance to those trained to read them the object’s distance, direction, comparative and absolute speeds and other matters of interest to a curious observer.


  But as the Viper began to reduce the headstart the Bjanta had been permitted to get, at the exact rate calculated to incite it to the most intensive efforts to hold that lead, a shadowy outline of the disk’s true shape began to grow about the spark. A bare quarter million miles away finally, the disk itself appeared to be moving at a visual range of two hundred yards ahead of the ship, while the spark still flickered its varied information from the center of the image.


  Pagadan’s hands, meanwhile, played continuously over the control desk’s panels, racing the ship’s recording instruments through every sequence of descriptive analysis of which they were capable.


  “We’re still getting nothing really new, I’m afraid,” she said at last, matter-of-factly. She had never been within sight of a Bjanta before; but Vega’s Department of Galactic Zones had copies of every available record ever made of them, and she had studied the records. The information was largely repetitious and not conclusive enough to have ever permitted a really decisive thrust against the marauders. Bjantas no longer constituted a major threat to civilization, but they had never stopped being a dangerous nuisance along its fringes—space-vermin of a particularly elusive and obnoxious sort.


  “They’ve made no attempt to change direction at all?” she inquired.


  “Not since they first broke out of their escape-curve,” the Viper replied. “Shall I close in now?”


  “Might as well, I suppose.” Pagadan was still gazing, almost wistfully, into the tank. The disk was tilted slightly sideways, dipping and quivering in the familiar motion-pattern of Bjanta vessels; a faint glimmer of radiation ran and vanished and ran again continuously around its yard-thick edge. The Bjantas were conservatives; the first known recordings made of them in the early centuries of the First Empire had shown space-machines of virtually the same appearance as the one now racing ahead of the Viper.


  “The cruiser seems satisfied we check with its own line on the Mother Disk,” she went on. She sighed, tapping the tank anxiously. “Well, nudge them a bit—and be ready to jump!”


  * * *


  The Viper’s nudging was on the emphatic side. A greenish, transparent halo appeared instantly about the disk; a rainbow-hued one flashed into visibility just beyond it immediately after. Then the disk’s dual barrier vanished again; and the disk itself veered crazily off its course, flipping over and over like a crippled bat, showing at every turn the deep, white-hot gash the Viper’s touch had seared across its top.


  It was on the fifth turn, some four-tenths of a second later, that it split halfway around its rim. Out of that yawning mouth a few score minute duplicates of itself were spewed into space and flashed away in all directions—individual Bjantas in their equivalent of a combined spacesuit and lifeboat. As they dispersed the stricken scout gaped wider; a blinding glare burst out of it; and the disk had vanished in the traditional Bjanta style of self-destruction when trapped by superior force.


  Fast as the reaction had been, the Viper’s forward surge at full acceleration following her first jabbing beam was barely slower. She stopped close enough to the explosion to feel its radiations activate her own barriers; and even before she stopped, every one of her grappling devices was fully extended and combing space about her.


  Within another two seconds, therefore, each of the fleeing Bjantas was caught—and at the instant of contact, all but two had followed the scout into explosive and practically traceless suicide. Those two, however, were wrenched open by paired tractors which gripped and simultaneously twisted as they gripped—an innovation with which the Viper had been outfitted for this specific job.


  Pagadan, taut and watching, went white and was on her feet with a shriek of inarticulate triumph.


  “You did it, you sweetheart!” she yelped then. “First ones picked up intact in five hundred years!”


  “They’re not intact,” the Viper corrected, less excitedly. “But I have all the pieces, I think!”


  “The bodies are hardly damaged,” gloated Pagadan, staring into the tank. “It doesn’t matter much about the shells. Just bring it all in easy now! The lovely things! Wait till Lab hears we got them.”


  She hovered around nervously while the flat, brown, soft-shelled—and really not badly dented—bodies of the two Bjantas were being drawn in through one of the Viper’s locks and deposited gently in a preservative tank, where they floated against the top, their twenty-two angular legs folded up tightly against their undersides. Most of the bunched neural extensions that made them a unit with the mechanisms of their detachable space-shells had been sheared off, of course; but the Viper had saved everything.


  * * *


  “Nice work, Pag!” Hallerock’s voice came from the communicator as she returned exultantly to the control room. “No chance of any life being left in those things, I suppose?”


  “Not after that treatment!” Pagadan said regretfully. “But I’m really not complaining. You heard me then?”


  “I did,” acknowledged Hallerock. “Paralyzing sort of war whoop you’ve got! Want to see the recording the cruiser shot back to me on the Mother Disk? That run just went off, too, as per schedule.”


  “Put it on!” Pagadan said, curling herself comfortably and happily into her desk chair. “So they found Mommy, eh? Never had such fun before I started slumming around with humans. What were the destructive results?”


  “They did all right. An estimated forty-five percent of the scouts right on the strike—and they figure it will be over eighty before the survivors get out of pursuit range. One of the destroyers and a couple of the cruiser’s strike-ships were slightly damaged when the core blew up. Nothing serious.”


  The visual recording appeared on the communication screen a moment later. It was very brief, as seen from the cruiser—following its hornet-swarm of released strike-ships in on the great, flat, scaly-looking pancake bulk of the Mother Disk, while a trio of destroyers closed down on either side. As a fight, Pagadan decided critically, it was also the worst flop she’d seen in years, considering that the trapped quarry was actually a layered composite of several thousand well-armed scouts! For a brief instant, the barriers of every charging Vegan ship blazed a warning white; then the screen filled momentarily with a rainbow-hued sparkle of scouts scattering under the lethal fire of the attackers—and the brighter flashing of those that failed.


  As both darkened out and the hunters swirled off in pursuit of the fugitive swarms, an ellipsoid crystalline core, several hundred yards in diameter, appeared where the Disk had lain in space. The Bjanta breeding center. It seemed to expand slightly.


  An instant later, it was a miniature nova.


  * * *


  Pagadan blinked and nodded approvingly as the screen went blank.


  “Tidy habit! Saves us a lot of trouble. But we made the only real haul of the day, Viper, old girl!” She grimaced. “So now we’ve still got to worry about that sleepwalking silly little planet of Ulphi, and the one guy on it who isn’t . . . isn’t sleepwalking, anyway. And a couple of other—” She straightened up suddenly. “Who’s that working your communicators now?”


  “That’s the robot-tracker you put on the Department of Cultures investigator on Ulphi,” the Viper informed her. “He wants to come in to tell you the lady’s got herself into some kind of jam with the population down there. Shall I switch him to the O-Ship and have the Agent-Trainee check and take over, if necessary?”


  “Hold it!” Pagadan’s hands flew out towards the section of instrument panel controlling the communicators. “Not if it’s the D.C. girl! That would mess up all my plans. The tracker’s ready and equipped to see nothing happens to her before I get there. Just put that line through to me, fast!”


  Some while later, she summoned Hallerock to the O-Ship’s communicator.


  “. . . So I’m picking you up in a few minutes and taking you on board the Viper. Central Lab wants a set of structural recordings of these pickled Bjantas right away—and you’ll have to do it, because I won’t have the time.”


  “What happened?” her aide inquired, startled.


  “Nothing very serious,” Pagadan said soothingly. “But it’s likely to keep me busy for the next few hours. Our D.C. investigator on Ulphi may have got an accidental whiff of what’s rancid on the planet—anyway, somebody’s trying to get her under mental control right now! I’ve got her covered by a tracker, of course, so she’s in no real danger; but I’ll take the Viper’s skiff and go on down as soon as I get you on board. By the way, how soon can you have the hospital ship prepared for its job?”


  Hallerock hesitated a moment. “I suppose it’s ready to start any time. I finished treating the last of the personnel four hours ago.”


  “Good boy,” Pagadan applauded. “I’ve got something in mind—not sure yet whether it will work. But that attack on the D.C. might make it possible for us to wind up the whole Ulphi operation inside the next twenty-four hours!”


  * * *


  It had started out, three weeks before, looking like such a nice little mission. Since it was her fifth assignment in four months, and since there had been nothing even remotely nice about any of the others, Pagadan could appreciate that.


  Nothing much to do for about three or four weeks now, she’d thought gratefully as she hauled out her skiff for a brief first survey of the planet of Ulphi. She had landed as an ostensible passenger on a Vegan destroyer, the skiff tucked away in one of the destroyer’s gun locks, while the Viper went on orbit at a safe distance overhead. That gleaming deep-space machine looked a trifle too impressive to be a suitable vehicle for Pelial, the minor official of Galactic Zones, which was Pagadan’s local alias. And as Ulphi’s entire population was planet-bound by congenital space-fear, the skiff would provide any required amount of transportation, while serving principally as living quarters and a work-office.


  But there would be really nothing to do. Except, of course, to keep a casual eye on the safety of the other Vegans newly arrived on the planet and cooperate with the Fleet in its unhurried preparations to receive the Bjantas, who were due to appear in about a month for the ninth of their series of raids on Ulphi. Those obliging creatures conducted their operations in cycles of such unvarying regularity that it was a pleasure to go to work on them, once you’d detected their traces and could muster superior force to intercept their next return.


  On Ulphi Bjantas had been reaping their harvest of life and what they could use of civilization’s treasures and tools at periods which lay just a fraction over three standard years apart. It had done no very significant damage as yet, since it had taken eight such raids to frighten the population into revealing its plight by applying for membership in the far-off Confederacy of Vega and the protection that would bring them. The same cosmic clockwork which first set the great Disk on this course would be returning it now, predictably, to the trap Vega had prepared.


  Nothing for Pagadan to worry about. Nobody, actually, seemed to have much confidence that the new shell-cracker beams installed on the Viper to pick up a couple of Bjantas in an unexploded condition would work as they should, but that problem was Lab’s and not hers. And, feeling no doubt that she’d earned a little vacation, they were presenting her meanwhile with these next three weeks on Ulphi. The reports of the officials of other Confederacy government branches who had preceded Pagadan here had described it as a uniquely charming little backwater world of humanity, cut off by the development of planetary space-fear from the major streams of civilization for nearly four hundred years. Left to itself in its amiable climate, Ulphi had flowered gradually into a state of quaint and leisurely prettiness.


  So went the reports!


  Jauntily, then, Pagadan set forth in her skiff to make an aerial survey of this miniature jewel of civilization and pick out a few of the very best spots for some solid, drowsy loafing.


  Two days later, her silver hair curled flat to her skull with outraged shock, she came back on board the Viper. The activated telepath transmitter hummed with the ship’s full power, as it hurled her wrathful message to G.Z. Headquarters Central on the planet of Jeltad—in Vega’s system, eight thousand light-years away.


  * * *


  At Central on Jeltad, a headquarters clerk, on his way out to lunch, paused presently behind the desk of another. His manner was nervous.


  “What’s the Pyramid Effect?” he inquired.


  “You ought to know,” his friend replied. “If you don’t, go punch it from Restricted Psych-Library under that heading. I’ve got a final mission report coming through.” He glanced around. “How come the sudden urge for knowledge, Linky?”


  Linky jerked a thumb back towards his desk transmitter. “I got that new Lannai Z.A. on just before the end of my stretch. She was blowing her silver top about things in general—had me lining up interviews with everybody from Snoops to the Old Man for her! The Pyramid Effect seems to be part of it.”


  The other clerk snickered. “She’s just diving into a mission then. I had her on a few times while she was in Zonal Training. She’ll swear like a Terran till she hits her stride. After that, the rougher things get the sweeter she grows. You want to wait a little? If I get this beam through, I’ll turn it over to a recorder and join you for lunch.”


  “All right.” Linky hesitated a moment and then drifted back towards his desk. At a point well outside the vision range of its transmitter screen, he stopped and listened.


  “. . . Well, why didn’t anybody know?” Pagadan’s voice came, muted but crackling. “That Department of Cultures investigator has been on Ulphi for over a month now, and others just as long! You get copies of their reports, don’t you? You couldn’t put any two of them together without seeing that another Telep-Two thinks he’s invented the Pyramid Effect out here—there isn’t a thing on the crummy little planet that doesn’t show it! And I’ll be the daughter of a C-Class human,” she added bitterly, “if it isn’t a type-case in full flower, with all the trimmings! Including immortalization and the Siva Psychosis. No, I do not want Lab to home any of their findings out to me! Tell them I’m staying right here on telepath till they’ve sorted out what I gave them. Where’s Snoops, that evil little man? Or can somebody locate that fuddle-headed, skinny, blond clerk I had on a few minutes—”


  Linky tiptoed gently back out of hearing.


  “She’s talking to Correlation now,” he reported to his friend. “Not at the sweetness stage yet. I think I’ll put in a little time checking the Library at that.”


  The other clerk nodded without looking up. “You could use the Head’s information cabinet. He just went out.”


  “Pyramid Effect,” Psych-Library Information instructed Linky gently a minute later. “Restricted, Galactic Zones. Result of the use of an expanding series of psychimpulse-multipliers, organic or otherwise, by Telepaths of the Orders Two to Four, for the transference of directional patterns, compulsions, illusions, et cetera, to large numbers of subjects.


  “The significant feature of the Pyramid Effect is its elimination of excessive drain on the directing mentality, achieved by utilizing the neural or neural-type energies of the multipliers themselves in transferring the directed impulses from one stage to the next.


  “Techniques required to establish the first and second stages of multipliers are classified as Undesirable General Knowledge. Though not infrequently developed independently by Telepaths above the primary level, their employment in any form is prohibited throughout the Confederacy of Vega and variously discouraged by responsible governments elsewhere.


  “Establishment of the third stage, and subsequent stages, of impulse-multipliers involves a technique-variant rarely developed by uninstructed Telepaths below the Order of Five. It is classified, under all circumstances, as Prohibited General Knowledge and is subject to deletion under the regulations pertaining to that classification.


  “Methodology of the Pyramid Effect may be obtained in detail under the heading `Techniques: Pyramid Effect’—”


  The gentle voice subsided.


  “Hm-m-m!” said Linky. He glanced about but there was nobody else in immediate range of the information cabinet. He tapped out “Techniques: Pyramid Effect,” and punched.


  “The information applied for,” another voice stated tunelessly, “is restricted to Zone Agent levels and above. Your identification?”


  Linky scowled, punched “Cancellation” quickly, murmured “Nuts!” and tapped another set of keys.


  “Psychimpulse-multiplier,” the gentle voice came back. “Restricted, Galactic Zones. Any person, organic entity, energy form, or mentalized instrument employed in distributing the various types of telepathic impulses to subjects beyond the scope of the directing mentality in range or number—Refer to `Pyramid Effect’—”


  That seemed to be that. What else was the Z.A. crying about? Oh, yes!


  “Siva Psychosis,” the gentle voice resumed obligingly. “Symptom of the intermediate to concluding stages of the Autocrat Circuit in human-type mentalities—Refer to `Multiple Murder: Causes’—”


  Linky grimaced.


  “Got what you wanted?” The other clerk was standing behind him.


  Linky got up. “No,” he said. “Let’s go anyhow. Your Final Mission came through?”


  His friend shook his head.


  “The guy got it. Ship and all. The automatic death signals just started coming in. That bong-bong . . . bong-bong stuff always gets on my nerves!” He motioned Linky into an elevator ahead of him. “They ought to work out a different sort of signal.”


  * * *


  “Understand you’ve been having some trouble with Department of Cultures personnel,” Snoops told the transmitter genially.


  “Just one of them,” Pagadan replied, regarding him with disfavor. Probably, he wasn’t really evil but he certainly looked it—aged in evil, and wizened with it. Also, he had been, just now, very hard to find. “That particular one,” she added, “is worse than any dozen others I’ve run into, so far!”


  “DC-COIF 1227, eh?” Snoops nodded. “Don’t have to make up a dossier for you on her. Got it all ready.”


  “We’ve had trouble with her before, then?”


  “Oh, sure! Lots of times. System Chief Jasse—beautiful big thing, isn’t she?” Snoops chuckled. “I’ve got any number of three-dimensionals of her.”


  “You would have,” said Pagadan sourly. “For a flagpole, she’s not so bad looking, at that. Must be eight feet if she’s an inch!”


  “Eight foot two,” Snoops corrected. “What’s she up to now, that place you’re at—Ulphi?”


  “Minding other people’s business like any D.C. Mostly mine, though she doesn’t know that. I’m objecting particularly to her practice of pestering the Fleet for information they either don’t have or aren’t allowed to give for reasons of plain standard operational security. There’s a destroyer commander stationed here who says every time she looks at him now, he gets a feeling he’d better watch his step or he’ll get turned over and whacked.”


  “She wouldn’t do that,” Snoops said earnestly. “She’s a good girl, that Jasse. Terribly conscientious, that’s all. You want that dossier homed out to you or right now, vocally?”


  “Both. Right now I want mostly background stuff, so I’ll know how to work her. I’d psycho it out of her myself, but she’s using a pretty good mind-shield and I can’t spend too much mission-time on the Department of Cultures.”


  Snoops nodded, cleared his throat, rolled his eyes up reflectively, closed them and began.


  “Age twenty-five, or near enough to make no difference. Type A-Class Human, unknown racial variant. Citizen of the Confederacy; home-planet Jeltad. Birthplace unknown—parentage, ditto; presumably spacer stock.”


  “Details on that!” interrupted Pagadan.


  He’d intended to, Snoops said, looking patient.


  * * *


  Subject, at about the age of three, had been picked up in space, literally, and in a rather improbable section—high in the northern latitudes where the suns thinned out into the figurative Rim. A Vegan scout, pausing to inspect an area littered with the battle-torn wreckage of four ships, found her drifting about there unconscious and half-alive, in a spacesuit designed for a very tall adult—the kind of adult she eventually became.


  Investigation indicated she was the only survivor of what must have been an almost insanely savage and probably very brief engagement. There was some messy evidence that one of the ships had been crewed by either five or six of her kind. The other three had been manned by Lartessians, a branch of human space marauders with whom Vega’s patrol forces were more familiar than they particularly wanted to be.


  So was Pagadan. “They fight just like that, the crazy apes! And they’re no slouches—our little pet’s people must be a rugged lot to break even with them at three-to-one odds. But we’ve got no record at all of that breed?”


  He’d checked pretty closely but without results, Snoops shrugged. And so, naturally enough, had Jasse herself later on. She’d grown up in the family of the scout’s second pilot. They were earnest Traditionalists, so it wasn’t surprising that at sixteen she entered the Traditionalist College on Jeltad. She was a brilliant student and a spectacular athlete—twice a winner in Vega’s System Games.


  “Doing what?” inquired Pagadan curiously.


  Javelin, and one of those swimming events; Snoops wasn’t sure just which— She still attended the College intermittently; but at nineteen she’d started to work as a field investigator for the Department of Cultures. Which wasn’t surprising either, since Cultures was practically the political extension of the powerful Traditionalist Creed—


  They had made her a System Chief only three years later.


  “About that time,” Snoops concluded, “was when we started having trouble with Jasse. She’s smart enough to suspect that whatever Galactic Zones is doing doesn’t jibe entirely with our official purpose in life.” He looked mildly amused. “Seems to think we might be some kind of secret police—you know how Traditionalists feel about anything like that!”


  Pagadan nodded. “Everything open and aboveboard. They mean well, bless them!”


  She went silent then, reflecting; while the alien black-and-silver eyes continued to look at Snoops, or through him possibly, at something else.


  He heard himself saying uneasily, “You’re not going to do her any harm, Zone Agent?”


  “Now why should I be doing System Chief Jasse any harm?” Pagadan inquired, much too innocently. “A good girl, like you say. And so lovely looking, too—in spite of that eight-foot altitude.”


  “Eight foot two,” Snoops corrected mechanically. He didn’t feel at all reassured.


  * * *


  The assistant to the Chief of G.Z. Office of Correlation entered the room to which his superior had summoned him and found the general gazing pensively upon a freshly assembled illumined case-chart.


  The assistant glanced at the chart number and shrugged sympathetically.


  “I understand she wants to speak to you personally,” he remarked. “Is it as bad as she indicates?”


  “Colonel Dubois,” the general said, without turning his head, “I’m glad you’re here. Yes, it’s just about as bad!” He nodded at the upper right region of the chart where a massed group of symbols flickered uncertainly. “That’s the bulk of the information we got from the Zone Agent concerning the planet of Ulphi just now. Most of the rest of it has been available to this office for weeks.”


  Both men studied the chart silently for a moment.


  “It’s a mess, certainly,” the colonel admitted then. “But I’m sure the Agent understands that, when an emergency is not indicated in advance, all incoming information is necessarily handled here in a routine manner, which frequently involves a considerable time-lag in correlation.”


  “No doubt she does,” agreed the general. “However, we keep running into her socially when she’s around the System, my wife and I. Particularly my wife. You understand that I should like our summation of this case to be as nearly perfect as we can make it?”


  “I understand, sir.”


  “I’m going to read it,” the general sighed. “I want you to check me closely. If you’re doubtful on any point of interpretation at all, kindly interrupt me at once.”


  They bent over the chart together.


  “The over-all pattern on Ulphi,” the general stated, “is obviously that produced by an immortalized A-Class human intellect, Sub-Class Twelve, variant Telep-Two—as developed in planetary or small-system isolation, over a period of between three and five centuries.”


  He’d lapsed promptly, Colonel Dubois noted with a trace of amusement, into a lecturer’s tone and style. Being one of the two men primarily responsible for devising the psychomathematics of correlation and making it understandable to others, the general had found plenty of opportunity to acquire such mannerisms.


  “In that time,” he went on, “the system of general controls has, of course, become almost completely automatic. There is, however, continuing and fairly intensive activity on the part of the directing mentality. Development of the Siva Psychosis is at a phase typical for the elapsed period—concealed and formalized killings cloaked in sacrificial symbolism. Quantitatively, they have not begun as yet to affect the population level. The open and indiscriminate slaughter preceding the sudden final decline presumably would not appear, then, for at least another century.


  “Of primary significance for the identification of the controlling mentality is this central grouping of formulae. Within the historical period which must have seen the early stages of the mentality’s dominance, the science of Ulphi—then practically at Galactic par—was channeled for thirty-eight years into a research connected with the various problems of personal organic immortality. Obviously, under such conditions, only the wildest sort of bad luck could prevent discovery and co-ordination of the three basic requirements for any of the forms of individual perpetuation presently developed.


  “We note, however, that within the next two years the investigation became completely discredited, was dropped and has not been resumed since.


  “The critical date, finally, corresponds roughly to the announced death of the planet’s outstanding psychic leader of the time—an historical figure even on present-day Ulphi, known as Moyuscane the Immortal Illusionist.


  “Corroborative evidence—”


  The reading took some fifteen minutes in all.


  “Well, that’s it, I think,” the general remarked at last. “How the old explorers used to wonder at the frequency with which such little lost side-branches of civilization appeared to have simply and suddenly ceased to exist!”


  He became aware of the colonel’s sidelong glance.


  “You agree with my interpretation, colonel?”


  “Entirely, sir.”


  The general hesitated. “The population on Ulphi hasn’t been too badly debased as yet,” he pointed out. “Various reports indicate an I.Q. average of around eleven points below A-Class—not too bad, considering the early elimination of the strains least acceptable to the controlling mentality, and the stultifying effect of life-long general compulsions on the others.


  “They’re still eligible for limited membership—capable of self-government and, with help, of self-defense. It will be almost a century, of course, before they grow back to a point where they can be of any real use to us. Meanwhile, the location of the planet itself presents certain strategic advantages—”


  He paused again. “I’m afraid, colonel,” he admitted, “that I’m evading the issue! The fact remains that a case of this kind simply does not permit of solution by this office. The identification of Moyuscane the Immortal as the controlling mentality is safe enough, of course. Beyond that we cannot take the responsibility for anything but the most general kind of recommendation. But now, colonel—since I’m an old man, a cowardly old man who really hates an argument—I’m going on vacation for the next hour or so.


  “Would you kindly confront the Zone Agent with our findings? I understand she is still waiting on telepath for them.”


  * * *


  Zone Agent Pagadan, however, received the information with a degree of good nature which Colonel Dubois found almost disquieting.


  “Well, if you can’t, you can’t,” she shrugged. “I rather expected it. The difficulty is to identify our Telep-Two physically without arousing his suspicions? And the danger is that no one knows how to block things like a planet-wide wave of suicidal impulses, if he happens to realize that’s a good method of self-defense?”


  “That’s about it,” acknowledged the colonel. “It’s very easy to startle mentalities of his class into some unpredictable aggressive reaction. That makes it a simple matter to flush them into sight, which helps to keep them from becoming more than a temporary nuisance, except in such unsophisticated surroundings as on Ulphi. But in the situation that exists there—when the mentality has established itself and set up a widespread system of controls—it does demand the most cautious handling on the part of an operator. This particular case is now further aggravated by the various psychotic disturbances of Immortalization.”


  Pagadan nodded. “You’re suggesting, I suppose, that the whole affair should be turned over to Interstellar Crime for space-scooping or some careful sort of long-range detection like that?”


  “It’s the method most generally adopted,” the colonel said. “Very slow, of course—I recall a somewhat similar case which took thirty-two years to solve. But once the directing mentality has been physically identified without becoming aware of the fact, it can be destroyed safely enough.”


  “I can’t quite believe in the necessity of leaving Moyuscane in control of that sad little planet of his for another thirty-two years, or anything like it,” the Lannai said slowly. “I imagine he’ll be willing to put up with our presence until the Bjanta raids have been deflected?”


  “That seems to be correct. If you decide to dig him out yourself, you have about eight weeks to do it. If the Bjantas haven’t returned to Ulphi by then, he’ll understand that they’ve either quit coming of their own accord, as they sometimes do—or that they’ve been chased off secretly. And he could hardly help hitting on the reason for that! In either case, the Senate of Ulphi will simply withdraw its application for membership in the Confederacy. It’s no secret that we’re too completely tied up in treaties of nonintervention to do anything but pull our officials out again, if that’s what they want.”


  “The old boy has it all figured out, hasn’t he?” Pagadan paused. “Well—we’ll see. Incidentally, I notice your summation incorporated Lab’s report on the space-fear compulsion Moyuscane’s clamped on Ulphi. Do you have that with you in detail—Lab’s report, I mean? I’d like to hear it.”


  “It’s here, yes—” A muted alto voice addressed Pagadan a moment later:


  “In fourteen percent of the neuroplates submitted with the Agent’s report, space-fear traces were found to extend into the subanalytical levels normally involved in this psychosis. In all others, the symptoms of the psychosis were readily identifiable as an artificially induced compulsion.


  “Such a compulsion would maintain itself under reality-stresses to the point required to initiate space-fear death in the organism but would yield normally to standard treatment.”


  “Good enough,” Pagadan nodded. “Fourteen percent space-fear susceptibility is about normal for that type of planetary population, isn’t it? But what about Moyuscane himself? Is there anything to show, anywhere, that he suffered from the genuine brand of the psychosis—that he is one of that fourteen percent?”


  “Well—yes, there is!” Colonel Dubois looked a little startled. “That wasn’t mentioned, was it? Actually, it shows up quite clearly in the historical note that none of his reported illusion performances had any but planetary backgrounds, and usually interior ones, at that. It’s an exceptional Illusionist, you know, who won’t play around with deep-space effects in every conceivable variation. But Moyuscane never touched them—”


  * * *


  “Telepath is now cleared for Zone Agent 131.71,” the Third Co-ordinator of the Vegan Confederacy murmured into the transmitter before him.


  Alone in his office as usual, he settled back into his chair to relax for the few seconds the visualization tank would require to pick up and re-structure Zone Agent Pagadan’s personal beam for him.


  The office of the Chief of Galactic Zones was as spacious as the control room of a first-line battleship, and quite as compactly equipped with strange and wonderful gadgetry. As the master cell of one of the half dozen or so directing nerve-centers of Confederacy government, it needed it all. The Third Co-ordinator was one of Jeltad’s busier citizens, and it was generally understood that no one intruded on his time except for some extremely good and sufficient reason.


  However, he was undisturbed by the reflection that there was no obvious reason of any kind for Zone Agent Pagadan’s request for an interview. The Lannai was one of the Third Co-ordinator’s unofficial group of special Agents, his trouble-shooters de luxe, whom he could and regularly did unleash in the pits of space against virtually any kind of opponent—with a reasonable expectation of being informed presently of the Agent’s survival and success. And whenever one of that fast-moving pack demanded his attention, he took it for granted they had a reason and that it was valid enough. Frequently, though not always, they would let him know then what it was.


  The transmitter’s visualization tank cleared suddenly from a smokily glowing green into a three-dimensional view of the Viper’s control room; and the Co-ordinator gazed with approval on the silver-eyed, spacesuited, slender figure beyond the ship’s massive control desk. Human or not, Pagadan was nice to look at.


  “And what do you want now?” he inquired.


  “Agent-Trainee Hallerock,” the Lannai informed him, “6972.41, fourth year.”


  “Hm-m-m. Yes, I know him!” The Co-ordinator tapped the side of his long jaw reflectively. “Rather striking chap, isn’t he?”


  “He’s beautiful!” Pagadan agreed enthusiastically. “How soon can you get him out here?”


  “Even by Ranger,” the Co-ordinator said doubtfully, “it would be ten days. There’s an Agent in the nearest cluster I could route out to you in just under four.”


  She shook her head. “Hallerock’s the boy—gloomy Hallerock. I met him a few months ago, back on Jeltad,” she added, as if that made it clear. “What are his present estimated chances for graduation?”


  The inquiry was strictly counter-regulation, but the Co-ordinator did not raise an eyebrow. He nudged a switch on his desk.


  “I’ll let the psych-tester answer that.”


  “If the Agent-Trainee were admitted for graduation,” a deep mechanical voice came immediately from the wall to his left, “the percentage of probability of his passing all formal tests would be ninety-eight point seven. But because of a background conditioned lack of emotional adjustment to Vegan civilization, graduation has been indefinitely postponed.”


  “What I thought,” Pagadan nodded. “Well, just shoot him out to me then—by Ranger, please!—and I’ll do him some good. That’s all, and thanks a lot for the interview!”


  “It was a pleasure,” said the Co-ordinator. Then, seeing her hand move towards her transmitter switch, he added hastily, “I understand you’ve run into a secondary mission problem out there, and that Correlation foresees difficulties in finding a satisfactory solution.”


  The Lannai paused, her hand on the switch. She looked a little surprised. “That Ulphian illusionist? Shouldn’t be too much trouble. If you’re in a hurry for results though, please get behind Lab Supply on the stuff I requisitioned just now—the Hospital ship, the Kynoleen and the special types of medics I need. Push out that, and Hallerock, to me and you’ll have my final mission report in three weeks, more or less.”


  She waved a cheerful farewell and switched off, and the view of the Viper’s control room vanished from the transmitter.


  * * *


  The Co-ordinator chewed his upper lip thoughtfully.


  “Psych-tester,” he said then, “just what is the little hellcat cooking up now?”


  “I must remind you,” the psych-tester’s voice returned, “that Zone Agent 131.71 is one of the thirty-two individuals who have been able to discern my primary purpose here, and who have established temporary blocks against my investigations. She is, furthermore, the first to have established a block so nearly complete that I can offer no significant answer to your question. With that understood, do you wish an estimate?”


  “No!” grunted the Co-ordinator. “I’d forgotten. I can make a few wild guesses myself.” He ran his hand gently through his graying hair. “Let’s see—this Hallerock’s trouble is a background conditioned lack of adjustment to our type of civilization, you say?”


  “He comes,” the psych-tester reminded him, “of the highly clannish and emotionally planet-bound strain of Mark Wieri VI.”


  The Co-ordinator nodded. “I remember now. Twenty-two thousand light-years out. They’ve been isolated there almost since the First Stellar Migrations—were rediscovered only a dozen years or so ago. Extra good people! But Hallerock was the only one of them we could talk into going to work for us.”


  “He appears to be unique among them in being galactic-minded in the Vegan sense,” the psych-tester agreed. “Subconsciously, however, he remains so strongly drawn to his own kind that a satisfactory adjustment to permanent separation from them has not been achieved. Outwardly, the fact is expressed only in a lack of confidence in himself and in those with whom he happens to be engaged in any significant work; but the tendency is so pronounced that it has been considered unsafe to release him for Zonal duty.”


  “Ninety-eight point seven!” the Co-ordinator said. He swore mildly. “That means he’s way the best of the current batch—and I could use a couple like that so beautifully right now! Psychoing won’t do it?”


  “Nothing short of complete mind-control for a period of several weeks.”


  The Co-ordinator shook his head. “It would settle his personal difficulties, but he’d be spoiled for us.” He considered again, briefly, sighed and decided: “Pagadan’s claimed him, anyway. She may wreck him completely; but she knows her therapy at that. Better let her give it a try.”


  He added, as if in apology:


  “I’m sure that if we could consult Trainee Hallerock on the question, he’d agree with us—”


  He was reaching out to punch down a desk stud with the last words and continued without a noticeable break:


  “Central Communicator clear for Lab report on the rate of spread of the Olleeka plagues—”


  His mind clearing also with that of any other matter, he settled back quietly and waited for Lab to come in.


  * * *


  System Chief Jasse, D.C. Cultural Field Investigator, listened attentively till her study recorder had clicked out “Report Dispatched.” Then she sat frowning at the gadget for a moment.


  The home office would like that report! A brisk, competent review of a hitherto obscure section of Ulphi’s long-past rough and ready colonial period, pointing out and explaining the contrast between those days and the present quaintly perfect Ulphian civilization. It was strictly in line with the Department of Cultures’ view of what any group of A-Class human beings, left to themselves, could achieve and it had sounded plausible enough when she played it back. But somehow it left her dissatisfied. Somehow Ulphi itself left her dissatisfied.


  Perhaps she just needed a vacation! As usual, when a new case was keeping her busy, she had been dosing herself with insomniates for the past two weeks. But in her six years of work with Cultures she had never felt the need for a vacation before.


  Patting back a yawn in the process of formation, Jasse shook her head, shut off the recorder and stepped out before the study mirror. Almost time for another appointment—some more historical research.


  Turning once slowly before the tall mirror, she checked the details of her uniform and its accessories—the Traditionalist Greens which had been taken over with all their symbolic implications by the Department of Cultures. Everything in order, including the concealed gravmoc batteries in belt and boots and the electronic mind-shield switch in her wrist bracelet. No weapons to check; as a matter of policy they weren’t carried by D.C. officials.


  She pulled a bejeweled cap down on her shoulder-length wave of glossy black hair, grimaced at the face that, at twenty-five or thereabouts, still wore an habitual expression of intent, childish seriousness, and left the study.


  By the lake shore, fifty feet from the D.C. mobile-unit’s door, the little-people were waiting. Six of them today—middle-aged historians in the long silver-gray garments of their guild, standing beside a beautifully shaped vehicle with a suggestion of breath-taking speed about its lines. The suggestion didn’t fool Jasse, who knew by experience that its looks were the only breath-taking thing about an Ulphian flow-car. The best it would produce in action was an air-borne amble, at so leisurely a pace that throughout her first trip in one of the things she had felt like getting out and pushing.


  One mustn’t, of course, she reminded herself conscientiously, settling back in the flow-car, judge any human culture by the achievements of another! Granted that Ulphi had long since lost the driving power of Vega’s humming technologies, who was to say that it hadn’t found a better thing in its place?


  A fair enough question, but Jasse doubtfully continued to weigh the answer while the lengthy little Ulphian ritual of greetings and expressions of mutual esteem ran its course and came to an end in the flow-car. Then her escort of historical specialists settled down to shop talk in their flowery derivative of one of the twelve basic human dialects, and she began automatically to contribute her visiting dignitary’s share to the conversation—just enough to show she was deeply interested but no more. Her attention, however, remained on the city below.


  They were gliding only five hundred feet above the lake’s shoreline, but all roofs were low enough to permit a wide view—and everything, everywhere, was in superbly perfect symmetry and balance. The car’s motion did not change that impression. As it drove on, the gleaming white and softly tinted buildings about and below it flowed steadily into new and always immaculate patterns of sweeping line and blended color, merging in and out of the lake front with a rightness that trembled and stopped at the exact point of becoming too much so.


  And that was only a direct visual expression of the essence of Ulphi’s culture. Every social aspect of the planet showed the same easy order, the same minute perfectionist precision of graceful living—achieved without apparent effort in cycle on cycle of detail.


  Jasse smiled pleasantly at her companions. The puzzling fact remained that this planetary batch of little-people just wasn’t particularly bright! And any population with the gumption of a flock of rabbits should have sent a marauding Mother Disk of Bjantas on its way in a panicky hurry, without having to ask for help to solve that sort of problem!


  She really must need a vacation, Jasse sighed, disturbed by such unorthodox reflections. A-Class humans just didn’t go off on the wrong track, however gracefully, unless they were pushed there—so her doubts about Ulphi meant simply that she hadn’t found the key to it yet.


  Possibly she could do with a few weeks of re-indoctrination in basic Traditionalism.


  * * *


  “The Tomb of Moyuscane the Immortal—the last of our Great Illusionists!”


  Jasse regarded the tomb with an air of respectful appreciation. Tombs, on the whole, she could do without; but this one undoubtedly was something special. She and Requada-Attan, Historian and Hereditary Custodian of the Tomb, had come together out of one of the main halls of the enormous building complex which housed the Historical Institute of Ulphi’s Central City into a small, transparently over-roofed park. The remainder of her escort had shown her what they had to show and then withdrawn respectfully to their various duties; but Requada-Attan, probably not averse to having a wider audience benefit by the informative lecture he was giving the distinguished visitor, had left the gate to the park open behind them. A small crowd of sightseeing Ulphians had drifted in and was grouped about them by now.


  “A fitting resting place for the Immortal One!” Jasse commented piously.


  That brought a murmur of general appreciation from the local citizens. She suspected wryly that she, with her towering height and functional Vegan uniform, was the real center of interest in this colorfully robed group of little-people—few of them came up to a point much above the level of her elbows. But otherwise, the Tomb of Moyuscane must seem well worth a visit to a people as culturally self-centered as the Ulphians. Set against the rather conventional background of a green grove and whispering fountains, it was a translucently white monument, combining stateliness and exquisite grace with the early sweeping style which the last four centuries had preserved and expanded over the planet.


  “The common people have many interesting superstitions about the Tomb,” Requada-Attan confided loudly. “They say that Moyuscane’s illusions are still to be seen within this park occasionally. Especially at night.”


  His round, pink face smiled wisely up at her. It was obvious that he, a historical scientist, did not share such superstitions.


  Illusion performances, Jasse thought, nodding. She’d seen a few of those of a minor sort herself, but the records indicated that some centuries ago on Ulphi they had been cultivated to an extent which no major civilization would tolerate nowadays. The Illusionists of Ulphi had been priest-entertainers and political leaders; their mental symphonies—final culmination and monstrous flowering of all the tribal dances and varied body-and-mind shaking communal frenzies of history—had swayed the thinking and the emotional life of the planetary race. And Moyuscane the Immortal had wound up that line of psychic near-rulers as the greatest of them all.


  It was rather fascinating at that, she decided, to go adventuring mentally back over the centuries into the realm of a human power which, without word or gesture, could sweep up and blend the emotions of thousands of other human beings into a single mighty current that flowed and ebbed and thundered at the impulses of one will through the channels its imagination projected.


  Fascinating—but a little disturbing, too!


  “I think—” she began, and stopped.


  * * *


  Words and phrases which had been no previous part of her thoughts suddenly were floating up in her mind—and now, quite without her volition, she was beginning to utter them!


  “But that explains it!” her voice was saying, with a note of pleased, friendly surprise. “I’ve been wondering about you, Requada-Attan, you and your mysterious, beautiful world! I should have known all along that it was simply the dream-creation of an artist—that one of your Great Illusionists was still alive—”


  The last words seemed to drop one by one into a curiously leaden silence, and then they stopped. Jasse was still only completely, incredulously astonished. Then something began to stir in that heavy silence about her; and her head came sharply around.


  It was their faces that warned her—once before, she’d seen the expression of a mob that was acting under mental compulsion; and so she knew at once and exactly what she’d have to do next. Not stop to figure out what had happened, or try to reason with them, argue, threaten, or waste time yelling for help. Just get out of the immediate neighborhood, fast!


  There weren’t, of course, really enough Ulphians around to be called a mob—hardly more than twenty adults in all. That they had been directed against her was obvious enough, in the eyes that saw only her now, and in the synchronized motion with which they were converging quietly on the spot where she stood.


  They stopped moving as if at a command Jasse could not hear, as she swung about, unconsciously with a very similar quietness, to face them.


  Requada-Attan was under it, too! He still stood nearest her, about four steps to her left. Straight ahead, between Jasse and the gate, was the next closest group: two husky-looking young men with the shaved heads and yellow robes of professionals from the School of Athletes; and immediately behind them another silver-robed historian whom she had noticed previously—an elderly man, very thin and tall. No weapons in sight anywhere—


  The three ahead were the ones to pass then! Jasse took two quick steps in their direction; and gravel scattered instantly under their sandaled feet, as they came to meet her in a rush. All about was the same sudden noise and swirl of motion.


  But it was Requada-Attan who reached her first, with a quickness she hadn’t counted on in a man of his plump build. Abruptly his weight was dragging at her arm, both hands gripped about her wrist, and jerking sideways to throw her off balance. Jasse twisted free sharply—that wrist carried her mind-shield bracelet and had to be guarded!—hauled the Hereditary Custodian off his feet with her right hand, sent him rolling before the knees of the charging yellow-robes.


  They went down in a satisfactorily sprawling confusion, the thin historian turning a complete clumsy somersault with flapping garments across them a moment later. But the others had arrived by then, and Jasse became temporarily the center of a clawing, grappling, hard-breathing but voiceless cluster of humanity. What sent the first shock of real fright through her was that most of them seemed to be trying to get at her shield-bracelet! Because that indicated a mental attack was impending—mental attacks and mass compulsions on present-day Ulphi!


  * * *


  The jolt of that realization—the implication that hidden powers had been roused into action against her on this innocuous-looking world—might have resulted in a rash of snapping necks and other fatal incidents all around Jasse. Though Cultures frowned on weapons for its officials, the ancient Terran Art of the Holds was highly regarded among Traditionalists everywhere and had been developed by them to a polished new perfection. But she hauled herself back promptly from the verge of slipping into that well-drilled routine, which she never yet had put to its devastating practical use. The situation, so far, certainly wasn’t as bad as all that—if she just kept her head! Slapping, shoving, shaking and turning, she twisted her way through this temporarily demented group of little-people, intent primarily on staying on her feet and keeping her left wrist out of reach.


  Then the yellow-robed athletes were up again, and Jasse bumped the two shaven heads together with measured violence, stepped with great caution across an overturned but viciously kicking little boy—found herself suddenly free, and tripped up the last of the lot to come plunging in, a youngish, heavy-set woman.


  The brief and practically bloodless melee had circled to within a dozen strides of the gateway of the park. She darted through it, slammed the high bronze gate behind her, saw Requada-Attan’s key still in the lock and had her assailants shut in an instant later.


  She could spare a moment then to look back at them. Most of them were still on the ground or clambering awkwardly to their feet. With one exception, all stared after her with those chillingly focused and expressionless eyes. The exception was a white-robed, dark-skinned man of middle age with a neatly trimmed fringe of brown beard around his chin, who stood on a tiled walk a little apart from the others. He was watching them, and Jasse could not recall having noticed him before.


  Then their eyes met for an instant as she was turning away, and there was conscious intelligence in his look, mingled with something that might have been fright or anger.


  At least, she thought, loping worriedly down one of the corridors towards the main halls of the Institute from which she had come, she wasn’t the only one who had got a surprise out of the affair! She would have time to think about that later. The immediate problem was how to get out of this mess, and it would be stupid to assume that she had succeeded in that.


  There were plenty of other people in those buildings ahead, and she had no way at all of knowing what their attitude would be.


  * * *


  She came with swift caution out of the corridor, into a long, sunbright and apparently deserted hall.


  The opposite wall was formed of vertical blue slabs of some marble-like mineral with wide window embrasures between. The tops of feathery trees and the upper parts of buildings, a good distance off, were visible beyond the windows. Several hundred feet away in either direction a high doorway led out of the hall.


  Both exits were blocked just now by a wedged, immobile mass of little-people. Robes of all colors—citizens of all types and classes, hastily assembled to stop her again. Even at this distance their faces sickened her. Apparently they had been directed simply to prevent her from leaving this hall, until—


  It clamped down then about her skull—and tightened!


  Mental attack!


  Jasse’s hands leaped to her temples in a convulsive, involuntary motion, though she knew there was nothing tangible there to seize. It was inside her, an enormous massing of tiny, hard pressures which were not quite pain, driving upon an equal number of critical linkages within her brain. In her first flash of panicky reaction, it seemed the burst of an overwhelming, irresistible force. A moment later, she realized it was quite bearable.


  She should have known, of course with her mind-shield activated as it was, it would take some while before that sort of thing could have much effect. The only immediately dangerous part of it was that it cut down the time she could afford to spend on conducting her escape.


  She glanced again at the nearer of the two doorways, and knew instantly she wasn’t even going to consider fighting her way through another mindless welter of grappling human bodies like that! The nearest window was a dozen steps away.


  A full hundred yards beneath her, the building’s walls dropped sheer into a big, blue-paved courtyard, with a high-walled park on the opposite side and open to the left on a city street, a block or more away. The street carried a multicolored, murmuring stream of traffic, too far off to make any immediate difference. A few brightly dressed people were walking across the courtyard below—they made no difference either. The important thing was the row of flow-cars parked against the wall down there, hardly eighty feet to her right.


  Her hand dropped to her belt and adjusted the gravmoc unit. She felt almost weightless as she swung over the sill and pushed away from the building; but she touched the pavement in something less than eighteen seconds, rolled over twice and came up running.


  There was scattered shouting then. Two young women, about to step out of one of the cars, stared in open-mouthed surprise as she came towards them. But neither they nor anyone else made any attempt to check her departure.


  She had one of the vehicles airborne, and headed in the general direction of the lake-front section which was being used as a spaceport by the one Vegan destroyer stationed on Ulphi, before she was reminded suddenly that Central City had police ships for emergency use, which could fly rings around any flow-car—and that long, silvery, dirigible-like shapes seemed to be riding on guard directly over the area to which she wanted to go!


  A few minutes later, she realized the ship might also be several miles to either side of the spaceport. At this distance and altitude she couldn’t tell, and the flow-car refused to be urged any higher.


  She had kept the clumsy conveyance on its course, because she hadn’t really much choice of direction. There was no way of contacting or locating any of the other Vegan officials currently operating on Ulphi except through the destroyer itself or through the communicators in her own study; and her mobile-unit was also in the spaceport area. There were enough similar cars moving about by themselves to keep her from being conspicuous, though traffic, on the whole, was moderate over the city and most of it was confined to fairly definite streams between the more important points.


  A second police ship became briefly visible far to her right, gliding close to the building tops and showing hardly more than its silhouette through a light haze which veiled that sector. If they knew where she was, either of the two could intercept her within minutes.


  Very probably though, Jasse reassured herself, nobody did know just where she was. The mental force still assailing her shield was non-directional in any spatial sense; and her departure from the Historical Institute must have been much more sudden and swift than had been anticipated by her concealed attackers. In spite of her size, strangers were quite likely to underestimate her because of her slender build and rather childlike features, and on occasions like this that could be very useful. But—


  Jasse bit her lip gently, conscious of a small flurry of panic bubbling up inside her and subsiding again, temporarily.


  Because they needed only to ring off the spaceport, far enough away from the destroyer to avoid arousing its interest, and then wait for her arrival. She would have to come to them then—and soon! Her shield was still absorbing the punishment it was getting, but secondary effects of that unrelenting pressure had begun to show up. The barest touch of a dozen different, slowly spreading sensations within her brain—burning, tingling, constricting, dully throbbing sensations. Within the last few minutes, the first flickering traces of visual and auditory disturbances had appeared. Effects like that could build up for an indeterminate time without doing any real damage. But in the end they would merge suddenly into an advanced stage of blurred confusion—technically, her shield might still maintain its function; but she would no longer know or be able to control what she did.


  A curiously detached feeling overcame Jasse then as the flow-car carried her steadily forward into whatever lay ahead. What she had to do was clear enough: go on until she was discovered and then ground the flow-car and try her luck on foot. But meanwhile, who or what had stirred up this mess about her? What were they after?


  She sat quietly behind the flow-car’s simple controls, leaning forward a trifle to conceal herself, while her mind ran over the implications of the odd little speech she had made in the park before Moyuscane’s tomb. Those hadn’t been her thoughts; if they had been, she wouldn’t have uttered them voluntarily—so, shielded or not, somebody must have been tampering with her mind before this! Were there opposing groups of mental adepts on Ulphi, and was one of them trying to use her, and Vega, against the other in some struggle for control of this planetary civilization?


  Once more then, System Chief Jasse surprised herself completely—this time by a flash of furious exasperation with the lofty D.C. policies which had put her in a spot like this unarmed. To trust in the innate rightness of A-Class humanity was all very well. But, mysterious superior mentalities or not, a good, ordinary, old-fashioned blaster in her hand would have been so satisfactory just now!


  “Oh, Suns and Planets!” Jasse muttered aloud, shocked into a half-forgotten Traditionalist invocation acquired during her childhood. “They’ve got me fighting mad!”


  And at that moment, a clean-edged shadow, which was not the shadow of any cloud, came sliding soundlessly over the flow-car and stayed there.


  Jasse, heart pounding wildly, was still trying to twist around far enough to look up without pitching herself out of the car or releasing its controls when a voice, some twenty feet above her, remarked conversationally:


  “Say—I thought it was you!”


  * * *


  She stared up speechlessly.


  The words had been Vegan—and nothing like that dull-green, seamless, thirty-foot sliver of space-alloy floating overhead had ever been dreamed up on Ulphi! While the pert, huge-eyed face that peered down at her out of the craft’s open lock—she remembered suddenly the last time she’d met that member of a nonhuman race in a G.Z. space-duty uniform and the polite effort she’d made to mask the antipathy and suspicions which were bound to arise in a Traditionalist when confronted by any such half-and-half creature.


  But—safe!


  A shaking began in her knees. She sat down quietly.


  And Zone Agent Pagadan, for whom any kind of thought-shield on which she really directed her attention became as sheerest summer gossamer—unless, of course, it was backed by a mind that approximated her own degree of nerve-energy control—smiled amiably and chalked one up to her flair for dramatic timing.


  “Remember me, eh?” she nodded. “Pelial, of Galactic Zones, at your service! I was scoping the area from ten miles above and spotted you drifting along by yourself. What occurs, my tall colleague? Are you just going sightseeing in that piece of primitive craftsmanship, or did your pilot fall out?”


  “Ulp—!” began Jasse, nodding and shaking her head at the same time. Pagadan’s contemplative eyes became a little bigger.


  “Skip it!” she said apprehensively. “From close up, you look both chewed on and distraught, my girl! What happ— Hey, hang on a moment and I’ll slide in close and take you aboard. Maybe you ought to be home in bed, or something.”


  The head withdrew; and Jasse took a deep, sighing breath, raked a snarled strand of black hair out of her forehead and dabbed tentatively at a deep scratch on the back of her hand.


  She did look a mess, now that she noticed it—the Greens were badly ripped and streaked with the blue chalk of the pavement over which she had rolled; and her jeweled cap was gone. A moment passed before she realized suddenly that the clinging constrictions of the mental attack were gone, too!


  She was still wondering about that as she swung over into the space-skiff, steadied by Pagadan’s gloved hand.


  Then, as the skiff’s lock slammed shut behind her, she made another discovery:


  Her shield-bracelet hung free, attached to her wrist now only by its safety chain. The shield switch flickered, warningly red, on “Open”—


  “Your mind-shield?” The Lannai Agent, measuring a rose-colored liquid carefully from a fat little jug into a cup, absently repeated Jasse’s stunned exclamation. “Probably snagged the bracelet while you were climbing in from the car. It happens.” She glanced around and her eyes caught the light with a wicked crystalline glitter. “Why? Could it matter? Was someone pressuring you?”


  “They were before,” Jasse whispered; and suddenly there wasn’t any question about her being frightened! Panic hammered into her brain and stayed; a dizzy shimmering grew before her eyes. Mixed with that came a queer, growing feeling as if something were surging and pulsing within her skull—a wildly expectant feeling of something about to happen.


  She realized the Lannai was holding the filled cup to her lips.


  “Drink that!” the cool voice ordered. “Whatever you’ve got it’s good for. Then just settle back, relax, and let’s hear what you know!”


  * * *


  The liquid she had gulped, Jasse noticed, wasn’t really rose-colored as she had thought, but a deep, dim, ruby red, almost black—an enormously quiet color—and with a highly curious slowing-down effect on things, too! For instance, you might realize perfectly well that somewhere, out around the edges of you, you were still horribly upset, with fear-thoughts racing about everywhere at a dizzy speed. Every so often, one of them would turn inwards and come shooting right at you, flashing like a freezing arrow into the deep-red dusk where you were. But just as you started to shrink away from it, you noticed it was getting slower and slower, the farther it came; until finally it just stayed where it was, and then gradually melted away.


  They never could get through to reach you. It was rather comical!


  It appeared she had asked some question about it, because the big-eyed little humanoid was saying:


  “You like the effect, eh? That’s just antishock, little chum! Thought you knew the stuff . . . don’t they teach you anything at Cultures?”


  That was funny, too! Cultures, of course, taught you everything there was to know! But wait—hadn’t there been . . . what had there been that she—? Jasse decided to examine that point about Cultures very carefully, some other time.


  By and large there seemed to be a good deal of quiet conversation going on around her. Perhaps she was doing some of it, but it was hard to tell; since, frankly, she wasn’t much interested in those outside events any more. And then, for a while, the two tall shapes, the man and the woman, came up again to the barrier in her past and tried to talk to her, as they always did when she was feeling anxious and alone. A little puzzled, because she didn’t feel that way now, Jasse watched them from her side of the barrier, which was where the explosions and shrieking lights were, that had brought terror and hurt and the sudden forgetting which none of Culture’s therapists had been able to lift. Dimly, she could sense the world behind them, to which they wanted her to go—the star-glittering cold and the great silent flows of snow, and the peace and enchantment that were there. But she could make no real effort to reach it now, and in the end the tall shapes seemed to realize that and went away.


  Or else, they merely faded out of her sight as the color about her deepened ever more from ruby redness into the ultimate, velvety, all-quieting, all-slowing-down black—


  “Wonderful—” Jasse murmured contentedly, asleep.


  * * *


  “Hallerock?”


  “Linked in, Pag! I’m back on the Observation Ship again. Go ahead.”


  “Just keep this thought-line down tight! Everything’s working like a charm, so far. I tripped the D.C.‘s shield open when I took her aboard, and our good friend Moyuscane came right in, all set to take control and find out whether we actually knew something about him and his setup here or not. Then he discovered I was around, and he’s been lying quiet and just listening through her ever since.”


  “What makes him shy of you?” Hallerock inquired.


  “He tried a long-range probe at my shields a couple of weeks ago. I slapped him on the beak—some perfectly natural startled-reaction stuff by another telepath, you understand. But he certainly didn’t like it! He went out fast, that time—”


  “I don’t blame him,” Hallerock said thoughtfully. “Sometimes you don’t realize your own strength. Does the D.C. really have anything on him?”


  “No. It’s about as we suspected. She made some sort of innocent remark—I couldn’t take the chance of digging around in her mind long enough to find out just what—and Moyuscane jumped to the wrong conclusions.”


  “I was wondering, you know,” Hallerock admitted, “whether you mightn’t have done some work on the Cultures girl in advance—something that would get her to drop a few bricks at some appropriate occasion.”


  “Well, you’re just naturally a suspicious little squirt!” Pagadan replied amiably. “To use Confederacy personnel against their will and knowledge for any such skulduggery is strictly counter-regulation. I advise you to make a note of the fact! However, it was the luckiest sort of coincidence. It should save us a week or two of waiting, especially since you have the hospital ship and staff all prepared. Moyuscane’s got himself a listening-post right in our ranks now, and that’s all he needs to stay reasonably safe—he thinks!”


  Hallerock appeared to be digesting this information for a moment. Then his thought came again:


  “Where are you at present?”


  “Down at the Central City spaceport, still in the Viper’s skiff. The D.C.‘s under antishock and asleep on the bunk here.”


  “Oh,” said Hallerock, “you’re all ready to start the drive then?”


  “Wake up, little brother!” Pagadan advised him. “It started ten minutes ago! The last thing I told the girl before she went down deep was that a Vegan Fleet Hospital Ship was approaching Ulphi with a brand-new, top-secret drug against space-fear, called Kynoleen—a free gift from the Confederacy to the afflicted population of this planet.”


  “Well . . . I suppose I’d better set the H-Ship down at the spaceport about an hour from now, then?”


  “One hour would be about right. Moyuscane must be in a considerable stew at the prospect of having the Kynoleen disclose the fact that most of the local population is suffering from an artificially imposed space-fear psychosis, but it won’t take him long to see to it that the drug won’t actually be used around here for quite some time. When that’s settled, we’ll let him breathe easier for about three hours. Then I’ll wake up the D.C., make sure he’s listening through her and feed him the big jolt. So see I get that message we’ve prepared half an hour beforehand—three hours and thirty minutes from now! And send it as a straight coded communication, to make it look authentic.”


  “All right,” Hallerock said doubtfully. “But wouldn’t it be better to check over the entire schedule once more—just to be sure nothing can go wrong?”


  “There’s no need for that!” the Lannai said, surprised. “We’ve got Moyuscane analyzed down to the length of his immortal whiskers, and we’ve worked out the circumstances required to produce the exact effects we want. It’s just a matter of timing it now. You’re not letting yourself get rattled by a Telepath of the Second Order, are you? If he didn’t happen to have the planet under control, this wouldn’t be a job for Galactic Zones at all.”


  “Possibly not,” said Hallerock reasonably, “but then he does have it under control. Enough to hash it up from one pole to the other if he panics. That’s what keeps putting this dew on my brow.”


  “Agent-Trainee Hallerock,” Pagadan replied impatiently, “I love you like a son or something, but at times you talk like a dope. Even a Telep-Two doesn’t panic, unless you let him get the idea he’s cornered. All we’ve got to do is keep Moyuscane’s nose pointed towards the one way out and give him time enough to use it when we switch on the pressure—but not quite time enough to change his mind again. If it makes you feel any better, you could put trackers on any unprotected Vegans for the next eight hours.”


  Hallerock laughed uneasily. “I just finished doing that,” he admitted.


  Pagadan shrugged. Gloomy old Hallerock! From here on out, he’d be waiting for the worst to happen, though this kind of a job, as anyone who had studied his training records would know, was right up his alley. And it had been a pleasure, at that, to observe the swift accuracy with which he’d planned and worked out the schedule and details of this operation, in spite of head-shakings and forebodings. The only thing he couldn’t possibly have done was to take the responsibility for it himself.


  She smiled faintly, and came over to sit down for a while beside the bunk on which Jasse was lying.


  * * *


  Two hours later, when her aide contacted her again, he seemed comparatively optimistic.


  “Reaction as predicted,” he reported laconically. “I’m beginning to believe you might know what you’re doing.”


  “Moyuscane’s got the Kynoleen space-tests stalled?”


  “Yes. The whole affair was hushed up rather neatly. The H-Ship is down now at some big biochemical center five hundred miles from Central City, and the staff was routed through to top officials immediately. The question was raised then whether Ulphian body chemistry mightn’t have varied just far enough from standard A-Class to make it advisable to conduct a series of local lab experiments with the drug before putting it to use. Our medics agreed and were asked, as between scientists, to keep the matter quiet meanwhile, to avoid exciting the population unduly. There also was the expected vagueness as to how long the experiments might take.”


  “It makes it so much easier,” Pagadan said gratefully, “when the opposition is using its brains! Was anyone shown around the ship?”


  “A few dozen types of specialists are still prowling all over it. They’ve been introduced to our personnel. It seems a pretty safe bet,” Hallerock acknowledged hesitantly, “that Moyuscane has discovered there isn’t a shielded mind among them, and that he can take control of the crate and its crew whenever he wants.” He paused. “So now we just wait a while?”


  “And let him toy around with the right kind of ideas,” agreed Pagadan. “He should be worried just enough by now to let them come floating up naturally.”


  Night had fallen over Central City when the message she was expecting was rattled suddenly from the skiff’s communicator. She decoded it, produced evidence of considerable emotional shock, shook Jasse awake and, in a few dozen suitably excited sentences, handed Moyuscane his jolt. After that, though, there were some anxious moments before she got her patient quieted down enough to let the antishock resume its over-all effect.


  “She kept wanting to get up and do something about it!” Pagadan reported to Hallerock, rubbing a slightly sprained wrist. “But I finally got it across that it wasn’t Cultures’ job to investigate undercover mass homicide on a foreign planet, and that one of our own Zone Agents, no less, was landing secretly tomorrow to take charge of the case.”


  “And that,” said Hallerock darkly, “really is switching on the pressure!”


  “Just pressure enough for our purpose. It’s still a big, hidden organization that’s suspected of those fancy murder rituals, and not just one little telepath who’s played at being planetary god for the past few centuries. Of course, if we’d pointed a finger straight at Moyuscane himself, he would have cracked right there.”


  She passed a small handkerchief once, quickly, over her forehead. “This kind of thing is likely to be a bit nerve-wracking until you get used to it,” she added reassuringly. “I can remember when I’ve felt just about as jumpy as you’re feeling now. But all we have to do is to settle down and let Moyuscane work out his little problem by himself. He can’t help seeing the answer—”


  But a full two hours passed then, and the better part of a third, while Pelial, the minor official of Galactic Zones, continued to work quietly at her files of reports and recordings, and received and dispatched various coded communications connected with the impending arrival of her superior—the hypothetical avenging Zone Agent.


  By now, she conceded at last, she might be beginning to feel a little disturbed, though, naturally, she had prepared alternative measures, in case—


  Hallerock’s thought flashed questioningly into her mind then. For a moment, Pagadan stopped breathing.


  * * *


  “Linked!” she told him crisply. “Go ahead!”


  “The leading biochemists of Ulphi,” Hallerock informed her, “have just come up with a scientific achievement that would be regarded as noteworthy almost anywhere—”


  “You subhuman comic!” snapped Pagadan. “Tell me!”


  “. . . Inasmuch as they were able to complete—analyze, summarize and correlate—all tests required to establish the complete harmlessness of the new space-fear drug Kynoleen for all type variations of Ulphian body-chemistry. They admit that, to some extent, they are relying—”


  “Hallerock,” Pagadan interrupted, in cold sincerity now, “you drag in one more unnecessary detail, and the very next time I meet you, you’re going to be a great, big, ugly-looking dead body!”


  “That’s not like you, Pag!” Hallerock complained. “Well, they rushed fifty volunteers over to the H-Ship anyway, to have Kynoleen given a final check in space right away—all Ulphi is now to have the benefit of it as soon as possible. But nobody seemed particularly upset when our medics reminded them they had been informed that the ship was equipped to conduct tests on only one subject at a time—”


  Pagadan drew a shivery breath and sat suffused for a moment by a pure, bright glow of self-admiration.


  “When will they take off with him?” she inquired with quiet triumph.


  “They took off ten minutes ago,” her aide returned innocently, “and headed straight out. As a matter of fact, just before I beamed you, the test-subject had discovered that ten minutes in space will get you a whole lot farther than any Telep-Two can drive a directing thought. It seemed to disturb him to lose contact with Ulphi—WOW! Watch it, Pag! Supposing I hadn’t been shielded when that lethal stunner of yours landed!”


  “That’s a beautiful supposition!” hissed Pagadan. “Some day, you won’t be! But the planet’s safe, anyway—I guess I can forgive you. And now, my friend, you may start worrying about the ship!”


  “I’ve got to compliment you,” she admitted a while later, “on the job you did when you installed those PT-cells. What I call perfect coverage! Half the time I don’t know myself from just what point of the ship I’m watching the show.”


  She was curled up now in a large chair, next to the bunk on which Jasse still slumbered quietly; and she appeared almost as completely relaxed as her guest. The upper part of her head was covered by something like a very large and thick-walled but apparently light helmet, which came down over her forehead to a line almost with her eyes, and her eyes were closed.


  “Just at the moment”—Hallerock hesitated—“I think you’re using the Peeping Tommy in the top left corner of the visitank Moyuscane’s looking into. He still doesn’t really like the idea of being out in deep space, does he?”


  “No, but he’s got his dislike of it under control,” Pagadan said lazily. “He’s the one,” she added presently, “who directed the attack on our D.C. today at the Historical Institute. She has a short but very sharp memory-picture of him. So it is Moyuscane, all right!”


  “You mean,” Hallerock asked, stunned, “you weren’t really sure of it?”


  “Well—you can’t ever be sure till everything’s all over,” Pagadan informed him cheerfully. “And then you sometimes wonder.” She opened her eyes, changed her position in the chair and settled back carefully again. “Don’t you pass out on me, Hallerock!” she warned. “You’re supposed to be recording every single thing that happens on the H-Ship for Lab!”


  There hadn’t been, Hallerock remarked, apparently still somewhat disturbed, very much to record as yet. The dark-skinned, trimly bearded Ulphian volunteer was, of course, indulging in a remarkable degree of activity, considering he’d been taken on board solely as an object of scientific investigation. But no one about him appeared to find anything odd in that. Wherever he went, padding around swiftly on bare feet and dressed in a set of white hospital pajamas, the three doctors who made up the ship’s experimental staff followed him earnestly, with a variety of instruments at the ready, rather like a trio of mother hens trailing an agitated chicken. Occasionally, they interrupted whatever he was doing and carried out some swift examination or other, to which he submitted indifferently.


  But he spoke neither to them nor to any of the ship’s officers he passed. And they, submerged in their various duties with an intentness which alone might have indicated that this was no routine flight, appeared unaware of his presence.


  “The old boy’s an organizer,” Pagadan conceded critically. “He’s put a flock of experts to work for him, and he’s smart enough to leave them alone. They’ve got the ship on her new course by now, haven’t they? Can you make out where they think they’re going?”


  Hallerock told her.


  “An eighty-three day trip!” she said thoughtfully. “Looks like he didn’t want to have anything at all to do with us any more! Someone on board must know what’s in that region—or was able to get information on it.”


  Up to the end, that was almost all there was to see. At a velocity barely below the cruising speed of a Vegan destroyer, the H-Ship moved away from Ulphi. Like a harried executive, too involved in weighty responsibilities to bother about his informal attire, the solitary Ulphian continued to roam about within the ship, disregarded by all but his attendant physicians. But finally—he was back in the ship’s big control room by then and had just cast another distasteful glance at the expanse of star-glittering blackness within the visitank between the two pilots—Moyuscane began to speak.


  It became startlingly clear in that instant how completely alone he actually was among the H-Ship’s control crew. Like a man who knows he need not act with restraint in a dream peopled by phantoms, the ex-ruler of Ulphi poured forth what was in his mind, in a single screaming spurt of frustrated fury and fears and hopes that should have swung the startled attention of everybody within hearing range upon him, like the sudden ravings of a madman.


  The pilots became involved with the chief navigator and his two assistants in a brisk five-cornered discussion of a stack of hitherto unused star-plates. The three doctors gathered about the couch on which Moyuscane sat—exchanged occasional comments with the calm unhurriedness of men observing the gradual development of a test, the satisfactory conclusion of which already is assured.


  * * *


  As suddenly as the outburst had begun, it was over. The Ulphian wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and sat scowling quietly at the floor.


  “I think,” said Pagadan, “you could start the destroyers out after them now, Hallerock!”


  “I just did,” Hallerock said. “I clocked the end of `minimum effective period’ right in the middle of that little speech.”


  “So did I,” she replied. “And I hope it won’t be too long now. I’ve got work to do here, and it shouldn’t wait.”


  There were sufficiently deadly gadgets of various types installed throughout the fugitive ship, which they could have operated through the PT-cells. But since all of them involved some degree of risk to the ship’s personnel they were intended for emergency use only—in case Moyuscane attempted to vent his annoyance with the change in his worldly fortunes on one of his new subjects. Pagadan, however, had not believed that the recent lord of all Ulphi would be capable of wasting any part of his reduced human resources for any motive so impractical as spite.


  Convinced by now that she was right in that, she waited, more patiently on the whole than Hallerock, for something safer than gun or gas to conclude Moyuscane’s career.


  It caught up with him some twenty minutes later—something that touched him and went through him in a hardly perceptible fashion, like the twitching of a minor electric shock.


  The reaction of the two watchers was so nearly simultaneous that neither knew afterwards which of them actually tripped the thought-operated mechanism which filled the H-Ship briefly with a flicker of cold radiation near the upper limit of visibility for that particular crew.


  To that signal, the ship’s personnel reacted in turn, though in a far more leisurely manner. They blinked about doubtfully for a few seconds as if trying to remember something; and then—wherever they were and whatever they happened to be doing—they settled down deliberately on chairs, bunks, beds, and the floor, stretched out, and went to sleep.


  Moyuscane alone remained active, since his nerve centers had not been drenched several days before with a catalyst held there in suspense until that flare of radiance should touch it off. Almost within seconds though, he was plucked out of his appalled comprehension of the fact that there was no longer a single mind within his reach that would respond to control. For Kynoleen gave complete immunity to space-fear within the time limit determined by the size of the dose and the type of organism affected, but none at all thereafter. And whatever the nature of the shattering terrors the hidden mechanisms of the mind flung up when gripped in mid-space by that dreaded psychosis, their secondary effects on body and brain were utterly devastating.


  Swiftly and violently, then, Moyuscane the Immortal died, some four centuries after his time, bones and muscles snapping in the mounting fury of the Fear’s paroxysms. Hallerock, still conscientiously observing and recording for G.Z. Lab’s omnivorous files, felt somewhat sick. But Pagadan appeared undisturbed.


  “I’d have let him out an easier way if it could have been done safely,” her thought came indifferently. “But he would, after all, have considered this barely up to his own standards of dispatch. Turn the ship back now and let the destroyers pick it up, will you, Hallerock? I’ll be along to see you after a while—”


  * * *


  The Viper came slamming up behind the Observation Ship some five hours later, kicked it negligently out of its orbit around Ulphi, slapped on a set of tractors fore and aft, and hauled it in, lock to lock.


  “Just thirty-five seconds ago,” Hallerock informed Pagadan coldly as she trotted into the O-Ship’s control room, “every highly condemned instrument on this unusually condemned crate got knocked clean out of alignment! Any suggestions as to what might have caused it?”


  “Your language, my pet!” Pagadan admonished, for his actual phrasing had been more crisp. She flipped a small package across his desk into his hands. “To be studied with care immediately after my departure! But you might open it now.”


  A five-inch cube of translucence made up half the package. It contained the full-length image of a slender girl with shining black hair, who carried a javelin in one hand and wore the short golden skirt of a contestant in the planetary games of Jeltad.


  “Cute kid!” Hallerock acknowledged. “Vegan, eh? The rest of it’s a stack of her equation-plates? Who is she and what do I do about it?”


  “That’s our Department of Cultures investigator,” Pagadan explained.


  “The System Chief?” Hallerock said surprised. He glanced at the image again, which was a copy of one of Snoops’ three-dimensionals, and looked curiously up at the Lannai. “Didn’t you just finish doing a mental job on her?”


  “In a way. Mostly a little hypno-information to bring her up to date on what’s been going on around Ulphi—including her part in it. She was asleep in that D.C. perambulator she’s camping in here when I left her.”


  “As I understand it,” Hallerock remarked thoughtfully, “the recent events on Ulphi would be classified as information very much restricted to Galactic Zones! So you wouldn’t have spotted the makings of a G.Z. parapsychic mind in a D.C. System Chief, would you?”


  “Bright boy! I’ll admit it’s an unlikely place to look for one, but she is a type we can use. I’m releasing her now for G.Z. information, on Agent authority. Her equation-plates will tell you how to handle her in case she runs into emotional snags while absorbing it. You’re to be stationed on Ulphi another four months anyway, and you’re to consider that a high-priority part of your job.”


  “I will? Another four months?” Hallerock repeated incredulously. “I was winding up things on the O-Ship to start back to Jeltad. You don’t need me around here any more, do you?”


  “I don’t, no!” Pagadan appeared to be quietly enjoying herself. “The point is, though, I’m the one who’s leaving. Got word from Central two hours ago to report back at speed, just as soon as we’d mopped up Old Man Moyuscane.”


  “What for?” Hallerock began to look bewildered. “The Agent work isn’t finished here.”


  She shook her head. “Don’t know myself yet! But it’s got to do with the recordings on those pickled Bjantas you homed back to Lab. Central sounded rather excited.” The silver eyes were sparkling with unconcealed delight now. “It’s to be a Five-Agent Mission, Hallerock!” she fairly sang. “Beyond Galactic Rim!”


  “Beyond the Rim? For Bjanta? They’ve got something really new on them then!” Hallerock had come to his feet.


  Pagadan nodded and smacked her lips lightly. “Sounds like it, doesn’t it? New and conclusive—and we delivered it to them! But now look what a face it’s making,” she added maliciously, “just because it doesn’t get to go along!”


  Hallerock scowled and laughed. “Well, I’ve been wondering all this time about those Bjantas. Now you take out after them—and I can hang around Ulphi dishing out a little therapy to a D.C. neurotic.”


  “We all start out small,” said the Lannai. “Look at me—would you believe that a few short years ago I was nothing but the High Queen of Lar-Sancaya? Not,” she added loyally, “that there’s a sweeter planet anywhere, from the Center to the Clouds or beyond!”


  “And that stretch distinctly includes Ulphi,” Hallerock stated, unreconciled to his fate. “When’s the new Agent coming out to this hive of morons?”


  Pagadan slid to her feet off the edge of the desk and surveyed him pityingly. “You poor chump! What I gave you just now was Advance Mission Information, wasn’t it? Ever hear of a time that wasn’t restricted to Zone Agent levels? Or do I have to tell you officially that you’ve just finished putting in a week as a Z.A. under orders?”


  Hallerock stared at her. His mouth opened and shut and opened again. “Here, wait a—” he began.


  She waved him into silence with both fists.


  “Close it kindly, and listen to the last instructions I’m giving you! Ulphi’s being taken in as a Class 18 System-outpost garrison. I imagine even you don’t have to be told that the only thing not strictly routine about the procedure will be the elimination of every traceable connection between its present culture and Moyuscane’s personal influence on it—and our recent corrective operation?”


  “Well, of course!” Hallerock said hoarsely. “But look here, Pag—”


  “Considerable amount of detail work in that, naturally—it’s why the monitors at Central have assigned you four whole months for the job. When you’re done here, report back to Jeltad. They’ve already started roughing out your robot, but they’ll need you around to transfer basic impulse patterns and so on. A couple of months more, and you’ll be equipped for any dirty work they can think up—and I gather the Chief’s already thought up some sweet ones especially for you! So God help you—and now I’m off. Unless you’ve got some more questions?”


  Hallerock looked at her, his face impassive now. If she had been human he couldn’t have told her. But, unlike most of the men of Pagadan’s acquaintance, Hallerock never forgot that the Lannai were of another kind. It was one of the things she liked about him.


  “No, I haven’t any questions just now,” he said. “But if I’m put to work by myself on even a job like this, I’m going to feel lost and alone. I just don’t have the feeling that I can be trusted with Z.A. responsibility.”


  Pagadan waved him off again, impatiently.


  “The feeling will grow on you,” she assured him.


  And then she was gone.


  * * *


  As motion and velocity were normally understood, the Viper’s method of homeward progress was something else again. But since the only exact definition of it was to be found in a highly complex grouping of mathematical concepts, such terms would have to do.


  She was going home, then, at approximately half her normal speed, her automatic receptors full out. Pagadan sat at her desk, blinking reflectively into the big vision tank, while she waited for a call that had to be coming along any moment now.


  She felt no particular concern about it. In fact, she could have stated to the minute how long it would take Hallerock to recover far enough from the state of slight shock she’d left him in to reach out for the set of dossier-plates lying on his desk. A brief section of System Chief Jasse’s recent behavior-history, with the motivation patterns underlying it, was revealed in those plates, in the telepathic shorthand which turned any normally active hour of an individual’s life into as complete a basis for analysis as ordinary understanding required.


  She’d stressed that job just enough to make sure he’d attend to it before turning to any other duties. And Hallerock was a quick worker. It should take him only three or four minutes to go through the plates, the first time.


  But then he’d just sit there for about a minute, frowning down at them, looking a little baffled and more than a little worried. Poor old Hallerock! Now he couldn’t even handle a simple character-analysis any more unaided!


  Grimly he’d rearrange the dossier-plates, tap them together into a neat little pile, and start all over again. He’d go through each one very slowly and carefully now, determined to catch the mistake that had to be there!


  Pagadan grinned faintly.


  Almost to the calculated second, his search-thought came flickering after her down the curving line to Jeltad. As the Viper’s receptors caught it and brought it in, she flipped over the transmitter switch:


  “Linked, Hallerock—nice reach you’ve got! What gives, my friend?”


  There was a short pause; then:


  “Pag, what’s wrong with her—the D.C., I mean?”


  “Wrong with her?” Pagadan returned, on a note of mild surprise.


  “In the plates,” Hallerock explained carefully. “She’s an undeveloped parapsychic, all right—a Telep-Three, at the least. But she’s also under a master-delusion—thinks she’s a physical monster of some kind! Which she obviously isn’t.”


  The Lannai hesitated, letting a trickle of uncertainty through to him to indicate a doubtful mental search. There wasn’t, after all, anything that took quite such ticklish, sensitive handling as a parapsychic mind that had gone thoroughly off the beam.


  “Oh, that!” she said, suddenly and obviously relieved. “That’s no delusion, Hallerock—just one of those typical sub-level exaggerations. No doubt I overemphasized it a little. There’s nothing wrong with her really—she’s A-Class plus. Very considerably plus, as you say. But she’s not a Vegan.”


  “Not a Vegan? Well, why should—”


  “And, of course, she’s always been quite sensitive about that physical peculiarity!” Pagadan resumed, with an air of happy discovery. “Even as a child. But with the Traditionalist training she was getting, she couldn’t consciously admit any awareness of isolation from other human beings. It’s just that our D.C.‘s a foundling, Hallerock. I should have mentioned it, I suppose. They picked her up in space, and she’s of some unidentified human breed that grows around eight foot tall—”


  * * *


  Back in the study of her mobile-unit, System Chief Jasse wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and pocketed her handkerchief decisively.


  She’d blubbered for an hour after she first woke up. The Universe of the Traditionalists had been such a nice, tidy, easy-to-understand place to live in, even if she’d never felt completely at her ease there! It had its problems to be met and solved, of course; and there were the lesser, nonhuman races, to be coolly pitied for their imperfections and kept under control for their own good, and everybody else’s. But that A-Class humanity could work itself into such a dismally gruesome mess as it had done on Ulphi—that just wasn’t any part of the Traditionalist picture! They didn’t want any such information there. They could live more happily without it.


  Well, let them live happily then! She was still Jasse, the spaceborn, and in return for knocking down the mental house of cards she’d been living in, the tricky little humanoid at any rate had made her aware of some unsuspected possibilities of her own which she could now develop.


  She began to re-examine those discoveries about herself with a sort of new, cool, speculating interest. There were two chains of possibilities really—that silent, cold, whitely enchanted world of her childhood dreams came floating up in her mind again, clear and distinct under its glittering night-sky now that the barriers that had blurred it in her memory had been dissolved. The home-world of her distant race! She could go to it if she chose, straight and unerringly, and find the warm human strength and companionship that waited there. That knowledge had been returned to her, too.


  But was that what she wanted most?


  There was another sort of companionship, the Lannai had implied, and a different sort of satisfaction she could gain, beyond that of placidly living out her life among her own kind on even the most beautiful of frozen worlds. They were constructing a civilized galaxy just now, and they would welcome her on the job.


  * * *


  She’d bathed, put on a fresh uniform and was pensively waiting for her breakfast to present itself from the wall-butler in the study, when the unit’s automatic announcer addressed her:


  “Galactic Zones Agent Hallerock requesting an interview.”


  Jasse started and half turned in her chair to look at the closed door. Now what did that mean? She didn’t want to see any of them just yet! She intended to make up her own mind on the matter.


  She said, a little resentfully:


  “Well . . . let him right in, please!”


  The study door opened as she flipped the lock-switch on her desk. A moment later, Hallerock was bowing to her from the entrance hall just beyond it.


  Jasse began to rise, glanced up at him; and then sat back suddenly and gave him another look.


  “Hello, Jasse!” Hallerock said, in a voice that sounded amiable but remarkably self-assured.


  Even when not set off as now by his immaculate blue and white G.Z. dress uniform, Zone Agent Hallerock undoubtedly was something almost any young woman would look at twice. However, it wasn’t so much that he was strikingly handsome with his short-cropped dark-red hair and the clear, black-green eyes with their suggestion of some icy midnight ocean. The immediate point was that you didn’t have to look twice to know that he came from no ordinary planet of civilization.


  Jasse got up slowly from behind her desk and came around it and stood before Hallerock.


  Basically, that was it perhaps—the world he came from! Mark Wieri VI, a frontier-type planet, so infernally deserving of its classification that only hare-brained first-stage Terrans would have settled there in the first place. Where the equatorial belt was a riot of throbbing colors, a maddened rainbow flowering and ripening, for two months of a thirty-eight month year—and then, like the rest of that bleak world forever, sheet-ice and darkness and the soundless, star-glittering cold.


  Even back on Terra, two paths had been open to life that faced the Great Cold as its chosen environment. To grow squalidly tough, devoted to survival in merciless single-mindedness—or to flourish into a triumphant excess of strength that no future challenge could more than half engage.


  On Mark Wieri’s world, human life had adapted, inevitably, to its relentlessly crushing environment. In the two hundred and eighty-odd generations between the last centuries of the First Stellar Migrations and the day an exploring Giant-Ranger of the Confederacy turned in that direction, it had become as much a part of its background as the trout is of its pool. And no more than the trout could it see any purpose in leaving so good a place again.


  But it had not, in any sense, grown squalid.


  So Jasse stood before Hallerock, and she was still looking up at him. There were nine foot three inches of him to look up to, shaped into four hundred and sixty-five lean pounds of tigerish symmetry.


  The dress uniform on a duty call was a clue she didn’t miss or need. The ice of his home-planet was in Hallerock’s eyes; but so was the warm, loyal human strength that had triumphed over it and carelessly paid in then the full, final price of conquest. This son of the conquerors alone had been able to sense that the galaxy itself was now just wide and deep and long enough for man; and so he’d joined the civilization that was of a like spirit.


  But he, too, had been a giant among little-people then. If his conscious thoughts wouldn’t admit it, every cell of his body knew he’d lost his own kind.


  Jasse, all her mind groping carefully, questioningly out towards this phenomenon, this monster-slayer of Galactic Zones—beginning to understand all that and a good deal more—slowly relaxed again.


  A kinsman of hers! Her own eyes began to smile, finally.


  “Hello, Hallerock!” Jasse said.


  * * *


  And that was, Pagadan decided, about the right moment to dissolve the PT-cell she’d spent an hour installing in the wall just above the upper right-hand corner of Jasse’s study mirror.


  Those two baby giants might be all full of emotional flutters just now at having met someone from the old home town; but they were going to start thinking of their good friend Pagadan almost immediately! And one of the very first things that would leap to Hallerock’s suspicious mind would be the possible presence of a Peeping Tommy.


  Good thing those tiny units left no detectable trace!


  She pulled off the PT-helmet, yawned delicately and sat relaxed for a minute, smirking reminiscently into the vision-tank.


  “What I call a really profitable mission!” she informed the vision-tank. “Not a slip anywhere either—and just think how tame it all started out!”


  She thought about that for a moment. The silver eyes closed slowly; and opened again.


  “It’s no particular wonder,” she remarked, “that Central’s picked me for a Five-Agent job—after only five missions! When you get right down to it, you can’t beat a Lannai brain!”


  The hundred thousand friendly points of light in the vision-tank applauded her silently. Pagadan smiled at them. In the middle of the smile her eyes closed once more—and this time, they stayed closed. Her head began to droop forward.


  Then she sat up with a start.


  “Hey,” she said in drowsy indignation, “what’s all this?”


  “Sleepy gas,” the Viper’s voice returned. “If you’re headed for another job, you’re going to sleep all the way to Jeltad. You need your rest.”


  “That’s a whole week!” Pagadan protested. But though she could not remember being transported there, she was in her somno-cabin by then, and flat on her back. Pillows were just being shoved under her head; and lights were going out all over the ship.


  “You big, tricky bum!” she muttered. “I’ll dismantle your reflexes yet!”


  There was no answer to that grim threat; but she couldn’t have heard it anyway. A week was due to pass before Zone Agent Pagadan would be permitted to become aware of her surroundings again.


  Meanwhile, a dim hum had begun to grow throughout the Viper’s giant body. Simultaneously, in the darkened and deserted control room, a bright blue spark started climbing steadily up the velocity indicator.


  The humming rose suddenly to a howl, thinned out and became inaudible.


  The spark stood gleaming steadily then at a point just below the line marked “Emergency.”


  Space had flattened out before the Viper—she was homeward-bound with another mission accomplished.


  She began to travel—


  1961


  GONE FISHING


  There is no predictable correlation between intelligence and ethics, nor is ruthlessness necessarily an evil thing. And there is nothing like enforced, uninterrupted contemplation to learn to distinguish one from another . . .


  BARNEY CHARD, thirty-seven—financier, entrepreneur, occasional blackmailer, occasional con man, and very competent in all these activities—stood on a rickety wooden lake dock, squinting against the late afternoon sun, and waiting for his current business prospect to give up the pretense of being interested in trying to catch fish.


  The prospect, who stood a few yards farther up the dock, rod in one hand, was named Dr. Oliver B. McAllen. He was a retired physicist, though less retired than was generally assumed. A dozen years ago he had rated as one of the country’s top men in his line. And, while dressed like an aging tramp in what he had referred to as fishing togs, he was at the moment potentially the country’s wealthiest citizen. There was a clandestine invention he’d fathered which he called the McAllen Tube. The Tube was the reason Barney Chard had come to see McAllen.


  Gently raising and lowering the fishing rod, and blinking out over the quiet water, Dr. McAllen looked preoccupied with disturbing speculations not connected with his sport. The man had a secrecy bug. The invention, Barney thought, had turned out to be bigger than the inventor. McAllen was afraid of the Tube, and in the forefront of his reflections must be the inescapable fact that the secret of the McAllen Tube could no longer be kept without Barney Chard’s co-operation. Barney had evidence of its existence, and didn’t really need the evidence. A few hints dropped here and there would have made McAllen’s twelve years of elaborate precaution quite meaningless.


  Ergo, McAllen must be pondering now, how could one persuade Mr. Chard to remain silent?


  But there was a second consideration Barney had planted in the old scientist’s mind. Mr. Chard, that knowledgeable man of the world, exuded not at all by chance the impression of great quantities of available cash. His manner, the conservatively tailored business suit, the priceless chip of a platinum watch . . . and McAllen needed cash badly. He’d been fairly wealthy himself at one time; but since he had refrained from exploiting the Tube’s commercial possibilities, his continuing work with it was exhausting his capital. At least that could be assumed to be the reason for McAllen’s impoverishment, which was a matter Barney had established. In months the old man would be living on beans.


  Ergo again, McAllen’s thoughts must be running, how might one not merely coax Mr. Chard into silence, but actually get him to come through with some much-needed financial support? What inducement, aside from the Tube, could be offered someone in his position?


  Barney grinned inwardly as he snapped the end of his cigarette out on the amber-tinted water. The mark always sells himself, and McAllen was well along in the process. Polite silence was all that was necessary at the moment. He lit a fresh cigarette, feeling a mild curiosity about the little lake’s location. Wisconsin, Minnesota, Michigan seemed equally probable guesses. What mattered was that half an hour ago McAllen’s Tube had brought them both here in a wink of time from his home in California.


  Dr. McAllen thoughtfully cleared his throat.


  “Ever do any fishing, Mr. Chard?” he asked. After getting over his first shock at Barney’s revelations, he’d begun speaking again in the brisk, abrupt manner Barney remembered from the last times he’d heard McAllen’s voice.


  “No,” Barney admitted smiling. “Never quite got around to it.”


  “Always been too busy, eh?”


  “With this and that,” Barney agreed.


  McAllen cleared his throat again. He was a roly-poly little man; over seventy now but still healthy-looking, with an apple-cheeked, sunburned face. Over a pair of steel-rimmed glasses his faded blue eyes peered musingly at Barney. “Around thirty-five, aren’t you?”


  “Thirty-seven.”


  “Married?”


  “Divorced.”


  “Any particular hobbies?”


  Barney laughed. “I play a little golf. Not very seriously.”


  McAllen clicked his tongue. “Well, what do you do for fun?”


  “Oh . . . I’d say I enjoy almost anything I get involved in.” Barney, still smiling, felt a touch of wariness. He’d been expecting questions from McAllen, but not quite this kind.


  “Mainly making money, eh? Well,” McAllen conceded, “that’s not a bad hobby. Practical, too. I . . . whup! Just a moment.”


  The tip of the slender rod in his left hand dipped slightly, and sixty feet out beyond the end of the old dock a green and white bobber began twitching about. Then the bobber suddenly disappeared. McAllen lifted the rod tip a foot or two with a smooth, swift motion, and paused.


  “Hooked!” he announced, looking almost childishly pleased.


  The fish on the far end of the line didn’t seem to put up much of a struggle, but the old man reeled it in slowly and carefully, giving out line from time to time, then taking it back. He seemed completely absorbed. Not until the fish had been worked close to the dock was there a brief minor commotion near the surface. Then McAllen was down on one knee, holding the rod high with one hand, reaching out for his catch with the other. Barney had a glimpse of an unimpressive green and silver disk, reddish froggy eyes. “Very nice crappie!” McAllen informed him with a broad smile. “Now—” He placed the rod on the dock, reached down with his other hand. The fish’s tail slapped the water; it turned sideways, was gone.


  “Lost it!” Barney commented, surprised.


  “Huh?” McAllen looked around. “Well, no, young man—I turned him loose. He wasn’t hooked bad. Crappies have delicate lips, but I use a barbless hook. Gives them better than a fighting chance.” He stood up with the rod, dusting the knees of his baggy slacks. “Get all the eating fish I want anyway,” he added.


  “You really enjoy that sport, don’t you?” Barney said curiously.


  McAllen advised him with the seriousness of the true devotee to try it some time. “It gets to you. It can get to be a way of living. I’ve been fishing since I was knee-high. Three years ago I figured I’d become good enough to write a book on the subject. I got more arguments over that book—sounder arguments too, I’d say—than about any paper I’ve published in physics.” He looked at Barney a moment, still seriously, and went on. “I told you wetting a line would calm me down after that upset you gave me. Well, it has—fishing is as good a form of therapy as I know about. Now I’ve been doing some thinking. I’d be interested . . . well, I’d like to talk some more about the Tube with you, Mr. Chard. And perhaps about other things too.”


  “Very gratifying to hear that, doctor,” Barney said gravely. “I did regret having to upset you, you know.”


  McAllen shrugged. “No harm done. It’s given me some ideas. We’ll talk right here.” He indicated the weather-beaten little cabin on the bank behind Barney. “I’m not entirely sure about the California place. That’s one reason I suggested this trip.”


  “You feel your houseman there mightn’t be entirely reliable?”


  “Fredericks unreliable? Heavens no! He knows about the Tube, of course, but Fredericks expects me to invent things. It wouldn’t occur to him to talk to an outsider. He’s been with me for almost forty years.”


  “He was,” remarked Barney, “listening in on the early part of our conversation today.”


  “Well, he’ll do that,” McAllen agreed. “He’s very curious about anyone who comes to see me. But otherwise . . . no, it’s just that in these days of sophisticated listening devices one shouldn’t ever feel too sure of not being overheard.”


  “True enough.” Barney glanced up at the cabin. “What makes you so sure of it here, doctor?”


  “No reason why anyone would go to the trouble,” McAllen said. “The property isn’t in my name. And the nearest neighbor lives across the lake. I never come here except by the Tube so I don’t attract any attention.”


  He led the way along the dock. Barney Chard followed, eyes reflectively on the back of McAllen’s sunburned neck and the wisps of unclipped white hair sticking out beneath his beaked fishing cap. Barney had learned to estimate accurately the capacity for physical violence in people he dealt with. He would have offered long odds that neither Dr. McAllen nor Fredericks, the elderly colored man of all work, had the capacity. But Barney’s right hand, slid idly into the pocket of his well-tailored coat, was resting on a twenty-five caliber revolver. This was, after all, a very unusual situation. The human factors in themselves were predictable. Human factors were Barney’s specialty. But here they were involved with something unknown—the McAllen Tube.


  When it was a question of his personal safety, Barney Chard preferred to take no chances at all.


  From the top of the worn wooden steps leading up to the cabin, he glanced back at the lake. It occurred to him there should have been at least a suggestion of unreality about that placid body of water, and the sun low and red in the west beyond it. Not that he felt anything of the kind. But less than an hour ago they had been sitting in McAllen’s home in Southern California, and beyond the olive-green window shades it had been bright daylight.


  “But I can’t . . . I really can’t imagine,” Dr. McAllen had just finished bumbling, his round face a study of controlled dismay on the other side of the desk, “whatever could have brought you to these . . . these extraordinary conclusions, young man.”


  Barney had smiled reassuringly, leaning back in his chair. “Well, indirectly, sir, as the pictures indicate, we might say it was your interest in fishing. You see, I happened to notice you on Mallorca last month . . .”


  By itself, the chance encounter on the island had seemed only moderately interesting. Barney was sitting behind the wheel of an ancient automobile, near a private home in which a business negotiation of some consequence was being conducted. The business under discussion happened to be Barney’s, but it would have been inexpedient for him to attend the meeting in person. Waiting for his associates to wind up the matter, he was passing time by studying an old man who was fishing from a small boat offshore, a hundred yards or so below the road. After a while the old fellow brought the boat in, appeared a few minutes later along the empty lane carrying his tackle and an apparently empty gunny sack, and trudged unheedingly past the automobile and its occupant. As he went by, Barney had a sudden sense of recognition. Then, in a flash, his mind jumped back twelve years.


  Dr. Oliver B. McAllen. Twelve years ago the name had been an important one in McAllen’s field; then it was not so much forgotten as deliberately buried. Working under government contract at one of the big universities, McAllen had been suddenly and quietly retired. Barney, who had a financial interest in one of the contracts, had made inquiries; he was likely to be out of money if McAllen had been taken from the job. Eventually he was informed, in strict confidence, that Dr. McAllen had flipped. Under the delusion of having made a discovery of tremendous importance, he had persuaded the authorities to arrange a demonstration. When the demonstration ended in complete failure, McAllen angrily accused some of his most eminent colleagues of having sabotaged his invention, and withdrew from the university. To protect a once great scientist’s name, the matter was being hushed up.


  So Mallorca was where the addled old physicist had elected to end his days—not a bad choice either, Barney had thought, gazing after the retreating figure. Pleasant island in a beautiful sea—he remembered having heard about McAllen’s passion for angling.


  A day later, the Mallorca business profitably concluded, Barney flew back to Los Angeles. That evening he entertained a pair of tanned and shapely ladies whose idea of high fun was to drink all night and go deep-sea fishing at dawn. Barney shuddered inwardly at the latter notion, but promised to see the sporting characters to the Sweetwater Beach Municipal Pier in time to catch a party boat, and did so. One of the girls, he noticed not without satisfaction—he had become a little tired of the two before morning—appeared to turn a delicate green as she settled herself into the gently swaying half-day boat beside the wharf. Barney waved them an amiable farewell and was about to go when he noticed a plump old man sitting in the stern of the boat among other anglers, rigging up his tackle. Barney checked sharply, and blinked. He was looking at Oliver B. McAllen again.


  It was almost a minute before he felt sure of it this time. Not that it was impossible for McAllen to be sitting in that boat, but it did seem extremely unlikely. McAllen didn’t look in the least like a man who could afford nowadays to commute by air between the Mediterranean and California. And Barney felt something else trouble him obscurely as he stared down at the old scientist; a notion of some kind was stirring about in the back corridors of his mind, but refused to be drawn to view just then.


  He grew aware of what it was while he watched the party boat head out to sea a few minutes later, smiled at what seemed an impossibly fanciful concoction of his unconscious, and started towards the pier’s parking lot. But when he had reached his car, climbed in, turned on the ignition, and lit a cigarette, the notion was still with him and Barney was no longer smiling. Fanciful it was, extremely so. Impossible, in the strict sense, it was not. The longer he played it around, the more he began to wonder whether his notion mightn’t hold water after all. If there was anything to it, he had run into one of the biggest deals in history.


  Later Barney realized he would still have let the matter drop there if it hadn’t been for other things, having nothing to do with Dr. McAllen. He was between operations at present. His time wasn’t occupied. Furthermore he’d been aware lately that ordinary operations had begun to feel flat. The kick of putting over a deal, even on some other hard, bright character of his own class, unaccountably was fading. Barney Chard was somewhat frightened because the operator game was the only one he’d ever found interesting; the other role of well-heeled playboy wasn’t much more than a manner of killing time. At thirty-seven he was realizing he was bored with life. He didn’t like the prospect.


  Now here was something which might again provide him with some genuine excitement. It could be simply his imagination working overtime, but it wasn’t going to do any harm to find out. Mind humming with pleased though still highly skeptical speculations, Barney went back to the boat station and inquired when the party boat was due to return.


  He was waiting for it, well out of sight, as it came chugging up to the wharf some hours later. He had never had anything to do directly with Dr. McAllen, so the old man wouldn’t recognize him. But he didn’t want to be spotted by his two amazons who might feel refreshed enough by now to be ready for another tour of the town.


  He needn’t have worried. The ladies barely made it to the top of the stairs; they phoned for a cab and were presently whisked away. Dr. McAllen meanwhile also had made a telephone call, and settled down not far from Barney to wait. A small gray car, five or six years old but of polished and well-tended appearance, trundled presently up the pier, came into the turnaround at the boat station, and stopped. A thin old Negro, with hair as white as the doctor’s, held the door open for McAllen. The car moved unhurriedly off with them.


  The automobile’s license number produced Dr. McAllen’s California address for Barney a short while later. The physicist lived in Sweetwater Beach, fifteen minutes’ drive from the pier, in an old Spanish-type house back in the hills. The chauffeur’s name was John Emanuel Fredericks; he had been working for McAllen for an unknown length of time. No one else lived there.


  Barney didn’t bother with further details about the Sweetwater Beach establishment at the moment. The agencies he usually employed to dig up background information were reasonably trustworthy, but he wanted to attract no more attention than was necessary to his interest in Dr. McAllen.


  That evening he took a plane to New York.


  Physicist Frank Elby was a few years older than Barney, an acquaintance since their university days. Elby was ambitious, capable, slightly dishonest; on occasion he provided Barney with contraband information for which he was generously paid.


  Over lunch Barney broached a business matter which would be financially rewarding to both of them, and should not burden Elby’s conscience unduly. Elby reflected, and agreed. The talk became more general. Presently Barney remarked, “Ran into an old acquaintance of ours the other day. Remember Dr. McAllen?”


  “Oliver B. McAllen? Naturally. Haven’t heard about him in years. What’s he doing?”


  Barney said he had only seen the old man, hadn’t spoken to him. But he was sure it was McAllen.


  “Where was this?” Elby asked.


  “Sweetwater Beach. Small town down the Coast.”


  Elby nodded. “It must have been McAllen. That’s where he had his home.”


  “He was looking hale and hearty. They didn’t actually institutionalize him at the time of his retirement, did they?”


  “Oh, no. No reason for it. Except on the one subject of that cockeyed invention of his, he behaved perfectly normally. Besides he would have hired a lawyer and fought any such move. He had plenty of money. And nobody wanted publicity. McAllen was a pretty likable old boy.”


  “The university never considered taking him back?”


  Elby laughed. “Well, hardly! After all, man—a matter transmitter!”


  Barney felt an almost electric thrill of pleasure. Right on the nose, Brother Chard! Right on the nose.


  He smiled. “Was that what it was supposed to be? I never was told all the details.”


  Elby said that for the few who were informed of the details it had been a seven-day circus. McAllen’s reputation was such that more people, particularly on his staff, had been ready to believe him that were ready to admit it later. “When he’d left—you know, he never even bothered to take that ‘transmitter’ along—the thing was taken apart and checked over as carefully as if somebody thought it might still suddenly start working. But it was an absolute Goldberg, of course. The old man had simply gone off his rocker.”


  “Hadn’t there been any indication of it before?”


  “Not that I know of. Except that he’d been dropping hints about his gadget for several months before he showed it to anyone,” Elby said indifferently. The talk turned to other things.


  The rest was routine, not difficult to carry out. A small cottage on Mallorca, near the waterfront, was found to be in McAllen’s name. McAllen’s liquid assets were established to have dwindled to something less than those of John Emanuel Fredericks, who patronized the same local bank as his employer. There had been frequent withdrawals of large, irregular sums throughout the past years. The withdrawals were not explained by McAllen’s frugal personal habits; even his fishing excursions showed an obvious concern for expense. The retention of the Mediterranean retreat, modest though it was, must have a reason beyond simple self-indulgence.


  Barney arranged for the rental of a bungalow in the outskirts of Sweetwater beach, which lay uphill from the old house in which McAllen and Fredericks lived, and provided a good view of the residence and its street entry. He didn’t go near the place himself. Operatives of a Los Angeles detective agency went on constant watch in the bungalow, with orders to photograph the two old men in the other house and any visitors at every appearance, and to record the exact times the pictures were taken. At the end of each day the photographs were delivered to an address from where they promptly reached Barney’s hands.


  A European agency was independently covering the Mallorca cottage in the same manner.


  Nearly four weeks passed before Barney obtained the exact results he wanted. He called off the watch at both points, and next day came up the walk to McAllen’s home and rang the doorbell. John Fredericks appeared, studied Barney’s card and Barney with an air of mild disapproval, and informed him that Dr. McAllen did not receive visitors.


  “So I’ve been told,” Barney acknowledged pleasantly. “Please be so good as to give the doctor this.”


  Fredericks’ white eyebrows lifted by the barest trifle as he looked at the sealed envelope Barney was holding out. After a moment’s hesitation he took it, instructed Barney to wait, and closed the door firmly.


  Listening to Fredericks’ footsteps receding into the house, Barney lit a cigarette, and was pleased to find that his hands were as steady as if he had been on the most ordinary of calls. The envelope contained two sets of photographs, dated and indicating the time of day. The date was the same for both sets; the recorded time showed the pictures had been taken within fifteen minutes of one another. The central subject in each case was Dr. McAllen, sometimes accompanied by Fredericks. One set of photographs had been obtained on Mallorca, the other in Sweetwater Beach at McAllen’s house.


  Barring rocket assists, the two old men had been documented as the fastest moving human beings in all history.


  Several minutes passed before Fredericks reappeared. With a face which was now completely without expression, he invited Barney to enter, and conducted him to McAllen’s study. The scientist had the photographs spread out on a desk before him. He gestured at them.


  “Just what—if anything—is this supposed to mean, sir?” he demanded in an unsteady voice.


  Barney hesitated aware that Fredericks had remained in the hall just beyond the study. But Fredericks obviously was in McAllen’s confidence. His eavesdropping could do no harm.


  “It means this, doctor—” Barney began, amiably enough; and he proceeded to tell McAllen precisely what the photographs meant. McAllen broke in protestingly two or three times, then let Barney conclude his account of the steps he had taken to verify his farfetched hunch on the pier without further comment. After a few minutes Barney heard Fredericks’ steps moving away, and then a door closing softly somewhere, and he shifted his position a trifle so that his right side was now toward the hall door. The little revolver was in the right-hand coat pocket. Even then Barney had no real concern that McAllen or Fredericks would attempt to resort to violence, but when people are acutely disturbed—and McAllen at least was—almost anything can happen.


  When Barney finished, McAllen stared down at the photographs again, shook his head, and looked over at Barney.


  “If you don’t mind,” he said, blinking behind his glasses, “I should like to think about this for a minute or two.”


  “Of course, doctor,” Barney said politely. McAllen settled back in the chair, removed his glasses and half closed his eyes. Barney let his gaze rove. The furnishings of the house were what he had expected—well-tended, old, declining here and there to the downright shabby. The only reasonably new piece in the study was a radio-phonograph. The walls of the study and of the section of a living room he could see through a small archway were lined with crammed bookshelves. At the far end of the living room was a curious collection of clocks in various types and sizes, mainly antiques, but also some odd metallic pieces with modernistic faces. Vacancies in the rows indicated Fredericks might have begun to dispose discreetly of the more valuable items on his employer’s behalf.


  McAllen cleared his throat finally, opened his eyes, and settled the spectacles back on his nose.


  “Mr. Chard,” he inquired, “have you had scientific training?”


  “No.”


  “Then,” said McAllen, “the question remains of what your interest in the matter is. Perhaps you’d like to explain just why you put yourself to such considerable expense to intrude on my personal affairs—”


  Barney hesitated perceptibly. “Doctor,” he said, “there is something tantalizing about an enigma. I’m fortunate in having the financial means to gratify my curiosity when it’s excited to the extent it was here.”


  McAllen nodded. “I can understand curiosity. Was that your only motive?”


  Barney gave him his most disarming grin. “Frankly no. I’ve mentioned I’m a businessman—”


  “Ah!” McAllen said, frowning.


  “Don’t misunderstand me. One of my first thoughts admittedly was that here were millions waiting to be picked up. But the investigation soon made a number of things clear to me.”


  “What were they?”


  “Essentially, that you had so sound a reason for keeping your invention a secret that to do it you were willing to ruin yourself financially, and to efface yourself as a human being and as a scientist.”


  “I don’t feel,” McAllen observed mildly, “that I really have effaced myself, either as a human being or as a scientist.”


  “No, but as far as the public was concerned you did both.”


  McAllen smiled briefly. “That strategem was very effective—until now. Very well, Mr. Chard. You understand clearly that under no circumstances would I agree to the commercialization of . . . well, of my matter transmitter?”


  Barney nodded. “Of course.”


  “And you’re still interested?”


  “Very much so.”


  McAllen was silent for a few seconds, biting reflectively at his lower lip. “Very well,” he said again. “You were speaking of my predilection for fishing. Perhaps you’d care to accompany me on a brief fishing trip?”


  “Now?” Barney asked.


  “Yes, now. I believe you understand what I mean . . . I see you do. Then, if you’ll excuse me for a few minutes—”


  Barney couldn’t have said exactly what he expected to be shown. His imaginings had run in the direction of a camouflaged vault beneath McAllen’s house—some massively-walled place with machinery that powered the matter transmitter purring along the walls . . . and perhaps something in the style of a plastic diving bell as the specific instrument of transportation.


  The actual experience was quite different. McAllen returned shortly, having changed into the familiar outdoor clothing—apparently he had been literal about going on a fishing trip. Barney accompanied the old physicist into the living room, and watched him open a small but very sturdy wall safe. Immediately behind the safe door, an instrument panel had been built in the opening.


  Peering over the spectacles, McAllen made careful adjustments on two sets of small dials, and closed and locked the safe again.


  “Now, if you’ll follow me, Mr. Chard—” He crossed the room to a door, opened it, and went out. Barney followed him into a small room with rustic furnishings and painted wooden walls. There was a single, heavily curtained window; the room was rather dim.


  “Well,” McAllen announced, “here we are.”


  It took a moment for that to sink in. Then, his scalp prickling eerily, Barney realized he was standing farther from the wall than he had thought. He looked around, and discovered there was no door behind him now, either open or closed.


  He managed a shaky grin. “So that’s how your matter transmitter works!”


  “Well,” McAllen said thoughtfully, “of course it isn’t really a matter transmitter. I call it the McAllen Tube. Even an educated layman must realize that one can’t simply disassemble a living body at one point, reassemble it at another, and expect life to resume. And there are other considerations—”


  “Where are we?” Barney asked. “On Mallorca?”


  “No. We haven’t left the continent—just the state. Look out the window and see for yourself.”


  McAllen turned to a built-in closet, and Barney drew back the window hangings. Outside was a grassy slope, uncut and yellowed by the summer sun. The slope dropped sharply to a quiet lakefront framed by dark pines. There was no one in sight, but a small wooden dock ran out into the lake. At the far end of the dock an old rowboat lay tethered. And—quite obviously—it was no longer the middle of a bright afternoon; the air was beginning to dim, to shift towards evening.


  Barney turned to find McAllen’s mild, speculative eyes on him, and saw the old man had put a tackle box and fishing rod on the table.


  “Your disclosures disturbed me more than you may have realized,” McAllen remarked by way of explanation. His lips twitched in the shadow of a smile. “At such times I find nothing quite so soothing as to drop a line into water for a while. I’ve got some thinking to do, too. So let’s get down to the dock. There ought to be a little bait left in the minnow pail.”


  When they returned to the cabin some time later, McAllen was in a pensive mood. He started a pot of coffee in the small kitchen, then quickly cleaned the tackle and put it away. Barney sat at the table, smoking and watching him, but made no attempt at conversation.


  McAllen poured the coffee, produced sugar and powdered milk, and settled down opposite Barney. He said abruptly, “Have you had any suspicions about the reason for the secretive mumbo jumbo?”


  “Yes,” Barney said, “I’ve had suspicions. But it wasn’t until that happened”—he waved his hand at the wall out of which they appeared to have stepped—“that I came to a definite conclusion.”


  “Eh?” McAllen’s eyes narrowed suddenly. “What was the conclusion?”


  “That you’ve invented something that’s really a little too good.”


  “Too good?” said McAllen. “Hm-m-m. Go on.”


  “It doesn’t take much power to operate the thing, does it?”


  “Not,” said McAllen dryly, “if you’re talking about the kind of power one pays for.”


  “I am. Can the McAllen Tube be extended to any point on Earth?”


  “I should think so.”


  “And you financed the building of this model yourself. Not very expensive. If the secret leaked out, I’d never know who was going to materialize in my home at any time, would I? Or with what intentions.”


  “That,” McAllen nodded, “is about the size of it.”


  Barney crushed out his cigarette, lit a fresh one, blew out a thin streamer of smoke. “Under the circumstances,” he remarked, “it’s unfortunate you can’t get the thing shut off again, isn’t it?”


  McAllen was silent for some seconds. “So you’ve guessed that, too,” he said finally. “What mistake did I make?”


  “None that I know of,” Barney said. “But you’re doing everything you can to keep the world from learning about the McAllen Tube. At the same time you’ve kept it in operation—which made it just a question of time before somebody else noticed something was going on, as I did. Your plans for the thing appear to have gone wrong.”


  McAllen was nodding glumly. “They have,” he said. “They have, Mr. Chard. Not irreparably wrong, but still—” He paused. “The first time I activated the apparatus,” he said, “I directed it only at two points. Both of them within structures which were and are my property. It was fortunate I did so.”


  “That was this cabin and the place on Mallorca?”


  “Yes. The main operational sections of the Tube are concealed about my California home. But certain controls have to be installed at any exit point to make it possible to return. It wouldn’t be easy to keep those hidden in any public place.


  “It wasn’t until I compared the actual performance of the Tube with my theoretical calculations that I discovered there was an unforeseen factor involved. To make it short, I could not—to use your phrasing—shut the Tube off again. But that would certainly involve some extremely disastrous phenomena at three different points of our globe.”


  “Explosions?” Barney asked.


  “Weee-ll,” McAllen said judiciously, “implosions might come a little closer to describing the effect. The exact term isn’t contained in our vocabulary, and I’d prefer it not to show up there, at least in my lifetime. But you see my dilemma, don’t you? If I asked for help, I revealed the existence of the Tube. Once its existence was known, the research that produced it could be duplicated. As you concluded, it isn’t really too difficult a device to construct. And even with the present problem solved, the McAllen Tube is just a little too dangerous a thing to be at large in our world today.”


  “You feel the problem can be solved?”


  “Oh, yes.” McAllen took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “That part of it’s only a matter of time. At first I thought I’d have everything worked out within three or four years. Unfortunately I badly underestimated the expense of some of the required experimentation. That’s what’s delayed everything.”


  “I see. I had been wondering,” Barney admitted, “why a man with something like this on his mind would be putting in quite so much time fishing.”


  McAllen grinned. “Enforced idleness. It’s been very irritating really, Mr. Chard. I’ve been obliged to proceed in the most inexpensive manner possible, and that meant—very slowly.”


  Barney said, “If it weren’t for that question of funds, how long would it take to wind up the operation?”


  “A year—perhaps two years.” McAllen shrugged. “It’s difficult to be too exact, but it certainly wouldn’t be longer than two.”


  “And what would be the financial tab?”


  McAllen hesitated. “A million is the bottom figure, I’m afraid. It should run closer to a million and a half.”


  “Doctor,” Barney said, “let me make you a proposition.”


  McAllen looked at him. “Are you thinking of financing the experiments, Mr. Chard?”


  “In return,” Barney said, “for a consideration.”


  “What’s that?” McAllen’s expression grew wary.


  “When you retired,” Barney told him, “I dropped a nice piece of money as a consequence. It was the first beating I’d taken, and it hurt. I’d like to pick that money up again. All right. We’re agreed it can’t be done on the McAllen Tube. The Tube wouldn’t help make the world a safer place for Barney Chard. But the Tube isn’t any more remarkable than the mind that created it. Now I know a company which could be top of the heap in electronics precision work—one-shot specialties is what they go in for—if it had your mind as technical advisor. I can buy a controlling interest in that company tomorrow, doctor. And you can have the million and a half paid off in not much more time than you expect to take to get your monster back under control and shut down. Three years of your technical assistance, and we’re clear.”


  McAllen’s face reddened slowly. “I’ve considered hiring out, of course,” he said. “Many times. I need the money very badly. But aren’t you overlooking something?”


  “What?”


  “I went to considerable pains,” said McAllen, “to establish myself as a lunatic. It was distasteful, but it seemed necessary to discourage anyone from making too close an investigation of some of my more recent lines of research. If it became known now that I was again in charge of a responsible project—”


  Barney shook his head. “No problem, doctor. We’d be drawing on outside talent for help in specific matters—very easy to cover up any leads to you personally. I’ve handled that general sort of thing before.”


  McAllen frowned thoughtfully. “I see. But I’d have—There wouldn’t be so much work that—”


  “No,” Barney said. “I guarantee that you’ll have all the time you want for your own problem.” He smiled. “Considering what you told me, I’d like to hear that one’s been solved myself!”


  McAllen grinned briefly. “I can imagine. Very well. Ah . . . when can you let me have the money, Mr. Chard?”


  The sun was setting beyond the little lake as Barney drew the shades over the cabin window again. Dr. McAllen was half inside the built-in closet at the moment, fitting a pair of toggle switches to the concealed return device in there.


  “Here we go,” he said suddenly.


  Three feet from the wall of the room the shadowy suggestion of another wall, and of an open door, became visible.


  Barney said dubiously, “We came out of that?”


  McAllen looked at him, sad, “The appearance is different on the exit side. But the Tube’s open now—Here, I’ll show you.”


  He went up to the apparition of a door, abruptly seemed to melt into it. Barney held his breath, and followed. Again there was no sensory reaction to passing through the Tube. As his foot came down on something solid in the shadowiness into which he stepped, the living room in Sweetwater Beach sprang into sudden existence about him.


  “Seems a little odd from that end, the first time through, doesn’t it?” McAllen remarked.


  Barney let out his breath.


  “If I’d been the one who invented the Tube,” he said honestly, “I’d never have had the nerve to try it.”


  McAllen grinned. “Tell you the truth, I did need a drink or two the first time. But it’s dead-safe if you know just what you’re doing.”


  Which was not, Barney felt, too reassuring. He looked back. The door through which they had come was the one by which they had left. But beyond it now lay a section of the entrance hall of the Sweetwater Beach house.


  “Don’t let that fool you,” said McAllen, following his gaze. “If you tried to go out into the hall at the moment, you’d find yourself right back in the cabin. Light rays passing through the Tube can be shunted off and on.” He went over to the door, closed and locked it, dropping the key in his pocket. “I keep it locked. I don’t often have visitors, but if I had one while the door was open it could be embarrassing.”


  “What about the other end?” Barney asked. “The door appeared in the cabin when you turned those switches. What happens now? Suppose someone breaks into the cabin and starts prowling around—is the door still there?”


  McAllen shook his head. “Not unless that someone happened to break in within the next half-minute.” He considered. “Let’s put it this way. The Tube’s permanently centered on its two exit points, but the effect ordinarily is dissipated over half a mile of the neighborhood at the other end. For practical purposes there is no useful effect. When I’m going to go through, I bring the exit end down to a focus point . . . does that make sense? Very well. It remains focused for around sixty or ninety seconds, depending on how I set it; then it expands again.” He nodded at the locked door. “In the cabin, that’s disappeared by now. Walk through the space where it’s been, and you’ll notice nothing unusual. Clear?”


  Barney hesitated. “And if that door were still open here, and somebody attempted to step through after the exit end had expanded—”


  “Well,” McAllen said, moving over to a wall buzzer and pressing it, “that’s what I meant when I said it could be embarrassing. He’d get expanded too—disastrously. Could you use a drink, Mr. Chard? I know I want one.”


  The drinks, served by Fredericks, were based on a rather rough grade of bourbon, but Barney welcomed them. There was an almost sick fascination in what was a certainty now: he was going to get the Tube. That tremendous device was his for the taking. He was well inside McAllen’s guard; only carelessness could arouse the old man’s suspicions again, and Barney was not going to be careless. No need to hurry anything. He would play the reserved role he had selected for himself, leave developments up to the fact that McAllen had carried the burden of his secret for twelve years, with no more satisfactory confidant than Fredericks to trust with it. Having told Barney so much, McAllen wanted to tell more. He would have needed very little encouragement to go on talking about it now.


  Barney offered no encouragement. Instead, he gave McAllen a cautiously worded reminder that it was not inconceivable they had an audience here, at which McAllen reluctantly subsided. There was, however, one fairly important question Barney still wanted answered today. The nature of the answer would tell him the manner in which McAllen should now be handled.


  He waited until he was on his feet and ready to leave before presenting it. McAllen’s plump cheeks were flushed from the two highballs he had put away; in somewhat awkward phrases he had been expressing his gratitude for Barney’s generous help, and his relief that because of it the work on the Tube now could be brought to an end.


  “Just one thing about that still bothers me a little, doctor,” Barney said candidly.


  McAllen looked concerned. “What’s that, Mr. Chard?”


  “Well . . . you’re in good health, I’d say.” Barney smiled. “But suppose something did happen to you before you succeeded in shutting the McAllen Tube down.” He inclined his head toward the locked door.


  “That thing would still be around waiting for somebody to open it and step through . . .”


  McAllen’s expression of concern vanished. He dug a forefinger cheerfully into Barney’s ribs. “Young man, you needn’t worry. I’ve been aware of the possibility, of course, and believe me I’m keeping very careful notes and instructions. Safe deposit boxes . . . we’ll talk about that tomorrow, eh? Somewhere else? Had a man in mind, as a matter of fact, but we can make better arrangements now. You see, it’s really so ridiculously easy at this stage.”


  Barney cleared his throat. “Some other physicist—?”


  “Any capable physicist,” McAllen said decidedly. “Just a matter, you see of how reliable he is.” He winked at Barney. “Talk about that tomorrow too—or one of these days.”


  Barney stood looking down, with a kind of detached surprise, at a man who had just pronounced sentence of death casually on himself, and on an old friend. For the first time in Barney’s career, the question of deliberate murder not only entered an operation, but had become in an instant an unavoidable part of it. Frank Elby, ambitious and money-hungry, could take over where McAllen left off. Elby was highly capable, and Elby could be controlled. McAllen could not. He could only be tricked; and, if necessary, killed.


  It was necessary, of course. If McAllen lived until he knew how to shut the Tube down safely, he simply would shut it down, destroy the device and his notes on it. A man who had gone to such extreme lengths to safeguard the secret was not going to be talked out of his conviction that the McAllen Tube was a menace to the world. Fredericks, the morose eavesdropper, had to be silenced with his employer to assure Barney of his undisputed possession of the Tube.


  Could he still let the thing go, let McAllen live? He couldn’t, Barney decided. He’d dealt himself a hand in a new game, and a big one—a fantastic, staggering game when one considered the possibilities in the Tube. It meant new interest, it meant life for him. It wasn’t in his nature to pull out. The part about McAllen was cold necessity. A very ugly necessity, but McAllen—pleasantly burbling something as they walked down the short hall to the front door—already seemed a little unreal, a roly-poly, muttering, fading small ghost.


  In the doorway Barney exchanged a few words—he couldn’t have repeated them an instant later—with the ghost, became briefly aware of a remarkably firm hand clasp, and started down the cement walk to the street. Evening had come to California at last; a few houses across the street made dim silhouettes against the hills, some of the windows lit. He felt, Barney realized, curiously tired and depressed. A few steps behind him, he heard McAllen quietly closing the door to his home.


  The walk, the garden, the street, the houses and hills beyond, vanished in a soundlessly violent explosion of white light around Barney Chard.


  His eyes might have been open for several seconds before he became entirely aware of the fact. He was on his back looking up at the low raftered ceiling of a room. The light was artificial, subdued; it gave the impression of nighttime outdoors.


  Memory suddenly blazed up. “Tricked!” came the first thought. Outsmarted. Outfoxed. And by—Then that went lost in a brief, intense burst of relief at the realization he was still alive, apparently unhurt. Barney turned sharply over on his side—bed underneath, he discovered—and stared around.


  The room was low, wide. Something undefinably odd—He catalogued it quickly. Redwood walls, Navaho rugs on the floor, bookcases, unlit fireplace, chairs, table, desk with a typewriter and reading lamp. Across the room a tall dark grandfather clock with a bright metal disk instead of a clock-face stood against the wall. From it came a soft, low thudding as deliberate as the heart-beat of some big animal. It was the twin of one of the clocks he had seen in McAllen’s living room.


  The room was McAllen’s, of course. Almost luxurious by comparison with his home, but wholly typical of the man. And now Barney became aware of its unusual feature; there were no windows. There was one door, so far to his right he had to twist his head around to see it. It stood half open; beyond it a few feet of a narrow passage lay within his range of vision, lighted in the same soft manner as the room. No sound came from there.


  Had he been left alone? And what had happened? He wasn’t in McAllen’s home or in that fishing shack at the lake. The Tube might have picked him up—somehow—in front of McAllen’s house, transported him to the Mallorca place. Or he might be in a locked hideaway McAllen had built beneath the Sweetwater Beach house.


  Two things were unpleasantly obvious. His investigations hadn’t revealed all of McAllen’s secrets. And the old man hadn’t really been fooled by Barney Chard’s smooth approach. Not, at any rate, to the extent of deciding to trust him.


  Hot chagrin at the manner in which McAllen had handed the role of dupe back to him flooded Barney for a moment. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. His coat had been hung neatly over the back of a chair a few feet away; his shoes stood next to the bed. Otherwise he was fully clothed. Nothing in the pockets of the coat appeared to have been touched; billfold, cigarette case, lighter, even the gun, were in place; the gun, almost startingly, was still loaded. Barney thrust the revolver thoughtfully into his trousers pocket. His wrist watch seemed to be the only item missing.


  He glanced about the room again, then at the half-open door and the stretch of narrow hallway beyond. McAllen must have noticed the gun. The fact that he hadn’t bothered to take it away, of at least to unload it, might have been reassuring under different circumstances. Here, it could have a very disagreeable meaning. Barney went quietly to the door, stood listening a few seconds, became convinced there was no one within hearing range, and moved on down the hall.


  In less than two minutes he returned to the room, with the first slow welling of panic inside him. He had found a bathroom, a small kitchen and pantry, a storage room twice as wide and long as the rest of the place combined, crammed with packaged and crated articles, and with an attached freezer. If it was mainly stored food, as Barney thought, and if there was adequate ventilation and independent power, as seemed to be the case, then McAllen had constructed a superbly self-sufficient hideout. A man might live comfortably enough for years without emerging from it.


  There was only one thing wrong with the setup from Barney’s point of view. The thing he’d been afraid of. Nowhere was there an indication of a window or of an exit door.


  The McAllen Tube, of course, might make such ordinary conveniences unnecessary. And if the Tube was the only way in or out, then McAllen incidentally had provided himself with an escape-proof jail for anyone he preferred to keep confined. The place might very well have been built several hundred feet underground. A rather expensive proposition but, aside from that, quite feasible.


  Barney felt his breath begin to quicken, and told himself to relax. Wherever he was, he shouldn’t be here long. McAllen presently would be getting in contact with him. And then—


  His glance touched the desk across the room, and now he noticed his missing wrist watch on it. He went over, picked it up, and discovered that the long white envelope on which the watch had been placed was addressed to him.


  For a moment he stared at the envelope. Then, his fingers shaking a little, he tore open the envelope and pulled out the typewritten sheets within.


  The letterhead, he saw without surprise, was OLIVER B. MCALLEN.


  The letter read:


  
    Dear Mr. Chard:


    An unfortunate series of circumstances, combined with certain character traits in yourself, make it necessary to inconvenience you in a rather serious manner.


    To explain: The information I gave you regarding the McAllen Tube and my own position was not entirely correct. It is not the intractable instrument I presented it as being—it can be “shut off” again quite readily and without any attendant difficulties. Further, the decision to conceal its existence was not reached by myself alone. For years we—that is, Mr. Fredericks, who holds a degree in engineering and was largely responsible for the actual construction of the Tube—and I, have been members of an association of which I cannot tell you too much. But I may say that it acts, among other things, as the present custodian of some of the more dangerous products of human science, and will continue to do so until a more stable period permits their safe release.


    To keep developments such as the McAllen Tube out of irresponsible hands is no easy task these days, but a variety of effective devices are employed to that end. In this instance, you happened upon a “rigged” situation, which had been designed to draw action from another man, an intelligent and unscrupulous individual who lately had indicated a disturbing interest in events connected with the semipublic fiasco of my “matter transmitter” some years ago. The chances of another person becoming aware of the temporal incongruities which were being brought to this man’s attention were regarded as so remote that they need be given no practical consideration. Nevertheless, the unexpected happened: you became interested. The promptness with which you acted on your chance observations shows a bold and imaginative manner of thinking on which you may be genuinely congratulated.


    However, a perhaps less commendable motivation was also indicated. While I appeared to stall on coming to decisions you may have regarded as inevitable, your background was being investigated by the association. The investigation confirmed that you fall within a personality category of which we have the greatest reason to be wary.


    Considering the extent of what you had surmised and learned, falsified though the picture was, this presented a serious problem. It was made more acute by the fact that the association is embarking on a “five-year-plan” of some importance. Publicity during this period would be more than ordinarily undesirable. It will therefore be necessary to see to it that you have no opportunity to tell what you know before the plan is concluded. I am sure you can see it would be most unwise to accept your simple word on the matter. Your freedom of movement and of communication must remain drastically restricted until this five-year period is over.


    Within the next two weeks, as shown by the clock in your quarters, it will have become impossible for me or for any member of the association to contact you again before the day of your release. I tell you this so that you will not nourish vain hopes of changing the situation in your favor, but will adjust as rapidly as you can to the fact that you must spend the next five years by yourself. What ameliorations of this basic condition appeared possible have been provided.


    It is likely that you will already have tried to find a way out of the cabin in which you were left. The manner of doing this will become apparent to you exactly twenty-four hours after I conclude and seal this letter. It seemed best to advise you of some details of your confinement before letting you discover that you have been given as much limited freedom as circumstances allowed.


    Sincerely yours,


    OLIVER B. MCALLEN

  


  Barney dropped the letter on the desk, stared down at it, his mouth open. His face had flushed red. “Why, he’s crazy!” he said aloud at last. “He’s crazier than—” He straightened, looked uneasily about the room again.


  Whether a maniac McAllen made a more desirable jailer than a secret association engaged in keeping dangerous scientific developments under cover could be considered an open question. The most hopeful thought was that Dr. McAllen was indulging an unsuspected and nasty sense of humor.


  Unfortunately, there wasn’t the slightest reason to believe it. McAllen was wise to him. The situation was no gag—and neither was it necessarily what McAllen wanted him to think. Unless his watch had been reset, he had been knocked out by whatever hit him for roughly five hours—or seventeen, he amended. But he would have been hungry if it had been the longer period; and he wasn’t.


  Five hours then. Five hours wouldn’t have given them time to prepare the “cabin” as it was prepared: for someone’s indefinite stay. At a guess, McAllen had constructed it as a secure personal retreat in the event of something like a nuclear holocaust. But, in that case, why vacate it now for Barney Chard?


  Too many questions, he thought. Better just keep looking around.


  The blank metal face on the grandfather clock swung back to reveal a group of four dials, each graduated in a different manner, only one of them immediately familiar. Barney studied the other three for some seconds, then their meaning suddenly came clear. The big clock had just finished softly talking away the fourth hour of the first day of the first month of Year One. There were five figures on the Year Dial.


  He stared at it. A five-year period of—something seemed to be the key to the entire setup.


  Barney shook his head. Key it might be, but not one he could read without additional data. He snapped the cover disk shut on the unpleasantly suggestive dials, and began to go mentally over McAllen’s letter.


  The business that in twenty-four hours—twenty now—the manner of leaving the cabin would become “apparent” to him—that seemed to dispose of the possibility of being buried underground here. McAllen would hardly have provided him with a personal model of the Tube; he must be speaking of an ordinary door opening on the immediate environment, equipped with a time lock.


  In that case, where was the door?


  Barney made a second, far more careful search. Three hours later, he concluded it. He’d still found no trace of an exit. But the paneling in any of the rooms might slide aside to reveal one at the indicated time, or a section of the floor might swing back above a trap door. There was no point in attempting to press the search any further. After all, he only had to wait.


  On the side, he’d made other discoveries. After opening a number of crates in the storage room, and checking contents of the freezer, he could assume that there was in fact more than enough food here to sustain one man for five years. Assuming the water supply held out—there was no way of checking on it; the source of the water like that of the power and the ventilation lay outside the area which was accessible to him—but if the water could be depended on, he wouldn’t go hungry or thirsty. Even tobacco and liquor were present in comparably liberal quantities. The liquor he’d seen was all good; almost at random he had selected a bottle of cognac and brought it and a glass to the main room with him. The thought of food wasn’t attractive at the moment. But he could use a drink.


  He half filled the glass, emptied it with a few swallows, refilled it and took it over to one of the armchairs. He began to feel more relaxed almost at once. But the truth was, he acknowledged, settling back in the chair, that the situation was threatening to unnerve him completely. Everything he’d seen implied McAllen’s letter came close to stating the facts; what wasn’t said became more alarming by a suggestion of deliberate vagueness. Until that melodramatically camouflaged door was disclosed—seventeen hours from now—he’d be better off if he didn’t try to ponder the thing out.


  And the best way to do that might be to take a solid load on rapidly, and then sleep away as much of the intervening time as possible.


  He wasn’t ordinarily a hard drinker, but he’d started on the second bottle before the cabin began to blur on him. Afterwards, he didn’t remember making it over to the bed.


  Barney woke up ravenous and without a trace of hangover. Making a mental adjustment to his surroundings took no more time than opening his eyes; he’d been dreaming Dr. McAllen had dropped him into a snake pit and was sadistically dangling a rope twelve feet above his head, inviting him to climb out. To find himself still in the softly lit cabin was—for a few seconds, at any rate—a relief.


  The relief faded as he sat up and looked at his watch. Still over an hour to go before McAllen’s idiotic door became “apparent.” Barney swore and headed for the bathroom to freshen up.


  There was an electric shaver there, the end of its cord vanishing into the wall. Barney used it as meticulously as if he were embarking on a day of normal activities, prepared a breakfast in the kitchen and took it to the main room. He ate unhurriedly, absorbed in his thoughts, now and then glancing about the room. After a few minutes he uneasily pushed back the plate and stood up. If McAllen’s twenty-four hours began with the moment the big clock in the room had been started, the door should be in evidence by now.


  Another tour of the place revealed nothing and left him nervous enough to start biting his nails. He moved about the room, looking over things he’d already investigated. A music cabinet—he’d thought it was a radio at first, but it was only an elaborate hi-fi record player; two enclosed racks of records went with it—mainly classical stuff apparently. And a narrow built-in closet with three polished fishing rods and related gear, which would have allowed for speculation on the nature of the cabin’s surroundings, except that McAllen might feel compelled to have a sampling of his toys around him wherever he was. Barney closed the closet door morosely, stood regarding the two crowded bookcases next to it. Plenty of books—reflecting the McAllen taste again. Technical tomes. Great Literature. Dickens, Melville, the Life of Gandhi.


  Barney grunted, and was turning away when another title caught his eye. He glanced back at it, hauled out the book:


  “Fresh Water Game Fish; Tested Methods of Their Pursuit.” The author: O. B. McAllen.


  Barney was opening the book when the cabin’s door also opened.


  Bright light—daylight—filled the room with so sudden a gush that Barney’s breath caught in his throat. The book seemed to leap out of his hands. With the same glance he saw then the low, wide picture window which abruptly had appeared in the opposite wall, occupying almost half its space—and, in the other wall on the far left, a big door which was still swinging slowly open into the room. Daylight poured in through window and door. And beyond them—


  For seconds he stared at the scene outside, barely aware of what he was looking at, while his mind raced on. He had searched every inch of the walls. And those thick wooden panels hadn’t simply slid aside; the surfaces of doorframe and window were flush with the adjoining wall sections. So the McAllen Tube was involved in these changes in the room—and he might have guessed, Barney thought, that McAllen would have found more than one manner of putting the space-twisting properties of his device to use. And then finally he realized what he was seeing through the window and beyond the door. He walked slowly up to the window, still breathing unevenly.


  The scene was unfamiliar but not at all extraordinary. The cabin appeared to be part way up one side of a heavily forested, rather narrow valley. It couldn’t be more than half a mile to the valley’s far slope which rose very steeply, almost like a great cresting green wave, filling the entire window. Coming closer Barney saw the skyline above it, hazy, summery, brilliantly luminous. This cabin of McAllen’s might be in one of the wilder sections of the Canadian Rockies.


  Or—and this was a considerably less happy thought—it probably could have been set up just as well in some area like the Himalayas.


  But a more immediate question was whether the cabin actually was in the valley or only appearing to be there. The use of the Tube made it possible that this room and its seeming surroundings were very far apart in fact. And just what would happen to him then if he decided to step outside?


  There were scattered sounds beyond the open door: bird chirpings and whistles, and the continuous burring calls of what Barney decided would be a wild pigeon. Then a swirl of wind stirred the nearer branches. He could feel the wash of the breeze in the room.


  It looked and sounded—and felt—all right.


  Barney scowled undecidedly, clearing his throat, then discovered that a third item had appeared in the room along with the door and the window. In the wall just this side of the door at shoulder-height was a small ivory plate with two black switches on it. Presumably the controls for door and window . . .


  Barney went over, gingerly touched the one on the right, watching the window; then flicked up the switch. Instantly, the window had vanished, the wood paneling again covered the wall. Barney turned the switch down. The window was back.


  The door refused to disappear until he pushed it shut. Then it obeyed its switch with the same promptness.


  He went back across the room, returned with one of McAllen’s fishing poles, and edged its tip tentatively out through the door. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the tip had disintegrated in that instant. But nothing at all occurred. He dug about with the pole in the loose earth beyond the doorsill, then drew it back. The breeze was flowing freely past him; a few grains of soil blew over the sill and into the room. The door seemed to be concealing no grisly tricks and looked to be safe enough.


  Barney stepped out on the sill, moved on a few hesitant steps, stood looking about. He had a better view of the valley here—and the better view told him immediately that he was not in the Canadian Rockies. At least, Canada, to his knowledge, had no desert. And, on the left, this valley came to an end perhaps a little more than a mile away from the cabin, its wooded slopes flowing steeply down to a landscape which was dull rust-red—flat sand stretches alternating with worn rock escarpments, until the desert’s rim rose toward and touched the hazy white sky. Not so very different from—


  Barney’s eyes widened suddenly. Could he be in the Sierras—perhaps not more than three or four hours’ drive from Los Angeles?


  Three or four hours’ drive if he’d had a car, or course. But even so—


  He stared around, puzzled. There were no signs of a human being, of human habitation. But somebody else must be here. Somebody to keep guard on him. Otherwise there was nothing to stop him from walking away from this place—though it might very well be a long, uncomfortable hike to any civilized spot.


  Even if this did turn out to be the Himalayas, or some equally remote area, there must be hill tribes about if one went far enough—there should even be an occasional airplane passing overhead.


  Barney stood just outside the door, frowning, pondering the situation again, searching for the catch in it. McAllen and his friends, whatever else they might be, weren’t stupid. There was something involved here that he hadn’t become aware of yet.


  Almost without thought then, he turned up his head, squinting at the bright hazy sky above him—


  And saw IT.


  His breath sucked in and burst from his lungs in a half-strangled, terrified squawk as he staggered backward into the cabin, slammed the door shut, then spun around and began slapping frantically at the switches on the wall-plate until door and window were gone, and only the cabin’s soft illumination was around him again. Then he crouched on the floor, his back against the wall, shaking with a terror he could hardly have imagined before.


  He knew what the catch was now. He had understood it completely in the instant of glancing up and seeing that tiny brilliant blue-white point of light glare down at him through the incandescent cloud layers above. Like a blazing, incredibly horrible insect eye . . .


  This world’s sun.


  THE END OF YEAR ONE


  Barney Chard came up out of an uneasy sleep to the sudden sharp awareness that something was wrong. For some seconds he lay staring about the unlit cabin, mouth dry, heart hammering with apprehension. Then he discovered it was only that he had left the exit door open and the window switched on . . . Only? This was the first time since they had left him here that he had gone to sleep without sealing the cabin first—even when blind drunk, really embalmed.


  He thought of climbing out of bed and taking care of it now, but decided to let the thing ride. After all he knew there was nothing in the valley—nothing, in fact, on this world—of which he had a realistic reason to be afraid. And he felt dead tired. Weak and sick. Feeling like that no longer alarmed him as it had done at first; it was a simple physical fact. The sheet under him was wet with sweat, though it was no more than comfortably warm in the room. The cabin never became more than comfortably warm. Barney lay back again, trying to figure out how it had happened he had forgotten about the window and the door.


  It had been night for quite a while when he went to sleep, but regardless of how long he’d slept, it was going to go on being night a good deal longer. The last time he had bothered to check—which, Barney decided on reflection, might be several months ago now—the sunless period had continued for better than fifty-six hours. Not long before dropping on the bed, he was standing in front of the big clock while the minute hand on the hour dial slid up to the point which marked the end of the first year in Earth time he had spent in the cabin. Watching it happen, he was suddenly overwhelmed again by the enormity of his solitude, and it looked as if it were going to turn into another of those periods when he sat with the gun in his hand, sobbing and swearing in a violent muddle of self-pity and helpless fury. He decided to knock off the lamenting and get good and drunk instead. And he would make it a drunk to top all drunks on this happy anniversary night.


  But he hadn’t done that either. He had everything set up, downright festively—glasses, crushed ice, a formidable little squad of fresh bottles. But when he looked at the array, he suddenly felt sick in advance. Then there was a wave of leaden heaviness, of complete fatigue. He hadn’t had time to think of sealing the cabin. He had simply fallen into the bed then and there, and for all practical purposes passed out on the spot.


  Barney Chard lay wondering about that. It had been, one might say, a rough year. Through the long days in particular, he had been doing his level best to obliterate his surroundings behind sustained fogs of alcoholism. The thought of the hellishly brilliant far-off star around which this world circled, the awareness that only the roof and walls of the cabin were between himself and that blazing alien watcher, seemed entirely unbearable. The nights, after a while, were easier to take. They had their strangeness too, but the difference wasn’t so great. He grew accustomed to the big green moon, and developed almost an affection for a smaller one, which was butter-yellow and on an orbit that made it a comparatively infrequent visitor in the sky over the valley. By night he began to leave the view window in operation and finally even the door open for hours at a time. But he had never done it before when he wanted to go to sleep.


  Alcoholism, Barney decided, stirring uneasily on the sweat-soiled, wrinkled sheet, hadn’t been much of a success. His body, or perhaps some resistant factor in his mind, let him go so far and no farther. When he exceeded the limit, he became suddenly and violently ill. And remembering the drunk periods wasn’t pleasant. Barney Chard, that steel-tough lad, breaking up, going to pieces, did not make a pretty picture. It was when he couldn’t keep that picture from his mind that he most frequently had sat there with the gun, turning it slowly around in his hand. It had been a rather close thing at times.


  Perhaps he simply hated McAllen and the association too much to use the gun. Drunk or sober, he brooded endlessly over methods of destroying them. He had to be alive when they came back. Some while ago there had been a space of several days when he was hallucinating the event, when McAllen and the association seemed to be present, and he was arguing with them, threatening them, even pleading with them. He came out of that period deeply frightened by what he was doing. Since then he hadn’t been drinking as heavily.


  But this was the first time he’d gone to sleep without drinking at all.


  He sat up on the edge of the bed, found himself shaking a little again after that minor effort, but climbed to his feet anyway, and walked unsteadily over to the door. He stood there looking out. The cloud layers always faded away during the night, gathered again at dawn. By now the sky was almost clear. A green glow over the desert to the left meant the larger moon was just below the horizon. The little yellow moon rode high in the sky above it. If they came up together, this would be the very bright part of the night during which the birds and other animal life in the valley went about their pursuits as if it were daytime. He could hear bird-chirpings now against the restless mutter of the little stream which came down the center of the valley, starting at the lake at the right end and running out into stagnant and drying pools a short distance after it entered the desert.


  He discovered suddenly he had brought the gun along from the bed with him and was holding it without having been in the least aware of the fact. Grinning twistedly at the old and pointless precaution, he shoved the gun into his trousers pocket, brought out matches, a crumpled pack of cigarettes, and began to smoke. Very considerate of them to see to it he wouldn’t run out of minor conveniences . . . like leaving him liquor enough to drink himself to death on any time he felt like it during these five years.


  Like leaving him the gun—


  From the association’s standpoint those things were up to him, of course, Barney thought bitterly. In either unfortunate event, he wouldn’t be on their consciences.


  He felt a momentary spasm of the old hate, but a feeble one, hardly more than a brief wash of the early torrents of rage. Something had burned out of him these months; an increasing dullness was moving into its place—


  And just what, he thought, startled, was he doing outside the cabin door now? He hadn’t consciously decided to go that far; it must have been months, actually, since he had walked beyond the doorway at all. During the first few weeks he had made half a dozen attempts to explore his surroundings by night, and learned quickly that he was confined to as much of the valley as he could see from the cabin. Beyond the ridges lay naked desert and naked mountain ranges, silent and terrifying in the moonlight.


  Barney glanced up and down the valley, undecided but not knowing quite what he was undecided about. He didn’t feel like going back into the cabin, and to just stand here was boring.


  “Well,” he said aloud, sardonically, “it’s a nice night for a walk, Brother Chard.”


  Well, why not? It was bright enough to see by now if he kept away from the thickest growths of trees, and getting steadily brighter as the big moon moved up behind the distant desert rim. He’d walk till he got tired, then rest. By the time he got back to the cabin he’d be ready to lie down and sleep off the curious mood that had taken hold of him.


  Barney started off up the valley, stepping carefully and uncertainly along the sloping, uneven ground.


  During the early weeks he had found a thick loose-leaf binder in the back of one of the desk drawers. He thought it might have been left there intentionally. Its heading was NOTES ON THE TERRESTRIAL ECOLOGICAL BASE OF THE EIGHTEENTH SYSTEM, VOLUME III. After leafing through them once, it had been a while before Barney could bring himself to study the notes in more detail. He didn’t, at that time, want to know too much about the situation he was in. He was still numbed by it.


  But eventually he went over the binder carefully. The various reports were unsigned, but appeared to have been compiled by at least four or five persons—McAllen among them; his writing style was not difficult to recognize. Leaving out much that was incomprehensible or nearly so, Barney could still construe a fairly specific picture of the association project of which he was now an unscheduled and unwilling part. Selected plants and animals had been moved from Earth through the McAllen Tube to a world consisting of sand, rock and water, without detected traces of indigenous life in any form. At present the Ecological Base was only in its ninth year, which meant that the larger trees in the valley had been nearly full-grown when brought here with the soil that was to nourish them. From any viewpoint, the planting of an oasis of life on the barren world had been a gigantic undertaking, but there were numerous indications that the McAllen Tube was only one of the array of improbable devices the association had at its disposal for such tasks. A few cryptic paragraphs expressed the writer’s satisfaction with the undetailed methods by which the Base’s localized climatic conditions were maintained.


  So far even the equipment which kept the cabin in uninterrupted operation had eluded Barney’s search. It and the other required machinery might be buried somewhere in the valley. Or it might, he thought, have been set up just as easily some distance away, in the desert or among the remotely towering mountain ranges. One thing he had learned from the binder was that McAllen had told the truth in saying no one could contact him from Earth before the full period of his exile was over. The reason had seemed appalling enough in itself. This world had moved to a point in its orbit where the radiance of its distant sun was thickening between it and Earth, growing too intense to be penetrated by the forces of the McAllen Tube. Another four years would pass before the planet and the valley emerged gradually from behind that barrier again.


  He walked, rested, walked again. Now and then he was troubled by a burst of violent sweating, followed by shivering fits until his clothes began to dry again. The big moon edged presently over the ridge above him, and in the first flood of its light the opposite slope of the valley took on the appearance of a fanciful sub-oceanic reef. The activity of the animal life about Barney increased promptly. It was no darker now than an evening hour on Earth, and his fellow occupants of the Ecological Base seemed well-adjusted to the strange shifts of day and night to which they had been consigned.


  He pushed through a final thicket of shrubbery, and found himself at the edge of the lake. Beyond the almost circular body of water, a towering wall of cliffs sealed the upper end of the valley. He had come almost a mile, and while a mile—a city mile, at least—wouldn’t have meant much to Barney Chard at one time, he felt quite exhausted now. He sat down at the edge of the water, and, after a minute or two, bent forward and drank from it. It had the same cold, clear flavor as the water in the cabin.


  The surface of the water was unquiet. Soft-flying large insects of some kind were swarming about, stippling the nearby stretch of the lake with their touch, and there were frequent swift swirls as fish rose from beneath to take down the flyers. Presently one of them broke clear into the air—a big fish, thick-bodied and shining, looking as long as Barney’s arm in the moonlight—and dropped back with a splash. Barney grinned twistedly. The NOTES indicated Dr. McAllen had taken some part in stocking the valley, and one could trust McAllen to see to it that the presence of his beloved game fish wasn’t overlooked even in so outlandish a project.


  He shifted position, became aware of the revolver in his pocket and brought it out. A wave of dull anger surged slowly through him again. What they did with trees and animals was their own business. But what they had done to a human being . . .


  He scrambled suddenly to his feet, drew his arm back, and sent the gun flying far out over the lake. It spun through the moonlight, dipped, struck the surface with less of a splash than the fish had made, and was gone.


  Now why, Barney asked himself in amazement, did I do that? He considered it a moment, and then, for the first time in over a year, felt a brief touch of something not far from elation.


  He wasn’t going to die here. No matter how politely the various invitations to do himself in had been extended by McAllen or the association, he was going to embarrass them by being alive and healthy when they came back to the valley four years from now. They wouldn’t kill him then; they’d already shown they didn’t have the guts to commit murder directly. They would have to take him back to Earth.


  And once he was there, it was going to be too bad for them. It didn’t matter how closely they watched him; in the end he would find or make the opportunity to expose them, pull down the whole lousy, conceited crew, see them buried under the shambles an outraged world would make of the secret association . . .


  THE END OF YEAR TWO


  The end of Year Two on the Ecological Base in the Eighteenth System arrived and went by without Barney’s being immediately aware of the fact. Some two hours later, he glanced at his wrist watch, pushed back the chair, got up from the desk and went over to the big grandfather clock to confirm his surmise.


  “Well, well, Brother Chard,” he said aloud. “Another anniversary . . . and three of them to go. We’re almost at the halfway mark—”


  He snapped the cover plate back over the multiple clock faces, and turned away. Three more years on the Ecological Base was a gruesome stretch of time when you thought of it as a whole . . .


  Which was precisely why he rarely let himself think of it as a whole nowadays.


  This last year, at any rate, Barney conceded to himself, had to be regarded as an improvement on the first. Well, he added irritably, and what wouldn’t be? It hadn’t been delightful, he’d frequently felt almost stupefied with boredom. But physically, at least, he was fit—considerably fitter, as a matter of fact, than he’d ever been in his life.


  Not very surprising. When he got too restless to be able to settle down to anything else, he was walking about the valley, moving along at his best clip regardless of obstacles until he was ready to drop to the ground wherever he was. Exertion ate up restlessness eventually—for a while. Selecting another tree to chop into firewood took the edge off the spasms of rage that tended to come up if he started thinking too long about that association of jerks somewhere beyond the sun. Brother Chard was putting on muscle all over. And after convincing himself at last—after all, the animals weren’t getting hurt—that the glaring diamond of fire in the daytime sky couldn’t really be harmful, he had also rapidly put on a Palm Beach tan. When his carefully rationed sleep periods eventually came around, he was more than ready for them, and slept like a log.


  Otherwise: projects. Projects to beat boredom, and never mind how much sense they made in themselves. None of them did. But after the first month or two he had so much going that there was no question any more of not having something to do. Two hours allotted to work out on the typewriter a critical evaluation of a chapter from one of McAllen’s abstruse technical texts. If Barney’s mood was sufficiently sour, the evaluation would be unprintable; but it wasn’t being printed, and two hours had been disposed of. A day and a half—Earth Standard Time—to construct an operating dam across the stream. He was turning into an experienced landscape architect; the swimming pool in the floor of the valley beneath the cabin might not have been approved by Carstairs of California, but it was the one project out of which he had even drawn some realistic benefit.


  Then:


  Half an hour to improve his knife-throwing technique.


  Fifteen minutes to get the blade of the kitchen knife straightened out afterwards.


  Two hours to design a box trap for the capture of one of the fat gray squirrels that always hung about the cabin.


  Fifty minutes on a new chess problem. Chess, Barney had discovered, wasn’t as hairy as it looked.


  Five hours to devise one more completely foolproof method of bringing about the eventual ruin of the association. That made no more practical sense than anything else he was doing—and couldn’t, until he knew a great deal more about McAllen’s friends than he did now.


  But it was considerably more absorbing, say, than even chess.


  Brother Chard could beat boredom. He could probably beat another three years of boredom.


  He hadn’t forgiven anyone for making him do it.


  THE END OF YEAR FIVE


  For some hours, the association’s Altiplano station had been dark and almost deserted. Only the IMT transit lock beneath one of the sprawling ranch houses showed in the vague light spreading out of the big scanning plate in an upper wall section. The plate framed an unimpressive section of the galaxy, a blurred scattering of stars condensing toward the right, and, somewhat left of center, a large misty red globe.


  John Emanuel Fredericks, seated by himself in one of the two Tube operator chairs, ignored the plate. He was stooped slightly forwards, peering absorbedly through the eyepieces of the operator scanner before him.


  Melvin Simms, Psychologist, strolled in presently through the transit lock’s door, stopped behind Fredericks, remarked mildly, “Good evening, doctor.”


  Fredericks started and looked around. “Never heard you arrive, Mel. Where’s Ollie?”


  “He and Spalding dropped in at Spalding’s place in Vermont. They should be along in a few minutes.”


  “Spalding?” Fredericks repeated inquiringly. “Our revered president intends to observe the results of Ollie’s experiment in person?”


  “He’ll represent the board here,” Simms said. “Whereas I, as you may have guessed, represent the outraged psychology department.” He nodded at the plate. “That the place?”


  “That’s it. ET Base Eighteen.”


  “Not very sharp in the Tube, is it?”


  “No. Still plenty of interfering radiation. But it’s thinned out enough for contact. Reading 0.19, as of thirty minutes ago.” Fredericks indicated the chair beside him. “Sit down if you want a better look.”


  “Thanks.” The psychologist settled himself in the chair, leaned forward and peered into the scanner. After a few seconds he remarked, “Not the most hospitable-looking place—”


  Fredericks grunted. “Any of the ecologists will tell you Eighteen’s an unspoiled beauty. No problems there—except the ones we bring along ourselves.”


  Simms grinned faintly. “Well, we’re good at doing that, aren’t we? Have you looked around for uh . . . for McAllen’s subject yet?”


  “No. Felt Ollie should be present when we find out what’s happened. Incidentally, how did the meeting go?”


  “You weren’t tuned in?” Simms asked, surprised.


  “No. Too busy setting things up for contact.”


  “Well”—Simms sat back in his chair—“I may say it was a regular bear garden for a while, doctor. Psychology expressed itself as being astounded, indignant, offended. In a word, they were hopping mad. I kept out of it, though I admit I was startled when McAllen informed me privately this morning of the five-year project he’s been conducting on the quiet. He was accused of crimes ranging . . . oh, from the clandestine to the inhumane. And, of course, Ollie was giving it back as good as he got.”


  “Of course.”


  “His arguments,” Simms went on, pursing his lips reflectively, “were not without merit. That was recognized. Nobody enjoys the idea of euthanasia as a security device. Many of us feel—I do—that it’s still preferable to the degree of brain-washing required to produce significant alterations in a personality type of Chard’s class.”


  “Ollie feels that, too,” Fredericks said. “The upshot of the original situation, as he saw it, was that Barney Chard had been a dead man from the moment he got on the association’s trail. Or a permanently deformed personality.”


  Simms shook his head. “Not the last. We wouldn’t have considered attempting personality alteration in his case.”


  “Euthanasia then,” Fredericks said. “Chard was too intelligent to be thrown off the track, much too unscrupulous to be trusted under any circumstances. So Ollie reported him dead.”


  The psychologist was silent for some seconds. “The point might be this,” he said suddenly. “After my talk with McAllen this morning, I ran an extrapolation on the personality pattern defined for Chard five years ago on the basis of his background. Results indicate he went insane and suicided within a year.”


  “How reliable are those results?” Fredericks inquired absently.


  “No more so than any other indication in individual psychology. But they present a reasonable probability . . . and not a very pleasant one.”


  Fredericks said, “Oliver wasn’t unaware of that as a possible outcome. One reason he selected Base Eighteen for the experiment was to make sure he couldn’t interfere with the process, once it had begun.


  “His feeling, after talking with Chard for some hours, was that Chard was an overcondensed man. That is Oliver’s own term, you understand. Chard obviously was intelligent, had a very strong survival drive. He had selected a good personal survival line to follow—good but very narrow. Actually, of course, he was a frightened man. He had been running scared all his life. He couldn’t stop.”


  Simms nodded.


  “Base Eighteen stopped him. The things he’d been running from simply no longer existed. Ollie believed Chard would go into a panic when he realized it. The question was what he’d do then. Survival now had a very different aspect. The only dangers threatening him were the ones inherent in the rigid personality structure he had maintained throughout his adult existence. Would he be intelligent enough to understand that? And would his survival urge—with every alternative absolutely barred to him for five years—be strong enough to overcome those dangers?”


  “And there,” Simms said dryly, “we have two rather large questions.” He cleared his throat. “The fact remains, however, that Oliver B. McAllen is a good practical psychologist—as he demonstrated at the meeting.”


  “I expected Ollie would score on the motions,” Fredericks said. “How did that part of it come off?”


  “Not too badly. The first motion was passed unanimously. A vote of censure against Dr. McAllen.”


  Fredericks looked thoughtful. “His seventeenth—I believe?”


  “Yes. The fact was mentioned. McAllen admitted he could do no less than vote for this one himself. However, the next motion to receive a majority was, in effect, a generalized agreement that men with such . . . ah . . . highly specialized skills as Barney Chard’s and with comparable intelligence actually would be of great value as members of the association, if it turned out that they could be sufficiently relieved of their more flagrant antisocial tendencies. Considering the qualification, the psychology department could hardly avoid backing that motion. The same with the third one—in effect again that Psychology is to make an unprejudiced study of the results of Dr. McAllen’s experiment on Base Eighteen, and report on the desirability of similar experiments when the personality of future subjects appears to warrant them.”


  “Well,” Fredericks said, after a pause, “as far as the association goes, Ollie got what he wanted. As usual.” He hesitated. “The other matter—”


  “We’ll know that shortly.” Simms turned his head to listen, added in a lowered voice, “They’re coming now.”


  Dr. Stephen Spalding said to Simms and Fredericks: “Dr. McAllen agrees with me that the man we shall be looking for on Base Eighteen may be dead. If this is indicated, we’ll attempt to find some evidence of his death before normal ecological operations on Eighteen are resumed.


  “Next, we may find him alive but no longer sane. Dr. Simms and I are both equipped with drug-guns which will then be used to render him insensible. The charge is sufficient to insure he will not wake up again. In this circumstance, caution will be required since he was left on the Base with a loaded gun.


  “Third, he may be alive and technically sane, but openly or covertly hostile to us.” Spalding glanced briefly at each of the others, then went on, “It is because of this particular possibility that our contact group here has been very carefully selected. If such has been the result of Dr. McAllen’s experiment, it will be our disagreeable duty to act as Chard’s executioners. To add lifelong confinement or further psychological manipulation to the five solitary years Chard already has spent would be inexcusable.


  “Dr. McAllen has told us he did not inform Chard of the actual reason he was being marooned—”


  “On the very good grounds,” McAllen interrupted, “that if Chard had been told at the outset what the purpose was, he would have preferred killing himself to allowing the purpose to be achieved. Any other human being was Chard’s antagonist. It would have been impossible for him to comply with another man’s announced intentions.”


  Simms nodded. “I’ll go along on that point, doctor.”


  Spalding resumed, “It might be a rather immaterial point by now. In any event, Chard’s information was that an important ‘five-year-plan’ of the association made it necessary to restrict him for that length of time. We shall observe him closely. If the indications are that he would act against the association whenever he is given the opportunity, our line will be that the five-year-plan has been concluded, and that he is, therefore, now to be released and will receive adequate compensation for his enforced seclusion. As soon as he is asleep, he will, of course, receive euthanasia. But up to that time, everything must be done to reassure him.”


  He paused again, concluded, “There is the final possibility that Dr. McAllen’s action has had the results he was attempting to bring about . . . Ollie, you might speak on that yourself.”


  McAllen shrugged. “I’ve already presented my views. Essentially, it’s a question of whether Barney Chard was capable of learning that he could live without competing destructively with other human beings. If he has grasped that, he should also be aware by now that Base Eighteen is presently one of the most interesting spots in the known universe.”


  Simms asked: “Do you expect he’ll be grateful for what has occurred?”


  “We-e-ll,” McAllen said judiciously, turning a little pale, “that, of course, depends on whether he is still alive and sane: But if he has survived the five years, I do believe that he will not be dissatisfied with what has happened to him. However”—he shrugged again—“let’s get ahead with it. Five years has been a long time to find out whether or not I’ve murdered a man.”


  In the momentary silence that followed, he setted himself in the chair Fredericks had vacated, and glanced over at Simms. “You stay seated, Mel,” he said. “You represent Psychology here. Use your chair scanner. The plate’s still showing no indications of clearing, John?”


  “No,” said Fredericks. “In another two hours we might have a good picture there. Hardly before.”


  McAllen said, “We won’t wait for it. Simms and I can determine through the scanners approximately what has been going on.” He was silent a few seconds; then the blurred red globe in the plate expanded swiftly, filled two thirds of the view space, checked for a moment, then grew once more; finally stopped.


  McAllen said irritably, “John, I’m afraid you’ll have to take over. My hands don’t seem steady enough to handle this properly.”


  A minute or two passed. The big plate grew increasingly indistinct, all details lost in a muddy wash of orange-brown shades. Green intruded suddenly; then McAllen muttered, “Picking up the cabin now.”


  There was a moment of silence, then Fredericks cleared his throat. “So far so good, Oliver. We’re looking into the cabin. Can’t see your man yet—but someone’s living here. Eh, Simms?”


  “Obviously,” the psychologist acknowledged. He hesitated. “And at a guess it’s no maniac. The place is in reasonably good order.”


  “You say Chard isn’t in the cabin?” Spalding demanded.


  Fredericks said, “Not unless he’s deliberately concealing himself. The exit door is open. Hm-m-m. Well, the place isn’t entirely deserted, after all.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Spalding.


  “Couple of squirrels sitting in the window,” Simms explained.


  “In the window? Inside the cabin?”


  “Yes,” said Fredericks. “Either they strayed in while he was gone, or he’s keeping them as pets. Now, should we start looking around outside for Chard?”


  “No,” Spalding decided. “The Base is too big to attempt to cover at pin-point focus. If he’s living in the cabin and has simply gone out, he’ll return within a few hours at the most. We’ll wait and see what we can deduce from the way he behaves when he shows up.” He turned to McAllen. “Ollie,” he said, “I think you might allow yourself to relax just a little. This doesn’t seem at all bad!”


  McAllen grunted. “I don’t know,” he said. “You’re overlooking one thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I told Chard when to expect us. Unless he’s smashed the clock, he knows we’re due today. If nothing’s wrong—wouldn’t he be waiting in the cabin for us?”


  Spalding hesitated. “That is a point. He seems to be hiding out. May have prepared an ambush, for that matter. John—”


  “Yes?” Fredericks said.


  “Step the tubescope down as fine as it will go, and scan that cabin as if you were vacuuming it. There may be some indication—”


  “He’s already doing that,” Simms interrupted.


  There was silence again for almost two minutes. Forefinger and thumb of Fredericks’ right hand moved with infinite care on a set of dials on the side of the scanner; otherwise neither he nor Simms stirred.


  “Oh-hoo-hoo-HAW!” Dr. John Fredericks cried suddenly. “Oh-hoo-hoo-HAW! A message, Ollie! Your Mr. Chard has left you a . . . hoo-hoo . . . message.”


  For a moment McAllen couldn’t see clearly through the scanner. Fredericks was still laughing; Simms was saying in a rapid voice, “It’s quite all right, doctor! Quite all right. Your man’s sane, quite sane. In fact you’ve made, one might guess, a one hundred per cent convert to the McAllen approach to life. Can’t you see it?”


  “No,” gasped McAllen. He had a vague impression of the top of the desk in the main room of the cabin, of something white—a white card—taped to it, of blurred printing on the card. “Nothing’s getting that boy unduly excited any more,” Simms’ voice went on beside him. “Not even the prospect of seeing visitors from Earth for the first time in five years. But he’s letting you know it’s perfectly all right to make yourself at home in his cabin until he gets back. Here, let me—”


  He reached past McAllen, adjusted the scanner. The printing on the card swam suddenly into focus before McAllen’s eyes.


  The message was terse, self-explanatory, to the point:


  GONE FISHING,


  Regards,


  B. Chard.


  THE END


  LION LOOSE


  The most dangerous of animals is not the biggest and fiercest—but the one that’s hardest to stop. Add intelligence to that . . . and you may come to a wrong conclusion as to what the worst menace is . . .


  FOR twelve years at a point where three major shipping routes of the Federation of the Hub crossed within a few hours’ flight of one another, the Seventh Star Hotel had floated in space, a great golden sphere, gleaming softly in the void through its translucent shells of battle plastic. The Star had been designed to be much more than a convenient transfer station for travelers and freight; for some years after it was opened to the public, it retained a high rating among the more exotic pleasure resorts of the Hub. The Seventh Star Hotel was the place to have been that season, and the celebrities and fat cats converged on it with their pals and hangers-on. The Star blazed with life, excitement, interstellar scandals, tinkled with streams of credits dancing in from a thousand worlds. In short, it had started out as a paying proposition.


  But gradually things changed. The Star’s entertainment remained as delightfully outrageous as ever, the cuisine as excellent; the accommodations and service were still above reproach. The fleecing, in general, became no less expertly painless. But one had been there. By its eighth year, the Star was dated. Now, in its twelfth, it lived soberly off the liner and freighter trade, four fifths of the guest suites shut down, the remainder irregularly occupied between ship departures.


  And in another seven hours, if the plans of certain men went through, the Seventh Star Hotel would abruptly wink out of existence.


  Some fifty or sixty early diners were scattered about the tables on the garden terraces of Phalagon House, the Seventh Star Hotel’s most exclusive eatery. One of them had just finished his meal, sat smoking and regarding a spiraling flow of exquisitely indicated female figures across the garden’s skyscape with an air of friendly approval. He was a large and muscular young man, deeply tanned, with shoulders of impressive thickness, an aquiline nose, and dark, reflective eyes.


  After a minute or two, he yawned comfortably, put out the cigarette, and pushed his chair back from the table. As he came to his feet, there was a soft bell-note from the table ComWeb. He hesitated, said, “Go ahead.”


  “Is intrusion permitted?” the ComWeb inquired.


  “Depends,” the guest said. “Who’s calling?”


  “The name is Reetal Destone.”


  He grinned, appeared pleasantly surprised. “Put the lady through.”


  There was a brief silence. Then a woman’s voice inquired softly, “Quillan?”


  “Right here, doll! Where—”


  “Seal the ComWeb, Quillan.”


  He reached down to the instrument, tapped the seal button, said, “All right. We’re private.”


  “Probably,” the woman’s voice said. “But better scramble this, too. I want to be very sure no one’s listening.”


  Quillan grunted, slid his left hand into an inner coat pocket, briefly fingered a device of the approximate size and shape of a cigarette, drew his hand out again. “Scrambling!” he announced. “Now, what—”


  “Mayday, Quillan,” the soft voice said. “Can you come immediately?”


  Quillan’s face went expressionless. “Of course. Is it urgent?”


  “I’m in no present danger. But we’d better waste no time.”


  “Is it going to take real hardware? I’m carrying a finger gun at the moment.”


  “Then go to your rooms and pick up something useful,” Reetal said. “This should take real hardware, all right.”


  “All right. Then where do I go?”


  “I’ll meet you at your door. I know where it is.”


  When Quillan arrived, she was standing before the door to his suite, a tall blonde in a sleeveless black and gold sheath; a beautiful body, a warm, lovely, humorous face. The warmth and humor were real, but masked a mind as impersonally efficient as a computer, and a taste for high and dangerous living. When Quillan had last met Reetal Destone, a year and a half before, the taste was being satisfied in industrial espionage. He hadn’t heard of her activities since then.


  She smiled thoughtfully at him as he came up. “I’ll wait outside,” she said. “We’re not talking here.”


  Quillan nodded, went on into his living room, selected a gun belt and holstered gun from a suitcase, fastened the belt around his waist under the coat, and came out. “Now what?”


  “First a little portal-hopping—”


  He followed her across the corridor and into a tube portal, watched as she tapped out a setting. The exit light flashed a moment later; they stepped out into a vacant lounge elsewhere in the same building, crossed it, entered another portal. After three more shifts, they emerged into a long hall, dimly lit, heavily carpeted. There was no one in sight.


  “Last stop,” Reetal said. She glanced up at his face. “We’re on the other side of the Star now, in one of the sections they’ve closed up. I’ve established a kind of emergency headquarters here. The Star’s nearly broke, did you know?”


  “I’d heard of it.”


  “That appears to be part of the reason for what’s going on.”


  Quillan said, “What’s going on?”


  Reetal slid her arm through his, said, “Come on. That’s my, hm-m-m, unregistered suite over there. Big boy, it’s very, very selfish of me, but I was extremely glad to detect your name on the list of newly arrived guests just now! As to what’s going on . . . the Camelot berths here at midnight, you know.”


  Quillan nodded. “I’ve some business with one of her passengers.”


  Reetal bent to unlock the entrance door to the indicated suite. “The way it looks now,” she remarked, “the odds are pretty high that you’re not going to keep that appointment.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because shortly after the Camelot docks and something’s been unloaded from her, the Camelot and the Seventh Star Hotel are scheduled to go poof! together. Along with you, me, and some twelve thousand other people. And, so far, I haven’t been able to think of a good way to keep it from happening.”


  Quillan was silent a moment. “Who’s scheduling the poof?” he asked.


  “Some old acquaintances of ours are among them. Come on in. What they’re doing comes under the heading of destroying the evidence.”


  She locked the door behind them, said, “Just a moment,” went over to the paneled wall, turned down a tiny silver switch. “Room portal,” she said, nodding at the wall. “It might come in handy. I keep it turned off most of the time.”


  “Why are you turning it on now?” Quillan asked.


  “One of the Star’s stewards is working on this with me. He’ll be along as soon as he can get away. Now I’ll give you the whole thing as briefly as I can. The old acquaintances I mentioned are some boys of the Brotherhood of Beldon. Movaine’s here; he’s got Marras Cooms and Fluel with him, and around thirty of the Brotherhood’s top guns. Nome Lancion’s coming in on the Camelot in person tonight to take charge. Obviously, with all that brass on the job, they’re after something very big. Just what it is, I don’t yet know. I’ve got one clue, but a rather puzzling one. Tell you about that later. Do you know Velladon?”


  “The commodore here?” Quillan nodded. “I’ve never met him but I know who he is.”


  Reetal said, “He’s been manager of the Seventh Star Hotel for the past nine years. He’s involved in the Beldon outfit’s operation. So is the chief of the Star’s private security force—his name’s Ryter—and half a dozen other Star executives. They’ve got plenty of firepower, too; close to half the entire security force, I understand, including all the officers. That would come to nearly seventy men. There’s reason to believe the rest of the force was disarmed and murdered by them in the subspace section of the Star about twelve hours ago. They haven’t been seen since then.


  “Now, Velladon, aside from his share in whatever they’re after, has another reason for wanting to wipe out the Star in an unexplained blowup. There I have definite information. Did you know the Mooley brothers owned the Star?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve been working for the Mooleys the past eight months,” Reetal said, “checking up on employees at Velladon’s level for indications of graft. And it appears the commodore had been robbing them blind here for at least several years.”


  “Sort of risky thing to try with the Mooleys, from what I hear,” Quillan remarked.


  “Yes. Very. Velladon had reason to be getting a little desperate about that. Two men were planted here a month ago. One of them is Sher Heraga, the steward I told you about. The other man came in as a bookkeeper. Two weeks ago, Heraga got word out that the bookkeeper had disappeared. Velladon and Ryter apparently got wise to what he was trying to do. So the Mooleys sent me here to find out exactly what was going on before they took action. I arrived four days ago.”


  She gave a regretful little headshake. “I waited almost a day before contacting Heraga. It seemed advisable to move very cautiously in the matter. But that made it a little too late to do anything. Quillan, for the past three days, the Seventh Star Hotel has been locked up like a bank vault. And except for ourselves, only the people who are in on the plot are aware of it.”


  “The message transmitters are inoperative?” he asked.


  Reetal nodded. “The story is that a gravitic storm center in the area has disrupted transmissions completely for the time being.”


  “What about incoming ships?”


  “Yours was the only one scheduled before the Camelot arrives. It left again eight hours ago. Nobody here had been let on board. The guests who wanted to apply for outgoing berths were told there were none open, that they’d have to wait for the Camelot.”


  She went over to a desk, unlocked a drawer, took out a sheaf of papers, and handed one of them to Quillan. “That’s the layout of the Star,” she said. “This five-level building over by the shell is the Executive Block. The Brotherhood and the commodore’s men moved in there this morning. The Block is the Star’s defense center. It’s raid-proofed, contains the control officers and the transmitter and armament rooms. About the standard arrangement. While they hold the Executive Block, they have absolute control of the Star.”


  “If it’s the defense center, it should be practically impossible to do anything about them there,” Quillan agreed. “They could close it up, and dump the air out of the rest of the Star in a minute, if they had to. But there must be . . . well, what about the lifeboats in the subspace section—and our pals must have a getaway ship stashed away somewhere?”


  “They have two ships,” Reetal said. “A souped-up armed freighter the Brotherhood came in on, and a large armed yacht which seems to be the commodore’s personal property. Unfortunately, they’re both in subspace locks.”


  “Why unfortunately?”


  “Because they’ve sealed off subspace. Try portaling down there, and you’ll find yourself looking at a battle-plastic bulkhead. There’s no way of getting either to those ships or to the lifeboats.”


  Quillan lifted his eyebrows. “And that hasn’t caused any comment? What about the maintenance crews, the warehouse men, the—”


  “All the work crews were hauled out of subspace this morning,” Reetal said. “On the quiet, the Star’s employees have been told that a gang of raiders was spotted in the warehouse area, and is at present cornered there. Naturally, the matter isn’t to be mentioned to the guests, to avoid arousing unnecessary concern. And that explains everything very neatly. The absence of the security men, and why subspace is sealed off. Why the Executive Block is under guard, and can’t be entered—and why the technical and office personnel in there don’t come out, and don’t communicate out. They’ve been put on emergency status, officially.”


  “Yunk,” Quillan said disgustedly after a moment. “This begins to look like a hopeless situation, doll!”


  “True.”


  “Let’s see now—”


  Reetal interrupted, “There is one portal still open to subspace. That’s in the Executive Block, of course, and Heraga reports it’s heavily guarded.”


  “How does he know?”


  “The Block’s getting its meals from Phalagon House. He floated a diner in there a few hours ago.”


  “Well,” Quillan said, brightening, “perhaps a deft flavoring of poison—”


  Reetal shook her head. “I checked over the hospital stocks. Not a thing there that wouldn’t be spotted at once. Unless we can clobber them thoroughly, we can’t afford to make them suspicious with a trick like that.”


  “Poison would be a bit rough on the office help, too,” Quillan conceded. “They wouldn’t be in on the deal.”


  “No, they’re not. They’re working under guard.”


  “Gas . . . no, I suppose not. It would take too long to whip up something that could turn the trick.” Quillan glanced at his watch. “If the Camelot docks at midnight, we’ve around six and a half hours left, doll! And I don’t find myself coming up with any brilliant ideas. What have you thought of?”


  Reetal hesitated a moment. “Nothing very brilliant either,” she said then. “But there are two things we might try as a last resort.”


  “Let’s hear them.”


  “I know a number of people registered in the Star at present who’d be carrying personal weapons. If they were told the facts, I could probably line up around twenty who’d be willing to make a try to get into the Executive Block, and take over either the control offices or the transmitter room. If we got a warning out to the Camelot, that would break up the plot. Of course, it wouldn’t necessarily save the Star.”


  “No,” Quillan said, “but it’s worth trying if we can’t think of something better. How would you get them inside?”


  “We could crowd twenty men into one of those diner trucks, and Heraga could take us in.”


  “What kind of people are your pals?”


  “A few smugglers and confidence men I’ve had connections with. Fairly good boys for this sort of thing. Then there’s an old millionaire sportsman, with a party of six, waiting to transfer to the Camelot for a safari on Jontarou. Old Philmarron isn’t all there, in my opinion, but he’s dead game and loves any kind of a ruckus. We can count on him and his friends, if they’re not too drunk at the moment. Still . . . that’s not too many to set against something less than a hundred professional guns, even though some of them must be down on the two ships.”


  “No, not enough.” Quillan looked thoughtful. “What’s the other idea?”


  “Let the cat out of the bag generally. Tell the guests and the employees out here what’s going on, and see if somebody can think of something that might be done.”


  He shook his head. “What you’d set off with that would be anywhere between a riot and a panic. The boys in the Executive Block would simply give us the breathless treatment. Apparently, they prefer to have everything looking quiet and normal when the Camelot gets here—”


  “But they don’t have to play it that way,” Reetal agreed. “We might be dead for hours before the liner docks. If they keep the landing lock closed until what they want has been unloaded, nobody on the Camelot would realize what had happened before it was too late.”


  There was a moment’s silence. Then Quillan said, “You mentioned you’d picked up a clue to what they’re after. What was that?”


  “Well, that’s a curious thing,” Reetal said. “On the trip out here, a young girl name of Solvey Kinmarten attached herself to me. She didn’t want to talk much, but I gathered she was newly married, and that her husband was on board and was neglecting her. She’s an appealing little thing, and she seemed so forlorn and upset that I adopted her for the rest of the run. After we arrived, of course, I pretty well forgot about the Kinmartens and their troubles.


  “A few hours ago, Solvey suddenly came bursting into the suite where I’m registered. She was shaking all over. After I calmed her down a bit, she spilled out her story. She and her husband, Brock Kinmarten, are rest wardens. With another man named Eltak, whom Solvey describes as ‘some sort of crazy old coot,’ they’re assigned to escort two deluxe private rest cubicles to a very exclusive sanatorium on Mezmiali. But Brock told Solvey at the beginning of the trip that this was a very unusual assignment, that he didn’t want her even to come near the cubicles. That wouldn’t have bothered her so much, she says, but on the way here Brock became increasingly irritable and absent-minded. She knew he was worrying about the cubicles, and she began to wonder whether they weren’t involved in something illegal. The pay was very high; they’re both getting almost twice the regular warden fee for the job. One day, she found an opportunity to do a little investigating.


  “The cubicles are registered respectively to a Lady Pendrake and a Major Pendrake. Lady Pendrake appears to be genuine; the cubicle is unusually large and constructed somewhat differently from the ones with which Solvey was familiar, but it was clear that it had an occupant. However, the life indicator on ‘Major Pendrake’s cubicle registered zero when she switched it on. If there was something inside it, it wasn’t a living human being.


  “That was all she learned at the time, because she was afraid Brock might catch her in the cubicle room. Here in the Star, the cubicles were taken to a suite reserved for Lady Pendrake. The other man, Eltak, stayed in the suite with the cubicles, while the Kinmartens were given other quarters. However, Brock was still acting oddly and spending most of his time in the Pendrake suite. So this morning, Solvey swiped his key to the suite and slipped in when she knew the two men had left it.”


  “She’d barely got there when she heard Brock and Eltak at the door again. She ran into the next room, and hid in a closet. Suddenly there was a commotion in the front room, and Solvey realized that men from the Star’s security force had arrived and were arresting Brock and Eltak. They hauled both of them away, then floated the cubicles out and on a carrier and took them off too, locking the suite behind them.


  “Solvey was in a complete panic, sure that she and Brock had become involved in some serious breach of the Warden Code. She waited a few minutes, then slipped out of the Pendrake suite, and looked me up to see if I couldn’t help them. I had Heraga check, and he reported that the Kinmarten suite was under observation. Evidently, they wanted to pick up the girl, too. So I tucked her away in one of the suites in this section, and gave her something to put her to sleep. She’s there now.”


  Quillan said, “And where are the prisoners and the cubicles?”


  “In the Executive Block.”


  “How do you know?”


  Reetal smiled briefly. “The Duke of Fluel told me.”


  “Huh? The Brotherhood knows you’re here?”


  “Relax,” Reetal said. “Nobody but Heraga knows I’m working for the Mooleys. I told the Duke I had a big con deal set up when the Camelot came in—I even suggested he might like to get in on it. He laughed, and said he had other plans. But he won’t mention to anyone that I’m here.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because,” Reetal said dryly, “what the Duke is planning to get in on is an hour of tender dalliance. Before the Camelot arrives, necessarily. The cold-blooded little skunk!” She hesitated a moment; when she spoke again, her voice had turned harsh and nasal, wicked amusement sounding through it. “Sort of busy at the moment, sweetheart, but we might find time for a drink or two later on in the evening, eh?”


  Quillan grunted. “You’re as good at the voice imitations as ever. How did you find out about the cubicles?”


  “I took a chance and fed him a Moment of Truth.”


  “With Fluel,” Quillan said thoughtfully, “that was taking a chance!”


  “Believe me, I was aware of it! I’ve run into card-carrying sadists before, but the Duke’s the only one who scares me silly. But it did work. He dropped in for a about a minute and a half, and came out without noticing a thing. Meanwhile, I’d got the answers to a few questions. The bomb with which they’re planning to mop up behind them already has been planted up here in the normspace section. Fluel didn’t know where; armaments experts took care of it. It’s armed now. There’s a firing switch on each of their ships, and both switches have to be tripped before the thing goes off. Part of what they’re after is in those Pendrake rest cubicles—”


  “Part of it?” Quillan asked.


  “Uh-huh. An even hundred similar cubicles will be unloaded from the Camelot—the bulk of the haul; which is why Nome Lancion is supervising things on the liner. I started to ask what was in the cubicles, but I saw Fluel was beginning to lose that blank look they have under Truth, and switched back to light chitchat just before he woke up. Yaco’s paying for the job—or rather, it will pay for the stuff, on delivery, and no questions asked.”


  “That’s not very much help, is it?” Quillan said after a moment. “Something a big crooked industrial combine like Yaco thinks it can use—”


  “It must expect to be able to use it to extremely good advantage,” Reetal said. “The Brotherhood will collect thirty million credits for their part of the operation. The commodore’s group presumably won’t do any worse.” She glanced past Quillan toward the room portal. “It’s O.K., Heraga! Come in.”


  Sher Heraga was a lean, dark-skinned little man with a badly bent nose, black curly hair, and a nervous look. He regretted, he said, that he hadn’t been able to uncover anything which might be a lead to the location of the bomb. Apparently, it wasn’t even being guarded. And, of course, a bomb of the size required here would be quite easy to conceal.


  “If they haven’t placed guards over it,” Reetal agreed, “it’ll take blind luck to spot it! Unless we can get hold of one of the men who knows where it’s planted—”


  There was silence for some seconds. Then Quillan said, “Well, if we can’t work out a good plan, we’d better see what we can do with one of the bad ones. Are the commodore’s security men wearing uniforms?”


  Heraga shook his head, “Not the ones I saw.”


  “Then here’s an idea,” Quillan said. “As things stand, barging into the Executive Block with a small armed group can’t accomplish much. It might be more interesting than sitting around and waiting to be blown up, but it still would be suicide. However, if we could get things softened up and disorganized in there first—”


  “Softened up and disorganized how?” Reetal asked.


  “We can use that notion you had of having Heraga float in another diner. This time, I’m on board—in a steward’s uniform, in case the guards check.”


  “They didn’t the first time,” Heraga said.


  “Sloppy of them. Well, they’re just gun hands. Anyway, once we’re inside I shuck off the uniform and get out. Heraga delivers his goodies, and leaves again—”


  Reetal gave him a look. “You’ll get shot down the instant you’re seen, dope!”


  “I think not. There’re two groups in there—around a hundred men in all—and they haven’t had time to get well acquainted yet. I’ll have my gun in sight, and anyone who sees me should figure I belong to the other group, until I run into one of the Brotherhood boys who knows me personally.”


  “Then that’s when you get shot down. I understand the last time you and the Duke of Fluel met, he woke up with lumps.”


  “The Duke doesn’t love me,” Quillan admitted. “But there’s nothing personal between me and Movaine or Marras Cooms—and I’ll have a message for Movaine.”


  “What kind of a message?”


  “I’ll have to play that by ear a little. It depends on how things look in there. But I have a few ideas, based on what you’ve learned of the operation. Now, just what I can do when I get that far, I don’t know yet. I’ll simply try to louse the deal up as much as I can. That may take time, and, of course, it might turn out to be impossible to get word out to you.”


  “So what do we do meanwhile?” Reetal asked. “If we start lining up our attack group immediately, and then there’s no action for another five or six hours, there’s always the chance of a leak, with around twenty people in the know.”


  “And if there’s a leak,” Quillan agreed, “we’ve probably had it. No, you’d better wait with that! If I’m not out, and you haven’t heard from me before the Camelot‘s actually due to dock, Heraga can still take the group—everyone but yourself—in as scheduled.”


  “Why everyone but me?” Reetal asked.


  “If nothing else works, you might find some way of getting a warning to the liner’s security force after they’ve docked. It isn’t much of a possibility, but we can’t afford to throw it away.”


  “Yes, I see.” Reetal looked reflective. “What do you think, Heraga?”


  The little man shrugged. “You told me that Mr. Quillan is not inexperienced in dealing with, ah, his enemies. If he feels he might accomplish something in the Executive Block, I’m in favor of the plan. The situation certainly could hardly become worse.”


  “That’s the spirit!” Quillan approved. “The positive outlook—that’s what a think like this mainly takes. Can you arrange for the diner and the uniform?”


  “Oh, yes,” Heraga said, “I’ve had myself put in charge of that detail, naturally.”


  “Then what can you tell me about the Executive Block’s layout?”


  Reetal stood up. “Come over to the desk,” she said. “We’ve got diagrams.”


  “The five levels, as you see,” Heraga was explaining a few moments later, “are built directly into the curve of the Star’s shells. Level Five, on the top, is therefore quite small. The other levels are fairly extensive. Two, Three, and Four could each accommodate a hundred men comfortably. These levels contain mainly living quarters, private offices, and the like. The Brotherhood men appear to be occupying the fourth level, Velladon’s group the second. The third may be reserved for meetings between representatives of the two groups. All three of these levels are connected by single-exit portals to the large entrance area on the ground level.


  “The portals stood open when I went in earlier today, and there were about twenty armed men lounging about the entrance hall. I recognized approximately half of them as being members of the Star’s security force. The others were unfamiliar.” Heraga cleared his throat. “There is a possibility that the two groups do not entirely trust each other.”


  Quillan nodded. “If they’re playing around with something like sixty million CR, anybody would have to be crazy to trust the Brotherhood of Beldon. The transmitter room and the control officers are guarded, too?”


  “Yes, but not heavily,” Heraga said. “There seem to be only a few men stationed at each of those points. Ostensibly, they’re there as a safe-guard—in case the imaginary raiders attempt to break out of the subspace section.”


  “What’s the arrangement of the ordinary walk-in tube portals in the Executive Block?”


  “There is one which interconnects the five levels. On each of the lower levels, there are, in addition, several portals which lead out to various points in the Seventh Star Hotel. On the fifth level, there is only one portal of this kind. Except for the portal which operates between the different levels in the Executive Block, all of them have been rendered unusable at present.”


  “Unusable in what way?”


  “They have been sealed off on the Executive Block side.”


  “Can you get me a diagram of the entry and exit systems those outgoing portals connect with?” Quillan asked. “I might turn one of them usable again.”


  “Yes, I can do that.”


  “How about the communication possibilities?”


  “The ComWeb system is functioning normally on the second, third, and fourth levels. It has been shut off on the first level—to avoid the spread of ‘alarming rumors’ by office personnel. There is no ComWeb on the fifth level.”


  Reetal said, “We’ll shift our operating headquarters back to my registered suite then. The ComWebs are turned off in these vacant sections. I’ll stay in the other suite in case you find a chance to signal in.”


  Heraga left a few minutes later to make his arrangements. Reetal smiled at Quillan, a little dubiously.


  “Good luck, guy,” she said. “Anything else to settle before you start off?”


  Quillan nodded. “Couple of details. If you’re going to be in your regular suite, and Fluel finds himself with some idle time on hand, he might show up for the dalliance you mentioned.”


  Reetal’s smile changed slightly. Her left hand fluffed the hair at the back of her head, flicked down again. There was a tiny click, and Quillan looked at a small jeweled hair-clasp in her palm, its needle beak pointing at him.


  “It hasn’t got much range,” Reetal said, “but within ten feet it will scramble the Duke’s brains just as thoroughly as they need to be scrambled.”


  “Good enough,” Quillan said. “Just don’t give that boy the ghost of a chance, doll. He has a rep for playing very unnice games with the ladies.”


  “I know his reputation.” Reetal replaced the tiny gun in her hair. “Anything else?”


  “Yes. Let’s look in on the Kinmarten chick for a moment. If she’s awake, she may have remembered something or other by now that she didn’t think to tell you.”


  They found Solvey Kinmarten awake, and tearfully glad to see Reetal. Quillan was introduced as a member of the legal profession who would do what he could for Solvey and her husband. Solvey frowned prettily, trying very hard to remember anything that might be of use. But it appeared that she had told Reetal all she knew.


  The blue and white Phalagon House diner, driven by Heraga, was admitted without comment into the Executive Block. It floated on unchallenged through the big entry hall and into a corridor. Immediately behind the first turn of the corridor, the diner paused a few seconds. Its side door opened and closed. The diner moved on.


  Quillan, coatless and with the well-worn butt of a big Miam Devil Special protruding from the holster on his right hip, came briskly back along the corridor. Between fifteen and twenty men, their guns also conspicuously in evidence, were scattered about the entrance hall, expressions and attitudes indicating a curious mixture of boredom and uneasy tension. The eyes of about half of them swiveled around to Quillan when he came into the hall; then, with one exception, they looked indifferently away again.


  The exception, leaning against the wall near the three open portals to the upper levels, continued to stare as Quillan came toward him, forehead creased in a deep scowl as if he were painfully ransacking his mind for something. Quillan stopped in front of him.


  “Chum,” he asked, “any idea where Movaine is at the moment? They just give me this message for him—”


  Still scowling, the other scratched his chin and blinked. “Uh . . . dunno for sure,” he said after a moment. “He oughta be in the third level conference room with the rest of ‘em. Uh . . . dunno you oughta barge in there right now, pal! The commodore’s reee-lly hot about somethin’!”


  Quillan looked worried. “Gotta chance it, I guess! Message is pretty important, they say—” He turned, went through the center portal of the three, abruptly found himself walking along a wide, well-lit hall.


  Nobody in sight here, or in the first intersecting passage he came to. When he reached the next passage, he heard voices on the right, turned toward them, went by a string of closed doors on both sides until, forty feet on, the passage angled again and opened into a long, high-ceilinged room. The voices came through an open door on the right side of the room. Standing against the wall beside the door were two men whose heads turned sharply toward Quillan as he appeared in the passage. The short, chunky one scowled. The big man next to him, the top of whose head had been permanently seared clear of hair years before by a near miss from a blaster, dropped his jaw slowly. His eyes popped.


  “My God!” he said.


  “Movaine in there, Baldy?” Quillan inquired, coming up.


  “Movaine! He . . . you . . . how—”


  The chunky man took out his gun, waved it negligently at Quillan. “Tell the ape to blow, Perk. He isn’t wanted here.”


  “Ape?” Quillan asked softly. His right hand moved, had the gun by the barrel, twisted, reversed the gun, jammed it back with some violence into the chunky man’s stomach. “Ape?” he repeated. The chunky man went white.


  “Bad News—” Baldy Perk breathed. “Take it easy! That’s Orca. He’s the commodore’s torpedo. How—”


  “Where’s Movaine?”


  “Movaine . . . he . . . uh—”


  “All right, he’s not here. And Lancion can’t have arrived yet. Is Cooms in there?”


  “Yeah,” Baldy Perk said weakly. “Cooms is in there, Quillan.”


  “Let’s go in.” Quillan withdrew the gun, slid it into a pocket, smiled down at Orca. “Get it back from your boss, slob. Be seeing you!”


  Orca’s voice was a husky whisper.


  “You will, friend! You will!”


  The conference room was big and sparsely furnished. Four men sat at the long table in its center. Quillan knew two of them—Marras Cooms, second in command of the Beldon Brotherhood’s detachment here, and the Duke of Fluel, Movaine’s personal gun. Going by Heraga’s descriptions, the big, florid-faced man with white hair and flowing white mustaches who was doing the talking was Velladon, the commodore; while the fourth man, younger, wiry, with thinning black hair plastered back across his skull, would be Ryter, chief of the Star’s security force.


  “What I object to primarily is that the attempt was made without obtaining my consent, and secretly,” Velladon was saying, with a toothy grin but in a voice that shook with open fury. “And now it’s been made and bungled, you have a nerve asking for our help. The problem is yours—and you better take care of it fast! I can’t spare Ryter. If—”


  “Cooms,” Baldy Perk broke in desperately from the door, “Bad News Quillan’s here an’—”


  The heads of the four men at the table came around simultaneously. The eyes of two of them widened for an instant. Then Marras Cooms began laughing softly.


  “Now everything’s happened!” he said.


  “Cooms,” the commodore said testily, “I prefer not to be interrupted. Now—”


  “Can’t be helped, commodore,” Quillan said, moving forward, Perk shuffling along unhappily beside him. “I’ve got news for Movaine, and the news can’t wait.”


  “Movaine?” the commodore repeated, blue eyes bulging at Quillan. “Movaine! Cooms, who is this man?”


  “You’re looking at Bad News Quillan,” Cooms said. “A highjacking specialist, with somewhat numerous sidelines. But the point right now is that he isn’t a member of the Brotherhood.”


  “What!” Velladon’s big fist smashed down on the table. “Now what kind of a game . . . how did he get in here?”


  “Well,” Quillan said mildly, “I oozed in through the north wall about a minute ago. I—”


  He checked, conscious of having created some kind of sensation. The four men at the table were staring up at him without moving. Baldy Perk appeared to be holding his breath. Then the commodore coughed, cleared his throat, drummed his fingers on the table.


  He said reflectively: “He could have news—good or bad—at that! For all of us.” He chewed on one of his mustache tips, grinned suddenly up at Quillan. “Well, sit down, friend! Let’s talk. You can’t talk to Movaine, you see. Movaine’s um, had an accident. Passed away suddenly half an hour ago.”


  “Sorry to hear it,” Quillan said. “That’s the sort of thing that happens so often in the Brotherhood.” He swung a chair around, sat down facing the table. “You’re looking well tonight, Fluel,” he observed.


  The Duke of Fluel, lean and dapper in silver jacket and tight-fitting silver trousers, gave him a wintry smile, said nothing.


  “Now, then, friend,” Velladon inquired confidentially, “just what was your business with Movaine?”


  “Well, it will come to around twenty per cent of the take,” Quillan informed him. “We won’t argue about a half-million CR more or less. But around twenty per.”


  The faces thoughtful. After some seconds, the commodore asked, “And who’s we?”


  “A number of citizens,” Quillan said, “who have been rather unhappy since discovering that you, too, are interested in Lady Pendrake and her pals. We’d gone to considerable expense and trouble to . . . well, her ladyship was scheduled to show up in Mezmiali, you know. And now she isn’t going to show up there. All right, that’s business. Twenty per—no hard feelings. Otherwise, it won’t do you a bit of good to blow up the Star and the liner. There’d still be loose talk—maybe other complications, too. You know how it goes. You wouldn’t be happy, and neither would Yaco. Right?”


  The commodore’s massive head turned back to Cooms. “How well do you know this man, Marras?”


  Cooms grinned dryly. “Well enough.”


  “Is he leveling?”


  “He’d be nuts to be here if he wasn’t. And he isn’t nuts—at least, not that way.”


  “There might be a question about that,” Fluel observed. He looked at the commodore. “Why not ask him for a couple of the names that are in it with him?”


  “Hagready and Boltan,” Quillan said.


  Velladon chewed the other mustache tip. “I know Hagready. If he—”


  “I know both of them,” Cooms said. “Boltan works highjacking crews out of Orado. Quillan operates there occasionally.”


  “Pappy Boltan’s an old business associate,” Quillan agreed. “Reliable sort of a guy. Doesn’t mind taking a few chances either.”


  Velladon’s protruding blue eyes measured him a moment. “We can check on those two, you know—”


  “Check away,” Quillan said.


  Velladon nodded. “We will.” He was silent for a second or two, then glanced over at Cooms. “There’ve been no leaks on our side,” he remarked. “And they must have known about this for weeks! Of all the inept, bungling—”


  “Ah, don’t be too hard on the Brotherhood, commodore,” Quillan said. “Leaks happen. You ought to know.”


  “What do you mean?” Velladon snapped.


  “From what we heard, the Brotherhood’s pulling you out of a hole here. You should feel rather kindly toward them.”


  The commodore stared at him reflectively. Then he grinned. “Could be I should,” he said, “Did you come here alone?”


  “Yes.”


  The commodore nodded. “If you’re bluffing, God help you. If you’re not, your group’s in. Twenty per. No time for haggling—we can raise Yaco’s price to cover it.” He stood up, and Ryter stood up with him. “Marras,” the commodore went on, “tell him what’s happened. If he’s half as hot as he sounds, he’s the boy to put on that job. Let him get in on a little of the work for the twenty per cent. Ryter, come on. We—”


  “One moment, sir,” Quillan interrupted. He took Orca’s gun by the muzzle from his pocket, held it out to Velladon. “One of your men lost this thing. The one outside the door. If you don’t mind—he might pout if he doesn’t get it back.”


  The fifth level of the Executive Block appeared to be, as Heraga had said, quite small. The tiny entry hall, on which two walk-in portals opened, led directly into the large room where the two Pendrake rest cubicles had been placed. One of the cubicles now stood open. To right and left, a narrow passage stretched away from the room, ending apparently in smaller rooms.


  Baldy Perk was perspiring profusely.


  “Now right here,” he said in a low voice, “was where I was standing. Movaine was over there, on the right of the cubicle, and Cooms was beside him. Rubero was a little behind me, hanging on to the punk—that Kinmarten. An’ the Duke”—he nodded back at the wide doorspace to the hall—“was standing back there.


  “All right. The punk’s opened the cubicle a crack, looking like he’s about to pass out while he’s doin’ it. This bearded guy, Eltak, stands in front of the cubicle, holding the gadget he controls the thing with—”


  “Where’s the gadget now?” Quillan asked.


  “Marras Cooms’ got it.”


  “How does it work?”


  Baldy shook his head. “We can’t figure it out. It’s got all kinds of little knobs and dials on it. Push this one an’ it squeaks, turn that one an’ it buzzes. Like that.”


  Quillan nodded. “All right. What happened?”


  “Well, Movaine tells the old guy to go ahead an’ do the demonstrating. The old guy sort of grins and fiddles with the gadget. The cubicle door pops open an’ this thing comes pouring out. I never seen nothin’ like it! It’s like a barn door with dirty fur on it! It swirls up an’ around an’—it wraps its upper end clean around poor Movaine. He never even screeches.


  “Then everything pops at once. The old guy is laughing like crazy, an’ that half-smart Rubero drills him right through the head. I take one shot at the thing, low so’s not to hit Movaine, an’ then we’re all running, I’m halfway to the hall when Cooms tears past me like a rocket. The Duke an’ the others are already piling out through the portal. I get to the hall, and there’s this terrific smack of sound in the room. I look back . . . an’ . . . an’—” Baldy paused and gulped.


  “And what?” Quillan asked.


  “There, behind the cubicles, I see poor Movaine stickin’ halfway out o’ the wall!” Baldy reported in a hushed whisper.


  “Halfway out of the wall?”


  “From the waist up he’s in it! From the waist down he’s dangling into the room! I tell you, I never seen nothin’ like it.”


  “And this Hlat creature—”


  “That’s gone. I figure the smack I heard was when it hit the wall flat, carrying Movaine. It went on into it. Movaine didn’t—at least, the last half of him didn’t.”


  “Well,” Quillan said after a pause, “in a way, Movaine got his demonstration. The Hlats can move through solid matter and carry other objects along with them, as advertised. If Yaco can work out how it’s done and build a gadget that does the same thing, they’re getting the Hlats cheap. What happened then?”


  “I told Marras Cooms about Movaine, and he sent me and a half dozen other boys back up here with riot guns to see what we could do for him. Which was nothin’, of course.” Baldy gulped again. “We finally cut this end of him off with a beam and took it back down.”


  “The thing didn’t show up while you were here?”


  Baldy shuddered and said, “Naw.”


  “And the technician . . . Eltak . . . was dead?”


  “Sure. Hole in his head you could shove your fist through.”


  “Somebody,” Quillan observed, “ought to drill Rubero for that stupid trick!”


  “The Duke did—first thing after we got back to the fourth level.”


  “So the Hlat’s on the loose, and all we really have at the moment are the cubicles . . . and Rest Warden Kinmarten. Where’s he, by the way?”


  “He tried to take off when we got down to Level Four, and somebody cold-cocked him. The doc says he ought to be coming around again pretty soon.”


  Quillan grunted, shoved the Miam Devil Special into its holster, said, “O.K., you stay here where you can watch the room and those passages and the hall. If you feel the floor start moving under, scream. I’ll take a look at the cubicle.”


  Lady Pendrake’s cubicle was about half as big again as a standard one; but, aside from one detail, its outer settings, instruments, and operating devices appeared normal. The modification was a recess almost six feet long and a foot wide and deep, in one side, which could be opened either to the room or to the interior of the rest cubicle, but not simultaneously to both. Quillan already knew its purpose; the supposed other cubicle was a camouflaged food locker, containing fifty-pound slabs of sea beef, each of which represented a meal for the Hlat. The recess made it possible to feed it without allowing it to be seen, or, possibly, attempting to emerge. Kinmarten’s nervousness, as reported by his wife, seemed understandable. Any rest warden might get disturbed over such a charge.


  Quillan asked over his shoulder, “Anyone find out yet why the things can’t get out of the closed rest cubicle?”


  “Yeah,” Baldy Perk said. “Kinmarten says it’s the cubicle’s defense fields. They could get through the material. They can’t get through the field.”


  “Someone think to energize the Executive Block’s battle fields?” Quillan inquired.


  “Yeah. Velladon took care of that before he came screaming up to the third level to argue with Cooms and Fluel.”


  “So it can’t slip out of the Block unless it shows itself down on the ground level when the entry lock’s open.”


  “Yeah,” Baldy muttered. “But I dunno. Is that good?”


  Quillan looked at him. “Well, we would like it back.”


  “Why? There’s fifty more coming in on the liner tonight.”


  “We don’t have the fifty yet. If someone louses up the detail—”


  “Yawk!” Baldy said faintly. There was a crash of sound as his riot gun went off. Quillan spun about, hair bristling, gun out. “What happened?”


  “I’ll swear,” Baldy said, white-faced, “I saw something moving along that passage!”


  Quillan looked, saw nothing, slowly replaced the gun. “Baldy,” he said, “if you think you see it again, just say so. That’s an order! If it comes at us, we get out of this level fast. But we don’t shoot before we have to. If we kill it, it’s no good to us. Got that?”


  “Yeah,” Baldy said. “But I got an idea now, Bad News.” He nodded at the other cubicle. “Let’s leave that meat box open.”


  “Why?”


  “If it’s hungry,” Baldy explained simply, “I’d sooner it wrapped itself around a few chunks of sea beef, an’ not around me.”


  Quillan punched him encouragingly in the shoulder. “Baldy,” he said, “in your own way, you have had an idea! But we won’t leave the meat box open. When Kinmarten wakes up, I want him to show me how to bait this cubicle with a piece of sea beef, so it’ll snap shut if the Hlat goes inside. Meanwhile it won’t hurt if it gets a little hungry.”


  “That,” said Baldy, “isn’t the way I feel about it.”


  “There must be around a hundred and fifty people in the Executive Block at present,” Quillan said. “Look at it that way! Even if the thing keeps stuffing away, your odds are pretty good, Baldy.”


  Baldy shuddered.


  Aside from a dark bruise high on his forehead, Brock Kinmarten showed no direct effects of having been knocked out. However, his face was strained and his voice not entirely steady. It was obvious that the young rest warden had never been in a similarly unnerving situation before. But he was making a valiant effort not to appear frightened and, at the same time, to indicate that he would co-operate to the best of his ability with his captors.


  He’d regained consciousness by the time Quillan and Perk returned to the fourth level, and Quillan suggested bringing him to Marras Cooms’ private quarters for questioning. The Brotherhood chief agreed; he was primarily interested in finding out how the Hlat-control device functioned.


  Kinmarten shook his head. He knew nothing about the instrument, he said, except that it was called a Hlat-talker. It was very unfortunate that Eltak had been shot, because Eltak undoubtedly could have told them all they wanted to know about it. If what he had told Kinmarten was true, Eltak had been directly involved in the development of the device.


  “Was he some Federation scientist?” Cooms asked, fiddling absently with the mysterious cylindrical object.


  “No, sir,” the young man said. “But—again if what he told me was the truth—he was the man who actually discovered these Hlats. At least, he was the first man to discover them who wasn’t immediately killed by them.”


  Cooms glanced thoughtfully at Quillan, then asked, “And where was that?”


  Kinmarten shook his head again. “He didn’t tell me. And I didn’t really want to know. I was anxious to get our convoy to its destination, and then to be relieved of the assignment. I . . . well, I’ve been trained to act as Rest Warden to human beings, after all, not to monstrosities!” He produced an uncertain smile, glancing from one to the other of his interrogators. The smile promptly faded out again.


  “You’ve no idea at all then about the place they came from?” Cooms asked expressionlessly.


  “Oh, yes,” Kinmarten said hastily. “Eltak talked a great deal about the Hlats, and actually—except for its location—gave me a fairly good picture of what the planet must be like. For one thing, it’s an uncolonized world, of course. It must be terratype or very nearly so, because Eltak lived there for fifteen years with apparently only a minimum of equipment. The Hlats are confined to a single large island. He discovered them by accident and—”


  “What was he doing there?”


  “Well, sir, he came from Hyles-Frisian. He was a crim . . . he’d been engaged in some form of piracy, and when the authorities began looking for him, he decided it would be best to get clean out of the Hub. He cracked up his ship on this world and couldn’t leave again. When he discovered the Hlats and realized their peculiar ability, he kept out of their way and observed them. He found out they had a means of communicating with each other, and that he could duplicate it. That stopped them from harming him, and eventually, he said, he was using them like hunting dogs. They were accustomed to co-operating with one another, because when there was some animal around that was too large for one of them to handle, they would attack, it in a group . . .”


  He went on for another minute or two on the subject. The Hlats—the word meant “rock lion” in one of the Hyles-Frisian dialects, describing a carnivorous animal which had some superficial resemblance to the creatures Eltak had happened on—frequented the seacoast and submerged themselves in sand, rocks and debris, whipping up out of it to seize some food animal, and taking it down with them again to devour it at leisure.


  Quillan interrupted, “You heard what happened to the man it attacked on the fifth level?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Why would the thing have left him half outside the wall as it did?”


  Kinmarten said that it must simply have been moving too fast. It could slip into and out of solid substances without a pause itself, but it needed a little time to restructure an object it was carrying in the same manner. No more time, however, than two or three seconds—depending more on the nature of the object than on its size, according to Eltak.


  “It can restructure anything in that manner?” Quillan asked.


  Kinmarten hesitated. “Well, sir, I don’t know. I suppose there might be limitations on its ability. Eltak told me the one we were escorting had been the subject of extensive experimentation during the past year, and that the results are very satisfactory.”


  “Suppose it carries a living man through a wall. Will the man still be alive when he comes out on the other side, assuming the Hlat doesn’t kill him deliberately?”


  “Yes, sir. The process itself wouldn’t hurt him.”


  Quillan glanced at Cooms. “You know,” he said, “we might be letting Yaco off too cheaply!”


  Cooms raised an eyebrow warningly, and Quillan grinned. “Our friend will be learning about Yaco soon enough. Why did Eltak tell the creature to attack, Kinmarten?”


  “Sir, I don’t know,” Kinmarten said. “He was a man of rather violent habits. My impression, however, was that he was simply attempting to obtain a hostage.”


  “How did he get off that island with the Hlat?”


  “A University League explorer was investigating the planet. Eltak contacted them and obtained the guarantee of a full pardon and a large cash settlement in return for what he could tell them about the Hlats. They took him and this one specimen along for experimentation.”


  “What about the Hlats on the Camelot?”


  “Eltak said those had been quite recently trapped on the island.”


  Cooms ran his fingers over the cylinder, producing a rapid series of squeaks and whistles. “That’s one thing Yaco may not like,” he observed. “They won’t have a monopoly on the thing.”


  Quillan shook his head. “Their scientists don’t have to work through red tape like the U-League. By the time the news breaks—if the Federation ever intends to break it—Yaco will have at least a five-year start on everyone else. That’s all an outfit like that needs.” He looked at Kinmarten. “Any little thing you haven’t thought to tell us, friend?” he inquired pleasantly.


  A thin film of sweat showed suddenly on Kinmarten’s forehead.


  “No, sir,” he said. “I’ve really told you everything I know. I—”


  “Might try him under dope,” Cooms said absently.


  “Uh-uh!” Quillan said, “I want him wide awake to help me bait the cubicle for the thing. Has Velladon shown any indication of becoming willing to co-operate in hunting it?”


  Cooms gestured with his head. “Ask Fluel! I sent him down to try to patch things up with the commodore. He just showed up again.”


  Quillan glanced around. The Duke was lounging in the doorway. He grinned slightly, said, “Velladon’s still sore at us. But he’ll talk to Quillan. Kinmarten here . . . did he tell you his wife’s on the Star?”


  Brock Kinmarten went utterly white. Cooms looked at him, said softly, “No, that must have slipped his mind.”


  Fluel said, “Yeah, Well, she is. And Ryter says they’ll have her picked up inside half an hour. When they bring her in, we really should check on how candid Kinmarten’s been about everything.”


  The rest warden said in a voice that shook uncontrollably, “Gentlemen, my wife knows absolutely nothing about these matters! I swear it! She—”


  Quillan stood up. “Well, I’ll go see if I can’t get Velladon in a better mood. Are you keeping that Hlat-talker, Cooms?”


  Cooms smiled. “I am.”


  “Marras figures,” the Duke’s flat voice explained, “that if the thing comes into the room and he squeaks at it a few times, he won’t get hurt.”


  “That’s possible,” Cooms said, unruffled. “At any rate, I intend to hang on to it.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t play around with those buttons too much,” Quillan observed.


  “Why not?”


  “You might get lucky and tap out some pattern that spells ‘Come to chow’ in the Hlat’s vocabulary.”


  There were considerably more men in evidence on Level Two than on the fourth, and fewer signs of nervousness. The Star men had been told of the Hlat’s escape from its cubicle, but weren’t taking it too seriously. Quillan was conducted to the commodore and favored with an alarmingly toothy grin. Ryter, the security chief, joined them a few seconds later. Apparently, Velladon had summoned him.


  Velladon said, “Ryter here’s made a few transmitter calls. We hear Pappy Boltan pulled his outfit out of the Orado area about a month ago. Present whereabouts unknown. Hagready went off on some hush-hush job at around the same time.”


  Quillan smiled. “Uh-huh! So he did.”


  “We also,” said Ryter, “learned a number of things about you personally.” He produced a thin smile. “You lead a busy and—apparently—profitable life.”


  “Business is fair,” Quillan agreed. “But it can always be improved.”


  The commodore turned on the toothy grin. “So all right,” he growled, “you’re clear. We rather liked what we learned. Eh, Ryter?”


  Ryter nodded.


  “This Brotherhood of Beldon, now—” The commodore shook his head heavily.


  Quillan was silent a moment. “They might be getting sloppy,” he said. “I don’t know. It’s one possibility. They used to be a rather sharp outfit, you know.”


  “That’s what I’d heard!” Velladon chewed savagely on his mustache, asked finally, “What’s another possibility?”


  Quillan leaned back in his chair. “Just a feeling, so far. But the business with the cubicle upstairs might have angles that weren’t mentioned.”


  They looked at him thoughtfully. Ryter said, “Mind amplifying that?”


  “Cooms told me,” Quillan said, “that Nome Lancion had given Movaine instructions to make a test with Lady Pendrake on the quiet and find out if those creatures actually can do what they’re supposed to do. I think he was telling the truth. Nome tends to be overcautious when it’s a really big deal. Unless he’s sure of the Hlats, he wouldn’t want to be involved in a thing like blowing up the Star and the liner.”


  The commodore scowled absently. “Uh-huh,” he said. “He knows we can’t back out of it—”


  “All right. The Brotherhood’s full of ambitious men. Behind Lancion, Movaine was top man. Cooms behind him; Fluel behind Cooms. Suppose that Hlat-control device Cooms is hanging on to so tightly isn’t as entirely incomprehensible as they make it out to be. Suppose Cooms makes a deal with Eltak. Eltak tickles the gadget, and the Hlat kills Movaine. Rubero immediately guns down Eltak—and is killed by Fluel a couple of minutes later, supposedly for blowing his top and killing the man who knew how to control the Hlat.”


  Ryter cleared his throat. “Fluel was Movaine’s gun,” he observed.


  “So he was,” Quillan said. “Would you like the Duke to be yours?”


  Ryter grinned, shook his head. “No, thanks!”


  Quillan looked back at Velladon. “How well are you actually covered against the Brotherhood?”


  “Well, that‘s air-tight,” the commodore said. “We’ve got ‘em outgunned here. When the liner lands, we’ll be about even. But Lancion won’t start anything. We’re too even. Once we’re clear of the Star, we don’t meet again. We deal with Yaco individually. The Brotherhood has the Hlats, and we have the trained Federation technicians accompanying them, who . . . who—”


  “Who alone are supposed to be able to inform Yaco how to control the Hlats,” Ryter finished for him. The security chief’s face was expressionless.


  “By God!” the commodore said softly.


  “Well, it’s only a possibility that somebody’s playing dirty,” Quillan remarked. “We’d want to be sure of it. But if anyone can handle a Hlat with the control instrument, the Brotherhood has an advantage now that it isn’t talking about—it can offer Yaco everything Yaco needs in one package. Of course, Yaco might still be willing to pay for the Hlat technicians. If it didn’t, you and Ryter could make the same kind of trouble for it that my friends can.”


  The color was draining slowly from Velladon’s face. “There’s a difference,” he said. “If we threaten to make trouble for Yaco, they’d see to it that our present employers learn that Ryter and I are still alive.”


  “That’s the Mooleys, eh?”


  “Yes.”


  “Tough.” Quillan knuckled his chin thoughtfully. “Well, let’s put it this way then,” he said. “My group doesn’t have that kind of problem, but if things worked out so that we’d have something more substantial than nuisance value to offer Yaco, we’d prefer it, of course.”


  Velladon nodded. “Very understandable! Under the circumstances, co-operation appears to be indicated, eh?”


  “That’s what I had in mind.”


  “You’ve made a deal,” Velladon said. “Any immediate suggestions?”


  Quillan looked at his watch. “A couple. We don’t want to make any mistake about this. It’s still almost five hours before the Camelot pulls in, and until she does you’re way ahead on firepower. I wouldn’t make any accusations just now. But you might mention to Cooms you’d like to borrow the Hlat gadget to have it examined by some of your technical experts. The way he reacts might tell us something. If he balks, the matter shouldn’t be pushed too hard at the moment—it’s a tossup whether you or the Brotherhood has a better claim to the thing.


  “But then there’s Kinmarten, the rest warden in charge of the cubicle. I talked with him while Cooms and Fluel were around, but he may have been briefed on what to say. Cooms mentioned doping him, which could be a convenient way to keeping him shut up, assuming he knows more than he’s told. He’s one of the personnel you’re to offer Yaco. I think you can insist on having Kinmarten handed over to you immediately. It should be interesting again to see how Cooms reacts.”


  Velladon’s big head nodded vigorously. “Good idea!”


  “By the way,” Quillan said, “Fluel mentioned you’ve been looking for Kinmarten’s wife, the second rest warden on the Pendrake convoy. Found her yet?”


  “Not a trace, so far,” Ryter said.


  “That’s a little surprising, too, isn’t it?”


  “Under the circumstances,” the commodore said, “it might not be surprising at all!” He had regained his color, was beginning to look angry. “If they—”


  “Well,” Quillan said soothingly, “we don’t know. It’s just that things do seem to be adding up a little. Now, there’s one other point. We should do something immediately about catching that Hlat.”


  Velladon grunted and picked at his teeth with his thumbnail. “It would be best to get it back in its cubicle, of course. But I’m not worrying about it—just an animal, after all. Even the light hardware those Beldon fancy Dans carry should handle it. You use a man-sized gun, I see. So do I. If it shows up around here, it gets smeared, that’s all. There’re fifty more of the beasts on the Camelot.”


  Quillan nodded. “You’re right on that. But there’s the possibility that it is being controlled by the Brotherhood at present. If it is, it isn’t just an animal any more. It could be turned into a thoroughly dangerous nuisance.”


  The commodore thought a moment, nodded. “You’re right, I suppose. What do you want to do about it?”


  “Baiting the cubicle on the fifth level might work. Then there should be life-detectors in the Star’s security supplies—”


  Ryter nodded. “We have a couple of dozen of them, but not in the Executive Block. They were left in the security building.”


  The commodore stood up. “You stay here with Ryter,” he told Quillan. “There’re a couple of other things I want to go over with you two. I’ll order the life-detectors from the office here—second passage down, isn’t it, Ryter?. . . And, Ryter, I have another idea. I’m pulling the man in space-armor off the subspace portal and detailing him to Level Five.” He grinned at Quillan. “That boy’s got a brace of grenades and built-in spray guns! If Cooms is thinking of pulling any funny stunts up there, he’ll think again.”


  The commodore headed briskly down the narrow passageway, his big holstered gun slapping his thigh with every step. The two security guards stationed at the door to the second level office came to attention as he approached, saluted smartly. He grunted, went in without returning the salutes, and started over toward the ComWeb on a desk at the far end of the big room, skirting the long, dusty-looking black rug beside one wall.


  Velladon unbuckled his gun belt, placed the gun on the desk, sat down and switched on the ComWeb.


  Behind him, the black rug stirred silently and rose up.


  “You called that one,” Ryter was saying seven or eight minutes later, “almost too well!”


  Quillan shook his head, poked at the commodore’s gun on the desk with his finger, looked about the silent office and back at the door where a small group of security men stood staring in at them.


  “Three men gone without a sound!” he said. He indicated the glowing disk of the ComWeb. “He had time enough to turn it on, not time enough to make his call. Any chance of camouflaged portals in this section?”


  “No,” Ryter said. “I know the location of every portal in the Executive Block. No number of men could have taken Velladon and the two guards without a fight anyway. We’d have heard it. It didn’t happen that way.”


  “Which leaves,” Quillan said, “one way it could have happened.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Will those men keep quiet?”


  “If I tell them to.”


  “Then play it like this. Two guards have vanished. The Hlat obviously did it. The thing’s deadly. That’ll keep every man in the group on the alert every instant from now on. But we don’t say Velladon has vanished. He’s outside in the Star at the moment, taking care of something.”


  Ryter licked his lips. “What does that buy us?”


  “If the Brotherhood’s responsible for this—”


  “I don’t take much stock in coincidences,” Ryter said.


  “Neither do I. But the Hlat’s an animal; it can’t tell them it’s carried out the job. If they don’t realize we suspect them, it gives us some advantage. For the moment, we just carry on as planned, and get rid of the Hlat in one way or another as the first step. The thing’s three times as dangerous as anyone suspected—except, apparently, the Brotherhood. Get the life-detectors over here as soon as you can, and slap a space-armor guard on the fifth level.”


  Ryter hesitated, nodded. “All right.”


  “Another thing,” Quillan said, “Cooms may have the old trick in mind of working from the top down. If he can take you out along with a few other key men, he might have this outfit demoralized to the point of making up for the difference in the number of guns—especially if the Hlat’s still on his team. You’d better keep a handful of the best boys you have around here glued to your back from now on.”


  Ryter smiled bleakly. “Don’t worry. I intend to. What about you?”


  “I don’t think they’re planning on giving me any personal attention at the moment. My organization is outside, not here. And it would look odd to the Brotherhood if I started dragging a few Star guards around with me at this point.”


  Ryter shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s your funeral if you’ve guessed wrong.”


  “There was nothing,” Quillan told Marras Cooms, “that you could actually put a finger on. It was just that the commodore and Ryter may have something up their sleeves. Velladon’s looking too self-satisfied to suit me.”


  The Brotherhood chief gnawed his lower lip reflectively. He seemed thoughtful, not too disturbed. Cooms might be thoroughly afraid of the escaped Hlat, but he wouldn’t have reached his present position in Nome Lancion’s organization if he had been easily frightened by what other men were planning.


  He said, “I warned Movaine that if Velladon learned we’d checked out the Hlat, he wasn’t going to like it.”


  “He doesn’t,” Quillan said. “He regards it as something pretty close to an attempted double cross.”


  Cooms grinned briefly. “It was.”


  “Of course. The question is, what can he do about it? He’s got you outgunned two to one, but if he’s thinking of jumping you before Lancion gets here, he stands to lose more men than he can afford to without endangering the entire operation for himself.”


  Cooms was silent a few seconds. “There’s an unpleasant possibility which didn’t occur to me until a short while ago,” he said then. “The fact is that Velladon actually may have us outgunned here by something like four to one. If that’s the case, he can afford to lose quite a few men. In fact, he’d prefer to.”


  Quillan frowned. “Four to one? How’s that?”


  Cooms said, “The commodore told us he intended to let only around half of the Seventh Star’s security force in on the Hlat deal. The other half was supposed to have been dumped out of one of the subspace section’s locks early today, without benefit of suits. We had no reason to disbelieve him. Velladon naturally would want to cut down the number of men who got in on the split with him to as many as he actually needed. But if he’s been thinking about eliminating us from the game, those other men may still be alive and armed.”


  Quillan grunted. “I see. You know, that could explain something that looked a little odd to me.”


  “What was that?” Cooms asked.


  Quillan said, “After they discovered down there that two of their guards were missing and decided the Hlat must have been on their level, I tried to get hold of the commodore again. Ryter told me Velladon won’t be available for a while, that he’s outside in the Star, taking care of something there. I wondered what could be important enough to get Velladon to leave the Executive Block at present, but—”


  “Brother, I’m way ahead of you!” Cooms said. His expression hardened. “That doesn’t look good. But at least he can’t bring in reinforcements without tipping us off. We’ve got our own guards down with theirs at the entrance.”


  Quillan gave him a glance, then nodded at the wall beyond them. “That’s a portal over there, Marras. How many of them on this level?”


  “Three or four. Why? The outportals have been plugged, man! Sealed off. Fluel checked them over when we moved in.”


  “Sure they’re sealed.” Quillan stood up, went to the portal, stood looking at the panel beside it a moment, then pressed on it here and there, and removed it. “Come over here, friend. I suppose portal work’s been out of your line. I’ll show you how fast a thing like that can get unplugged!” He slid a pocketbook-sized tool kit out of his belt, snapped it open. About a minute later, the lifeless VACANT sign above the portal flickered twice, then acquired a steady white glow.


  “Portal in operation,” Quillan announced. “I’ll seal it off again now. But that should give you the idea.”


  Cooms’ tongue flicked over his lips. “Could somebody portal through to this level from the Star while the exits are sealed here?”


  “If the mechanisms have been set for that purpose, the portals can be opened again at any time from the Star side. The Duke’s an engineer of sorts, isn’t he? Let him check on it. He should have been thinking of the point himself, as far as that goes. Anyway, Velladon can bring in as many men as he likes to his own level without using the main entrance.” He considered. “I didn’t see anything to indicate that he’s started doing it—”


  Marras Cooms shrugged irritably. “That means nothing! It would be easy enough to keep half a hundred men hidden away on any of the lower levels.”


  “I suppose that’s right. Well, if the commodore intends to play rough, you should have some warning anyway.”


  “What kind of warning?”


  “There’s Kinmarten and that Hlat-talking gadget, for example,” Quillan pointed out. “Velladon would want both of those in his possession and out of the way where they can’t get hurt before he starts any shooting.”


  Cooms looked at him a few seconds. “Ryter,” he said then, “sent half a dozen men up here for Kinmarten just after you got back! Velladon’s supposed to deliver the Hlats’ attendants to Yaco, so I let them have Kinmarten.” He paused. “They asked for the Hlat-talker, too.”


  Quillan grunted. “Did you give them that?”


  “No.”


  “Well,” Quillan said after a moment, “that doesn’t necessarily mean that we’re in for trouble with the Star group. But it does mean, I think, that we’d better stay ready for it!” He stood up. “I’ll get back down there and go on with the motions of getting the hunt for the Hlat organized. Velladon would sooner see the thing get caught, too, of course, so he shouldn’t try to interfere with that. If I spot anything that looks suspicious, I’ll get the word to you.”


  “I never,” said Orca, unconsciously echoing Baldy Perk, “saw anything like it!” The commodore’s chunky little gunman was ashen-faced. The circle of Star men standing around him hardly looked happier. Most of them were staring down at the empty lower section of a suit of space armor which appeared to have been separated with a neat diagonal slice from its upper part.


  “Let’s get it straight,” Ryter said, a little unsteadily. “You say this half of the suit was lying against the wall like that?”


  “Not exactly,” Quillan told him. “When we got up to the fifth level, the suit was stuck against the wall—like that—about eight feet above the floor. That was in the big room where the cubicles are. When Kinmarten and Orca and I finally got the suit worked away from the wall, I expected frankly that we’d find half the body of the guard still inside. But he’d vanished.”


  Ryter cleared his throat. “Apparently,” he said, “the creature drew the upper section of the suit into the wall by whatever means it uses, then stopped applying the transforming process to the metal, and simply moved on with the upper part of the suit and the man.”


  Quillan nodded. “That’s what it looks like.”


  “But he had two grenades!” Orca burst out. “He had sprayguns! How could it get him that way?”


  “Brother,” Quillan said, “grenades won’t help you much if you don’t spot what’s moving up behind you!”


  Orca glared speechlessly at him. Ryter said, “All right! We’ve lost another man. We’re not going to lose any more. We’ll station no more guards on the fifth level. Now, get everyone who isn’t on essential guard duty to the main room, and split ‘em up into life-detector units. Five men to each detail, one to handle the detector, four to stay with him, guns out. If the thing comes back to this level, we want to have it spotted the instant it arrives. Orca, you stay here—and keep your gun out!”


  The men filed out hurriedly. Ryter turned to Quillan. “Were you able to get the cubicle baited?”


  Quillan nodded. “Kinmarten figured out how the thing should be set for the purpose. If the Hlat goes in after the sea beef, it’s trapped. Of course, if the hunting it’s been doing was for food, it mightn’t be interested in the beef.”


  “We don’t know,” Ryter said, “that the hunting it’s been doing was for food.”


  “No. Did you manage to get the control device from Cooms?”


  Ryter shook his head. “He’s refused to hand it over.”


  “If you tried to take it from him,” Quillan said, “you might have a showdown on your hands.”


  “And if this keeps on,” Ryter said, “I may prefer a showdown! Another few rounds of trouble with the Hlat, and the entire operation could blow up in our faces! The men aren’t used to that kind of thing. It’s shaken them up. If we’ve got to take care of the Brotherhood, I’d rather do it while I still have an organized group. Where did you leave Kinmarten, by the way?”


  “He’s back in the little room with his two guards,” Quillan said.


  “Well, he should be all right there. We can’t spare—” Ryter’s body jerked violently. “What’s that?”


  There had been a single thudding crash somewhere in the level. Then shouts and cursing.


  “Main hall!” Quillan said. “Come on!”


  The main hall was a jumble of excitedly jabbering Star men when they arrived there. Guns waved about, and the various groups were showing a marked tendency to stand with their backs toward one another and their faces toward the walls.


  Ryter’s voice rose in a shout that momentarily shut off the hubbub. “What’s going on here?”


  Men turned, hands pointed, voices babbled again. Someone nearby said sharply and distinctly, “. . . Saw it drop right out of the ceiling!” Farther down the hall, another group shifted aside enough to disclose it had been clustered about something which looked a little like the empty shell of a gigantic black beetle.


  The missing section of the suit of space armor had been returned. But not its occupant.


  Quillan moved back a step, turned, went back down the passage from which they had emerged, pulling the Miam Devil from its holster. Behind him the commotion continued; Ryter was shouting something about getting the life-detector units over there. Quillan went left down the first intersecting corridor, right again on the following one, keeping the gun slightly raised before him. Around the next corner, he saw the man on guard over the portal connecting the building levels facing him, gun pointed.


  “What happened?” the guard asked shakily.


  Quillan shook his head, coming up. “That thing got another one!”


  The guard breathed, “By God!” and lowered his gun a little. Quillan raised his a little, the Miam Devil grunted, and the guard sighed and went down. Quillan went past him along the hall, stopped two doors beyond the portal and rapped on the locked door.


  “Quillan here! Open up!”


  The door opened a crack, and one of Kinmarten’s guards looked out questioningly. Quillan shot him through the head, slammed on into the room across the collapsing body, saw the second guard wheeling toward him, shot again, and slid the gun back into the holster. Kinmarten, standing beside a table six feet away, right hand gripping a heavy marble ashtray, was staring at him in white-faced shock.


  “Take it easy, chum!” Quillan said, turning toward him. “I—”


  He ducked hurriedly as the ashtray came whirling through the air toward his head. An instant later, a large fist smacked the side of Kinmarten’s jaw. The rest warden settled limply to the floor.


  “Sorry to do that, pal,” Quillan muttered, stooping over him. “Things are rough all over right now.” He hauled Kinmarten upright, bent, and had the unconscious young man across his shoulder. The hall was still empty except for the body of the portal guard. Quillan laid Kinmarten on the carpet before the portal, hauled the guard off into the room, and pulled the door to the room shut behind him as he came out. Picking up Kinmarten, he stepped into the portal with him and jabbed the fifth level button. A moment later, he moved out into the small dim entry hall on the fifth level, the gun in his right hand again.


  He stood there silently for some seconds, looking about him listening. The baited cubicle yawned widely at him from the center of the big room. Nothing seemed to be stirring. Kinmarten went back to the floor. Quillan moved over to the panel which concealed the other portal’s mechanisms.


  He had the outportal unsealed in considerably less than a minute this time, and slapped the panel gently back in place. He turned back to Kinmarten and started to bend down for him, then straightened quietly again, turning his head.


  Had there been a flicker of shadowy motion just then at the edge of his vision, behind the big black cube of the Hlat’s food locker? Quillan remained perfectly still, the Miam Devil ready and every sense straining for an indication that the thing was there—or approaching stealthily now, gliding behind the surfaces of floor or ceiling or walls like an underwater swimmer.


  But half a minute passed and nothing else happened. He went down on one knee beside Kinmarten, the gun still in his right hand. With his left, he carefully wrestled the rest warden back up across his shoulder, came upright, moved three steps to the side, and disappeared in the outportal.


  Reetal Destone unlocked the entry door to her suite and stepped hurriedly inside, letting the door slide shut behind her. She crossed the room to the ComWeb stand and switched on the playback. There was the succession of tinkling tones which indicated nothing had been recorded.


  She shut the instrument off again, passing her tongue lightly over her lips. No further messages from Heraga . . .


  And none from Quillan.


  She shook her head, feeling a surge of sharp anxiety, glanced at her watch and told herself that, after all, less than two hours had passed since Quillan had gone into the Executive Block. Heraga reported there had been no indications of disturbance or excitement when he passed through the big entrance hall on his way out. So Quillan, at any rate, had succeeded in bluffing his way into the upper levels.


  It remained a desperate play, at best.


  Reetal went down the short passage to her bedroom. As she came into the room, her arms were caught from the side at the elbows, pulled suddenly and painfully together behind her. She stood still, frozen with shock.


  “In a hurry, sweetheart?” Fluel’s flat voice said.


  Reetal managed a breathless giggle. “Duke! You startled me! How did you get in?”


  She felt one hand move up her arm to her shoulder. Then she was swung about deftly and irresistibly, held pinned back against the wall, still unable to move her arms.


  He looked at her a moment, asked, “Where are you hiding it this time?”


  “Hiding what, Duke?”


  “I’ve been told sweet little Reetal always carries a sweet little gun around with her in some shape or form or other.”


  Reetal shook her head, her eyes widening. “Duke, what’s the matter? I . . .”


  He let go of her suddenly, and his slap exploded against the side of her face. Reetal cried out, dropping her head between her hands. Immediately he had her wrists again, and her fingers were jerked away from the jeweled ornament in her hair.


  “So that’s where it is!” Fluel said. “Thought it might be. Don’t get funny again now, sweetheart. Just stay quiet.”


  She stayed quiet, wincing a little as he plucked the glittering little device out of her hair. He turned it around in his fingers, examining it, smiled and slid it into an inside pocket, and took her arm again. “Let’s go to the front room, Reetal,” he said almost pleasantly. “We’ve got a few things to do.”


  A minute later, she was seated sideways on a lounger, her wrists fastened right and left to its armrests. The Duke placed a pocket recorder on the floor beside her. “This is a crowded evening, sweetheart,” he remarked, “which is lucky for you in a way. We’ll have to rush things along a little. I’ll snap the recorder on in a minute so you can answer questions—No, keep quiet. Just listen very closely now, so you’ll know what the right answers are. If you get rattled and gum things up, the Duke’s going to get annoyed with you.”


  He sat down a few feet away from her, hitched his shoulders to straighten out the silver jacket, and lit a cigarette. “A little while after Bad News Quillan turned up just now,” he went on, “a few things occurred to me. One of them was that a couple of years ago you and he were operating around Beldon at about the same time. I thought, well, maybe you knew each other; maybe not. And then—”


  “Duke,” Reetal said uncertainly, “just what are you talking about? I don’t know—”


  “Shut up.” He reached over, tapped her knee lightly with his fingertips. “Of course, if you want to get slapped around, all right. Otherwise, don’t interrupt again. Like I said, you’re in luck; I don’t have much time to spend here. You’re getting off very easy. Now just listen.


  “Bad News knew a lot about our operation and had a story to explain that. If the story was straight, we couldn’t touch him. But I was wondering about the two of you happening to be here on the Star again at the same time. A team maybe, eh? But he didn’t mention you as being in on the deal. So what was the idea?


  “And then, sweetheart, I remembered something else—and that tied it in. Know that little jolt people sometimes get when they’re dropping off to sleep? Of course. Know another time they sometimes get it? When they’re snapping back out of a Moment of Truth, eh? I remembered suddenly I’d felt a little jump like that while we were talking to-day. Might have been a reflex of some kind. Of course, it didn’t occur to me at the time you could be pulling a lousy stunt like that on old Duke. Why take a chance on getting your neck broken?


  “But, sweetheart, that’s the tie-in! Quillan hasn’t told it straight. He’s got no backing. He’s on his own. There’s no gang outside somewhere that knows all about our little deal. He got his information right here, from you. And you got it from dumb old Duke, eh?”


  “Duke,” Reetal said quite calmly, “can I ask just one question?”


  He stared bleakly at her a moment, then grinned. “It’s my night to be big-hearted, I guess. Go ahead.”


  “I’m not trying to argue. But it simply doesn’t make sense. If I learned about this operation you’re speaking of from you, what reason could I have to feed you Truth in the first place? There’d be almost a fifty-fifty chance that you’d spot it immediately. Why should I take such a risk? Don’t you see?”


  Fluel shrugged, dropped his cigarette and ground it carefully into the carpet with the tip of his shoe.


  “You’ll start answering those questions yourself almost immediately, sweetheart! Let’s not worry about that now. Let me finish. Something happened to Movaine couple of hours ago. Nobody’s fault. And something else happened to Marras Cooms just now. That puts me in charge of the operation here. Nice, isn’t it? When we found Cooms lying in the hall with a hole through his stupid head, I told Baldy Perk it looked like Bad News had thrown in with the Star boys and done it. Know Baldy? He’s Cooms’ personal gun. Not what you’d call bright, and he’s mighty hot now about Cooms. I left him in charge on our level, with orders to get Quillan the next time he shows up there. Well and good. The boys know Bad News’ rep too well to try asking him questions. They won’t take chances with him. They’ll just gun him down together the instant they see him.”


  He paused to scuff his shoe over the mark the cigarette had left on the carpet, went on, “But there’s Nome Lancion now. He kind of liked Cooms, and he might get suspicious. When there’s a sudden vacancy in the organization like that. Nome takes a good look first at the man next in line. He likes to be sure the facts are as stated.


  “So now you know the kind of answers from you I want to hear go down on the recorder, sweetheart. And be sure they sound right. I don’t want to waste time on replays. You and Quillan were here on the Star. You got some idea of what was happening, realized you were due to be vaporized along with the rest of them after we left. There was no way out of the jam for you unless you could keep the operation from being carried out. You don’t, by the way, mention getting any of that information from me. I don’t want Lancion to think I’m beginning to get dopey. You and Quillan just cooked up this story, and he managed to get into the Executive Block. The idea being to knock off as many of the leaders as he could, and mess things up.”


  Fluel picked up the recorder, stood up, and placed it on the chair. “That’s all you have to remember. You’re a smart girl; you can fill in the details any way you like. Now let’s get started—”


  She stared at him silently for an instant, a muscle beginning to twitch in her cheek. “If I do that,” she said, “if I give you a story Nome will like, what happens next?”


  Fluel shrugged. “Just what you’re thinking happens next. You’re a dead little girl right now, Reetal. Might as well get used to the idea. You’d be dead anyhow four, five hours from now, so that shouldn’t make too much difference. What makes a lot of difference is just how unpleasant the thing can get.”


  She drew a long breath. “Duke, I—”


  “You’re stalling, sweetheart.”


  “Duke, give me a break. I really didn’t know a thing about this. I—”


  He looked down at her for a moment. “I gave you a break,” he said. “You’ve wasted it. Now we’ll try it the other way. If we work a few squeals into the recording, that’ll make it more convincing to Lancion. He’ll figure little Reetal’s the type who wouldn’t spill a thing like that without a little pressure.” He checked himself, grinned. “And that reminds me. When you’re talking for the record, use your own voice.”


  “My own voice?” she half whispered.


  “Nome will remember what you sound like—and I’ve heard that voice imitations are part of your stock in trade. You might think it was cute if Nome got to wondering after you were dead whether that really had been you talking. Don’t try it, sweetheart.”


  He brought a glove out of his jacket pocket, slipped it over his left hand, flexing his fingers to work it into position. Reetal’s eyes fastened on the rounded metal tips capping thumb, forefinger and middle finger of the glove. Her face went gray.


  “Duke,” she said, “No—”


  “Shut up.” He brought out a strip of transparent plastic, moved over to her. The gloved hand went into her hair, gripped it, turned her face up. He laid the plastic gag lengthwise over her mouth, pressed it down and released it. Reetal closed her eyes.


  “That’ll keep it shut,” he said. “Now—” His right hand clamped about the back of her neck, forcing her head down and forward almost to her knees. The gloved left hand brushed her hair forwards, then its middle finger touched the skin at a point just above her shoulder blades.


  “Right there,” Fluel said. The finger stiffened, drove down.


  Reetal jerked violently, twisted, squirmed sideways, wrists straining against the grip of the armrests. Her breath burst out of her nostrils, followed by squeezed, whining noises. The metal-capped finger continued to grind savagely against the nerve center it had found.


  “Thirty,” Fluel said finally. He drew his hand back, pulled her upright again, peeled the gag away from her lips. “Only thirty seconds, sweetheart. Think you’d sooner play along now?”


  Reetal’s head nodded.


  “Fine. Give you a minute to steady up. This doesn’t really waste much time, you see—” He took up the recorder, sat down on the chair again, watching her. She was breathing raggedly and shallowly, eyes wide and incredulous. She didn’t look at him.


  The Duke lit another cigarette.


  “Incidentally,” he observed, “if you were stalling because you hoped old Bad News might show up, forget it. If the boys haven’t gunned him down by now, he’s tied up on a job the commodore gave him to do. He’ll be busy another hour or two on that. He—”


  He checked himself. A central section of the wall paneling across the room from him had just dilated open. Old Bad News stood in the concealed suite portal, Rest Warden Kinmarten slung across his shoulder.


  Both men moved instantly. Fluel’s long legs bounced him sideways out of the chair, right hand darting under his coat, coming out with a gun. Quillan turned to the left to get Kinmarten out of the way. The big Miam Devil seemed to jump into his hand. Both guns spoke together.


  Fluel’s gun thudded to the carpet. The Duke said, “Ah-aa-ah!” in a surprised voice, rolled up his eyes, and followed the gun down.


  Quillan said, stunned, “He was fast! I felt that one parting my hair.”


  He became very solicitous then—after first ascertaining that Fluel had left the Executive Block unaccompanied, on personal business. He located a pain killer spray in Reetal’s bedroom and applied it to the bruised point below the back of her neck. She was just beginning to relax gratefully, as the warm glow of the spray washed out the pain and the feeling of paralysis, when Kinmarten, lying on the carpet nearby, began to stir and mutter.


  Quillan hastily put down the spray.


  “Watch him!” he cautioned. “I’ll be right back. If he sits up, yell. He’s a bit wild at the moment. If he wakes up and sees the Duke lying there, he’ll start climbing the walls.”


  “What—” Reetal began. But he was gone down the hall.


  He returned immediately with a glass of water, went down on one knee beside Kinmarten, slid an arm under the rest warden’s shoulder, and lifted him to a sitting position.


  “Wake up, old pal!” he said loudly. “Come on, wake up! Got something good for you here—”


  “What are you giving him?” Reetal asked, cautiously massaging the back of her neck.


  “Knockout drops. I already had to lay him out once. We want to lock him up with his wife now, and if he comes to and tells her what’s happened, they’ll both be out of their minds by the time we come to let them out—”


  He interrupted himself. Kinmarten’s eyelids were fluttering. Quillan raised the glass to his lips. “Here you are, pal,” he said in a deep, soothing voice. “Drink it! It’ll make you feel a lot better.”


  Kinmarten swallowed obediently, swallowed again. His eyelids stopped fluttering. Quillan lowered him back to the floor.


  “That ought to do it,” he said.


  “What,” Reetal asked, “did happen? The Duke—”


  “Tell you as much as I can after we get Kinmarten out of the way. I have to get back to the Executive Block. Things are sort of teetering on the edge there.” He jerked his head at Fluel’s body. “I want to know about him, too, of course. Think you can walk now?”


  Reetal groaned. “I can try,” she said.


  They found Solvey Kinmarten dissolved in tears once more. She flung herself on her husband’s body when Quillan place him on the bed. “What have those beasts done to Brock?” she demanded fiercely.


  “Nothing very bad,” Quillan said soothingly. “He’s, um, under sedation at the moment, that’s all. We’ve got him away from them now, and he’s safe . . . look at it that way. You stay here and take care of him. We’ll have the whole deal cleared up before morning, doll. Then you can both come out of hiding again.” He gave her an encouraging wink.


  “I’m so very grateful to both of you—”


  “No trouble, really. But we’d better get back to work on the thing.”


  “Heck,” Quillan said a few seconds later, as he and Reetal came out on the other side of the portal, “I feel like hell about those two. Nice little characters! Well, if the works blow up, they’ll never know it.”


  “We‘ll know it,” Reetal said meaningly. “Start talking.”


  He rattled through a brief account of events in the Executive Block, listened to her report on the Duke’s visit, scratched his jaw reflectively.


  “That might help!” he observed. “They’re about ready to jump down each other’s throats over there right now. A couple more pushes—” He stood staring down at the Duke’s body for a moment. Blood soiled the back of the silver jacket, seeping out from a tear above the heart area. Quillan bent down, got his hands under Fluel’s armpits, hauled the body upright.


  Reetal asked, startled, “What are you going to do with it?”


  “Something useful, I think. And wouldn’t that shock the Duke . . . the first time he’s been of any use to anybody. Zip through the Star’s ComWeb directory, doll, and get me the call symbol for Level Four of the Executive Block!”


  Solvey Kinmarten dimmed the lights a trifle in the bedroom, went back to Brock, rearranged the pillows under his head, and bent down to place her lips tenderly to the large bruises on his forehead and the side of his jaw. Then she brought a chair up beside the bed, and sat down to watch him.


  Perhaps a minute later, there was a slight noise behind her. Startled, she glanced around, saw something huge, black and shapeless moving swiftly across the carpet of the room toward her.


  Solvey quietly fainted.


  “Sure you know what to say?” Quillan asked.


  Reetal moistened her lips. “Just let me go over it in my mind once more.” She was sitting on the floor, on the right side of the ComWeb stand, her face pale and intent, “You know,” she said, “this makes me feel a little queasy somehow, Quillan! And suppose they don’t fall for it?”


  “They’ll fall for it!” Quillan was on his knees in front of the stand, supporting Fluel’s body, which was sprawled half across it, directly before the lit vision screen. An outflung arm hid the Duke’s face from the screen. “You almost had me thinking I was listening to Fluel when you did the take-off of him this evening. A dying man can be expected to sound a little odd, anyway.” He smiled at her encouragingly. “Ready now?”


  Reetal nodded nervously, cleared her throat.


  Quillan reached across Fluel tapped out Level Four’s call symbol on the instrument, ducked back down below the stand. After a moment, there was a click.


  Reetal produced a quavering, agonized groan. Somebody else gasped.


  “Duke!” Baldy Perk’s voice shouted. “What’s happened?”


  “Baldy Perk!” Quillan whispered quickly.


  Reetal stammered hoarsely, “The c-c-commodore, Baldy! Shot me . . . shot Marras! They’re after . . . Quillan . . . now!”


  “I thought Bad News . . .” Baldy sounded stunned.


  “Was w-wrong, Baldy,” Reetal croaked. “Bad News . . . with us! Bad News . . . pal! The c-c-comm—”


  Beneath the ComWeb stand the palm of Quillan’s right hand thrust abruptly up and forward. The stand tilted, went crashing back to the floor. Fluel’s body lurched over with it. The vision screen shattered. Baldy’s roaring question was cut off abruptly.


  “Great stuff, doll!” Quillan beamed, helping Reetal to her feet. “You sent shudders down my back!”


  “Down mine, too!”


  “I’ll get him out of here now. Ditch him in one of the shut-off sections. Then I’ll get back to the Executive Block. If Ryter’s thought to look into Kinmarten’s room, they’ll really be raving on both sides there now!”


  “Is that necessary?” Reetal asked. “For you to go back, I mean. Somebody besides Fluel might have become suspicious of you by now.”


  “Ryter might,” Quillan agreed. “He’s looked like the sharpest of the lot right from the start. But we’ll have to risk that. We’ve got all the making of a shooting war there now, but we’ve got to make sure it gets set off before somebody thinks of comparing notes. If I’m around, I’ll keep jolting at their nerves.”


  “I suppose you’re right. Now, our group—”


  Quillan nodded. “No need to hold off on that any longer, the way things are moving. Get on another ComWeb and start putting out those Mayday messages right now! As soon as you’ve rounded the boys up—”


  “That might,” Reetal said, “take a little less than an hour.”


  “Fine. Then move them right into the Executive Block. With just a bit of luck, one hour from now should land them in the final stages of a beautiful battle on the upper levels. Give them my description and Ryter’s, so we don’t have accidents.”


  “Why Ryter’s?”


  “Found out he was the boy who took care of the bomb-planting detail. We want him alive. The others mightn’t know where it’s been tucked away. Heraga says the clerical staff and technicians in there are all wearing the white Star uniforms. Anyone else who isn’t in one of those uniforms is fair game—” He paused. “Oh, and tip them off about the Hlat!—God only knows what that thing will be doing when the ruckus starts.”


  “What about sending a few men in through the fifth level portal, the one you’ve unplugged?”


  Quillan considered, shook his head. “No. Down on the ground level is where we want them. They’d have to portal there again from the fifth, and a portal is too easy to seal off and defend. Now let’s get a blanket or something to tuck Fluel into. I don’t want to feel conspicuous if I run into somebody on the way.”


  Quillan emerged cautiously from the fifth portal in the Executive Block a short while later, came to a sudden stop just outside it. In the big room beyond the entry hall, the door of the baited cubicle was closed, and the life-indicator on the door showed a bright steady green glow.


  Quillan stared at it a moment, looking somewhat surprised, then went quietly into the room and bent to study the cubicle’s instruments. A grin spread slowly over his face. The trap had been sprung. He glanced at the deep-rest setting and turned it several notches farther down.


  “Happy dreams, Lady Pendrake!” he murmured. “That takes care of you. What an appetite! And now—”


  As the Level Four portal dilated open before him, a gun blazed from across the hall. Quillan flung himself out and down, rolled to the side, briefly aware of a litter of bodies and tumbled furniture farther up the hall. Then he was flat on the carpet, gun out before him, pointing back at the overturned, ripped couch against the far wall from which the fire had come.


  A hoarse voice bawled, “Bad News—hold it!”


  Quillan hesitated, darting a glance right and left. Men lying about everywhere, the furnishings a shambles. “That you, Baldy?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” Baldy Perk half sobbed. “I’m hurt—”


  “What happened?”


  “Star gang jumped us. Portaled in here—spitballs and riot guns! Bad News, we’re clean wiped out! Everyone that was on this level—”


  Quillan stood up, holstering the gun, went over to the couch and moved it carefully away from the wall. Baldy was crouched behind it, kneeling on the blood-soaked carpet, gun in his right hand. He lifted a white face, staring eyes, to Quillan.


  “Waitin’ for ‘em to come back,” he muttered. “Man, I’m not for long! Got hit twice. Near passed out a couple of times already.”


  “What about your boys on guard downstairs?”


  “Same thing there, I guess . . . or they’d have showed up. They got Cooms and the Duke, too! Man, it all happened fast!”


  “And the crew on the freighter?”


  “Dunno about them.”


  “You know the freighter’s call number?”


  “Huh? Oh, yeah. Sure. Never thought of that,” Baldy said wearily. He seemed dazed now.


  “Let’s see if you can stand.”


  Quillan helped the big man to his feet. Baldy hadn’t bled too much outwardly, but he seemed to have estimated his own condition correctly. He wasn’t for long. Quillan slid an arm under his shoulders.


  “Where’s a ComWeb?” he asked.


  Baldy blinked about. “Passage there—” His voice was beginning to thicken.


  The ComWeb was in the second room up the passage. Quillan eased Perk into the seat before it. Baldy’s head lolled heavily forward, like a drunken man’s. “What’s the number?” Quillan asked.


  Baldy reflected a few seconds, blinking owlishly at the instrument, then told him. Quillan tapped out the number, flicked on the vision screen, then stood aside and back, beyond the screen’s range.


  “Yeah, Perk?” a voice said some seconds later. “Hey, Perk . . . Perk, what’s with ya?”


  Baldy spat blood, grinned. “Shot—” he said.


  “What?”


  “Yeah.” Baldy scowled, blinking. “Now, lessee—Oh, yeah. Star gang’s gonna jump ya! Watch it!”


  “What?”


  “Yeah, watch—” Baldy coughed, laid his big head slowly down face forward on the ComWeb stand, and stopping moving.


  “Perk! Man, wake up! Perk!”


  Quillan quietly took out the gun, reached behind the stand and blew the ComWeb apart. He wasn’t certain what the freighter’s crew would make of the sudden break in the connection, but they could hardly regard it as reassuring. He made a brief prowl then through the main sections of the level. Evidence everywhere of a short and furious struggle, a struggle between men panicked and enraged almost beyond any regard for self-preservation. It must have been over in minutes. He found that the big hall portal to the ground level had been sealed, whether before or after the shooting he couldn’t know. There would have been around twenty members of the Brotherhood on the level. None of them had lived as long as Baldy Perk, but they seemed to have accounted for approximately an equal number of the Star’s security force first.


  Five Star men came piling out of the fifth level portal behind him a minute or two later, Ryter in the lead. Orca behind Ryter. All five held leveled guns.


  “You won’t need the hardware,” Quillan assured them. “It’s harmless enough now. Come on in.”


  They followed him silently up to the cubicle, stared comprehendingly at dials and indicators. “The thing’s back inside there, all right!” Ryter said. He looked at Quillan. “Is this where you’ve been all the time?”


  “Sure, Where else?” The others were forming a half-circle about him, a few paces back.


  “Taking quite a chance with that Hlat, weren’t you?” Ryter remarked.


  “Not too much. I thought of something.” Quillan indicated the outportal in the hall. “I had my back against that. A portal’s space-break, not solid matter. It couldn’t come at me from behind. And if it attacked from any other angle”—he tapped the holstered Miam Devil lightly, and the gun in Orca’s hand jerked upward a fraction of an inch—“There aren’t many animals that can swallow more than a bolt or two from that baby and keep coming.”


  There was a moment’s silence. Then Orca said thoughtfully, “That would work!”


  “Did it see you?” Ryter asked.


  “It couldn’t have. First I saw of it, it was sailing out from that corner over there. It slammed in after that chunk of sea beef so fast, it shook the cubicle. And that was that.” He grinned. “Well, most of our troubles should be over now!”


  One of the men gave a brief, nervous laugh. Quillan looked at him curiously. “Something, chum?”


  Ryter shook his head. “Something is right! Come on downstairs again, Bad News. This time we have news for you—”


  The Brotherhood guards on the ground level had been taken by surprise and shot down almost without losses for the Star men. But the battle on the fourth level had cost more than the dead left up there. An additional number had returned with injures that were serious enough to make them useless for further work.


  “It’s been expensive,” Ryter admitted. “But one more attack by the Hlat would have left me with a panicked mob on my hands. If we’d realized it was going to trap itself—”


  “I wasn’t so sure that would work either,” Quillan said. “Did you get Kinmarten back?”


  “Not yet. The chances are he’s locked up somewhere on the fourth level. Now the Hlat’s out of the way, some of the men have gone back up there to look for him. If Cooms thought he was important enough to start a fight over, I want him back.”


  “How about the crew on the Beldon ship?” Quillan asked, “Have they been cleaned up?”


  “No,” Ryter said. “We’ll have to do that now, of course.”


  “How many of them?”


  “Supposedly twelve. And that’s probably what it is.”


  “If they know or suspect what’s happened,” Quillan said, “twelve men can give a boarding party in a lock a remarkable amount of trouble.”


  Ryter shrugged irritably. “I know, but there isn’t much choice. Lancion’s bringing in the other group on the Camelot. We don’t want to have to handle both of them at the same time.”


  “How are you planning to take the freighter?”


  “When the search party comes back down, we’ll put every man we can spare from guard duty here on the job. They’ll be instructed to be careful about it . . . if they can wind up the matter within the next several hours, that will be early enough. We can’t afford too many additional losses now. But we should come out with enough men to take care of Lancion and handle the shipment of Hlats. And that’s what counts.”


  “Like me to take charge of the boarding party?” Quillan inquired. “That sort of thing’s been a kind of specialty of mine.”


  Ryter looked at him without much expression on his face. “I understand that,” he said. “But perhaps it would be better if you stayed up here with us.”


  The search party came back down ten minutes later. They’d looked through every corner of the fourth level. Kinmarten wasn’t there, either dead or alive. But one observant member of the group had discovered, first, that the Duke of Fluel was also not among those present, and, next that one of the four outportals on the level had been unsealed. The exit on which the portal was found to be set was in a currently unused hall in the General Office building on the other side of the Star. From that hall, almost every other section of the Star was within convenient portal range.


  None of the forty-odd people working in the main control office on the ground level had actually witnessed any shooting; but it was apparent that a number of them were uncomfortably aware that something quite extraordinary must be going on. They were a well-disciplined group, however. An occasional uneasy glance toward one of the armed men lounging along the walls, some anxious faces, were the only noticeable indications of tension. Now and then, there was a brief, low-pitched conversation at one of the desks.


  Quillan stood near the center of the office, Ryter and Orca a dozen feet from him on either side. Four Star guards were stationed along the walls. From the office one could see through a large doorspace cut through both sides of a hall directly into the adjoining transmitter room. Four more guards were in there. Aside from the men in the entrance hall and at the subspace portal, what was available at the moment of Ryter’s security force was concentrated at this point.


  The arrangement made considerable sense; and Quillan gave no sign of being aware that the eyes of the guards shifted to him a little more frequently than to any other point in the office, or that none of them had moved his hand very far away from his gun since they had come in here. But that also made sense. In the general tension area of the Executive Block’s ground level, a specific point of tension—highly charged though undetected by the non-involved personnel—was the one provided by the presence of Bad News Quillan here. Ryter was more than suspicious by now; the opened portal on the fourth level, the disappearance of Kinmarten and the Duke, left room for a wide variety of speculations. Few of those speculations could be very favorable to Bad News. Ryter obviously preferred to let things stand as they were until the Beldon freighter was taken and the major part of his group had returned from the subspace sections of the Star. At that time, Bad News could expect to come in for some very direct questioning by the security chief.


  The minutes dragged on. Under the circumstances, a glance at his watch could be enough to bring Ryter’s uncertainties up to the explosion point, and Quillan also preferred to let things stand as they were for the moment. But he felt reasonably certain that over an hour had passed since he’d left Reetal; and so far there had been no hint of anything unusual occurring in the front part of the building. The murmur of voices in the main control office continued to eddy about him. There were indications that in the transmitter room across the hall messages had begun to be exchanged between the Star and the approaching liner.


  A man sitting at a desk near Quillan stood up presently, went out into the hall and disappeared. A short while later, the white-suited figure returned and picked up the interrupted work. Quillan’s glance went over the clerk, shifted on. He felt something tighten up swiftly inside him. There was a considerable overall resemblance, but that wasn’t the man who had left the office.


  Another minute or two went by. Then two other uniformed figures appeared at the opening to the hall, a sparse elderly man, a blond girl. They stood there talking earnestly together for some seconds, then came slowly down the aisle toward Quillan. It appeared to be an argument about some detail of her work. The girl frowned, stubbornly shaking her head. Near Quillan they separated, started off into different sections of the office. The girl, glancing back, still frowning, brushed against Ryter. She looked up at him, startled.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  Ryter scowled irritably, started to say something, suddenly appeared surprised. Then his eyes went blank and his knees buckled under him.


  The clerk sitting at the nearby desk whistled shrilly.


  Quillan wheeled, gun out and up, toward the wall behind him. The two guards there were still lifting their guns. The Miam Devil grunted disapprovingly twice, and the guards went down. Noise crashed from the hall . . . heavy sporting rifles. He turned again, saw the two other guards stumbling backward along the far wall. Feminine screaming erupted around the office as the staff dove out of sight behind desks, instrument stands and filing cabinets. The elderly man stood above Orca, a sap in his hand and a please smile on his face.


  In the hallway, four white-uniformed men had swung about and were pointing blazing rifles into the transmitter room. The racketing of the gunfire ended abruptly and the rifles were lowered again. The human din in the office began to diminish, turned suddenly into a shocked, strained silence. Quillan realized the blond girl was standing at his elbow.


  “Did you get the rest of them?” he asked quickly, in a low voice.


  “Everyone who was on this level,” Reetal told him. “There weren’t many of them.”


  “I know. But there’s a sizable batch still in the subspace section. If we can get the bomb disarmed, we’ll just leave them sealed up there. How long before you can bring Ryter around?”


  “He’ll be able to talk in five minutes.”


  Quillan had been sitting for some little while in a very comfortable chair in what had been the commodore’s personal suite on the Seventh Star, broodingly regarding the image of the Camelot in a huge wall screen. The liner was still over two hours’ flight away but would arrive on schedule. On the Star, at least in the normspace section, everything was quiet, and in the main control offices and in the transmitter room normal working conditions had been restored.


  A room portal twenty feet away opened suddenly, and Reetal Destone stepped out.


  “So there you are!” she observed.


  Quillan Looked mildly surprised, then grinned. “I’d hate to have to try to hide from you!” he said.


  “Hm-m-m!” said Reetal. She smiled. “What are you drinking?”


  He nodded at an open liquor cabinet near the screen. “Velladon was leaving some excellent stuff behind. Join me?”


  “Hm-m-m.” She went to the cabinet, looked over the bottles, made her selection and filled a glass. “One has the impression,” she remarked, “that you were hiding from me.”


  “One does? I’d have to be losing my cotton-picking mind—”


  “Not necessarily.” Reetal brought the drink over to his chair, sat down on the armrest with it. “You might just have a rather embarrassing problem to get worked out before you give little Reetal a chance to start asking questions about it.”


  Quillan looked surprised. “What gave you that notion?”


  “Oh,” Reetal said, “adding things up gave me that notion . . . Care to hear what the things were?”


  “Go ahead, doll.”


  “First,” said Reetal, “I understand that a while ago, after you’d first sent me off to do some little job for you, you were in the transmitter room having a highly private—shielded and scrambled—conversation with somebody on board the Camelot.”


  “Why, yes,” Quillan said. “I was talking to the ship’s security office. They’re arranging to have a Federation police boat pick up what’s left of the commodore’s boys and the Brotherhood in the subspace section.


  “And that,” said Reetal, “is where that embarrassing little problem begins. Next, I noticed, as I say, that you were showing this tendency to avoid a chance for a private talk between us. And after thinking about that for a little, and also about a few other things which came to mind at around that time, I went to see Ryter.”


  “Now why—?”


  Reetal ran her fingers soothingly through his hair. “Let me finish, big boy. I found Ryter and Orca in a highly nervous condition. And do you know why they’re nervous? They’re convinced that some time before the Camelot gets here, you’re going to do them both in.”


  “Hm-m-m,” said Quillan.


  “Ryter,” she went on, “besides being nervous, is also very bitter. In retrospect, he says, it’s all very plain what you’ve done here. You and your associates—a couple of tough boys named Hagready and Boltan, and others not identified—are also after these Hlats. The Duke made some mention of that, too, you remember. The commodore and Ryter bought the story you told them because a transmitter check produced the information that Hagready and Boltan had, in fact, left their usual work areas and gone off on some highly secret business about a month ago.


  “Ryter feels that your proposition—to let your gang in on the deal for twenty per cent, or else—was made in something less than good faith. He’s concluded that when you learned of the operation being planned by Velladon and the Brotherhood, you and your pals decided to obstruct them and take the Hlats for delivery to Yaco yourselves, without cutting anybody in. He figures that someone like Hagready or Boltan is coming in on the Camelot with a flock of sturdy henchmen to do just that. You, personally, rushed to the Seventh Star to interfere as much as you could here. Ryter admits reluctantly that you did an extremely good job of interfering. He says it’s now obvious that every move you made since you showed up had the one purpose of setting the Star group and the Brotherhood at each other’s throats. And now that they’ve practically wiped each other out, you and your associates can go on happily with your original plans.


  “But, of course, you can’t do that if Ryter and Orca are picked up alive by the Federation cops. The boys down in the subspace section don’t matter; they’re ordinary gunhands and all they know is that you were somebody who showed up on the scene. But Ryter could, and certainly would, talk—”


  “Ah, he’s too imaginative,” Quillan said, taking a swallow of his drink. “I never heard of the Hlats before I got here. As I told you, I’m on an entirely different kind of job at the moment. I had to make up some kind of story to get an in with the boys, that’s all.”


  “So you’re not going to knock those two weasels off?”


  “No such intentions. I don’t mind them sweating about it till the Feds arrive, but that’s it.”


  “What about Boltan and Hagready?”


  “What about them? I did happen to know that if anyone started asking questions about those two, he’d learn that neither had been near his regular beat for close to a month.”


  “I’ll bet!” Reetal said cryptically.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Hm-m-m,” she said. “Bad News Quillan! A really tough boy, for sure. You know, I didn’t believe for an instant that you were after the Hlats—”


  “Why not?”


  Reetal said, “I’ve been on a couple of operations with you, and you’d be surprised how much I’ve picked up about you from time to time on the side. Swiping a shipment of odd animals and selling them to Yaco, that could be Bad News, in character. Selling a couple of hundred human beings—like Brock and Solvey Kinmarten—to go along with the animals to an outfit like Yaco would not be in character.”


  “So I have a heart of gold,” Quillan said.


  “So you fell all over your own big feet about half a minute ago!” Reetal told him. “Bad News Quillan—with no interest whatsoever in the Hlats—still couldn’t afford to let Ryter live to talk about him to the Feds, big boy!”


  Quillan looked reflective for a moment. “Dirty trick!” he observed. “For that, you might freshen up my glass.”


  Reetal took both glasses over to the liquor cabinet, freshened them up, and settled down on the armrest of the chair again. “So there we’re back to the embarrassing little problem,” she said.


  “Ryter?”


  “No, idiot. We both know that Ryter is headed for Rehabilitation. Fifteen years or so of it, as a guess. The problem is little Reetal who has now learned a good deal more than she was ever intended to learn. Does she head for Rehabilitation, too?”


  Quillan took a swallow of his drink and set the glass down again. “Are you suggesting,” he inquired, “that I might be, excuse the expression, a cop?”


  Reetal patted his head. “Bad News Quillan! Let’s look back at his record. What do we find? A shambles, mainly. Smashed-up organizations, outfits, gangs. Top-level crooks with suddenly vacant expressions and unexplained holes in their heads. Why go on? The name is awfully well earned! And nobody realizing anything because the ones who do realize it suddenly . . . well, where are Boltan Hagready at the moment.”


  Quillan sighed. “Since you keep bringing it up—Hagready played it smart, so he’s in Rehabilitation. Be cute if Ryter ran into him there some day. Pappy Boltan didn’t want to play it smart. I’m not enough of a philosopher to make a guess at where he might be at present. But I knew he wouldn’t be talking.”


  “All right,” Reetal said, “we’ve got that straight. Bad News is Intelligence of some kind. Federation maybe, or maybe one of the services. It doesn’t matter, really, I suppose. Now, what about me?”


  He reached out and tapped his glass with a fingertip. “That about you, doll. You filled it. I’m drinking it. I may not think quite as fast as you do, but I still think. Would I take a drink from a somewhat lawless and very clever lady who really believed I had her lined up for Rehabilitation? Or who’d be at all likely to blab out something that would ruin an old pal’s reputation?”


  Reetal ran her fingers through his hair again. “I noticed the deal with the drink,” she said. “I guess I just wanted to hear you say it. You don’t tell on me, I don’t tell on you. Is that it?”


  “That’s it,” Quillan said. “What Ryter and Orca want to tell the Feds doesn’t matter. It stops there, the Feds will have the word on me before they arrive. By the way, did you go wake up the Kinmartens yet?”


  “Not yet,” Reetal said. “Too busy getting the office help soothed down and back to work.”


  “Well, lets finish these drinks and go do that, then. The little doll’s almost bound to be asleep by now, but she might still be sitting there biting nervously at her pretty knuckles.”


  Major Hesler Quillan of Space Scout Intelligence, was looking unhappy. “We’re still searching for them everywhere,” he explained to Klayung, “but it’s a virtual certainty that the Hlat got them shortly before it was trapped.”


  Klayung, a stringy, white-haired old gentleman, was an operator of the Psychology Service, in charge of the shipment of Hlats the Camelot had brought in. He and Quillan were waiting in the vestibule of the Seventh Star’s rest cubicle vaults for Lady Pendrake’s cubicle to be brought over from the Executive Block.


  Klayung said reflectively, “Couldn’t the criminals with who you were dealing here have hidden the couple away somewhere?”


  Quillan shook his head. “There’s no way they could have located them so quickly. I made half a dozen portal switches when I was taking Kinmarten to the suite. It would take something with a Hlat’s abilities to follow me over that route and stay undetected. And it must be an unusually cunning animal to decide to stay out of sight until I’d led it where it wanted to go.”


  “Oh, they’re intelligent enough,” Klayung agreed absently. “Their average basic I.Q. is probably higher than that of human beings. A somewhat different type of mentality, of course. Well, when the cubicle arrives, I’ll question the Hlat and we’ll find out.”


  Quillan looked at him. “Those control devices make it possible to hold two-way conversations with the things?”


  “Not exactly,” Klayung said. “You see, major, the government authorities who were concerned with the discovery of the Hlats realized it would be almost impossible to keep some information about them from getting out. The specimen which was here on the Star has been stationed at various scientific institutions for the past year; a rather large number of people were involved in investigating it and experimenting with it. In consequence, several little legends about them have been deliberately built up. The legends aren’t entirely truthful, so they help to keep the actual facts about the Hlats satisfactorily vague.


  “The Hlat-talker is such a legend. Actually, the device does nothing. The Hlats respond to telepathic stimuli, both among themselves and from other beings, eventually begin to correlate such stimuli with the meanings of human speech.”


  “Then you—” Quillan began.


  “Yes. Eltak, their discoverer, was a fairly good natural telepath. If he hadn’t been abysmally lazy, he might have been very good at it. I carry a variety of the Service’s psionic knick-knacks about with me, which gets me somewhat comparable results.”


  He broke off as the vestibule portal dilated widely. Lady Pendrake’s cubicle floated through, directed by two gravity crane operators behind it. Klayung stood up.


  “Set it there for the present, please,” he directed the operators. “We may call for you later if it needs to be moved again.”


  He waited until the portal had closed behind the men before walking over to the cubicle. He examined the settings and readings at some length.


  “Hm-m-m, yes,” he said, straightening finally. His expression became absent for a few seconds; then he went on. “I’m beginning to grasp the situation, I believe. Let me tell you a few things about the Hlats, major. For one, they form quite pronounced likes and dislikes. Eltak, for example, would have been described by most of his fellow men as a rather offensive person. But the Hlats actually became rather fond of him during the fifteen or so years he lived on their island.


  “That’s one point. The other has to do with their level of intelligence. We discovered on the way out here that our charges had gained quite as comprehensive an understanding of the functioning of the cubicles that had been constructed for them as any human who was not a technical specialist might do. And—”


  He interrupted himself, stood rubbing his chin for a moment.


  “Well, actually,” he said, “that should be enough to prepare you for a look inside the Hlat’s cubicle.”


  Quillan gave him a somewhat surprised glance. “I’ve been told it’s ugly as sin,” he remarked. “But I’ve seen some fairly revolting looking monsters before this.”


  Klayung coughed. “That’s not exactly what I meant,” he said. “I . . . well, let’s just open the thing up. Would you mind, major?”


  “Not at all.” Quillan stepped over to the side of the cubicle, unlocked the door switch and pulled it over. They both moved back a few feet before the front of the cubicle. A soft humming came for some seconds from the door’s mechanisms; then it suddenly swung open. Quillan stooped to glance inside, straightened instantly again, hair bristling.


  “Where is it?” he demanded, the Miam Devil out in his hand.


  Klayung looked at him thoughtfully. “Not very far away, I believe. But I can assure you, major, that it hasn’t the slightest intention of attacking us—or anybody else—at present.”


  Quillan grunted, looked back into the cubicle. At the far end, the Kinmartens lay side by side, their faces composed. They appeared to be breathing regularly.


  “Yes,” Klayung said, “they’re alive and unharmed.” He rubbed his chin again. “And I think it would be best if we simply closed the cubicle now. Later we can call a doctor over from the hospital to put them under sedation before they’re taken out. They’ve both had thoroughly unnerving experiences, and it would be advisable to awaken them gradually to avoid emotional shock.”


  He moved over to the side of the cubicle, turned the door switch back again. “And now for the rest of it,” he said. “We may as well sit down again, major. This may take a little time.”


  “Let’s look at the thing for a moment from the viewpoint of the Hlat,” he resumed when he was once more comfortably seated. “Eltak’s death took it by surprise. It hadn’t at that point grasped what the situation in the Executive Block was like. It took itself out of sight for the moment, killing one of the gang leaders in the process, then began prowling about the various levels of the building, picking up information from the minds and conversation of the men it encountered. In a fairly short time, it learned enough to understand what was planned by the criminals; and it arrived at precisely your own conclusion . . . that it might be possible to reduce and demoralize the gangs to the extent that they would no longer be able to carry out their plan. It began a systematic series of attacks on them with that end in mind.


  “But meanwhile you had come into the picture. The Hlat was rather puzzled by your motive at first because there appeared to be an extraordinary degree of discrepancy between what you were saying and what you were thinking. But after observing your activities for a while, it began to comprehend what you were trying to do. It realized that your approach was more likely to succeed than its own, and that further action on its side might interfere with your plans. But there remained one thing for it to do.


  “I may tell you in confidence, major, that another legend which has been spread about these Hlats is their supposed inability to escape from the cubicles. Even their attendants are supplied with this particular bit of misinformation. Actually, the various force fields in the cubicles don’t hamper them in the least. The cubicles are designed simply to protect the Hlats and keep them from being seen; and rest cubicles, of course, can be taken anywhere without arousing undue curiosity.


  “You mentioned that the Kinmartens very likable young people. The Hlat had the same feeling about them; they were the only human beings aside from Eltak with whose minds it had become quite familiar. There was no assurance at this point that the plans to prevent a bomb from being exploded in the Star would be successful, and the one place where human beings could hope to survive such an explosion was precisely the interior of the Hlat’s cubicle, which had been constructed to safeguard its occupant against any kind of foreseeable accident.


  “So the Hlat sprang your cubicle trap, removed the bait, carried the Kinmartens inside, and whipped out of the cubicle again before the rest current could take effect on it. It concluded correctly that everyone would decide it had been recaptured. After that, it moved about the Executive Block, observing events there and prepared to take action again if that appeared to be advisable. When you had concluded your operation successfully, it remained near the cubicle, waiting for me to arrive.”


  Quillan shook his head. “That’s quite an animal!” he observed after some seconds. “You say, it’s in our general vicinity now?”


  “Yes,” Klayung said. “It followed the cubicle down here, and has been drifting about the walls of the vestibule while we . . . well, while I talked.”


  “Why doesn’t it show itself?”


  Klayung cleared his throat. “For two reasons,” he said. “One is that rather large gun you’re holding on your knees. It saw you use it several times, and after all the shooting in the Executive Block, you see—”


  Quillan slid the Miam Devil into its holster. “Sorry,” he said. “Force of habit, I guess. Actually, of course, I’ve understood for some minutes now that I wasn’t . . . well, what’s the other reason?”


  “I’m afraid,” Klayung said, “that you offended it with your remark about its appearance. Hlats may have their share of vanity. At any rate, it seems to be sulking.”


  “Oh,” said Quillan. “Well, I’m sure,” he went on rather loudly, “that it understands I received the description from a prejudiced source. I’m quite willing to believe it was highly inaccurate.”


  “Hm-m-m,” said Klayung. “That seems to have done it, major. The wall directly across from us—”


  Something like a ripple passed along the side wall of the vestibule. Then the wall darkened suddenly, turned black. Quillan blinked, and the Hlat came into view. It hung, spread out like a spider, along half the length of the vestibule wall. Something like a huge, hairy amoeba in overall appearance, though the physical structures under the coarse, black pelt must be of very unamoeba-like complexity. No eyes were in sight, but Quillan had the impression of being regarded steadily. Here and there, along the edges and over the surface of the body, were a variety of flexible extensions.


  Quillan stood up, hitched his gun belt into position, and started over toward the wall.


  “Lady Pendrake,” he said, “honored to meet you. Could we shake hands?”


  The End


  THE STAR HYACINTHS


  On a bleak, distant unchartered world two ships lay wrecked and a lone man stared at a star hyacinth. Its brilliance burned into his retina . . . and he knew that men could easily kill and kill for that one beauty alone.


  THE robbery of the Dosey Asteroids Shipping Station in a remote and spottily explored section of space provided the newscasting systems of the Federation of the Hub with one of the juiciest crime stories of the season. In a manner not clearly explained, the Dosey Asteroids Company had lost six months’ production of gem-quality cut star hyacinths valued at nearly a hundred million credits. It lost also its Chief Lapidary and seventy-eight other company employees who had been in the station dome at the time.


  All these people appeared at first to have been killed by gunfire, but a study of their bodies revealed that only in a few instances had gun wounds been the actual cause of death. For the most part the wounds had been inflicted on corpses, presumably in an attempt to conceal the fact that disaster in another and unknown form had befallen the station.


  The raiders left very few clues. It appeared that the attack on the station had been carried out by a single ship, and that the locks to the dome had been opened from within. The latter fact, of course, aroused speculation, but led the investigators nowhere.


  Six years later the great Dosey Asteroids robbery remained an unsolved mystery.


  THE two wrecked spaceships rested almost side by side near the tip of a narrow, deep arm of a great lake.


  The only man on the planet sat on a rocky ledge three miles uphill from the two ships, gazing broodingly down at them. He was a big fellow in neatly patched shipboard clothing. His hands were clean, his face carefully shaved. He had two of the castaway’s traditional possessions with him; a massive hunting bow rested against the rocks, and a minor representative of the class of life which was this world’s equivalent of birds was hopping about near his feet. This was a thrush-sized creature with a jaunty bearing and bright yellow eyes. From the front of its round face protruded a short, narrow tube tipped with small, sharp teeth. Round, horny knobs at the ends of its long toes protected retractile claws as it bounded back and forth between the bow and the man, giving a quick flutter of its wings on each bound. Finally it stopped before the man, stretching its neck to stare up at him, trying to catch his attention.


  He roused from his musing, glanced irritably down at it.


  “Not now, Birdie,” he said. “Keep quiet!”


  The man’s gaze returned to the two ships, then passed briefly along a towering range of volcanos on the other side of the lake, and lifted to the cloudless blue sky. His eyes probed on, searching the sunlit, empty vault above him. If a ship ever came again, it would come from there, the two wrecks by the lake arm already fixed in its detectors; it would not come gliding along the surface of the planet . . .


  Birdie produced a sharp, plaintive whistle. The man looked at it.


  “Shut up, stupid!” he told it.


  He reached into the inner pocket of his coat, took out a small object wrapped in a piece of leather, and unfolded the leather.


  Then it lay in his cupped palm, and blazed with the brilliance of twenty diamonds, seeming to flash the fires of the spectrum furiously from every faceted surface, without ever quite subduing the pure violet luminance which made a star hyacinth impossible to imitate or, once seen, to forget. The most beautiful of gems, the rarest, the most valuable. The man who was a castaway stared at it for long seconds, his breath quickening and his hand beginning to tremble. Finally he folded the chip of incredible mineral back into the leather, replaced it carefully in his pocket.


  When he looked about again, the sunlit air seemed brighter, the coloring of lake and land more vivid and alive. Once during each of this world’s short days, but no oftener, he permitted himself to look at the star hyacinth. It was a ritual adhered to with almost religious strictness, and it had kept him as sane as he was ever likely to be again, for over six years.


  It might, he sometimes thought, keep him sane until a third ship presently came along to this place. And then . . .


  The third ship was coming along at the moment, still some five hours’ flight out from the system. She was a small ship with lean, rakish lines, a hot little speedster, gliding placidly through subspace just now, her engines throttled down.


  Aboard her, things were less peaceful.


  THE girl was putting up a pretty good fight but getting nowhere with it against the bull-necked Fleetman who had her pinned back against the wall.


  Wellan Dasinger paused in momentary indecision at the entrance to the half-darkened control section of the speedboat. The scuffle in there very probably was none of his business. The people of the roving Independent Fleets had their own practices and mores and resented interference from uninformed planet dwellers. For all Dasinger knew, their blue-eyed lady pilot enjoyed roughhousing with the burly members of her crew. If the thing wasn’t serious . . .


  He heard the man rap out something in the Willata Fleet tongue, following the words up with a solid thump of his fist into the girl’s side. The thump hadn’t been playful, and her sharp gasp of pain indicated no enjoyment whatever. Dasinger stepped quickly into the room.


  He saw the girl turn startled eyes toward him as he came up behind the man. The man was Liu Taunus, the bigger of the two crew members . . . too big and too well muscled by a good deal, in fact, to make a sportsmanlike suggestion to divert his thumpings to Dasinger look like a sensible approach. Besides Dasinger didn’t know the Willata Fleet’s language. The edge of his hand slashed twice from behind along the thick neck; then his fist brought the breath whistling from Taunus’s lungs before the Fleetman had time to turn fully towards him.


  It gave Dasinger a considerable starting advantage. During the next twenty seconds or so the advantage seemed to diminish rapidly. Taunus’s fists and boots had scored only near misses so far, but he began to look like the hardest big man to chop down Dasinger had yet run into. And then the Fleetman was suddenly sprawling on the floor, face down, arms flung out limply, a tough boy with a thoroughly bludgeoned nervous system.


  Dasinger was straightening up when he heard the thunk of the wrench. He turned sharply, discovered first the girl standing ten feet away with the wrench in her raised hand, next their second crew member lying on the carpet between them, finally the long, thin knife lying near the man’s hand.


  “Thanks, Miss Mines!” he said, somewhat out of breath. “I really should have remembered Calat might be somewhere around.”


  Duomart Mines gestured with her head at the adjoining control cabin. “He was in there,” she said, also breathlessly. She was a long-legged blonde with a limber way of moving, pleasing to look at in her shaped Fleet uniform, though with somewhat aloof and calculating eyes. In the dim light of the room she seemed to be studying Dasinger now with an expression somewhere between wariness and surprised speculation. Then, as he took a step forward to check on Calat’s condition, she backed off slightly, half lifting the wrench again.


  Dasinger stopped and looked at her. “Well,” he said, “make up your mind! Whose side are you on here?”


  Miss Mines hesitated, let the wrench down. “Yours, I guess,” she acknowledged. “I’d better be, now! They’d murder me for helping a planeteer.”


  DASINGER went down on one knee beside Calat, rather cautiously though the Fleetman wasn’t stirring, and picked up the knife. Miss Mines turned up the room’s lights. Dasinger asked, “What was this . . . a mutiny? You’re technically in charge of the ship, aren’t you?”


  “Technically,” she agreed, added, “We were arguing about a Fleet matter.”


  “I see. We’ll call it mutiny.” Dasinger checked to be sure Calat wasn’t faking unconsciousness. He inquired, “Do you really need these boys to help you?”


  Duomart Mines shook her blond head. “Not at all. Flying the Mooncat is a one-man job.”


  “I did have a feeling,” Dasinger admitted, “that Willata’s Fleet was doing a little featherbedding when they said I’d have to hire a crew of three to go along with their speedboat.”


  “Uh-huh.” Her tone was non-committal. “They were. What are you going to do with them?”


  “Anywhere they can be locked up safely?”


  “Not safely. Their own cabin’s as good as anything. They can batter their way out of here if they try hard enough. Of course we’d hear them doing it.”


  “Well, we can fix that.” Dasinger stood up, fished his cabin key out of a pocket and gave it to her. “Tan suitcase standing at the head of my bunk,” he said. “Mind bringing that and the little crane from the storeroom up here?”


  Neither of the Fleetmen had begun to stir when Duomart Mines came riding a gravity crane back in through the door a couple of minutes later, the suitcase dangling in front of her. She halted the crane in the center of the room, slid out of its saddle with a supple twist of her body, and handed Dasinger his cabin key.


  “Thanks.” Dasinger took the suitcase from the crane, unlocked and opened it. He brought out a pair of plastic handcuffs, aware that Miss Mines stood behind him making an intent scrutiny of what could be seen of the suitcase’s contents. He didn’t blame her for feeling curious; she was looking at a variety of devices which might have delighted the eyes of both a professional burglar and military spy. She offered no comment.


  Neither did Dasinger. He hauled Liu Taunus over on his back, fastened handcuffs about the Fleetman’s wrists, then rolled him over on his face again. He did the same for Calat, hung the suitcase back in the crane, slung a leg across the crane’s saddle and settled into it.


  Miss Mines remarked, “I’d look their cabin over pretty closely for guns and so on before leaving them there.”


  “I intend to. By the way, has Dr. Egavine mentioned how close we are to our destination?” Dasinger maneuvered the crane over to Taunus, lowered a beam to the small of the Fleetman’s back and hoisted him up carefully, arms, head and legs dangling.


  The blond girl checked her watch. “He didn’t tell me exactly,” she said, “but there’s what seems to be a terraprox in the G2 system ahead. If that’s it, we’ll get there in around five hours depending on what subspace conditions in the system are. Dr. Egavine’s due up here in thirty minutes to give me the final figures.” She paused, added curiously, “Don’t you know yourself just where we’re going?”


  “No,” Dasinger said. “I’m financing the trip. The doctor is the man with the maps and other pertinent information.”


  “I thought you were partners.”


  “We are. Dr. Egavine is taciturn about some things. I’ll bring him back here with me as soon as I have these two locked away.” Dasinger finished picking up Calat, swung the crane slowly towards the door, the unconscious Fleetmen suspended ahead of him.


  DR. EGAVINE stood at the open door to his stateroom as Dasinger came walking back up the passage from the crew quarters and the storage. Quist, the doctor’s manservant, peered out of the stateroom behind him.


  “What in heaven’s name were you doing with those two men?” Egavine inquired, twitching his eyebrows disapprovingly up and down. The doctor was a tall, thin man in his forties, dressed habitually in undertaker black, with bony features and intense dark eyes. He added, “They appeared to be unconscious . . . and fettered!”


  “They were both,” Dasinger admitted. “I’ve confined them to their cabin.”


  “Why?”


  “We had a little slugfest in the control section a few minutes ago. One of the boys was beating around on our pilot, so I laid him out, and she laid out the other one when he tried to get into the act with a knife. She says the original dispute was a Fleet matter . . . in other words, none of our business. However, I don’t know. There’s something decidedly fishy about the situation.”


  “In what way?” Egavine asked.


  Dasinger said, “I checked over the crew quarters for weapons just now and found something which suggests that Willata’s Fleet is much more interested in what we’re doing out here than we thought.”


  Egavine looked startled, peered quickly along the passage to the control section. “I feel,” he said, lowering his voice, “that we should continue this discussion behind closed doors . . .”


  “All right.” Quist, a bandy-legged, wiry little man with a large bulb of a nose and close-set, small eyes, moved back from the door. Dasinger went inside. Egavine pulled the door shut behind them and drew a chair out from the cabin table. Dasinger sat down opposite him.


  “What did you find?” Dr. Egavine asked.


  Dasinger said, “You know Miss Mines is supposed to be the only Fleet member on board who speaks the Federation’s translingue. However, there was a listening device attached to the inside of the cabin communicator in the crew quarters. Its settings show that the Willata Fleet people have bugged each of the Mooncat’s other cabins, and also—which I think is an interesting point—the control section. Have you and Quist discussed our project in any detail since coming aboard?”


  “I believe we did, on several occasions,” Egavine said hesitantly.


  “Then we’d better assume Taunus and Calat knew that we’re looking for the wreck of the Dosey Asteroids raider, and . . .”


  Egavine put a cautioning finger to his lips. “Should we. . .?”


  “Oh, no harm in talking now,” Dasinger assured him. “I pulled the instrument out and dropped it in my cabin. Actually, the thing needn’t be too serious if we stay on guard. But of course we shouldn’t go back to the Fleet station after we have the stuff. Gadgetry of that kind suggests bad intentions . . . also a rather sophisticated level of criminality for an I-Fleet. We’ll return directly to the Hub. We might have to go on short rations for a few weeks, but we’ll make it. And we’ll keep those two so-called crew members locked up.”


  The doctor cleared his throat. “Miss Mines . . .”


  “She doesn’t appear to be personally involved in any piratical schemes,” Dasinger said. “Otherwise they wouldn’t have bugged her cabin and the control rooms. If we dangle a few star hyacinths before her eyes, she should be willing to fly us back. If she balks, I think I can handle the Mooncat well enough to get us there.”


  Dr. Egavine tugged pensively at his ear lobe. “I see.” His hand moved on toward his right coat lapel. “What do you think of . . .”


  “Mind watching this for a moment, doctor?” Dasinger interrupted. He nodded at his own hand lying on the table before him.


  “Watch. . .?” Egavine began questioningly. Then his eyes went wide with alarm.


  Dasinger’s hand had turned suddenly sideways from the wrist, turned up again. There was a small gun in the hand now, its stubby muzzle pointing up steadily at Egavine’s chest.


  “Dasinger! What does . . .”


  “Neat trick, eh?” Dasinger commented. “Sleeve gun. Now keep quiet and hold everything just as it is. If you move or Quist over there moves before I tell you to, you’ve had it, doctor!”


  HE reached across the table with his left hand, slipped it beneath Egavine’s right coat lapel, tugged sharply at something in there, and brought out a flat black pouch with a tiny spray needle projecting from it. He dropped the pouch in his pocket, said, “Keep your seat, doctor,” stood up and went over to Quist. Quist darted an anxious glance at his employer, and made a whimpering sound in his throat.


  “You’re not getting hurt,” Dasinger told him. “Just put your hands on top of your head and stand still. Now let’s take a look at the thing you started to pull from your pocket a moment ago . . . Electric stunsap, eh? That wasn’t very nice of you, Quist! Let’s see what else—


  “Good Lord, Egavine,” he announced presently, “your boy’s a regular armory! Two blasters, a pencil-beam, a knife, and the sap . . . All right, Quist. Go over and sit down with the doctor.” He watched the little man move dejectedly to the table, then fitted the assorted lethal devices carefully into one of his coat pockets, brought the pouch he had taken from Egavine out of the other pocket.


  “Now, doctor,” he said, “let’s talk. I’m unhappy about this. I discovered you were carrying this thing around before we left Mezmiali, and I had a sample of its contents analyzed. I was told it’s a hypnotic with an almost instantaneous effect both at skin contact and when inhaled. Care to comment?”


  “I do indeed!” Egavine said frigidly. “I have no intention of denying that the instrument is a hypnotic spray. As you know, I dislike guns and similar weapons, and we are engaged in a matter in which the need to defend myself against a personal attack might arise. Your assumption, however, that I intended to employ the spray on you just now is simply ridiculous!”


  “I might be chuckling myself,” Dasinger said, “if Quist hadn’t had the sap halfway out of his pocket as soon as you reached for your lapel. If I’d ducked from the spray, I’d have backed into the sap, right? There’s a little too much at stake here, doctor. You may be telling the truth, but just in case you’re nourishing unfriendly ideas—and that’s what it looks like to me—I’m taking a few precautions.”


  Dr. Egavine stared at him, his mouth set in a thin, bitter line. Then he asked, “What kind of precautions?”


  Dasinger said, “I’ll keep the hypnotic and Quist’s bag of dirty tricks until we land. You might need those things on the planet but you don’t need them on shipboard. You and I’ll go up to the control section now to give Miss Mines her final flight directions. After that, you and Quist stay in this cabin with the door locked until the ship has set down. I don’t want to have anything else to worry about while we’re making the approach. If my suspicions turn out to be unjustified, I’ll apologize . . . after we’re all safely back in the Hub.”


  “WHAT was your partner looking so sour about?” Duomart Mines inquired a little later, her eyes on the flight screens. “Have a quarrel with him?”


  Dasinger, standing in the entry to the little control cabin across from her, shrugged his shoulders.


  “Not exactly,” he said. “Egavine tried to use a hypno spray on me.”


  “Hypno spray?” the young woman asked.


  “A chemical which induces an instantaneous hypnotic trance in people. Leaves them wide open to suggestion. Medical hypnotists make a lot of use of it. So do criminals.”


  She turned away from the control console to look at him. “Why would your partner want to hypnotize you?”


  “I don’t know,” Dasinger said. “He hasn’t admitted that he intended to do it.”


  “Is he a criminal?”


  “I wouldn’t say he isn’t,” Dasinger observed judiciously, “but I couldn’t prove it.”


  Duomart puckered her lips, staring at him thoughtfully. “What about yourself?” she asked.


  “No, Miss Mines, I have a very high regard for the law. I’m a simple businessman.”


  “A simple businessman who flies his own cruiser four weeks out from the Hub into I-Fleet territory?”


  “That’s the kind of business I’m in,” Dasinger explained. “I own a charter ship company.”


  “I see,” she said. “Well, you two make an odd pair of partners . . .”


  “I suppose we do. Incidentally, has there been any occasion when you and Dr. Egavine—or you and Dr. Egavine and his servant—were alone somewhere in the ship together? For example, except when we came up here to give you further flight instructions, did he ever enter the control room?”


  She shook her blond head. “No. Those are the only times I’ve seen him.”


  “Certain of that?” he asked.


  Duomart nodded without hesitation. “Quite certain!”


  Dasinger took an ointment tube from his pocket, removed its cap, squeezed a drop of black, oily substance out on a fingertip. “Mind rolling up your sleeve a moment?” he asked. “Just above the elbow . . .”


  “What for?”


  “It’s because of the way those hypno sprays work,” Dasinger said. “Give your victim a dose of the stuff, tell him what to do, and it usually gets done. And if you’re being illegal about it, one of the first things you tell him to do is to forget he’s ever been sprayed. This goop is designed for the specific purpose of knocking out hypnotic commands. Just roll up your sleeve like a good girl now, and I’ll rub a little of it on your arm.”


  “You’re not rubbing anything on my arm, mister!” Duomart told him coldly.


  Dasinger shrugged resignedly, recapped the tube, and dropped it in his pocket. “Have it your way then,” he remarked. “I was only . . .”


  He lunged suddenly towards her.


  Duomart gave him quite a struggle. A minute or two later, he had her down on the floor, her body and one arm clamped between his knees, while he unzipped the cuff on the sleeve of the other arm and pulled the sleeve up. He brought out the tube of antihypno ointment and rubbed a few drops of the ointment into the hollow of Duomart’s elbow, put the tube back in his pocket, then went on holding her down for nearly another minute. She was gasping for breath, blue eyes furious, muscles tensed.


  SUDDENLY he felt her relax. An expression of stunned surprise appeared on her face. “Why,” she began incredulously, “he did . . .”


  “Gave you the spray treatment, eh?” Dasinger said, satisfied. “I was pretty sure he had.”


  “Why, that— At his beck and call, he says! Well, we’ll just see about . . . let me up, Dasinger! Just wait till I get my hands on that bony partner of yours!”


  “Now take it easy.”


  “Take it easy! Why should I? I . . .”


  “It would be better,” Dasinger explained, “if Egavine believes you’re still under the influence.”


  She scowled up at him; then her face turned thoughtful. “Ho! You feel it isn’t that he’s a depraved old goat, that he’s got something more sinister in mind?”


  “It’s a definite possibility. Why not wait and find out? The ointment will immunize you against further tricks.”


  Miss Mines regarded him consideringly for a few seconds, then nodded. “All right! You can let me up now. What do you think he’s planning?”


  “Not easy to say with Dr. Egavine. He’s a devious man.” Dasinger got himself disentangled, came to his feet, and reached down to help her scramble up.


  “They certainly wrap you up with that hypno stuff, don’t they!” she observed wonderingly.


  Dasinger nodded. “They certainly do!” Then he added, “I’m keeping the doctor and his little sidekick locked up, too, until we get to the planet. That leaves you and me with the run of the ship.”


  Duomart looked at him. “So it does,” she agreed.


  “Know how to use a gun?”


  “Of course. But I’m not allow— I don’t have one with me on this trip.”


  HE reached into his coat, took out a small gun in a fabric holster. Duomart glanced at it, then her eyes went back to his face.


  “Might clip it to your belt,” Dasinger said. “It’s a good little shocker, fifty-foot range, safe for shipboard use. It’s got a full load, eighty shots. We may or may not run into emergencies. If we don’t, you’ll still be more comfortable carrying it.”


  Duomart holstered the gun and attached the holster to her belt. She slid the tip of her tongue reflectively out between her lips, drew it back, blinked at the flight screens for a few seconds, then looked across at Dasinger and tapped the holster at her side.


  “That sort of changes things, too!” she said.


  “Changes what?”


  “Tell you in a minute. Sit down, Dasinger. Manual course corrections coming up . . .” She slid into the pilot seat, moved her hands out over the controls, and appeared to forget about him.


  Dasinger settled into a chair to her left, lit a cigarette, smoked and watched her, glancing occasionally at the screens. She was jockeying the Mooncat deftly in and out of the fringes of a gravitic stress knot, presently brought it into the clear, slapped over a direction lever and slid the palm of her right hand along a row of speed control buttons depressing them in turn.


  “NICE piece of piloting,” Dasinger observed.


  Duomart lifted one shoulder in a slight shrug. “That’s my job.” Her face remained serious. “Are you wondering why I edged us through that thing instead of going around it?”


  “Uh-huh, a little,” Dasinger admitted.


  “It knocked half an hour off the time it should take us to get to your planet,” she said. “That is, if you’ll still want to go there. We’re being followed, you see.”


  “By whom?”


  “They call her the Spy. After the Mooncat she’s the fastest job in the Fleet. She’s got guns, and her normal complement is twenty armed men.”


  “The idea being to have us lead them to what we’re after, and then take it away from us?” Dasinger asked.


  “That’s right. I’m not supposed to know about it. You know what a Gray Fleet is?”


  Dasinger nodded. “An Independent that’s turned criminal.”


  “Yes. Willata’s Fleet was a legitimate outfit up to four years ago. Then Liu Taunus and Calat and their gang took over. That happened to be the two Fleet bosses you slapped handcuffs on, Dasinger. We’re a Gray Fleet now. So I had some plans of my own for this trip. If I can get to some other I-Fleet or to the Hub, I might be able to do something about Taunus. After we were down on the planet, I was going to steal the Mooncat and take off by myself.”


  “Why are you telling me?”


  Miss Mines colored a little. “Well, you gave me the gun,” she said. “And you clobbered Taunus, and got me out of that hypno thing . . . I mean, I’d have to be pretty much of a jerk to ditch you now, wouldn’t I? Anyway, now that I’ve told you, you won’t be going back to Willata’s Fleet, whatever you do. I’ll still get to the Hub.” She paused. “So what do you want to do now? Beat it until the coast’s clear, or make a quick try for your loot before the Spy gets there?”


  “How far is she behind us?” Dasinger asked.


  Duomart said, “I don’t know exactly. Here’s what happened. When we started out, Taunus told me not to let the Mooncat travel at more than three-quarters speed for any reason. I figured then the Spy was involved in whatever he was planning; she can keep up with us at that rate, and she has considerably better detector reach than the Cat. She’s stayed far enough back not to register on our plates throughout the trip.


  “Late yesterday we hit some extensive turbulence areas, and I started playing games. There was this little cluster of three sun systems ahead. One of them was our target, though Dr. Egavine hadn’t yet said which. I ducked around a few twisters, doubled back, and there was the Spy coming the other way. I beat it then—top velocity. The Spy dropped off our detectors two hours later, and she can’t have kept us on for more than another hour herself.


  “So they’ll assume we’re headed for one of those three systems, but they don’t know which one. They’ll have to look for us. There’s only one terraprox in the system we’re going to. There may be none in the others, or maybe four or five. But the terraprox worlds is where they’ll look because the salvage suits you’re carrying are designed for ordinary underwater work. After the way I ran from them, they’ll figure something’s gone wrong with Taunus’s plans, of course.”


  DASINGER rubbed his chin. “And if they’re lucky and follow us straight in to the planet?”


  “Then,” Miss Mines said, “you might still have up to six or seven hours to locate the stuff you want, load it aboard and be gone again.”


  “Might have?”


  She shrugged. “We’ve got a lead on them, but just how big a lead we finally wind up with depends to a considerable extent on the flight conditions they run into behind us. They might get a break there, too. Then there’s another very unfortunate thing. The system Dr. Egavine’s directed us to now is the one we were closest to when I broke out of detection range. They’ll probably decide to look there first. You see?”


  “Yes,” Dasinger said. “Not so good, is it?” He knuckled his jaw again reflectively. “Why was Taunus pounding around on you when I came forward?”


  “Oh, those two runches caught me flying the ship at top speed. Taunus was furious. He couldn’t know whether the Spy still had a fix on us or not. Of course he didn’t tell me that. The lumps he was preparing to hand out were to be for disregarding his instructions. He does things like that.” She paused. “Well, are you going to make a try for the planet?”


  “Yes,” Dasinger said. “If we wait, there’s entirely too good a chance the Spy will run across what we’re after while she’s snooping around for us there. We’ll try to arrange things for a quick getaway in case our luck doesn’t hold up.”


  Duomart nodded. “Mind telling me what you’re after?”


  “Not at all. Under the circumstances you should be told . . .


  “OF course,” Dasinger concluded a minute or two later, “all we’ll have a legal claim to is the salvage fee.”


  Miss Mines glanced over at him, looking somewhat shaken. “You are playing this legally?”


  “Definitely.”


  “Even so,” she said, “if that really is the wreck of the Dosey Asteroids raider, and the stones are still on board . . . you two will collect something like ten million credits between you!”


  “Roughly that,” Dasinger agreed. “Dr. Egavine learned about the matter from one of your Willata Fleetmen.”


  Her eyes widened. “He what!”


  “The Fleet lost a unit called Handing’s Scout about four years ago, didn’t it?”


  “Three and a half,” she said. She paused. “Handing’s Scout is the other wreck down there?”


  “Yes. There was one survivor . . . as far as we know. You may recall his name. Leed Farous.”


  Duomart nodded. “The little kwil hound. He was assistant navigator. How did Dr. Egavine. . .?”


  Dasinger said, “Farous died in a Federation hospital on Mezmiali two years ago, apparently of the accumulative effects of kwil addiction. He’d been picked up in Hub space in a lifeboat which we now know was one of the two on Handing’s Scout.”


  “In Hub space? Why, it must have taken him almost a year to get that far in one of those tubs!”


  “From what Dr. Egavine learned,” Dasinger said, “it did take that long. The lifeboat couldn’t be identified at the time. Neither could Farous. He was completely addled with kwil . . . quite incoherent, in fact already apparently in the terminal stages of the addiction. Strenuous efforts were made to identify him because a single large star hyacinth had been found in the lifeboat . . . there was the possibility it was one of the stones the Dosey Asteroids Company had lost. But Farous died some months later without regaining his senses sufficiently to offer any information.


  “Dr. Egavine was the physician in charge of the case, and eventually also the man who signed the death certificate. The doctor stayed on at the hospital for another year, then resigned, announcing that he intended to go into private research. Before Farous died, Egavine had of course obtained his story from him.”


  Miss Mines looked puzzled. “If Farous never regained his senses . . .”


  “Dr. Egavine is a hypnotherapist of exceptional ability,” Dasinger said. “Leed Farous wasn’t so far gone that the information couldn’t be pried out of him with an understanding use of drug hypnosis.”


  “Then why didn’t others . . .”


  “Oh, it was attempted. But you’ll remember,” Dasinger said, “that I had a little trouble getting close to you with an antihypnotic. The good doctor got to Farous first, that’s all. Instead of the few minutes he spent on you, he could put in hour after hour conditioning Farous. Later comers simply didn’t stand a chance of getting through to him.”


  DUOMART Mines was silent a moment, then asked, “Why did you two come out to the Willata Fleet station and hire one of our ships? Your cruiser’s a lot slower than the Mooncat but it would have got you here.”


  Dasinger said, “Dr. Egavine slipped up on one point. One can hardly blame him for it since interstellar navigation isn’t in his line. The reference points on the maps he had Farous make up for him turned out to be meaningless when compared with Federation star charts. We needed the opportunity to check them against your Fleet maps. They make sense then.”


  “I see.” Duomart gave him a sideways glance, remarked, “You know, the way you’ve put it, the thing’s still pretty fishy.”


  “In what manner?”


  “Dr. Egavine finished off old Farous, didn’t he?”


  “He may have,” Dasinger conceded. “It would be impossible to prove it now. You can’t force a man to testify against himself. It’s true, of course, that Farous died at a very convenient moment, from Dr. Egavine’s point of view.”


  “Well,” she said, “a man like that wouldn’t be satisfied with half a salvage fee when he saw the chance to quietly make away with the entire Dosey Asteroids haul.”


  “That could be,” Dasinger said thoughtfully. “On the other hand, a man who had committed an unprovable murder to obtain a legal claim to six million credits might very well decide not to push his luck any farther. You know the space salvage ruling that when a criminal act or criminal intent can be shown in connection with an operation like this, the guilty person automatically forfeits any claim he has to the fee.”


  “Yes, I know . . . and of course,” Miss Mines said, “you aren’t necessarily so lily white either. That’s another possibility. And there’s still another one. You don’t happen to be a Federation detective, do you?”


  Dasinger blinked. After a moment he said, “Not a bad guess. However, I don’t work for the Federation.”


  “Oh? For whom do you work?”


  “At the moment, and indirectly, for the Dosey Asteroids Company.”


  “Insurance?”


  “No. After Farous died, Dosey Asteroids employed a detective agency to investigate the matter. I represent the agency.”


  “The agency collects on the salvage?”


  “That’s the agreement. We deliver the goods or get nothing.”


  “And Dr. Egavine?”


  Dasinger shrugged. “If the doctor keeps his nose clean, he stays entitled to half the salvage fee.”


  “What about the way he got the information from Farous?” she asked.


  “From any professional viewpoint, that was highly unethical procedure. But there’s no evidence Egavine broke any laws.”


  Miss Mines studied him, her eyes bright and quizzical. “I had a feeling about you,” she said. “I . . .”


  A warning burr came from the tolerance indicator; the girl turned her head quickly, said, “Cat’s complaining . . . looks like we’re hitting the first system stresses!” She slid back into the pilot seat. “Be with you again in a while . . .”


  WHEN Dasinger returned presently to the control section Duomart sat at ease in the pilot seat with coffee and a sandwich before her.


  “How are the mutineers doing?” she asked.


  “They ate with a good appetite, said nothing, and gave me no trouble,” Dasinger said. “They still pretend they don’t understand Federation translingue. Dr. Egavine’s a bit sulky. He wanted to be up front during the prelanding period. I told him he could watch things through his cabin communicator screen.”


  Miss Mines finished her sandwich, her eyes thoughtful. “I’ve been wondering, you know . . . how can you be sure Dr. Egavine told you the truth about what he got from Leed Farous?”


  Dasinger said, “I studied the recordings Dr. Egavine made of his sessions with Farous in the hospital. He may have held back on a few details, but the recordings were genuine enough.”


  “So Farous passes out on a kwil jag,” she said, “and he doesn’t even know they’re making a landing. When he comes to, the scout’s parked, the Number Three drive is smashed, the lock is open, and not another soul is aboard or in sight.


  “Then he notices another wreck with its lock open, wanders over, sees a few bones and stuff lying around inside, picks up a star hyacinth, and learns from the ship’s records that down in the hold under sixty feet of water is a sealed compartment with a whole little crateful of the stones . . .”


  “That’s the story,” Dasinger agreed.


  “In the Fleets,” she remarked, “if we heard of a place where a couple of ship’s crews seemed to have vanished into thin air, we’d call it a spooked world. And usually we’d keep away from it.” She clamped her lower lip lightly between her teeth for a moment. “Do you think Dr. Egavine has considered the kwil angle?”


  Dasinger nodded. “I’m sure of it. Of course it’s only a guess that the kwil made a difference for Farous. The stuff has no known medical value of any kind. But when the only known survivor of two crews happens to be a kwil-eater, the point has to be considered.”


  “Nobody else on Handing’s Scout took kwil,” Duomart said. “I know that. There aren’t many in the Fleet who do.” She hesitated. “You know, Dasinger, perhaps I should try it again! Maybe if I took it straight from the needle this time . . .”


  Dasinger shook his head. “If the little flake you nibbled made you feel drowsy, even a quarter of a standard shot would put you out cold for an hour or two. Kwil has that effect on a lot of people. Which is one reason it isn’t a very popular drug.”


  “What effect does it have on you?” she asked.


  “Depends to some extent on the size of the dose. Sometimes it slows me down physically and mentally. At other times there were no effects that I could tell until the kwil wore off. Then I’d have hallucinations for a while—that can be very distracting, of course, when there’s something you have to do. Those hangover hallucinations seem to be another fairly common reaction.”


  He concluded, “Since you can’t take the drug and stay awake, you’ll simply remain inside the locked ship. It will be better anyway to keep the Mooncat well up in the air and ready to move most of the time we’re on the planet.”


  “What about Taunus and Calat?” she asked.


  “They come out with us, of course. If kwil is what it takes to stay healthy down there, I’ve enough to go around. And if it knocks them out, it will keep them out of trouble.”


  “LOOKS like there’s a firemaker down there!” Duomart’s slim forefinger indicated a point on the ground-view plate. “Column of smoke starting to come up next to that big patch of trees!. . . Two point nine miles due north and uphill of the wrecks.”


  From a wall screen Dr. Egavine’s voice repeated sharply, “Smoke? Then Leed Farous was not the only survivor!”


  Duomart gave him a cool glance. “Might be a native animal that knows how to make fire. They’re not so unusual.” She went on to Dasinger. “It would take a hand detector to spot us where we are, but it does look like a distress signal. If it’s men from one of the wrecks, why haven’t they used the scout’s other lifeboat?”


  “Would the lifeboat still be intact?” Dasinger asked.


  Duomart spun the ground-view plate back to the scout. “Look for yourself,” she said. “It couldn’t have been damaged in as light a crash as that one was. Those tubs are built to stand a really solid shaking up! And what else could have harmed it?”


  “Farous may have put it out of commission before he left,” Dasinger said. “He wanted to come back from the Hub with an expedition to get the hyacinths, so he wouldn’t have cared for the idea of anyone else getting away from the planet meanwhile.” He looked over at the screen. “How about it, doctor? Did Farous make any mention of that?”


  Dr. Egavine seemed to hesitate an instant. “As a matter of fact, he did. Farous was approximately a third of the way to the Hub when he realized he might have made a mistake in not rendering the second lifeboat unusable. But by then it was too late to turn back, and of course he was almost certain there were no other survivors.”


  “So that lifeboat should still be in good condition?”


  “It was in good condition when Farous left here.”


  “Well, whoever’s down there simply may not know how to handle it.”


  Duomart shook her blond head decidedly. “That’s out, too!” she said. “Our Fleet lifeboats all came off an old Grand Commerce liner which was up for scrap eighty, ninety years ago. They’re designed so any fool can tell what to do, and the navigational settings are completely automatic. Of course if it is a native firemaker—with mighty keen eyesight—down there, that could be different! A creature like that mightn’t think of going near the scout. Should I start easing the Cat in towards the smoke, Dasinger?”


  “Yes. We’ll have to find out what the signal means before we try to approach the wrecks. Doctor, are you satisfied now that Miss Mines’s outworld biotic check was correct?”


  “The analysis appears to be fairly accurate,” Dr. Egavine acknowledged, “and all detectable trouble sources are covered by the selected Fleet serum.”


  DASINGER said, “We’ll prepare for an immediate landing then. There’ll be less than an hour of daylight left on the ground, but the night’s so short we’ll disregard that factor.” He switched off the connection to Egavine’s cabin, turned to Duomart. “Now our wrist communicators, you say, have a five-mile range?”


  “A little over five.”


  “Then,” Dasinger said, “we’ll keep you and the Cat stationed at an exact five-mile altitude ninety-five per cent of the time we spend on the planet. If the Spy arrives while you’re up there, how much time will we have to clear out?”


  She shrugged. “That depends of course on how they arrive. My detectors can pick the Spy up in space before their detectors can make out the Cat against the planet. If we spot them as they’re heading in, we’ll have around fifteen minutes.


  “But if they show up on the horizon in atmosphere, or surface her out of subspace, that’s something else. If I don’t move instantly then, they’ll have me bracketed . . . and BLOOIE!”


  Dasinger said, “Then those are the possibilities you’ll have to watch for. Think you could draw the Spy far enough away in a chase to be able to come back for us?”


  “They wouldn’t follow me that far,” Duomart said. “They know the Cat can outrun them easily once she’s really stretched out, so if they can’t nail her in the first few minutes they’ll come back to look around for what we were interested in here.” She added, “And if I don’t let the Cat go all out but just keep a little ahead of them, they’ll know that I’m trying to draw them away from something.”


  Dasinger nodded. “In that case we’ll each be on our own, and your job will be to keep right on going and get the information as quickly as possible to the Kyth detective agency in Orado. The agency will take the matter from there.”


  MISS Mines looked at him. “Aren’t you sort of likely to be dead before the agency can do anything about the situation?”


  “I’ll try to avoid it,” Dasinger said. “Now, we’ve assumed the worst as far as the Spy is concerned. But things might also go wrong downstairs. Say I lose control of the group, or we all get hit down there by whatever hit the previous landing parties and it turns out that kwil’s no good for it. It’s understood that in any such event you again head the Cat immediately for the Hub and get the word to the agency. Right?”


  Duomart nodded.


  He brought a flat case of medical hypodermics out of his pocket, and opened it.


  “Going to take your shot of kwil before we land?” Miss Mines asked.


  “No. I want you to keep one of these needles on hand, at least until we find out what the problem is. It’ll knock you out if you have to take it, but it might also keep you alive. I’m waiting myself to see if it’s necessary to go on kwil. The hallucinations I get from the stuff afterwards could hit me while we’re in the middle of some critical activity or other, and that mightn’t be so good.” He closed the case again, put it away. “I think we’ve covered everything. If you’ll check the view plate, something—or somebody—has come out from under the trees near the column of smoke. And unless I’m mistaken it’s a human being.”


  Duomart slipped the kwil needle he’d given her into a drawer of the instrument console. “I don’t think you’re mistaken,” she said. “I’ve been watching him for the last thirty seconds.”


  “It is a man?”


  “Pretty sure of it. He moves like one.”


  Dasinger stood up. “I’ll go talk with Egavine then. I had a job in mind for him and his hypno sprays if we happened to run into human survivors.”


  “Shall I put the ship down next to this one?”


  “No. Land around five hundred yards to the north, in the middle of that big stretch of open ground. That should keep us out of ambushes. Better keep clear of the airspace immediately around the wrecks as you go down.”


  Duomart looked at him. “Darn right I’ll keep clear of that area!”


  Dasinger grinned. “Something about the scout?”


  “Sure. No visible reason at all why the scout should have settled hard enough to buckle a drive. Handing was a good pilot.”


  “Hm-m-m.” Dasinger rubbed his chin. “Well, I’ve been wondering. The Dosey Asteroids raiders are supposed to have used an unknown type of antipersonnel weapon in their attack on the station, you know. Nothing in sight on their wreck that might be, say, an automatic gun but . . . well, just move in carefully and stay ready to haul away very fast at the first hint of trouble!”


  THE Mooncat slid slowly down through the air near the point where the man stood in open ground, a hundred yards from the clump of trees out of which smoke still billowed thickly upwards. The man watched the speedboat’s descent quietly, making no further attempt to attract the attention of those on board to himself.


  Duomart had said that the man was not a member of Handing’s lost crew but a stranger. He was therefore one of the Dosey Asteroids raiders.


  Putting down her two land legs, the Mooncat touched the open hillside a little over a quarter of a mile from the woods, stood straddled and rakish, nose high. The storeroom lock opened, and a slender ramp slid out. Quist showed in the lock, dumped two portable shelters to the ground, came scrambling nimbly down the ramp. Dr. Egavine followed, more cautiously, the two handcuffed Fleetmen behind him. Dasinger came out last, glancing over at the castaway who had started across the slope towards the ship.


  “Everyone’s out,” he told his wrist communicator. “Take her up.”


  The ramp snaked soundlessly back into the lock, the lock snapped shut and the Mooncat lifted smoothly and quickly from the ground. Liu Taunus glanced after the rising speedboat, looked at Calat, and spoke loudly and emphatically in Fleetlingue for a few seconds, his broad face without expression. Dasinger said, “All right, Quist, break out the shelter.”


  When the shelter was assembled, Dasinger motioned the Fleetmen towards the door with his thumb. “Inside, boys!” he said. “Quist, lock the shelter behind them and stay on guard here. Come on, doctor. We’ll meet our friend halfway . . .”


  THE castaway approached unhurriedly, walking with a long, easy stride, the bird thing on his shoulder craning its neck to peer at the strangers with round yellow eyes. The man was big and rangy, probably less heavy by thirty pounds than Liu Taunus, but in perfect physical condition. The face was strong and intelligent, smiling elatedly now.


  “I’d nearly stopped hoping this day would arrive!” he said in translingue. “May I ask who you are?”


  “An exploration group.” Dasinger gripped the extended hand, shook it, as Dr. Egavine’s right hand went casually to his coat lapel. “We noticed the two wrecked ships down by the lake,” Dasinger explained, “then saw your smoke signal. Your name?”


  “Graylock. Once chief engineer of the Antares, out of Vanadia on Aruaque.” Graylock turned, still smiling, towards Egavine.


  Egavine smiled as pleasantly.


  “Graylock,” he observed, “you feel, and will continue to feel, that this is the conversation you planned to conduct with us, that everything is going exactly in accordance with your wishes.” He turned his head to Dasinger, inquired, “Would you prefer to question him yourself, Dasinger?”


  Dasinger hesitated, startled; but Graylock’s expression did not change. Dasinger shook his head. “Very smooth, doctor!” he commented. “No, go ahead. You’re obviously the expert here.”


  “Very well . . . Graylock,” Dr. Egavine resumed, “you will cooperate with me fully and to the best of your ability now, knowing that I am both your master and friend. Are any of the other men who came here on those two ships down by the water still alive?”


  There was complete stillness for a second or two. Then Graylock’s face began to work unpleasantly, all color draining from it. He said harshly, “No. But I . . . I don’t . . .” He stammered incomprehensibly, went silent again, his expression wooden and set.


  “Graylock,” Egavine continued to probe, “you can remember everything now, and you are not afraid. Tell me what happened to the other men.”


  Sweat covered the castaway’s ashen face. His mouth twisted in agonized, silent grimaces again. The bird thing leaped from his shoulder with a small purring sound, fluttered softly away.


  Dr. Egavine repeated, “You are not afraid. You can remember. What happened to them? How did they die?”


  And abruptly the big man’s face smoothed out. He looked from Egavine to Dasinger and back with an air of brief puzzlement, then explained conversationally, “Why, Hovig’s generator killed many of us as we ran away from the Antares. Some reached the edges of the circle with me, and I killed them later.”


  Dr. Egavine flicked another glance towards Dasinger but did not pause.


  “And the crew of the second ship?” he asked.


  “Those two. They had things I needed, and naturally I didn’t want them alive here.”


  “Is Hovig’s generator still on the Antares?”


  “Yes.”


  “How does the generator kill?”


  Sweat suddenly started out on Graylock’s face again, but now he seemed unaware of any accompanying emotions. He said, “It kills by fear, of course . . .”


  THE story of the Dosey Asteroids raider and of Hovig’s fear generators unfolded quickly from there. Hovig had developed his machines for the single purpose of robbing the Dosey Asteroids Shipping Station. The plan then had been to have the Antares cruise in uncharted space with the looted star hyacinths for at least two years, finally to approach the area of the Federation from a sector far removed from the Dosey system. That precaution resulted in disaster for Hovig. Chief Engineer Graylock had time to consider that his share in the profits of the raid would be relatively insignificant, and that there was a possibility of increasing it.


  Graylock and his friends attacked their shipmates as the raider was touching down to the surface of an uncharted world to replenish its water supply. The attack succeeded but Hovig, fatally wounded, took a terrible revenge on the mutineers. He contrived to set off one of his grisly devices, and to all intents and purposes everyone still alive on board the Antares immediately went insane with fear. The ship crashed out of control at the edge of a lake. Somebody had opened a lock and a number of the frantic crew plunged from the ramp and fell to their death on the rocks below. Those who reached the foot of the ramp fled frenziedly from the wreck, the effects of Hovig’s machine pursuing them but weakening gradually as they widened the distance between themselves and the Antares. Finally, almost three miles away, the fear impulses faded out completely . . .


  But thereafter the wreck was unapproachable. The fear generator did not run out of power, might not run out of power for years.


  Dasinger said, “Doctor, let’s hurry this up! Ask him why they weren’t affected by their murder machines when they robbed Dosey Asteroids. Do the generators have a beam-operated shut-off, or what?”


  Graylock listened to the question, said, “We had taken kwil. The effects were still very unpleasant, but they could be tolerated.”


  There was a pause of a few seconds. Dr. Egavine cleared his throat. “It appears, Dasinger,” he remarked, “that we have failed to consider a very important clue!”


  Dasinger nodded. “And an obvious one,” he said drily. “Keep it moving along, doctor. How much kwil did they take? How long had they been taking it before the raid?”


  Dr. Egavine glanced over at him, repeated the questions.


  Graylock said Hovig had begun conditioning the crew to kwil a week or two before the Antares slipped out of Aruaque for the strike on the station. In each case the dosage had been built up gradually to the quantity the man in question required to remain immune to the generators. Individual variations had been wide and unpredictable.


  Dasinger passed his tongue over his lips, nodded. “Ask him . . .”


  HE checked himself at a soft, purring noise, a shadowy fluttering in the air. Graylock’s animal flew past him, settled on its master’s shoulder, turned to stare at Dasinger and Egavine. Dasinger looked at the yellow owl-eyes, the odd little tube of a mouth, continued to Egavine, “Ask him where the haul was stored in the ship.”


  Graylock confirmed Leed Farous’s statement of what he had seen in the Antares’s records. All but a few of the star hyacinths had been placed in a vault-like compartment in the storage, and the compartment was sealed. Explosives would be required to open it. Hovig kept out half a dozen of the larger stones, perhaps as an antidote to boredom during the long voyage ahead. Graylock had found one of them just before Hovig’s infernal instrument went into action.


  “And where is that one now?” Dr. Egavine asked.


  “I still have it.”


  “On your person?”


  “Yes.”


  Dr. Egavine held out his hand, palm upward. “You no longer want it, Graylock. Give it to me.”


  Graylock looked bewildered; for a moment he appeared about to weep. Then he brought a knotted piece of leather from his pocket, unwrapped it, took out the gem and placed it in Egavine’s hand. Egavine picked it up between thumb and forefinger of his other hand, held it out before him.


  There was silence for some seconds while the star hyacinth burned in the evening air and the three men and the small winged animal stared at it. Then Dr. Egavine exhaled slowly.


  “Ah, now!” he said, his voice a trifle unsteady. “Men might kill and kill for that one beauty alone, that is true!. . . Will you keep it for now, Dasinger? Or shall I?”


  Dasinger looked at him thoughtfully.


  “You keep it, doctor,” he said.


  “DASINGER,” Dr. Egavine observed a few minutes later, “I have been thinking . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Graylock’s attempted description of his experience indicates that the machine on the Antares does not actually broadcast the emotion of terror, as he believes. The picture presented is that of a mind in which both the natural and the acquired barriers of compartmentalization are temporarily nullified, resulting in an explosion of compounded insanity to an extent which would be inconceivable without such an outside agent. As we saw in Graylock, the condition is in fact impossible to describe or imagine! A diabolical device . . .”


  He frowned. “Why the drug kwil counteracts such an effect remains unclear. But since we now know that it does, I may have a solution to the problem confronting us.”


  Dasinger nodded. “Let’s hear it.”


  “Have Miss Mines bring the ship down immediately,” Egavine instructed him. “There is a definite probability that among my medical supplies will be an effective substitute for kwil, for this particular purpose. A few hours of experimentation, and . . .”


  “Doctor,” Dasinger interrupted, “hold it right there! So far there’s been no real harm in sparring around. But we’re in a different situation now . . . we may be running out of time very quickly. Let’s quit playing games.”


  Dr. Egavine glanced sharply across at him. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that we both have kwil, of course. There’s no reason to experiment. But the fact that we have it is no guarantee that we’ll be able to get near that generator. Leed Farous’s tissues were soaked with the drug. Graylock’s outfit had weeks to determine how much each of them needed to be able to operate within range of the machines and stay sane. We’re likely to have trouble enough without trying to jockey each other.”


  Dr. Egavine cleared his throat. “But I . . .”


  Dasinger interrupted again. “Your reluctance to tell me everything you knew or had guessed is understandable. You had no more reason to trust me completely than I had to trust you. So before you say anything else I’d like you to look at these credentials. You’re familiar with the Federation seal, I think.”


  Dr. Egavine took the proffered identification case, glanced at Dasinger again, then opened the case.


  “So,” he said presently. “You’re a detective working for the Dosey Asteroids Company . . .” His voice was even. “That alters the situation, of course. Why didn’t you tell me this?”


  “That should be obvious,” Dasinger said. “If you’re an honest man, the fact can make no difference. The company remains legally bound to pay out the salvage fee for the star hyacinths. They have no objection to that. What they didn’t like was the possibility of having the gems stolen for the second time. If that’s what you had in mind, you wouldn’t, of course, have led an agent of the company here. In other words, doctor, in cooperating with me you’re running no risk of being cheated out of your half of the salvage rights.”


  Dasinger patted the gun in his coat pocket. “And of course,” he added, “if I happened to be a bandit in spite of the credentials, I’d be eliminating you from the partnership right now instead of talking to you! The fact that I’m not doing it should be a sufficient guarantee that I don’t intend to do it.”


  Dr. Egavine nodded. “I’m aware of the point.”


  “Then let’s get on with the salvage,” Dasinger said. “For your further information, there’s an armed Fleet ship hunting for us with piratical intentions, and the probability is that it will find us in a matter of hours . . .”


  HE described the situation briefly, concluded, “You’ve carried out your part of the contract by directing us here. You can, if you wish, minimize further personal risks by using the Fleet scout’s lifeboat to get yourself and Quist off the planet, providing kwil will get you to the scout. Set a normspace course for Orado then, and we’ll pick you up after we’ve finished the job.”


  Dr. Egavine shook his head. “Thank you, but I’m staying. It’s in my interest to give you what assistance I can . . . and, as you’ve surmised, I do have a supply of kwil. What is your plan?”


  “Getting Hovig’s generator shut off is the first step,” Dasinger said. “And since we don’t know what dosage of the drug is required for each of us, we’d be asking for trouble by approaching the Antares in the ship. Miss Mines happens to be a kwil-sensitive, in any case. So it’s going to take hiking, and I’ll start down immediately now. Would Graylock and the Fleetmen obey hypnotic orders to the extent of helping out dependably in the salvage work?”


  Egavine nodded. “There is no question of that.”


  “Then you might start conditioning them to the idea now. From the outer appearance of the Antares, it may be a real job to cut through inside her to get to the star hyacinths. We have the three salvage suits. If I can make it to the generator, shut it off, and it turns out then that I need some hypnotized brawn down there, Miss Mines will fly over the shelter as a signal to start marching the men down.”


  “Why march? At that point, Miss Mines could take us to the wreck within seconds.”


  Dasinger shook his head. “Sorry, doctor. Nobody but Miss Mines or myself goes aboard the Mooncat until we either wind up the job or are forced to clear out and run. I’m afraid that’s one precaution I’ll have to take. When you get to the Antares we’ll give each of the boys a full shot of kwil. The ones that don’t go limp on it can start helping.”


  Dr. Egavine said reflectively, “You feel the drug would still be a requirement?”


  “Well,” Dasinger said, “Hovig appears to have been a man who took precautions, too. We know he had three generators and that he set off one of them. The question is where the other two are. It wouldn’t be so very surprising, would it, if one or both of them turned out to be waiting for intruders in the vault where he sealed away the loot?”


  THE night was cool. Wind rustled in the ground vegetation and the occasional patches of trees. Otherwise the slopes were quiet. The sky was covered with cloud layers through which the Mooncat drifted invisibly. In the infrared glasses Dasinger had slipped on when he started, the rocky hillside showed clear for two hundred yards, tinted green as though bathed by a strange moonlight; beyond was murky darkness.


  “Still all right?” Duomart’s voice inquired from the wrist communicator.


  “Uh-huh!” Dasinger said. “A little nervous, but I’d be feeling that way in any case, under the circumstances.”


  “I’m not so sure,” she said. “You’ve gone past the two and a half mile line from the generator. From what that Graylock monster said, you should have started to pick up its effects. Why not take your shot, and play safe?”


  “No,” Dasinger said. “If I wait until I feel something that can be definitely attributed to the machine, I can keep the kwil dose down to what I need. I don’t want to load myself up with the drug any more than I have to.”


  A stand of tall trees with furry trunks moved presently into range of the glasses, thick undergrowth beneath. Dasinger picked his way through the thickets with some caution. The indications so far had been that local animals had as much good reason to avoid the vicinity of Hovig’s machine as human beings, but if there was any poisonous vermin in the area this would be a good place for it to be lurking. Which seemed a fairly reasonable apprehension. Other, equally definite, apprehensions looked less reasonable when considered objectively. If he stumbled on a stone, it produced a surge of sharp alarm which lingered for seconds; and his breathing had quickened much more than could be accounted for by the exertions of the downhill climb.


  FIVE minutes beyond the wood Dasinger emerged from the mouth of a narrow gorge, and stopped short with a startled exclamation. His hand dug hurriedly into his pocket for the case of kwil needles.


  “What’s the matter?” Duomart inquired sharply.


  Dasinger produced a somewhat breathless laugh. “I’ve decided to take the kwil. At once!”


  “You’re feeling . . . things?” Her voice was also shaky.


  “I’ll say! Not just a matter of feeling it, either. For example, a couple of old friends are walking towards me at the moment. Dead ones, as it happens.”


  “Ugh!” she said faintly. “Hurry up!”


  Dasinger shoved the needle’s plunger a quarter of the way down on the kwil solution, pulled the needle out of his arm. He stood still for some seconds, filled his lungs with the cool night air, let it out in a long sigh.


  “That did it!” he announced, his voice steadying again. “The stuff works fast. A quarter shot . . .”


  “Why did you wait so long?”


  “It wasn’t too bad till just now. Then suddenly . . . that generator can’t be putting out evenly! Anyway, it hit me like a rock. I doubt you’d be interested in details.”


  “I wouldn’t,” Duomart agreed. “I’m crawly enough as it is up here. I wish we were through with this!”


  “With just a little luck we should be off the planet in an hour.”


  By the time he could hear the lapping of the lake water on the wind, he was aware of the growing pulse of Hovig’s generator ahead of him, alive and malignant in the night. Then the Fleet scout came into the glasses, a squat, dark ship, its base concealed in the growth that had sprung up around it after it piled up on the slope. Dasinger moved past the scout, pushing through bushy aromatic shrubbery which thickened as he neared the water. He felt physically sick and sluggish now, was aware, too, of an increasing reluctance to go on. He would need more of the drug before attempting to enter the Antares.


  To the west, the sky was partly clear, and presently he saw the wreck of the Dosey Asteroids raider loom up over the edge of the lake arm, blotting out a section of stars. Still beyond the field of the glasses, it looked like an armored water animal about to crawl up on the slopes. Dasinger approached slowly, in foggy unwillingness, emerged from the bushes into open ground, and saw a broad ramp furred with a thick coat of moldlike growth rise steeply towards an open lock in the upper part of the Antares. The pulse of the generator might have been the beating of the maimed ship’s heart, angry and threatening. It seemed to be growing stronger. And had something moved in the lock? Dasinger stood, senses swimming sickly, dreaming that something huge rose slowly, towered over him like a giant wave, leaned forwards . . .


  “STILL all right?” Duomart inquired.


  The wave broke.


  “Dasinger! What’s happened?”


  “Nothing,” Dasinger said, his voice raw. He pulled the empty needle out of his arm, dropped it. “But something nearly did! The kwil I took wasn’t enough. I was standing here waiting to let that damned machine swamp me when you spoke.”


  “You should have heard what you sounded like over the communicator! I thought you were . . .” her voice stopped for an instant, began again. “Anyway,” she said briskly, “you’re loaded with kwil now, I hope?”


  “More than I should be, probably.” Dasinger rubbed both hands slowly down along his face. “Well, it couldn’t be helped. That was pretty close, I guess! I don’t even remember getting the hypo out of the case.”


  He looked back up at the looming bow of the Antares, unbeautiful enough but prosaically devoid of menace and mystery now, though the pulsing beat still came from there. A mechanical obstacle and nothing else. “I’m going on in now.”


  From the darkness within the lock came the smell of stagnant water, of old decay. The mold that proliferated over the ramp did not extend into the wreck. But other things grew inside, pale and oily tendrils festooning the walls. Dasinger removed his night glasses, brought out a pencil light, let the beam fan out, and moved through the lock.


  The crash which had crumpled the ship’s lower shell had thrust up the flooring of the lock compartment, turned it into what was nearly level footing now. On the right, a twenty-foot black gap showed between the ragged edge of the deck and the far bulkhead from which it had been torn. The oily plant life spread over the edges of the flooring and on down into the flooded lower sections of the Antares. The pulse of Hovig’s generator came from above and the left where a passage slanted steeply up into the ship’s nose. Dasinger turned towards the passage, began clambering up.


  THERE was no guesswork involved in determining which of the doors along the passage hid the machine in what, if Graylock’s story was correct, had been Hovig’s personal stateroom. As Dasinger approached that point, it was like climbing into silent thunder. The door was locked, and though the walls beside it were warped and cracked, the cracks were too narrow to permit entry. Dasinger dug out a tool which had once been the prized property of one of Orado’s more eminent safecrackers, and went to work on the lock. A minute or two later he forced the door partly back in its tilted frame, scrambled through into the cabin.


  Not enough was left of Hovig after this span of time to be particularly offensive. The generator lay in a lower corner, half buried under other molded and unrecognizable debris. Dasinger uncovered it, feeling as if he were drowning in the invisible torrent pouring out from it, knelt down and placed the light against the wall beside him.


  The machine matched Graylock’s description. A pancake-shaped heavy plastic casing eighteen inches across, two thick studs set into its edge, one stud depressed and flush with the surface, the other extended. Dasinger thumbed experimentally at the extended stud, found it apparently immovable, took out his gun.


  “How is it going, Dasinger?” Miss Mines asked.


  “All right,” Dasinger said. He realized he was speaking with difficulty. “I’ve found the thing! Trying to get it shut off now. Tell you in a minute . . .”


  He tapped the extended stud twice with the butt of the gun, then slashed heavily down. The stud flattened back into the machine. Its counterpart didn’t move. The drowning sensations continued.


  Dasinger licked his lips, dropped the gun into his pocket, brought out the lock opener. He had the generator’s cover plate pried partway back when it shattered. With that, the thunder that wasn’t sound ebbed swiftly from the cabin. Dasinger reached into the generator, wrenched out a power battery, snapping half a dozen leads.


  He sat back on his heels, momentarily dizzy with relief, then climbed to his feet with the smashed components of Hovig’s machine, and turned to the door. Something in the debris along the wall flashed dazzlingly in the beam of his light.


  Dasinger stared at the star hyacinth for an instant, then picked it up. It was slightly larger than the one Graylock had carried out of the Antares with him, perfectly cut. He found four others of similar quality within the next minute, started back down to the lock compartment with what might amount to two million credits in honest money, around half that in the Hub’s underworld gem trade, in one of his pockets.


  “Yes?”


  “Got the thing’s teeth pulled now.”


  “Thank God! Coming right down . . .”


  The Mooncat was sliding in from the south as Dasinger stepped out on the head of the ramp. “Lock’s open,” Duomart’s voice informed him. “I’ll come aft and help.”


  IT took four trips with the gravity crane to transfer the salvage equipment into the Antares’s lock compartment. Then Miss Mines sealed the Mooncat and went back upstairs. Dasinger climbed into one of the three salvage suits, hung the wrist communicator inside the helmet, snapped on the suit’s lights and went over to the edge of the compartment deck. Black water reflected the lights thirty feet below. He checked the assortment of tools attached to his belt, nudged the suit’s gravity cutoff to the right, energized magnetic pads on knees, boot tips and wrists, then fly-walked rapidly down a bulkhead and dropped into the water.


  “No go, Duomart!” he informed the girl ten minutes later, his voice heavy with disappointment. “It’s an ungodly twisted mess down here . . . worse than I thought it might be! Looks as if we’ll have to cut all the way through to that vault. Give Egavine the signal to start herding the boys down.”


  Approximately an hour afterwards, Miss Mines reported urgently through the communicator, “They’ll reach the lock in less than four minutes now, Dasinger! Better drop it and come up!”


  “I’m on my way.” Dasinger reluctantly switched off the beam-saw he was working with, fastened it to the belt of the salvage suit, turned in the murky water and started back towards the upper sections of the wreck. The job of getting through the tangled jungle of metal and plastic to the gem vault appeared no more than half completed, and the prospect of being delayed over it until the Spy discovered them here began to look like a disagreeably definite possibility. He clambered and floated hurriedly up through the almost vertical passage he’d cleared, found daylight flooding the lock compartment, the system’s yellow sun well above the horizon. Peeling off the salvage suit, he restored the communicator to his wrist and went over to the head of the ramp.


  THE five men came filing down the last slopes in the morning light, Taunus and Calat in the lead, Graylock behind them, the winged animal riding his shoulder and lifting occasionally into the air to flutter about the group. Quist and Egavine brought up the rear. Dasinger took the gun from his pocket.


  “I’ll clip my gun to the suit belt when I go back down in the water with the boys,” he told the communicator. “If the doctor’s turning any tricks over in his mind, that should give him food for thought. I’ll relieve Quist of his weapon as he comes in.”


  “What about the guns in Graylock’s hut?” Duomart asked.


  “No charge left in them. If I’m reasonably careful, I really don’t see what Dr. Egavine can do. He knows he loses his half-interest in the salvage the moment he pulls any illegal stunts.”


  A minute or two later, he called out, “Hold it there, doctor?”


  The group shuffled to a stop near the foot of the ramp, staring up at him.


  “Yes, Dasinger?” Dr. Egavine called back, sounding a trifle winded.


  “Have Quist come up first and alone, please.” Dasinger disarmed the little man at the entrance to the lock, motioned him on to the center of the compartment. The others arrived then in a line, filed past Dasinger and joined Quist.


  “You’ve explained the situation to everybody?” Dasinger asked Egavine. There was an air of tenseness about the little group he didn’t like, though tension might be understandable enough under the circumstances.


  “Yes,” Dr. Egavine said. “They feel entirely willing to assist us, of course.” He smiled significantly.


  “Fine.” Dasinger nodded. “Line them up and let’s get going! Taunus first. Get . . .”


  There was a momentary stirring of the air back of his head. He turned sharply, jerking up the gun, felt twin needles drive into either side of his neck.


  His body instantly went insensate. The lock appeared to circle about him, then he was on his back and Graylock’s pet was alighting with a flutter of wings on his chest. It craned its head forward to peer into his face, the tip of its mouth tube open, showing a ring of tiny teeth. Vision and awareness left Dasinger together.


  The other men hadn’t moved. Now Dr. Egavine, his face a little pale, came over to Dasinger, the birdlike creature bounding back to the edge of the lock as he approached. Egavine knelt down, said quietly, his mouth near the wrist communicator, “Duomart Mines, you will obey me.”


  There was silence for a second or two. Then the communicator whispered, “Yes.”


  Dr. Egavine drew in a long, slow breath.


  “You feel no question, no concern, no doubt about this situation,” he went on. “You will bring the ship down now and land it safely beside the Antares. Then come up into the lock of the Antares for further instructions.” Egavine stood up, his eyes bright with triumph.


  IN the Mooncat three miles overhead, Duomart switched off her wrist communicator, sat white-faced, staring at the image of the Antares in the ground-view plate.


  “Sweet Jana!” she whispered. “How did he . . . now what do I . . .”


  She hesitated an instant, then opened a console drawer, took out the kwil needle Dasinger had left with her and slipped it into a pocket, clipped the holstered shocker back to her belt, and reached for the controls. A vast whistling shriek smote the Antares and the ears of those within as the Mooncat ripped down through atmosphere at an unatmospheric speed, leveled out smoothly and floated to the ground beside the wreck.


  There was no one in sight in the lock of the Antares as Duomart came out and sealed the Mooncat’s entry behind her. She went quickly up the broad, mold-covered ramp. The lock remained empty. From beyond it came the sound of some metallic object being pulled about, a murmur of voices. Twelve steps from the top, she took out the little gun, ran up to the lock and into it, bringing the gun up. She had a glimpse of Dr. Egavine and Quist standing near a rusty bench in the compartment, of Graylock half into a salvage suit, Dasinger on the floor . . . then a flick of motion to right and left.


  The tips of two space lines lashed about her simultaneously, one pinning her arms to her sides, the other clamping about her ankles and twitching her legs out from beneath her. She fired twice blindly to the left as the lines snapped her face down to the floor of the compartment. The gun was clamped beneath her stretched-out body and useless.


  “WHAT made that animal attack me anyway?” Dasinger asked wearily. He had just regained consciousness and been ordered by Calat to join the others on a rusted metal bench in the center of the lock compartment; Duomart to his left, Egavine on his right, Quist on the other side of Egavine. Calat stood watching them fifteen feet away, holding Dasinger’s gun in one hand while he jiggled a few of Hovig’s star hyacinths gently about in the other.


  Calat’s expression was cheerful, which made him the exception here. Liu Taunus and Graylock were down in the hold of the ship, working sturdily with cutter beams and power hoists to get to the sealed vault and blow it open. How long they’d been at it, Dasinger didn’t know.


  “You can thank your double-crossing partner for what happened!” Duomart informed him. She looked pretty thoroughly mussed up though still unsubdued. “Graylock’s been using the bird-thing to hunt with,” she said. “It’s a bloodsucker . . . nicks some animal with its claws and the animal stays knocked out while the little beast fills its tummy. So the intellectual over there had Graylock point you out to his pet, and it waited until your back was turned . . .” She hesitated, went on less vehemently, “Sorry about not carrying out orders, Dasinger. I assumed Egavine really was in control here, and I could have handled him. I walked into a trap.” She fished the shards of a smashed kwil needle out of her pocket, looked at them, and dropped them on the floor before her. “I got slammed around a little,” she explained.


  Calat laughed, said something in the Fleet tongue, grinning at her. She ignored him.


  Egavine said, “My effects were secretly inspected while we were at the Fleet station, Dasinger, and the Fleetmen have been taking drugs to immunize themselves against my hypnotic agents. They disclosed this when Miss Mines brought the speedboat down. There was nothing I could do. I regret to say that they intend to murder us. They are waiting only to assure themselves that the star hyacinths actually are in the indicated compartment.”


  “Great!” Dasinger groaned. He put his hands back in a groping gesture to support himself on the bench.


  “Still pretty feeble, I suppose?” Miss Mines inquired, gentle sympathy in her voice.


  “I’m poisoned,” he muttered brokenly. “The thing’s left me paralyzed . . .” He sagged sideways a little, his hand moving behind Duomart. He pinched her then in a markedly unparalyzed and vigorous manner.


  Duomart’s right eyelid flickered for an instant.


  “SOMEBODY wrung the little monster’s neck before I got here,” she remarked. “But there’re other necks I’d sooner wring! Your partner’s, for instance. Not that he’s necessarily the biggest louse around at the moment.” She nodded at Calat. “The two runches who call themselves Fleetmen don’t intend to share the star hyacinths even with their own gang! They’re rushing the job through so they can be on their way to the Hub before the Spy arrives. And don’t think Liu Taunus trusts that muscle-bound foogal standing there, either! He’s hanging on to the key of the Mooncat’s console until he comes back up.”


  Calat smiled with a suggestion of strain, then said something in a flat, expressionless voice, staring at her.


  “Oh, sure,” she returned. “With Taunus holding me, I suppose?” She looked at Dasinger. “They’re not shooting me right off, you know,” she told him. “They’re annoyed with me, so they’re taking me along for something a little more special. But they’ll have to skip the fun if the Spy shows up, or I’ll be telling twenty armed Fleetmen exactly what kind of thieving cheats they have leading them!” She looked back at Calat, smiled, placed the tip of her tongue lightly between her lips for an instant, then pronounced a few dozen Fleet words in a clear, precise voice.


  It must have been an extraordinarily unflattering comment. Calat went white, then red. Half-smart tough had been Duomart’s earlier description of him. It began to look like an accurate one . . . Dasinger felt a surge of pleased anticipation. His legs already were drawn well back beneath the bench; he shifted his weight slowly forwards now, keeping an expression of anxious concern on his face. Calat spoke in Fleetlingue again, voice thickening with rage.


  Miss Mines replied sweetly, stood up. The challenge direct.


  The Fleetman’s face worked in incredulous fury. He shifted the gun to his left hand and came striding purposefully towards Miss Mines, right fist cocked. Then, as Dasinger tensed his legs happily, a muffled thump from deep within the wreck announced the opening of the star hyacinth vault.


  The sound was followed by instant proof that Hovig had trapped the vault.


  Duomart and Calat screamed together. Dasinger drove himself forward off the bench, aiming for the Fleetman’s legs, checked and turned for the gun which Calat, staggering and shrieking, his face distorted with lunatic terror, had flung aside. Dr. Egavine, alert for this contingency, already was stooping for the gun, hand outstretched, when Dasinger lunged against him, bowling him over.


  DASINGER came up with the gun, Quist pounding at his shoulders, flung the little man aside, turned back in a frenzy of urgency. Duomart twisted about on the floor near the far end of the compartment, arms covering her face. The noises that bubbled out from behind her arms set Dasinger’s teeth on edge. She rolled over convulsively twice, stopped dangerously close to the edge of the jagged break in the deck, was turning again as Dasinger dropped beside her and caught her.


  Immediately there was a heavy, painful blow on his shoulder. He glanced up, saw Quist running toward him, a rusted chunk of metal like the one he had thrown in his raised hand, and Egavine peering at both of them from the other side of the compartment. Dasinger flung a leg across Duomart, pinning her down, pulled out the gun, fired without aiming. Quist reversed his direction almost in mid-stride. Dasinger fired again, saw Egavine dart towards the lock, hesitate there an instant, then disappear down the ramp, Quist sprinting out frantically after him.


  A moment later he drove one of the remaining kwil needles through the cloth of Duomart’s uniform, and rammed the plunger down.


  The drug hit hard and promptly. Between one instant and the next, the plunging and screaming ended; she drew in a long, shuddering breath, went limp, her eyes closing slowly. Dasinger was lifting her from the floor when the complete silence in the compartment caught his attention. He looked around. Calat was not in sight. And only then did he become aware of a familiar sensation . . . a Hovig generator’s pulsing, savage storm of seeming nothingness, nullified by the drug in his blood.


  He laid the unconscious girl on the bench, went on to the lock.


  Dr. Egavine and Quist had vanished; the thick shrubbery along the lake bank stirred uneasily at twenty different points but he wasn’t looking for the pair. With the Mooncat inaccessible to them, there was only one place they could go. Calat’s body lay doubled up in the rocks below the ramp, almost sixty feet down, where other human bodies had lain six years earlier. Dasinger glanced over at the Fleet scout, went back into the compartment.


  He was buckling himself into the third salvage suit when he heard the scout’s lifeboat take off. At a guess Hovig’s little private collection of star hyacinths was taking off with it. Dasinger decided he couldn’t care less.


  He snapped on the headpiece, then hesitated at the edge of the deck, looking down. A bubble of foggy white light was rising slowly through the water of the hold, and in a moment the headpiece of one of the other suits broke the oily surface, stayed there, bobbing gently about. Dasinger climbed down, brought Liu Taunus’s body back up to the lock compartment, and recovered the Mooncat’s master key.


  He found Graylock floating in his suit against a bulkhead not far from the shattered vault where Hovig’s two remaining generators thundered. Dasinger silenced the machines, fastened them and a small steel case containing nearly a hundred million credits’ worth of star hyacinths to the salvage carrier, and towed it all up to the lock compartment.


  A very few minutes later, the Mooncat lifted in somewhat jerky, erratic fashion from the planet’s surface. As Dasinger had suspected, he lacked, and by a good deal, Miss Mines’s trained sensitivity with the speedboat’s controls; but he succeeded in wrestling the little ship up to a five-mile altitude where a subspace dive might be carried out in relative safety.


  He was attempting then to get the Mooncat’s nose turned away from the distant volcano ranges towards which she seemed determined to point when the detector needles slapped flat against their pins and the alarm bell sounded. A strange ship stood outlined in the Mooncat’s stern screen.


  THE image vanished as Dasinger hit the dive button, simultaneously flattening the speed controls with a slam of his hand. The semisolid subspace turbulence representing the mountain ranges beyond the lake flashed instantly past below him . . . within yards, it seemed. Another second put them beyond the planet’s atmosphere. Then the Spy reappeared in subspace, following hard. A hammering series of explosions showed suddenly in the screens, kept up for a few hair-raising moments, began to drop back. Five minutes later, with the distance between them widening rapidly, the Spy gave up the chase, swung around and headed back towards the planet.


  Dasinger shakily reduced his ship’s speed to relatively sane level, kept her moving along another twenty minutes, then surfaced into normspace and set a general course for the Hub. He was a very fair yachtsman for a planeteer. But after riding the Mooncat for the short time he’d turned her loose to keep ahead of the Spy through the G2’s stress zone, he didn’t have to be told that in Fleet territory he was outclassed. He mopped his forehead, climbed gratefully out of the pilot seat and went to the cot he had hauled into the control room, to check on Duomart Mines.


  She was still unconscious, of course; the dose he’d given her was enough to knock a kwil-sensitive out for at least a dozen hours. Dasinger looked down at the filth-smudged, pale face, the bruised cheeks and blackened left eye for a few seconds, then opened Dr. Egavine’s medical kit to do what he could about getting Miss Mines patched up again.


  Fifteen hours later she was still asleep, though to all outer appearances back in good repair. Dasinger happened to be bemusedly studying her face once more when she opened her eyes and gazed up at him.


  “We made it! You . . .” She smiled, tried to sit up, looked startled, then indignant. “What’s the idea of tying me down to this thing?”


  Dasinger nodded. “I guess you’re all there!” He reached down to unfasten her from the cot. “After what happened, I wasn’t so sure you’d be entirely rational when the kwil wore off and you woke up.”


  Duomart paled a little. “I hadn’t imagined . . .” She shook her blond head. “Well, let’s skip that! I’ll have nightmares for years . . . What happened to the others?”


  DASINGER told her, concluded, “Egavine may have run into the Spy, but I doubt it. He’ll probably show up in the Hub eventually with the gems he took from Calat, and if he doesn’t get caught peddling them he may wind up with around a million credits . . . about the sixth part of what he would have collected if he’d stopped playing crooked and trying to get everything. I doubt the doctor will ever quit kicking himself for that!”


  “Your agency gets the whole salvage fee now, eh?”


  “Not exactly,” Dasinger said. “Considering everything that’s happened, the Kyth Interstellar Detective Agency would have to be extremely ungrateful if it didn’t feel you’d earned the same split we were going to give Dr. Egavine.”


  Miss Mines gazed at him in startled silence, flushed excitedly. “Think you can talk the Kyth people into that, Dasinger?”


  “I imagine so,” Dasinger said, “since I own the agency. That should finance your Willata Fleet operation very comfortably and still leave a couple of million credits over for your old age. I doubt we’ll clear anything on Hovig’s generators . . .”


  Miss Mines looked uncomfortable. “Do you have those things aboard?”


  “At the moment. Disassembled of course. Primarily I didn’t want the Fleet gang to get their hands on them. We might lose them in space somewhere or take them back to the Federation for the scientists to poke over. We’ll discuss that on the way. Now, do you feel perky enough to want a look at the stuff that’s cost around a hundred and fifty lives before it ever hit the Hub’s markets?”


  “Couldn’t feel perkier!” She straightened up expectantly. “Let’s see them . . .”


  Dasinger turned away towards the wall where he had put down the little steel case with the loot of the Dosey Asteroids robbery.


  Behind him, Duomart screamed.


  He spun back to her, his face white. “What’s the matter?”


  Duomart was staring wide-eyed past him towards the instrument console, the back of one hand to her mouth. “That . . . the thing!”


  “Thing?”


  “Big . . . yellow . . . wet . . . ugh! It’s ducked behind the console, Dasinger! It’s lurking there!”


  “Oh!” Dasinger said, relaxing. He smiled. “That’s all right. Don’t worry about it.”


  “Don’t worry about . . . are you crazy?”


  “Not in the least. I thought you were for a second, but it’s very simple. You’ve worked off the kwil and now you’re in the hangover period. You get hallucinations then, just as I usually do. For the next eight or nine hours, you’ll be seeing odd things around from time to time. So what? They’re not real.”


  “ALL right, they’re not real, but they seem real enough while they’re around,” Duomart said. “I don’t want to see them.” She caught her breath and her hand flew up to her mouth again. “Dasinger, please, don’t you have something that will put me back to sleep till I’m past the hangover too?”


  Dasinger reflected. “One of Doc Egavine’s hypno sprays will do it. I know enough of the mumbo jumbo to send you to dreamland for another ten hours.” He smiled evilly. “Of course, you realize that means you’re putting yourself completely in my power.”


  Duomart’s eyes narrowed for an instant. She considered him, grinned. “I’ll risk it,” she said.


  THE END


  1962


  AN INCIDENT ON ROUTE 12


  He was already a thief, prepared to steal again. He didn’t know that he himself was only booty!


  PHIL Garfield was thirty miles south of the little town of Redmon on Route Twelve when he was startled by a series of sharp, clanking noises. They came from under the Packard’s hood.


  The car immediately began to lose speed. Garfield jammed down the accelerator, had a sense of sick helplessness at the complete lack of response from the motor. The Packard rolled on, getting rid of its momentum, and came to a stop.


  Phil Garfield swore shakily. He checked his watch, switched off the headlights and climbed out into the dark road. A delay of even half an hour here might be disastrous. It was past midnight, and he had another hundred and ten miles to cover to reach the small private airfield where Madge waited for him and the thirty thousand dollars in the suitcase on the Packard’s front seat.


  If he didn’t make it before daylight . . .


  He thought of the bank guard. The man had made a clumsy play at being a hero, and that had set off the fool woman who’d run screaming into their line of fire. One dead. Perhaps two. Garfield hadn’t stopped to look at an evening paper.


  But he knew they were hunting for him.


  He glanced up and down the road. No other headlights in sight at the moment, no light from a building showing on the forested hills. He reached back into the car and brought out the suitcase, his gun, a big flashlight and the box of shells which had been standing beside the suitcase. He broke the box open, shoved a handful of shells and the .38 into his coat pocket, then took suitcase and flashlight over to the shoulder of the road and set them down.


  There was no point in groping about under the Packard’s hood. When it came to mechanics, Phil Garfield was a moron and well aware of it. The car was useless to him now . . . except as bait.


  But as bait it might be very useful.


  Should he leave it standing where it was? No, Garfield decided. To anybody driving past it would merely suggest a necking party, or a drunk sleeping off his load before continuing home. He might have to wait an hour or more before someone decided to stop. He didn’t have the time. He reached in through the window, hauled the top of the steering wheel towards him and put his weight against the rear window frame.


  The Packard began to move slowly backwards at a slant across the road. In a minute or two he had it in position. Not blocking the road entirely, which would arouse immediate suspicion, but angled across it, lights out, empty, both front doors open and inviting a passerby’s investigation.


  Garfield carried the suitcase and flashlight across the right-hand shoulder of the road and moved up among the trees and undergrowth of the slope above the shoulder. Placing the suitcase between the bushes, he brought out the .38, clicked the safety off and stood waiting.


  Some ten minutes later, a set of headlights appeared speeding up Route Twelve from the direction of Redmon. Phil Garfield went down on one knee before he came within range of the lights. Now he was completely concealed by the vegetation.


  The car slowed as it approached, braking nearly to a stop sixty feet from the stalled Packard. There were several people inside it; Garfield heard voices, then a woman’s loud laugh. The driver tapped his horn inquiringly twice, moved the car slowly forward. As the headlights went past him, Garfield got to his feet among the bushes, took a step down towards the road, raising the gun.


  Then he caught the distant gleam of a second set of headlights approaching from Redmon. He swore under his breath and dropped back out of sight. The car below him reached the Packard, edged cautiously around it, rolled on with a sudden roar of acceleration.


  THE second car stopped when still a hundred yards away, the Packard caught in the motionless glare of its lights. Garfield heard the steady purring of a powerful motor.


  For almost a minute, nothing else happened. Then the car came gliding smoothly on, stopped again no more than thirty feet to Garfield’s left. He could see it now through the screening bushes—a big job, a long, low four-door sedan. The motor continued to purr. After a moment, a door on the far side of the car opened and slammed shut.


  A man walked quickly out into the beam of the headlights and started towards the Packard.


  Phil Garfield rose from his crouching position, the .38 in his right hand, flashlight in his left. If the driver was alone, the thing was now cinched! But if there was somebody else in the car, somebody capable of fast, decisive action, a slip in the next ten seconds might cost him the sedan, and quite probably his freedom and life. Garfield lined up the .38’s sights steadily on the center of the approaching man’s head. He let his breath out slowly as the fellow came level with him in the road and squeezed off one shot.


  Instantly he went bounding down the slope to the road. The bullet had flung the man sideways to the pavement. Garfield darted past him to the left, crossed the beam of the headlights, and was in darkness again on the far side of the road, snapping on his flashlight as he sprinted up to the car.


  The motor hummed quietly on. The flashlight showed the seats empty. Garfield dropped the light, jerked both doors open in turn, gun pointing into the car’s interior. Then he stood still for a moment, weak and almost dizzy with relief.


  There was no one inside. The sedan was his.


  The man he had shot through the head lay face down on the road, his hat flung a dozen feet away from him. Route Twelve still stretched out in dark silence to east and west. There should be time enough to clean up the job before anyone else came along. Garfield brought the suitcase down and put it on the front seat of the sedan, then started back to get his victim off the road and out of sight. He scaled the man’s hat into the bushes, bent down, grasped the ankles and started to haul him towards the left side of the road where the ground dropped off sharply beyond the shoulder.


  The body made a high, squealing sound and began to writhe violently.


  SHOCKED, Garfield dropped the legs and hurriedly took the gun from his pocket, moving back a step. The squealing noise rose in intensity as the wounded man quickly flopped over twice like a struggling fish, arms and legs sawing about with startling energy. Garfield clicked off the safety, pumped three shots into his victim’s back.


  The grisly squeals ended abruptly. The body continued to jerk for another second or two, then lay still.


  Garfield shoved the gun back into his pocket. The unexpected interruption had unnerved him; his hands shook as he reached down again for the stranger’s ankles. Then he jerked his hands back, and straightened up, staring.


  From the side of the man’s chest, a few inches below the right arm, something like a thick black stick, three feet long, protruded now through the material of the coat.


  It shone, gleaming wetly, in the light from the car. Even in that first uncomprehending instant, something in its appearance brought a surge of sick disgust to Garfield’s throat. Then the stick bent slowly halfway down its length, forming a sharp angle, and its tip opened into what could have been three blunt, black claws which scrabbled clumsily against the pavement. Very faintly, the squealing began again, and the body’s back arched up as if another sticklike arm were pushing desperately against the ground beneath it.


  Garfield acted in a blur of horror. He emptied the .38 into the thing at his feet almost without realizing he was doing it. Then, dropping the gun, he seized one of the ankles, ran backwards to the shoulder of the road, dragging the body behind him.


  In the darkness at the edge of the shoulder, he let go of it, stepped around to the other side and with two frantically savage kicks sent the body plunging over the shoulder and down the steep slope beyond. He heard it crash through the bushes for some seconds, then stop. He turned, and ran back to the sedan, scooping up his gun as he went past. He scrambled into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut behind him.


  His hands shook violently on the steering wheel as he pressed down the accelerator. The motor roared into life and the big car surged forward. He edged it past the Packard, cursing aloud in horrified shock, jammed down the accelerator and went flashing up Route Twelve, darkness racing beside and behind him.


  WHAT had it been? Something that wore what seemed to be a man’s body like a suit of clothes, moving the body as a man moves, driving a man’s car . . . roach-armed, roach-legged itself!


  Garfield drew a long, shuddering breath. Then, as he slowed for a curve, there was a spark of reddish light in the rear-view mirror.


  He stared at the spark for an instant, braked the car to a stop, rolled down the window and looked back.


  Far behind him along Route Twelve, a fire burned. Approximately at the point where the Packard had stalled out, where something had gone rolling off the road into the bushes . . .


  Something, Garfield added mentally, that found fiery automatic destruction when death came to it, so that its secrets would remain unrevealed.


  But for him the fire meant the end of a nightmare. He rolled the window up, took out a cigarette, lit it, and pressed the accelerator . . .


  In incredulous fright, he felt the nose of the car tilt upwards, headlights sweeping up from the road into the trees.


  Then the headlights winked out. Beyond the windshield, dark tree branches floated down towards him, the night sky beyond. He reached frantically for the door handle.


  A steel wrench clamped silently about each of his arms, drawing them in against his sides, immobilizing them there. Garfield gasped, looked up at the mirror and saw a pair of faintly gleaming red eyes watching him from the rear of the car. Two of the things . . . the second one stood behind him out of sight, holding him. They’d been in what had seemed to be the trunk compartment. And they had come out.


  The eyes in the mirror vanished. A moist, black roach-arm reached over the back of the seat beside Garfield, picked up the cigarette he had dropped, extinguished it with rather horribly human motions, then took up Garfield’s gun and drew back out of sight.


  He expected a shot, but none came.


  One doesn’t fire a bullet through the suit one intends to wear . . .


  It wasn’t until that thought occurred to him that tough Phil Garfield began to scream. He was still screaming minutes later when, beyond the windshield, the spaceship floated into view among the stars.


  SWIFT COMPLETION


  Beginning with Monday of that week, George Redfern—a healthy, athletic, but thwarted and frustrated young man—had been trying to maneuver his wife into a situation which would leave him an unimplicated widower. There was nothing haphazard about George’s efforts. His preparations had been thorough; he had worked out not one scheme but several, including alternate steps he might take if, through no fault of his own, something should threaten to go wrong.


  Now, around noon on Friday, George stood at the top of the flight of stairs in the Redfern’s suburban residence, moodily watching Martha Redfern adjust a silk scarf about her shapely neck before a mirror in the entry hall below. None of his plans, somehow, appeared to be getting anywhere. Was his wife simply enjoying a remarkable run of good luck, or had she actually gained an inkling of what was in his mind?


  “George?” Martha said abruptly without turning her gaze from the mirror.


  George gave an involuntary start. He hadn’t realized she knew he was watching. “Yes?” he replied. Martha took some envelopes from the mirror stand and held them up.


  “I’m afraid I forgot to stamp these,” she told him. “The stamps are in the top left-hand corner of my desk in the study, George. I’ll need six. Be waiting for you down by the car, dear.”


  She slipped the letters into her purse and went through the French doors to the terrace. Silently obedient, George started along the upstairs hall to the study. Martha was a member of the State Legislature, now running for her second term; the study resembled an elegantly equipped business office, and Martha used it as her office when she was at home. This morning, her secretary, Joanne Brown, had not been in, and she had taken care of her mail herself. A portable typewriter and a wire basket with carbon copies of the letters she had written, stood on her desk. Catching sight of the letters, George glanced back towards the hall, then picked the letters up to look them over.


  The one on top was addressed to a Mr. Donald H. Spurgeon—Martha’s Uncle Don—of Spurgeon & Sanders, Attorneys at Law. It was marked PERSONAL. George read the first two sentences and felt the blood drain suddenly from his face. He gulped, and sat dizzily down at the desk, clutching the letter in his hand. Then, after inhaling deeply several times to compose himself, he smoothed the letter out, and hastily read through it, his feeling of incredulous shock increasing as he approached the end. It read:


  Dear Uncle Don:


  This letter is intended only for your confidential information. I am convinced that George has given up hope of getting his hands on any appreciable part of my money while I am alive, so he is now planning to do away with me. He would then be free to devote his attention to Cynthia Haley, of whom he has, I am sure, become enamored.


  With elections coming up in a few weeks, you will readily see how awkward it would be for me to make an open issue of the matter. In this district, George’s social background and personal good looks represent important assets. I cannot afford to give them up, particularly not during the present difficult campaign.


  I foresee no great difficulty, however, in dealing with the situation on a personal level, and intend to take no other steps at this time. If, on the other hand, George should happen to succeed in his schemes, I want him to be punished. In the event of my death, this letter will open the question of his guilt. No more should be required. His motivations will be easy to establish; and, in any case, as you will agree, George has not the character to face a determined investigator for five minutes without going into a state of panic and convicting himself.


  I intend to drive to the beach this evening—leaving George at home—and shall spend the weekend at the Hamilton Hotel to rest up for the final campaign flurries. If you wish, you can reach me at the hotel by telephone in the morning.


  Your affectionate niece,


  MARTHA


  George sat staring at the damning missive in complete consternation. It was immediately clear that Martha had sent him back after the stamps with the purpose of having him read it. Once that letter was in the mails to Uncle Donald Spurgeon—a dry-voiced, cold-eyed individual whom George found frightening even under ordinary circumstances—he wouldn’t dare to lift a finger against her. And that, of course, was exactly what Martha meant when she wrote of ‘handling the situation on a personal level.’


  George’s mind went racing through the few possibilities left open to him. If he could prevent Martha from mailing the letter . . . one of his schemes for her disposal involved that simple but effective instrument, a homemade sap. The sap was in his coat pocket; and the area about the garage was screened by hedges and trees from neighbors and passersby. So, assuming Martha was waiting by the car as she’d said. . . .


  George puckered his lips thoughtfully. It was a possibility—nothing he could count on; but if Martha gave him the chance to rap her on the head in the next two or three minutes, he could proceed from there directly to the Alternate Plan 4 or 5. However, he was certain that she would now be very much on her guard against some desperate move on his part until she knew that the letter actually had been mailed, and that George was also aware of that. The confounded little gun she’d started carrying around during the week was almost certainly inside her purse at the moment. And even discounting the gun, a single feminine scream arising from the Redfern garden would be ruinous. . . . No, if a good opening presented itself, he would be prepared to make instant use of it; but that was all he dared to do.


  Then there was something else he might be able to do. . . .


  George quickly rolled an envelope into the typewriter, put Martha’s return address on it, and addressed it to Donald H. Spurgeon. After a moment’s reflection added PERSONAL in the lower left-hand corner, where Martha would have placed it, brought out a blank piece of letter paper, folded it, shoved it into the envelope and sealed the envelope.


  That wasn’t too bad, he thought. It would be preferable, of course, if no letter at all arrived in Uncle Don’s office. But if, after Martha’s death, George reluctantly admitted to having noticed signs of increasing mental and emotional instability in his wife during the past few months, her mailing of a letter with no message on it would provide corroborating evidence. Again, it was questionable whether Martha would give him a chance to switch the letter for the one in her purse. But again, too, if the opportunity came, he would be ready for it.


  George scratched his head, hesitating. But he could think of absolutely nothing else which might be done at the moment, and if he delayed here any longer, it would only increase Martha’s suspicious alertness.


  He pulled open the stamp drawer, reached into it, then paused for a moment. His eyes narrowed briefly.


  Right there in the drawer, he realized, was a method of keeping Martha’s letter from reaching Uncle Don even after it was mailed. Here was a way of canceling her attempt to insure herself against getting murdered, without letting her know it had happened . . .


  George began to feel a little better.


  He was obliged to discard the first, and simplest, method of circumventing his wife’s precautions when he was still thirty feet from the garage.


  From beyond a thick hedge, he heard Martha speak animatedly; then there was a burst of laughter. George stopped for an instant, listening intently. He might have expected something like this. At least two other women were there with her. Her secretary, Joanne Brown . . . and . . . yes! Cynthia. The delectable Cynthia Haley. Martha must have invited both of them to accompany her on an afternoon shopping trip. And—deliberately, of course—she had refrained from telling George about the arrangement.


  His suspicions were confirmed by the glance Martha gave him as he came around the hedge. It was bright with malicious amusement.


  “Found it?” she asked, the twist of her mouth telling him that she wasn’t referring to the stamp drawer.


  “Uh-huh,” George said blandly. “Six stamps . . . wasn’t that what you said?” He gave the two other ladies his most boyishly winning grin, received two smiles in return. A timid one, accompanied by a faint blush, from Joanne Brown. A lazy, openly ‘my-you’re-handsome sort of smile from the lovely Cynthia. Martha took the half-dozen letters from her purse and held them out to him.


  She said, “If you’ll put the stamps on like a good boy, we’ll mail them on the way.”


  Their eyes met for an instant, then George shrugged with a trace of irritation and took the letters.


  He heard the women settle themselves into the back of the car while he put a stamp on each of the envelopes. Try the switch with the fake letter? No; Martha probably was watching. The other method was safer anyway. She’d played right into his hand again by trying to show him that he was still under her thumb, that he’d better learn to like it. George finished stamping the letters and walked around to the driver’s seat with them.


  Martha said from the rear of the car, “I’ll hold the letters while you’re driving, dear.”


  He handed them back to her, the envelope addressed to Donald H. Spurgeon on top, then got in and started the motor. There was silence in the rear seat for a few seconds as he backed the car expertly into the turnaround, reversed direction and swung out into the driveway. George realized he was perspiring. Any instant now, he would hear Martha begin, her voice taut, “But, George, dear boy, you’ve . . .”


  Instead, he heard her purse snap shut, the letters safely inside. George let his breath out carefully.


  Cynthia Haley inquired whether either of the others had been to Restow’s, and wasn’t it divinely . . .


  The chatter went on. George took out a cigarette and lit it. So far, so good! It had been a smart move not to attempt to switch the letters. Martha very likely would have noticed it when she took the envelopes back.


  Three blocks from the business district, she pointed out a mailbox and handed him the letters through the car window. At the mailbox, George paused and flicked a glance back at the car. Martha was watching him, an openly mocking look on her face. He deposited the letters, walked back to the car, his expression wooden.


  He dropped the three women off at Martha’s bank, drove around the corner and pulled in to the curb. Martha’s car, the one she planned to use tonight, was in a garage a few blocks away; it had been picked up during the morning, for a check-up. Probably, George realized now, Martha had also wanted to prevent him from gimmicking the sedan in some manner before she set out. Of course this had been one of the possible methods of disposal on his agenda.


  George scratched it mentally from the list. Martha was to stop by for the car in the evening, after she finished her shopping, and drive it home. There wouldn’t be time to do a sufficiently careful job of gimmicking on it. He hadn’t liked this idea much, anyway. An accident actually mightn’t be difficult to arrange; but he had not been able to work out anything to make sure—or even to make it very probable—that the accident would be fatal to the sedan’s occupants.


  The sap in his pocket began to look like the best idea again. . . .


  George moved the car back out into traffic, and drove home slowly through the warm summer afternoon, chain-smoking and thinking.


  His introductory move, last Monday evening, had been to report a prowler on the grounds. The move had backfired because Martha, normally not easy to alarm, had begun locking her bedroom door each night. Now that George thought of it, she had also seen to it that her husband would have no opportunity to obtain a duplicate key to the bedroom during the days that followed. This afternoon was the first time he’d found himself alone in the house since Monday.


  As it happened, that particular precaution of Martha’s had made no real difference—except for knocking out the murder-by-prowler scheme which George originally had favored. He’d been in possession of a duplicate key to Martha’s bedroom for the past two months. The fact now gave him an advantage which she didn’t know about or considered. He let himself into the bedroom and looked around.


  The little gun Martha had been keeping at her bedside this week, supposedly as protection against the prowler, wasn’t in sight. He’d been right in assuming she had it with her. A partly packed suitcase lay beside the bed; another one, empty, stood against the wall. Martha’s little bedroom bar was locked. She’d probably have a few drinks before leaving; that, at any rate, had been Martha’s practice at the beginning of any long drive since George had known her. She was an excellent driver, and alcohol didn’t affect her reactions perceptibly, but in drawing up his plans George had given the habit some consideration.


  He peered into Martha’s handsome adjoining bathroom, came back to the bedroom, and went over to the large built-in dress closet. Sliding one of the closet doors back, he glanced towards the vanity on the far side of the room, clicking his tongue reflectively against his teeth.


  Martha would be back, she had stated, around six. It was a warm day. One of the first things she’d do would be to have herself some bourbon on the rocks, and then climb into the shower.


  George nodded, pulled the closet door shut and left the bedroom, locking the door behind him. He went downstairs, whistling softly, and on into the rumpus room in the basement where he kept a variety of body-building equipment. Only a few minor preparations were required to see Alternate Plan 4 ready to roll.


  He heard Martha’s car come along the driveway at twenty minutes past six, and opened the door to the terrace for her when she walked up through the garden, carrying an assortment of paper bags. Martha went directly to her bedroom and locked the door behind her with a sharp, decisive click. She was making it plain, George realized, that there would be no more polite pretense about the situation in the Redfern house unless there was somebody around to impress.


  He stood at the far end of the upstairs hall for a minute or two, listening. Then he removed his shoes and came quietly down the hall to his wife’s room.


  He could hear her moving around, pulling out drawers; then came the click of a suitcase lock. Paper rustled for a while; then there was a short silence followed by the clink of ice cubes into a glass and the brief burbling of a bottle. The wall closet’s door opened next; hangers were slid about inside it. Presently the second suitcase snapped shut, and there was another short period of relative inactivity while Martha started on her second drink and lit a cigarette. Finally George heard her go into the bathroom.


  The shower began to roar. When he heard Martha close the stall behind her, George brought out his key, opened the bedroom door and stepped inside. He looked quickly around.


  The vanity lights were on, but she’d turned off the overhead light. The two packed suitcases stood at the foot of the bed. The purse Martha had been carrying lay on the bed, and a linen suit was laid out next to it. George pulled the door shut, went over to the purse. The gun was inside.


  He slipped the gun into his pocket, and was behind the door of the closet when Martha came out of the bedroom. He heard her move about, fitting herself into her underclothes. Then she poured a third drink and settled down before the vanity mirror, humming to herself.


  George gave her a minute or two, then came on stocking feet out of the closet. She was in her slip, putting on lipstick, her eyes intent on the mirror.


  Six feet away from her, George said quietly, “You know, I’m afraid those letters I mailed for you will be returned to us.”


  Martha’s whole body had jerked violently at the first sound of his voice. It must have had a shattering effect on her to discover her husband inexplicably inside her locked room, and George couldn’t be sure whether she actually grasped what he said. Martha came half out of her chair like a cat, obviously with the idea of grabbing the gun from her purse; then, recognizing that George stood between her and the bed, she reached out quickly for a small pair of scissors on the vanity. In the mirror, George saw her mouth open wide as she sucked her breath in to scream. He stepped forward and brought the sap down with a solid swing.


  It wasn’t until Martha was lying face down on the carpet and he’d made certain she was dead that George realized just how intensely he had disliked his wife. Breathing a little heavily, he checked his watch . . . five minutes to seven, and getting dark enough now to put Alternate Plan 4 into immediate action.


  He carried the two suitcases downstairs, placed them against the wall in the dark entry hall, then went on through the door opening into the dining room. He felt steady enough, but he could do with a drink—just one—himself. He brought out brandy, was filling a glass when the terrace doorbell rang.


  George, starting almost as wildly as Martha had done, splashed brandy on the table. He set the bottle down with a shaking hand, stood dead still for an instant, staring towards the hall. Then he moved stealthily to a corner window and peered out on the terrace.


  Joanne Brown stood under the doorlight; as George looked, the secretary was putting out her hand to ring the bell again. The ring came, a polite, brief little tinkle. George’s glance shifted to the overnight bag and portable typewriter case standing beside her; and suddenly he understood. Martha had intended to take Joanne to the beach with her, and the girl had come over in her own car. If she’d come a few minutes later, and he’d already left with Martha’s body when she arrived . . . sweat started out on George’s face as he realized the narrowness of his escape.


  Then he straightened his tie, put on the boyish smile, and went to open the French doors for little Joanne Brown.


  By seven-thirty, George had Martha’s sedan rolling up into the hills west of town towards a place he had selected a month before as a possible setting for her untimely end. The road was a winding, two lane affair which both he and Martha used occasionally as a shortcut to the coast highway; it permitted fast driving in some sections, but eventually it turned into a steep, hill-hugging grade which saw little traffic.


  George was busy going over the details of his plan in his mind, so his thoughts turned only occasionally to the two bodies under the blankets in the back of the car. Joanne Brown’s unexpected appearance, as much as it had startled him, actually had been a break for which he could be thankful. A man who proposes to kill his wife does not deliberately select a time which makes it necessary to kill his wife’s secretary as well. Suspicion was even less likely to touch him now. In fact, with proper handling of the concluding steps of Alternate Plan 4, the whole thing looked simply perfect.


  Coming around a curve, he saw the lights of traffic flowing along the highway across the valley towards which the hill road presently started turning down. Two miles beyond the top of the grade, a dirt path came winding down the hill from the left. George stopped the car and looked about to make sure no one was approaching; then he switched off his headlights and backed the sedan carefully a hundred feet up the dirt path.


  He put on the hand brake, climbed out and went around to the rear of the car where he opened the trunk and brought out the bicycle which ordinarily formed part of an exercise stand in the basement rumpus room of the Redfern home. With tonight’s use for it in mind, George had purchased a few accessories for the vehicle.


  Strapped across the bicycle’s carrier rack was a canvas roll. George quickly opened the roll, took out a pair of soiled tennis shoes and a beaked cap. He put these articles on, slipped out of his suit and shirt, and stood attired in shorts and a worn T-shirt. Wrapping his street clothes and shoes into the roll, he strapped it across the rack and wheeled the bicycle into the bushes where it was out of sight.


  A minute or two later, he had moved Martha’s body into the right front seat of the car. He trotted down to the point where the dirt path opened into the hill road and glanced about. Still no headlights coming from either direction. George hurried back to the sedan and got in for the final maneuver which he had been rehearsing so carefully in his mind.


  On the opposite side of the road, for around a quarter-mile, the hillside dropped off vertically three or four hundred feet to the woods in the valley. George turned on the headlights, shifted the sedan into third gear and released the hand brake. As the car began to roll forward, he switched on the ignition and pressed the starter button.


  The car picked up speed rapidly, coming down the path. George turned it into the road, and let it roll on a hundred feet along the grade. Then, heart hammering with excitement, he opened the door on his left, rose half out of the seat, gave the steering wheel a violent wrench to the right, and dove out through the door as the sedan veered towards the low fence guarding the drop to the valley.


  He hit the pavement, arms, head and legs tucked in expertly, in a tumbler’s roll. There was a crash behind him, a long screech of metal on rock. For a heart-stopping instant, George thought the car’s momentum hadn’t been enough to take it through the fence. But then the screeching ended, and after some moments there came other crashing noises, far below him . . . two, three, four in rapid succession, and then ominous silence. Shaken but triumphant, George climbed to his feet. The hill road lay dark and quiet, twenty feet of the guard fence torn away. Without waiting to look down at the wreck, he sprinted back to the dirt path, pulled the bicycle out of the bushes and began shoving it up the path towards the top of the hill.


  He was trembling violently with excitement, but he knew he was safe. Apparently the wreck hadn’t caught fire. But if it had, and attracted attention immediately, it would have taken at least an hour to get to it in the valley. As it was, it might easily be morning before someone reported a shattered guard fence on the hill road, or stopped to investigate.


  In any event, in considerably less than an hour an anonymous cyclist would slip quietly through the back garden gate of the Redfern residence. The bicycle, cleaned and freed of such incongruous attachments as a lamp and a carrier rack, would be back in the exercise stand. And George Redfern, in pajamas and dressing gown, would be having a quiet drink before retiring, prepared to express adequate shock and grief if the telephone rang to inform him of a terrible accident in the hills which had snuffed out the lives of his wife and her unfortunate secretary.


  Every detail, George thought jubilantly, played safely, just as he had planned it! Nothing, nothing at all, that could even begin to direct the finger of suspicion at Martha Redfern’s husband. . . .


  In the Redfern residence the telephone remained quiet all night.


  Shortly before nine o’clock in the morning, the mailman came walking up through the garden towards George’s front door. George came out on the porch and gave the man a boyishly happy grin.


  “Morning,” he observed. “Wonderful day!”


  The mailman grunted and fished a small pack of letters out of his bag. “Looks like someone made a mistake here!” he said.


  “Eh?” George took the letters, looked at the RETURNED FOR INSUFFICIENT POSTAGE stamp on the top one, shook his head irritatedly. “My wife’s stupid secretary again! She . . .” He shuffled through the envelopes, said suddenly in a tight voice, “I believe—yes, I’m sure it was six letters Mrs. Redfern asked me to mail for her.”


  The mailman looked at him blankly.


  George cleared his throat. “Only four, however, have come back.”


  The mailman shrugged, shifting bag on his shoulder. “So she stuck a four-cent stamp on the others like she should’ve.”


  “No! I . . .”


  “Well, them letters just slipped through, then,” the mailman explained patiently. “They’ll collect the two cents at the other end. . . .” He checked himself, staring at George’s face. “Why, you look pale!” he said, surprised. “Nothing that important about them two letters, is there?”


  “No, no, not at all!” George attempted to smile, felt his mouth twitch into a lopsided grimace. “I was just wondering . . . that is, I . . .” His voice faded out.


  “You ain’t sick, are you, Mr. Redfern?” the mailman asked. “Maybe I should get you a glass of water?” George didn’t answer. Across the mailman’s shoulder, he watched a police car turn quietly into the driveway. It came rolling on towards the house. The pale, implacable face staring at him out of the car’s rear window belonged to Martha’s Uncle Don Spurgeon.


  A series of brilliantly clear pictures flashed for an instant through George’s mind . . . Martha’s letter arriving with the morning mail in the offices of Spurgeon & Sanders, with two cents to collect on it. Uncle Don calling the Hamilton Hotel immediately, hearing that Mrs. Redfern had not checked in and, alarmed, notifying the police, who had just finished establishing the identity of the two dead occupants of a savagely smashed automobile in the hills.


  Cynthia Haley, who could testify it was George who had put the two-cent stamps on Martha’s letters.


  The mailman standing right here, wondering about Mr. Redfern’s extraordinary reaction to the fact that two of the letters had not been returned. . . .


  “Mr. Redfern,” the mailman’s voice was saying, “why, you’re shaking all over now! Mr. Redfern?”


  The police came to a stop.


  NOVICE


  A novice is one who is inexperienced—but that doesn’t mean incompetent. Nor does it mean stupid!


  There was, Telzey Amberdon thought, someone besides TT and herself in the garden. Not, of course, Aunt Halet, who was in the house waiting for an early visitor to arrive, and not one of the servants. Someone or something else must be concealed among the thickets of magnificently flowering native Jontarou shrubs about Telzey.


  She could think of no other way to account for Tick-Tock’s spooked behavior—nor, to be honest about it, for the manner her own nerves were acting up without visible cause this morning.


  Telzey plucked a blade of grass, slipped the end between her lips and chewed it gently, her face puzzled and concerned. She wasn’t ordinarily afflicted with nervousness. Fifteen years old, genius level, brown as a berry and not at all bad looking in her sunbriefs, she was the youngest member of one of Orado’s most prominent families and a second-year law student at one of the most exclusive schools in the Federation of the Hub. Her physical, mental, and emotional health, she’d always been informed, was excellent. Aunt Halet’s frequent cracks about the inherent instability of the genius level could be ignored; Halet’s own stability seemed questionable at best.


  But none of that made the present odd situation any less disagreeable . . .


  The trouble might have begun, Telzey decided, during the night, within an hour after they arrived from the spaceport at the guest house Halet had rented in Port Nichay for their vacation on Jontarou. Telzey had retired at once to her second-story bedroom with Tick-Tock; but she barely got to sleep before something awakened her again. Turning over, she discovered TT reared up before the window, her forepaws on the sill, big cat-head outlined against the star-hazed night sky, staring fixedly down into the garden.


  Telzey, only curious at that point, climbed out of bed and joined TT at the window. There was nothing in particular to be seen, and if the scents and minor night-sounds which came from the garden weren’t exactly what they were used to, Jontarou was after all an unfamiliar planet. What else would one expect here?


  But Tick-Tock’s muscular back felt tense and rigid when Telzey laid her arm across it, and except for an absent-minded dig with her forehead against Telzey’s shoulder, TT refused to let her attention be distracted from whatever had absorbed it. Now and then, a low, ominous rumble came from her furry throat, a half-angry, half-questioning sound. Telzey began to feel a little uncomfortable. She managed finally to coax Tick-Tock away from the window, but neither of them slept well the rest of the night. At breakfast, Aunt Halet made one of her typical nasty-sweet remarks.


  “You look so fatigued, dear—as if you were under some severe mental strain . . . which, of course, you might be,” Halet added musingly. With her gold-blond hair piled high on her head and her peaches and cream complexion, Halet looked fresh as a daisy herself . . . a malicious daisy. “Now wasn’t I right in insisting to Jessamine that you needed a vacation away from that terribly intellectual school?” She smiled gently.


  “Absolutely,” Telzey agreed, restraining the impulse to fling a spoonful of egg yolk at her father’s younger sister. Aunt Halet often inspired such impulses, but Telzey had promised her mother to avoid actual battles on the Jontarou trip, if possible. After breakfast, she went out into the back garden with Tick-Tock, who immediately walked into a thicket, camouflaged herself and vanished from sight. It seemed to add up to something. But what?


  Telzey strolled about the garden a while, maintaining a pretense of nonchalant interest in Jontarou’s flowers and colorful bug life. She experienced the most curious little chills of alarm from time to time, but discovered no signs of a lurking intruder, or of TT either. Then, for half an hour or more, she’d just sat cross-legged in the grass, waiting quietly for Tick-Tock to show up of her own accord. And the big lunk-head hadn’t obliged.


  Telzey scratched a tanned knee-cap, scowling at Port Nichay’s park trees beyond the garden wall. It seemed idiotic to feel scared when she couldn’t even tell whether there was anything to be scared about! And, aside from that, another unreasonable feeling kept growing stronger by the minute now. This was to the effect that she should be doing some unstated but specific thing . . .


  In fact, that Tick-Tock wanted her to do some specific thing!


  Completely idiotic!


  Abruptly, Telzey closed her eyes, thought sharply, “Tick-Tock?” and waited—suddenly very angry at herself for having given in to her fancies to this extent—for whatever might happen.


  She had never really established that she was able to tell, by a kind of symbolic mind-picture method, like a short waking dream, approximately what TT was thinking and feeling. Five years before, when she’d discovered Tick-Tock—an odd-looking and odder-behaved stray kitten then—in the woods near the Amberdons’ summer home on Orado, Telzey had thought so. But it might never have been more than a colorful play of her imagination; and after she got into law school and grew increasingly absorbed in her studies, she almost forgot the matter again.


  Today, perhaps because she was disturbed about Tick-Tock’s behavior, the customary response was extraordinarily prompt. The warm glow of sunlight shining through her closed eyelids faded out quickly and was replaced by some inner darkness. In the darkness there appeared then an image of Tick-Tock sitting a little way off beside an open door in an old stone wall, green eyes fixed on Telzey. Telzey got the impression that TT was inviting her to go through the door, and, for some reason, the thought frightened her.


  Again, there was an immediate reaction. The scene with Tick-Tock and the door vanished; and Telzey felt she was standing in a pitch-black room, knowing that if she moved even one step forwards, something that was waiting there silently would reach out and grab her.


  Naturally, she recoiled . . . and at once found herself sitting, eyes still closed and the sunlight bathing her lids, in the grass of the guest house garden.


  She opened her eyes, looked around. Her heart was thumping rapidly. The experience couldn’t have lasted more than four or five seconds, but it had been extremely vivid, a whole, compact little nightmare. None of her earlier experiments at getting into mental communication with TT had been like that.


  It served her right, Telzey thought, for trying such a childish stunt at the moment! What she should have done at once was to make a methodical search for the foolish beast—TT was bound to be somewhere nearby—locate her behind her camouflage, and hang on to her then until this nonsense in the garden was explained! Talented as Tick-Tock was at blotting herself out, it usually was possible to spot her if one directed one’s attention to shadow patterns. Telzey began a surreptitious study of the flowering bushes about her.


  Three minutes later, off to her right, where the ground was banked beneath a six-foot step in the garden’s terraces, Tick-Tock’s outline suddenly caught her eye. Flat on her belly, head lifted above her paws, quite motionless, TT seemed like a transparent wraith stretched out along the terrace, barely discernible even when stared at directly. It was a convincing illusion; but what seemed to be rocks, plant leaves, and sun-splotched earth seen through the wraith-outline was simply the camouflage pattern TT had printed for the moment on her hide. She could have changed it completely in an instant to conform to a different background.


  Telzey pointed an accusing finger.


  “See you!” she announced, feeling a surge of relief which seemed as unaccountable as the rest of it.


  The wraith twitched one ear in acknowledgment, the head outlines shifting as the camouflaged face turned towards Telzey. Then the inwardly uncamouflaged, very substantial looking mouth opened slowly, showing Tick-Tock’s red tongue and curved white tusks. The mouth stretched in a wide yawn, snapped shut with a click of meshing teeth, became indistinguishable again. Next, a pair of camouflaged lids drew back from TT’s round, brilliant-green eyes. The eyes stared across the lawn at Telzey.


  Telzey said irritably, “Quit clowning around, TT!”


  The eyes blinked, and Tick-Tock’s natural bronze-brown color suddenly flowed over her head, down her neck and across her body into legs and tail. Against the side of the terrace, as if materializing into solidity at that moment, appeared two hundred pounds of supple, rangy, long-tailed cat . . . or catlike creature. TT’s actual origin had never been established. The best guesses were that what Telzey had found playing around in the woods five years ago was either a bio-structural experiment which had got away from a private laboratory on Orado, or some spaceman’s lost pet, brought to the capital planet from one of the remote colonies beyond the Hub. On top of TT’s head was a large, fluffy pompom of white fur, which might have looked ridiculous on another animal, but didn’t on her. Even as a fat kitten, hanging head down from the side of a wall by the broad sucker pads in her paws, TT had possessed enormous dignity.


  Telzey studied her, the feeling of relief fading again. Tick-Tock, ordinarily the most restful and composed of companions, definitely was still tensed up about something. That big, lazy yawn a moment ago, the attitude of stretched-out relaxation . . . all pure sham!


  “What is eating you?” she asked in exasperation.


  The green eyes stared at her, solemn, watchful, seeming for that fleeting instant quite alien. And why, Telzey thought, should the old question of what Tick-Tock really was pass through her mind just now? After her rather alarming rate of growth began to taper off last year, nobody had cared any more.


  For a moment, Telzey had the uncanny certainty of having had the answer to this situation almost in her grasp. An answer which appeared to involve the world of Jontarou, Tick-Tock, and of all unlikely factors—Aunt Halet.


  She shook her head, TT’s impassive green eyes blinked.


  Jontarou? The planet lay outside Telzey’s sphere of personal interests, but she’d read up on it on the way here from Orado. Among all the worlds of the Hub, Jontarou was the paradise for zoologists and sportsmen, a gigantic animal preserve, its continents and seas swarming with magnificent game. Under Federation law, it was being retained deliberately in the primitive state in which it had been discovered. Port Nichay, the only city, actually the only inhabited point on Jontarou, was beautiful and quiet, a pattern of vast but elegantly slender towers, each separated from the others by four or five miles of rolling parkland and interconnected only by the threads of transparent skyways. Near the horizon, just visible from the garden, rose the tallest towers of all, the green and gold spires of the Shikaris’ Club, a center of Federation affairs and of social activity. From the aircar which brought them across Port Nichay the evening before, Telzey had seen occasional strings of guest houses, similar to the one Halet had rented, nestling along the park slopes.


  Nothing very sinister about Port Nichay or green Jontarou, surely!


  Halet? That blond, slinky, would-be Machiavelli? What could—?


  Telzey’s eyes narrowed reflectively. There’d been a minor occurrence—at least, it had seemed minor—just before the spaceliner docked last night. A young woman from one of the newscasting services had asked for an interview with the daughter of Federation Councilwoman Jessamine Amberdon. This happened occasionally; and Telzey had no objections until the newshen’s gossipy persistence in inquiring about the “unusual pet” she was bringing to Port Nichay with her began to be annoying. TT might be somewhat unusual, but that was not a matter of general interest; and Telzey said so. Then Halet moved smoothly into the act and held forth on Tick-Tock’s appearance, habits, and mysterious antecedents, in considerable detail.


  Telzey had assumed that Halet was simply going out of her way to be irritating, as usual. Looking back on the incident, however, it occurred to her that the chatter between her aunt and the newscast woman had sounded oddly stilted—almost like something the two might have rehearsed.


  Rehearsed for what purpose? Tick-Tock . . . Jontarou.


  Telzey chewed gently on her lower lip. A vacation on Jontarou for the two of them and TT had been Halet’s idea, and Halet had enthused about it so much that Telzey’s mother at last talked her into accepting. Halet, Jessamine explained privately to Telzey, had felt they were intruders in the Amberdon family, had bitterly resented Jessamine’s political honors and, more recently, Telzey’s own emerging promise of brilliance. This invitation was Halet’s way of indicating a change of heart. Wouldn’t Telzey oblige?


  So Telzey had obliged, though she took very little stock in Halet’s change of heart. She wasn’t, in fact, putting it past her aunt to have some involved dirty trick up her sleeve with this trip to Jontarou. Halet’s mind worked like that.


  So far there had been no actual indications of purposeful mischief. But logic did seem to require a connection between the various puzzling events here . . . A newscaster’s rather forced looking interest in Tick-Tock—Halet could easily have paid for that interview. Then TT’s disturbed behavior during their first night in Port Nichay, and Telzey’s own formless anxieties and fancies in connection with the guest house garden.


  The last remained hard to explain. But Tick-Tock . . . and Halet . . . might know something about Jontarou that she didn’t know.


  Her mind returned to the results of the half-serious attempt she’d made to find out whether there was something Tick-Tock “wanted her to do.” An open door? A darkness where somebody waited to grab her if she took even one step forwards? It couldn’t have had any significance. Or could it?


  So you’d like to try magic, Telzey scoffed at herself. Baby games . . . How far would you have got at law school if you’d asked TT to help with your problems?


  Then why had she been thinking about it again?


  She shivered, because an eerie stillness seemed to settle on the garden. From the side of the terrace, TT’s green eyes watched her.


  Telzey had a feeling of sinking down slowly into a sunlit dream, into something very remote from law school problems.


  “Should I go through the door?” she whispered.


  The bronze cat-shape raised its head slowly. TT began to purr.


  Tick-Tock’s name had been derived in kittenhood from the manner in which she purred—a measured, oscillating sound, shifting from high to low, as comfortable and often as continuous as the unobtrusive pulse of an old clock. It was the first time, Telzey realized now, that she’d heard the sound since their arrival on Jontarou. It went on for a dozen seconds or so, then stopped. Tick-Tock continued to look at her.


  It appeared to have been an expression of definite assent . . .


  The dreamlike sensation increased, hazing over Telzey’s thoughts. If there was nothing to this mind-communication thing, what harm could symbols do? This time, she wouldn’t let them alarm her. And if they did mean something . . .


  She closed her eyes.


  The sunglow outside faded instantly. Telzey caught a fleeting picture of the door in the wall, and knew in the same moment that she’d already passed through it.


  She was not in the dark room then, but poised at the edge of a brightness which seemed featureless and without limit, spread out around her with a feeling-tone like “sea” or “sky.” But it was an unquiet place. There was a sense of unseen things on all sides watching her and waiting.


  Was this another form of the dark room—a trap set up in her mind? Telzey’s attention did a quick shift. She was seated in the grass again; the sunlight beyond her closed eyelids seemed to shine in quietly through rose-tinted curtains. Cautiously, she let her awareness return to the bright area; and it was still there. She had a moment of excited elation. She was controlling this! And why not, she asked herself. These things were happening in her mind, after all!


  She would find out what they seemed to mean; but she would be in no rush to . . .


  An impression as if, behind her, Tick-Tock had thought, “Now I can help again!”


  Then a feeling of being swept swiftly, irresistibly forwards, thrust out and down. The brightness exploded in thundering colors around her. In fright, she made the effort to snap her eyes open, to be back in the garden; but now she couldn’t make it work. The colors continued to roar about her, like a confusion of excited, laughing, triumphant voices. Telzey felt caught in the middle of it all, suspended in invisible spider webs. Tick-Tock seemed to be somewhere nearby, looking on. Faithless, treacherous TT!


  Telzey’s mind made another wrenching effort, and there was a change. She hadn’t got back into the garden, but the noisy, swirling colors were gone and she had the feeling of reading a rapidly moving microtape now, though she didn’t actually see the tape.


  The tape, she realized, was another symbol for what was happening, a symbol easier for her to understand. There were voices, or what might be voices, around her; on the invisible tape she seemed to be reading what they said.


  A number of speakers, apparently involved in a fast, hot argument about what to do with her. Impressions flashed past . . .


  Why waste time with her? It was clear that kitten-talk was all she was capable of!. . . Not necessarily; that was a normal first step. Give her a little time!. . . But what—exasperatedly—could such a small-bite possibly know that would be of significant value?


  There was a slow, blurred, awkward-seeming interruption. Its content was not comprehensible to Telzey at all, but in some unmistakable manner it was defined as Tick-Tock’s thought.


  A pause as the circle of speakers stopped to consider whatever TT had thrown into the debate.


  Then another impression . . . one that sent a shock of fear through Telzey as it rose heavily into her awareness. Its sheer intensity momentarily displaced the tape-reading symbolism. A savage voice seemed to rumble:


  “Toss the tender small-bite to me”—malevolent crimson eyes fixed on Telzey from somewhere not far away—“and let’s be done here!”


  Startled, stammering protest from Tick-Tock, accompanied by gusts of laughter from the circle. Great sense of humor these characters had, Telzey thought bitterly. That crimson-eyed thing wasn’t joking at all!


  More laughter as the circle caught her thought. Then a kind of majority opinion found sudden expression:


  “Small-bite is learning! No harm to wait—We’ll find out quickly—Let’s . . .”


  The tape ended; the voices faded; the colors went blank. In whatever jumbled-up form she’d been getting the impressions at that point—Telzey couldn’t have begun to describe it—the whole thing suddenly stopped.


  She found herself sitting in the grass, shaky, scared, eyes open. Tick-Tock stood beside the terrace, looking at her. An air of hazy unreality still hung about the garden.


  She might have flipped! She didn’t think so; but it certainly seemed possible! Otherwise . . . Telzey made an attempt to sort over what had happened.


  Something had been in the garden! Something had been inside her mind. Something that was at home on Jontarou.


  There’d been a feeling of perhaps fifty or sixty of these . . . well, beings. Alarming beings! Reckless, wild, hard . . . and that red-eyed nightmare! Telzey shuddered.


  They’d contacted Tick-Tock first, during the night. TT understood them better than she could. Why? Telzey found no immediate answer.


  Then Tick-Tock had tricked her into letting her mind be invaded by these beings. There must have been a very definite reason for that.


  She looked over at Tick-Tock. TT looked back. Nothing stirred in Telzey’s thoughts. Between them there was still no direct communication.


  Then how had the beings been able to get through to her?


  Telzey wrinkled her nose. Assuming this was real, it seemed clear that the game of symbols she’d made up between herself and TT had provided the opening. Her whole experience just now had been in the form of symbols, translating whatever occurred into something she could consciously grasp.


  “Kitten-talk” was how the beings referred to the use of symbols; they seemed contemptuous of it. Never mind, Telzey told herself; they’d agreed she was learning.


  The air over the grass appeared to flicker. Again she had the impression of reading words off a quickly moving, not quite visible tape.


  “You’re being taught and you’re learning,” was what she seemed to read. “The question was whether you were capable of partial understanding as your friend insisted. Since you were, everything else that can be done will be accomplished very quickly.”


  A pause, then with a touch of approval, “You’re a well-formed mind, small-bite! Odd and with incomprehensibilities, but well-formed—”


  One of the beings, and a fairly friendly one—at least not unfriendly. Telzey framed a tentative mental question. “Who are you?”


  “You’ll know very soon.” The flickering ended; she realized she and the question had been dismissed for the moment. She looked over at Tick-Tock again.


  “Can’t you talk to me now, TT?” she asked silently.


  A feeling of hesitation.


  “Kitten-talk!” was the impression that formed itself with difficulty then. It was awkward, searching; but it came unquestionably from TT. “Still learning too, Telzey!” TT seemed half anxious, half angry. “We—”


  A sharp buzz-note reached Telzey’s ears, wiping out the groping thought-impression. She jumped a little, glanced down. Her wrist-talker was signaling. For a moment, she seemed poised uncertainly between a world where unseen, dangerous-sounding beings referred to one as small-bite and where TT was learning to talk, and the familiar other world where wrist-communicators buzzed periodically in a matter-of-fact manner. Settling back into the more familiar world, she switched on the talker.


  “Yes?” she said. Her voice sounded husky.


  “Telzey, dear,” Halet murmured honey-sweet from the talker, “would you come back into the house, please? The living room—We have a visitor who very much wants to meet you.”


  Telzey hesitated, eyes narrowing. Halet’s visitor wanted to meet her?


  “Why?” she asked.


  “He has something very interesting to tell you, dear.” The edge of triumphant malice showed for an instant, vanished in murmuring sweetness again. “So please hurry!”


  “All right.” Telzey stood up. “I’m coming.”


  “Fine, dear!” The talker went dead.


  Telzey switched off the instrument, noticed that Tick-Tock had chosen to disappear meanwhile.


  Flipped? She wondered, starting up towards the house. It was clear Aunt Halet had prepared some unpleasant surprise to spring on her, which was hardly more than normal behavior for Halet. The other business? She couldn’t be certain of anything there. Leaving out TT’s strange actions—which might have a number of causes, after all—that entire string of events could have been created inside her head. There was no contradictory evidence so far.


  But it could do no harm to take what seemed to have happened at face value. Some pretty grim event might be shaping up, in a very real way, around here . . .


  “You reason logically!” The impression now was of a voice speaking to her, a voice that made no audible sound. It was the same being who’d addressed her a minute or two ago.


  The two worlds between which Telzey had felt suspended seemed to glide slowly together and become one.


  “I go to Law school,” she explained to the being, almost absently.


  Amused agreement. “So we heard.”


  “What do you want of me?” Telzey inquired.


  “You’ll know soon enough.”


  “Why not tell me now?” Telzey urged. It seemed about to dismiss her again.


  Quick impatience flared at her. “Kitten-pictures! Kitten-thoughts! Kitten-talk! Too slow, too slow! YOUR pictures—too much YOU! Wait till the . . .”


  Circuits close . . . channels open . . . Obstructions clear? What had it said? There’d been only the blurred image of a finicky, delicate, but perfectly normal technical operation of some kind.


  “. . . Minutes now!” the voice concluded. A pause, then another thought tossed carelessly at her. “This is more important to you, small-bite, than to us!” The voice impression ended as sharply as if a communicator had snapped off.


  Not too friendly! Telzey walked on towards the house, a new fear growing inside her . . . a fear like the awareness of a storm gathered nearby, still quiet—deadly quiet, but ready to break.


  “Kitten-pictures!” a voice seemed to jeer distantly, a whispering in the park trees beyond the garden wall.


  Halet’s cheeks were lightly pinked; her blue eyes sparkled. She looked downright stunning, which meant to anyone who knew her that the worst side of Halet’s nature was champing at the bit again. On uninformed males it had a dazzling effect, however; and Telzey wasn’t surprised to find their visitor wearing a tranced expression when she came into the living room. He was a tall, outdoorsy man with a tanned, bony face, a neatly trained black mustache, and a scar down one cheek which would have seemed dashing if it hadn’t been for the stupefied look. Beside his chair stood a large, clumsy instrument which might have been some kind of telecamera.


  Halet performed introductions. Their visitor was Dr. Droon, a zoologist. He had been tuned in on Telzey’s newscast interview on the liner the night before, and wondered whether Telzey would care to discuss Tick-Tock with him.


  “Frankly, no,” Telzey said.


  Dr. Droon came awake and gave Telzey a surprised look. Halet smiled easily.


  “My niece doesn’t intend to be discourteous, doctor,” she explained.


  “Of course not,” the zoologist agreed doubtfully.


  “It’s just,” Halet went on, “that Telzey is a little, oh, sensitive where Tick-Tock is concerned. In her own way, she’s attached to the animal. Aren’t you, dear?”


  “Yes,” Telzey said blandly.


  “Well, we hope this isn’t going to disturbed you too much, dear.” Halet glanced significantly at Dr. Droon. “Dr. Droon, you must understand, is simply doing . . . well, there is something very important he must tell you now.”


  Telzey transferred her gaze back to the zoologist. Dr. Droon cleared his throat. “I, ah, understand, Miss Amberdon, that you’re unaware of what kind of creature your, ah, Tick-Tock is?”


  Telzey started to speak, then checked herself, frowning. She had been about to state that she knew exactly what kind of creature TT was . . . but she didn’t, of course!


  Or did she? She . . .


  She scowled absent-mindedly at Dr. Droon, biting her lip.


  “Telzey!” Halet prompted gently.


  “Huh?” Telzey said. “Oh . . . please go on, doctor!”


  Dr. Droon steepled his fingers. “Well,” he said, “she . . . your pet . . . is, ah, a young crest cat. Nearly full grown now, apparently, and—”


  “Why, yes!” Telzey cried.


  The zoologist looked at her. “You knew that—”


  “Well, not really,” Telzey admitted. “Or sort of.” She laughed, her cheeks flushed. “This is the most . . . go ahead please! Sorry I interrupted.” She stared at the wall beyond Dr. Droon with a rapt expression.


  The zoologist and Halet exchanged glances. Then Dr. Droon resumed cautiously. The crest cats, he said, were a species native to Jontarou. Their existence had been known for only eight years. The species appeared to have had a somewhat limited range—the Baluit mountains on the opposite side of the huge continent on which Port Nichay had been built . . .


  Telzey barely heard him. A very curious thing was happening. For every sentence Dr. Droon uttered, a dozen other sentences appeared in her awareness. More accurately, it was as if an instantaneous smooth flow of information relevant to whatever he said arose continuously from what might have been almost her own memory, but wasn’t. Within a minute or two, she knew more about the crest cats of Jontarou than Dr. Droon could have told her in hours . . . much more than he’d ever known.


  She realized suddenly that he’d stopped talking, that he had asked her a question. “Miss Amberdon?” he repeated now, with a note of uncertainty.


  “Yar-rrr-REE!” Telzey told him softly. “I’ll drink your blood!”


  “Eh?”


  Telzey blinked, focused on Dr. Droon, wrenching her mind away from a splendid view of the misty-blue peaks of the Baluit range.


  “Sorry,” she said briskly. “Just a joke!” She smiled. “Now what were you saying?”


  The zoologist looked at her in a rather odd manner for a moment. “I was inquiring,” he said then, “whether you were familiar with the sporting rules established by the various hunting associations of the Hub in connection with the taking of game trophies?”


  Telzey shook her head. “No, I never heard of them.”


  The rules, Dr. Droon explained, laid down the type of equipment . . . weapons, spotting and tracking instruments, number of assistants, and so forth . . . a sportsman could legitimately use in the pursuit of any specific type of game. “Before the end of the first year after their discovery,” he went on, “the Baluit crest cats had been placed in the ultra-equipment class.”


  “What’s ultra-equipment?” Telzey asked.


  “Well,” Dr. Droon said thoughtfully, “it doesn’t quite involve the use of full battle armor . . . not quite! And, of course, even with that classification the sporting principle of mutual accessibility must be observed.”


  “Mutual . . . oh, I see!” Telzey paused as another wave of silent information rose into her awareness; went on, “So the game has to be able to get at the sportsman too, eh?”


  “That’s correct. Except in the pursuit of various classes of flying animals, a shikari would not, for example, be permitted the use of an aircar other than as means of simple transportation. Under these conditions, it was soon established that crest cats were being obtained by sportsmen who went after them at a rather consistent one-to-one ration.”


  Telzey’s eyes widened. She’d gathered something similar from her other information source but hadn’t quite believed it. “One hunter killed for each cat bagged?” she said. “That’s pretty rough sport, isn’t it?


  “Extremely rough sport!” Dr. Droon agreed dryly. “In fact, when the statistics were published, the sporting interest in winning a Baluit cat trophy appears to have suffered a sudden and sharp decline. On the other hand, a more scientific interest in these remarkable animals was coincidingly created, and many permits for their acquisition by the agents of museums, universities, public and private collections were issued. Sporting rules, of course, do not apply to that activity.”


  Telzey nodded absently. “I see! They used aircars, didn’t they? A sort of heavy knockout gun—”


  “Aircars, long-range detectors and stunguns are standard equipment in such work,” Dr. Droon acknowledged. “Gas and poison are employed, of course, as circumstances dictate. The collectors were relatively successful for a while.”


  “And then a curious thing happened. Less than two years after their existence became known, the crest cats of the Baluit range were extinct! The inroads made on their numbers by man cannot begin to account for this, so it must be assumed that a sudden plague wiped them out. At any rate, not another living member of the species has been seen on Jontarou until you landed here with your pet last night.”


  Telzey sat silent for some seconds. Not because of what he had said, but because the other knowledge was still flowing into her mind. On one very important point that was at variance with what the zoologist had stated; and from there a coldly logical pattern was building up. Telzey didn’t grasp the pattern in complete detail yet, but what she saw of it stirred her with a half incredulous dread.


  She asked, shaping the words carefully but with only a small part of her attention on what she was really saying. “Just what does all that have to do with Tick-Tock, Dr. Droon?”


  Dr. Droon glanced at Halet, and returned his gaze to Telzey. Looking very uncomfortable but quite determined, he told her, “Miss Amberdon, there is a Federation law which states that when a species is threatened with extinction, any available survivors must be transferred to the Life Banks of the University League, to insure their indefinite preservation. Under the circumstances, this law applies to, ah, Tick-Tock!”


  So that had been Halet’s trick. She’d found out about the crest cats, might have put in as much as a few months arranging to make the discovery of TT’s origin on Jontarou seem a regrettable mischance—something no one could have foreseen or prevented. In the Life Banks, from what Telzey had heard of them, TT would cease to exist as an individual awareness while scientists tinkered around with the possibilities of reconstructing her species.


  Telzey studied her aunt’s carefully sympathizing face for an instant, asked Dr. Droon, “What about the other crest cats—you said were collected before they became extinct here? Wouldn’t they be enough for what the Life Banks need?”


  He shook his head. “Two immature male specimens are know to exist, and they are at present in the Life Banks. The others that were taken alive at the time have been destroyed . . . often under nearly disastrous circumstances. They are enormously cunning, enormously savage creatures, Miss Amberdon! The additional fact that they can conceal themselves to the point of being virtually indetectable except by the use of instruments makes them one of the most dangerous animals known. Since the young female which you raised as a pet has remained docile . . . so far . . . you may not really be able to appreciate that.”


  “Perhaps I can,” Telzey said. She nodded at the heavy-looking instrument standing beside his chair. “And that’s—?”


  “It’s a life detector combined with a stungun, Miss Amberdon. I have no intention of harming your pet, but we can’t take chances with an animal of that type. The gun’s charge will knock it unconscious for several minutes—just long enough to let me secure it with paralysis belts.”


  “You’re a collector for the Life Banks, Dr. Droon?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Dr. Droon,” Halet remarked, “has obtained a permit from the Planetary Moderator, authorizing him to claim Tick-Tock for the University League and remove her from the planet, dear. So you see there is simply nothing we can do about the matter! Your mother wouldn’t like us to attempt to obstruct the law, would she?” Halet paused. “The permit should have your signature, Telzey, but I can sign in your stead if necessary.”


  That was Halet’s way of saying it would do no good to appeal to Jontarou’s Planetary Moderator. She’d taken the precaution of getting his assent to the matter first.


  “So now if you’ll just call Tick-Tock, dear. . .” Halet went on.


  Telzey barely heard the last words. She felt herself stiffening slowly, while the living room almost faded from her sight. Perhaps, in that instant, some additional new circuit had closed in her mind, or some additional new channel had opened, for TT’s purpose in tricking her into contact with the reckless, mocking beings outside was suddenly and numbingly clear.


  And what it meant immediately was that she’d have to get out of the house without being spotted at it, and go some place where she could be undisturbed for half an hour.


  She realized that Halet and the zoologist were both staring at her.


  Are you ill, dear?”


  “No.” Telzey stood up. It would be worse than useless to try to tell these two anything! Her face must be pretty white at the moment—she could feel it—but they assumed, of course, that the shock of losing TT had just now sunk in on her.


  “I’ll have to check on that law you mentioned before I sign anything,” she told Dr. Droon.


  “Why, yes . . .” He started to get out of his chair. “I’m sure that can be arranged, Miss Amberdon!”


  “Don’t bother to call the Moderator’s office,” Telzey said. “I brought my law library along. I’ll look it up myself.” She turned to leave the room.


  “My niece,” Halet explained to Dr. Droon who was beginning to look puzzled, “attends law school. She’s always so absorbed in her studies . . . Telzey?”


  “Yes, Halet?” Telzey paused at the door.


  “I’m very glad you’ve decided to be sensible about this, dear. But don’t take too long, will you? We don’t want to waste Dr. Droon’s time.”


  “It shouldn’t take more than five or ten minutes,” Telzey told her agreeably. She closed the door behind her, and went directly to her bedroom on the second floor. One of her two valises was still unpacked. She locked the door behind her, opened the unpacked valise, took out a pocket edition law library and sat down at the table with it.


  She clicked on the library’s view-screen, tapped the clearing and index buttons. Behind the screen, one of the multiple rows of pinhead tapes shifted slightly as the index was flicked into reading position. Half a minute later, she was glancing over the legal section on which Dr. Droon had based his claim. The library confirmed what he had said.


  Very neat of Halet, Telzey thought, very nasty . . . and pretty idiotic! Even a second-year law student could think immediately of two or three ways in which a case like that could have been dragged out in the Federation’s courts for a couple of decades before the question of handing Tick-Tock over to the Life Banks became too acute.


  Well, Halet simply wasn’t really intelligent. And the plot to shanghai TT was hardly even a side issue now.


  Telzey snapped the tiny library shut, fastened it to the belt of her sunsuit and went over to the open window. A two-foot ledge passed beneath the window, leading to the roof of a patio on the right. Fifty yards beyond the patio, the garden ended in a natural-stone wall. Behind it lay one of the big wooded park areas which formed most of the ground level of Port Nichay.


  Tick-Tock wasn’t in sight. A sound of voices came from ground-floor windows on the left. Halet had brought her maid and chauffeur along; and a chef had showed up in time to make breakfast this morning, as part of the city’s guest house service. Telzey took the empty valise to the window, set it on end against the left side of the frame, and let the window slide down until its lower edge rested on the valise. She went back to the house guard-screen panel beside the door, put her finger against the lock button, and pushed.


  The sound of voices from the lower floor was cut off as outer doors and windows slid silently shut all about the house. Telzey glanced back at the window. The valise had creaked a little as the guard field drove the frame down on it, but it was supporting the thrust. She returned to the window, wriggled feet foremost through the opening, twisted around and got a footing on the ledge.


  A minute later, she was scrambling quietly down a vine-covered patio trellis to the ground. Even after they discovered she was gone, the guard screen would keep everybody in the house for some little while. They’d either have to disengage the screen’s main mechanisms and start poking around in them, or force open the door to her bedroom and get the lock unset. Either approach would involve confusion, upset tempers, and generally delay any organized pursuit.


  Telzey edged around the patio and started towards the wall, keeping close to the side of the house so she couldn’t be seen from the windows. The shrubbery made minor rustling noises as she threaded her way through it . . . and then there was a different stirring which might have been no more than a slow, steady current of air moving among the bushes behind her. She shivered involuntarily but didn’t look back.


  She came to the wall, stood still, measuring its height, jumped and got an arm across it, swung up a knee and squirmed up and over. She came down on her feet with a small thump in the grass on the other side, glanced back once at the guest house, crossed a path and went on among the park trees.


  Within a few hundred yards, it became apparent that she had an escort. She didn’t look around for them, but spread out to right and left like a skirmish line, keeping abreast with her, occasional shadows slid silently through patches of open, sunlit ground, disappeared again under the trees. Otherwise, there was hardly anyone in sight. Port Nichay’s human residents appeared to make almost no personal use of the vast parkland spread out beneath their tower apartments; and its traffic moved over the airways, visible from the ground only as rainbow-hued ribbons which bisected the sky between the upper tower levels. An occasional private aircar went by overhead.


  Wisps of thought which were not her own thoughts flicked through Telzey’s mind from moment to moment as the silent line of shadows moved deeper into the park with her. She realized she was being sized up, judged, evaluated again. No more information was coming through; they had given her as much information as she needed. In the main perhaps, they were simply curious now. This was the first human mind they’d been able to make heads or tails of, and that hadn’t seemed deaf and silent to their form of communication. They were taking time out to study it. They’d been assured she would have something of genuine importance to tell them; and there was some derision about that. But they were willing to wait a little, and find out. They were curious and they liked games. At the moment, Telzey and what she might try to do to change their plans was the game on which their attention was fixed.


  Twelve minutes passed before the talker on Telzey’s wrist began to buzz. It continued to signal off and on for another few minutes, then stopped. Back in the guest house they couldn’t be sure yet whether she wasn’t simply locked inside her room and refusing to answer them. But Telzey quickened her pace.


  The park’s trees gradually became more massive, reached higher above her, stood spaced more widely apart. She passed through the morning shadow of the residential tower nearest the guest house, and emerged from it presently on the shore of a small lake. On the other side of the lake, a number of dappled grazing animals like long-necked, tall horses lifted their heads to watch her. For some seconds they seemed only mildly interested, but then a breeze moved across the lake, crinkling the surface of the water, and as it touched the opposite shore, abrupt panic exploded among the grazers. They wheeled, went flashing away in effortless twenty-foot strides, and were gone among the trees.


  Telzey felt a crawling along her spine. It was the first objective indication she’d had of the nature of the company she had brought to the lake, and while it hardly came as a surprise, for a moment her urge was to follow the example of the grazers.


  “Tick-Tock?” she whispered, suddenly a little short of breath.


  A single up-and-down purring note replied from the bushes on her right. TT was still around, for whatever good that might do. Not too much, Telzey thought, if it came to serious trouble. But the knowledge was somewhat reassuring . . . and this, meanwhile, appeared to be as far as she needed to get from the guest house. They’d be looking for her by aircar presently, but there was nothing to tell them in which direction to turn first.


  She climbed the bank of the lake to a point where she was screened both by thick, green shrubbery and the top of a single immense tree from the sky, sat down on some dry, mossy growth, took the law library from her belt, opened it and placed it in her lap. Vague stirrings indicated that her escort was also settling down in an irregular circle about her; and apprehension shivered on Telzey’s skin again. It wasn’t that their attitude was hostile; they were simply overawing. And no one could predict what they might do next. Without looking up, she asked a question in her mind.


  “Ready?”


  Sense of multiple acknowledgment, variously tinged—sardonic; interestingly amused; attentive; doubtful. Impatience quivered through it too, only tentatively held in restraint, and Telzey’s forehead was suddenly wet. Some of them seemed on the verge of expressing disapproval with what was being done here—


  Her fingers quickly flicked in the index tape, and the stir of feeling about her subsided, their attention captured again for the moment. Her thoughts became to some degree detached, ready to dissect another problem in the familiar ways and present the answers to it. Not a very involved problem essentially, but this time it wasn’t a school exercise. Her company waited, withdrawn, silent, aloof once more, while the index blurred, checked, blurred and checked. Within a minute and a half, she had noted a dozen reference symbols. She tapped in another of the pinhead tapes, glanced over a few paragraphs, licked salty sweat from her lip, and said in her thoughts, emphasizing the meaning of each detail of the sentence so that there would be no misunderstanding, “This is the Federation law that applies to the situation which existed originally on this planet . . .”


  There were no interruptions, no commenting thoughts, no intrusions of any kind, as she went step by step through the section, turned to another one, and another. In perhaps twelve minutes she came to the end of the last one, and stopped. Instantly, argument exploded about her.


  Telzey was not involved in the argument; in fact, she could grasp only scraps of it. Either they were excluding her deliberately, or the exchange was too swift, practiced and varied to allow her to keep up. But their vehemence was not encouraging. And was it reasonable to assume that the Federation’s laws would have any meaning for minds like these? Telzey snapped the library shut with fingers that had begun to tremble, and placed it on the ground. Then she stiffened. In the sensations washing about her, a special excitement rose suddenly, a surge of almost gleeful wildness that choked away her breath. Awareness followed of a pair of malignant crimson eyes fastened on her, moving steadily closer. A kind of nightmare paralysis seized Telzey—they’d turned her over to that red-eyed horror! She sat still, feeling mouse-sized.


  Something came out with a crash from a thicket behind her. Her muscles went tight. But it was TT who rubbed a hard head against her shoulder, took another three stiff-legged steps forward and stopped between Telzey and the bushes on their right, back rigid, neck fur erect, tail twisting.


  Expectant silence closed in about them. The circle was waiting. In the greenery on the right something made a slow, heavy stir.


  TT’s lips peeled back from her teeth. Her head swung towards the motion, ears flattening, transformed to a split, snarling demon-mask. A long shriek ripped from her lungs, raw with fury, blood lust and challenge.


  The sound died away. For some seconds the tension about them held; then came a sense of gradual relaxation mingled with a partly amused approval. Telzey was shaking violently. It had been, she was telling herself, a deliberate test . . . not of herself, of course, but of TT. And Tick-Tock had passed with honors. That her nerves had been half ruined in the process would seem a matter of no consequence to this rugged crew . . .


  She realized next that someone here was addressing her personally.


  It took a few moments to steady her jittering thoughts enough to gain a more definite impression than that. This speaker, she discovered then, was a member of the circle of whom she hadn’t been aware before. The thought-impressions came hard and cold as iron—a personage who was very evidently in the habit of making major decisions and seeing them carried out. The circle, its moment of sport over, was listening with more than a suggestion of deference. Tick-Tock, far from conciliated, green eyes still blazing, nevertheless was settling down to listen, too.


  Telzey began to understand.


  Her suggestions, Iron Thoughts informed her, might appear without value to a number of foolish minds here, but he intended to see they were given a fair trial. Did he perhaps hear, he inquired next of the circle, throwing in a casual but horridly vivid impression of snapping spines and slashed shaggy throats spouting blood, any objection to that?


  Dead stillness all around. There was, definitely, no objection. Tick-Tock began to grin like a pleased kitten.


  That point having been settled in an orderly manner now, Iron Thoughts went on coldly to Telzey, what specifically did she propose they should do?


  Halet’s long, pearl-gray sportscar showed up above the park trees twenty minutes later. Telzey, face turned down towards the open law library in her lap, watched the car from the corner of her eyes. She was in plain view, sitting beside the lake, apparently absorbed in legal research. Tick-Tock, camouflaged among the bushes thirty feet higher up the bank, had spotted the car an instant before she did and announced the fact with a three-second break in her purring. Neither of them made any other move.


  The car was approaching the lake but still a good distance off. Its canopy was down, and Telzey could just make out the heads of three people inside. Delquos, Halet’s chauffeur, would be flying the vehicle, while Halet and Dr. Droon looked around for her from the sides. Three hundred yards away, the aircar began a turn to the right. Delquos didn’t like his employer much; at a guess, he had just spotted Telzey and was trying to warn her off.


  Telzey closed the library and put it down, picked up a handful of pebbles and began flicking them idly, one at a time, into the water. The aircar vanished to her left.


  Three minutes later, she watched its shadow glide across the surface of the lake towards her. Her heart began to thump almost audibly, but she didn’t look up. Tick-Tock’s purring continued, on its regular, unhurried note. The car came to a stop almost directly overhead. After a couple of seconds, there was a clicking noise. The purring ended abruptly.


  Telzey climbed to her feet as Delquos brought the car down to the bank of the lake. The chauffeur grinned ruefully at her. A side door had been opened, and Halet and Dr. Droon stood behind it. Halet watched Telzey with a small smile while the naturalist put the heavy life-detector-and-stungun device carefully down on the floorboards.


  “If you’re looking for Tick-Tock,” Telzey said, “she isn’t here.”


  Halet just shook her head sorrowfully.


  “There’s no use lying to us, dear. Dr Droon just stunned her.”


  They found TT collapsed on her side among the shrubs, wearing her natural color. Her eyes were shut, her chest rose and fell in a slow breathing motion. Dr. Droon, looking rather apologetic, pointed out to Telzey that her pet was in no pain, that the stungun had simply put her comfortably to sleep. He also explained the use of the two sets of webbed paralysis belts which he fastened about TT’s legs. The effect of the stun charge would wear off in a few minutes, and contact with the inner surfaces of the energized belts would then keep TT anesthetized and unable to move until the belts were removed. She would, he repeated, be suffering no pain throughout the process.


  Telzey didn’t comment. She watched Delquos raise TT’s limp body above the level of the bushes with a gravity hoist belonging to Dr. Droon, and maneuver her back to the car, the others following. Delquos climbed into the car first, opened the big trunk compartment in the rear. TT was slid inside and the trunk compartment locked.


  “Where are you taking her?” Telzey asked sullenly as Delquos lifted the car into the air.


  “To the spaceport, dear,” Halet said. “Dr. Droon and I both felt it would be better to spare your feelings by not prolonging the matter unnecessarily.”


  Telzey wrinkled her nose disdainfully, and walked up the aircar to stand behind Delquos’ seat. She leaned against the back of the seat for an instant. Her legs felt shaky.


  The chauffeur gave her a sober wink from the side.


  “That’s a dirty trick she’s played on you, Miss Telzey!” he murmured. “I tried to warn you.”


  “I know.” Telzey took a deep breath. “Look, Delquos, in just a minute something’s going to happen! It’ll look dangerous, but it won’t be. Don’t let it get you nervous . . . right?”


  “Huh?” Delquos appeared startled, but kept his voice low. “Just what’s going to happen?”


  “No time to tell you. Remember what I said.”


  Telzey moved back a few steps from the driver’s seat, turned around, said unsteadily, “Halet . . . Dr. Droon—”


  Halet had been speaking quietly to Dr. Droon; they both looked up.


  “If you don’t move, and don’t do anything stupid,” Telzey said rapidly, “you won’t get hurt. If you do . . . well, I don’t know! You see, there’s another crest cat in the car . . .” In her mind she added, “Now!”


  It was impossible to tell in just what section of the car Iron Thoughts had been lurking. The carpeting near the rear passenger seats seemed to blur for an instant. Then he was there, camouflage dropped, sitting on the floorboards five feet from the naturalist and Halet.


  Halet’s mouth opened wide; she tried to scream but fainted instead. Dr. Droon’s right hand started out quickly towards the big stungun device beside his seat. Then he checked himself and sat still, ashen-faced.


  Telzey didn’t blame him for changing his mind. She felt he must be a remarkably brave man to have moved at all. Iron Thoughts, twice as broad across the back as Tick-Tock, twice as massively muscled, looked like a devil-beast even to her. His dark-green marbled hide was criss-crossed with old scar patterns; half his tossing crimson crest appeared to have been ripped away. He reached out now in a fluid, silent motion, hooked a paw under the stungun and flicked upwards. The big instrument rose in an incredibly swift, steep arc eighty feet into the air, various parts flying away from it, before it started curving down towards the treetops below the car. Iron Thoughts lazily swung his head around and looked at Telzey with yellow fire-eyes.


  “Miss Telzey! Miss Telzey!” Delquos was muttering behind her. “You’re sure it won’t . . .”


  Telzey swallowed. At the moment, she felt barely mouse-sized again. “Just relax!” she told Delquos in a shaky voice. “He’s really quite t-t-t-tame.”


  Iron Thoughts produced a harsh but not unamiable chuckle in her mind.


  The pearl-gray sportscar, covered now by its streamlining canopy, drifted down presently to a parking platform outside the suite of offices on Jontarou’s Planetary Moderator, on the fourteenth floor of the Shikaris’ Club Tower. An attendant waved it on into a vacant slot.


  Inside the car, Delquos set the brakes, switched off the engine, asked, “Now what?”


  “I think,” Telzey said reflectively, “we’d better lock you in the trunk compartment with my aunt and Dr. Droon while I talk to the Moderator.”


  The chauffeur shrugged. He’d regained most of his aplomb during the unhurried trip across the parklands. Iron Thoughts had done nothing but sit in the center of the car, eyes half shut, looking like instant death enjoying a dignified nap and occasionally emitting a ripsawing noise which might have been either his style of purring or a snore. And Tick-Tock, when Delquos peeled the paralysis belts off her legs at Telzey’s direction, had greeted him with her usual reserved affability. What the chauffeur was suffering from at the moment was intense curiosity, which Telzey had done nothing to relieve.


  “Just as you say, Miss Telzey,” he agreed. “I hate to miss whatever you’re going to be doing here, but if you don’t lock me up now, Miss Halet will figure I was helping you and fire me as soon as you let her out.”


  Telzey nodded, then cocked her head in the direction of the rear compartment. Faint sounds coming through the door indicated that Halet had regained consciousness and was having hysterics.


  “You might tell her,” Telzey suggested, “that there’ll be a grown-up crest cat sitting outside the compartment door.” This wasn’t true, but neither Delquos nor Halet could know it. “If there’s too much racket before I get back, it’s likely to irritate him . . .”


  A minute later, she set both car doors on lock and went outside, wishing she were less informally clothed. Sunbriefs and sandals tended to make her look juvenile.


  The parking attendant appeared startled when she approached him with Tick-Tock striding alongside.


  “They’ll never let you into the offices with that thing, miss,” he informed her. “Why, it doesn’t even have a collar!”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Telzey told him aloofly.


  She dropped a two-credit piece she’d taken from Halet’s purse into his hand, and continued on towards the building entrance. The attendant squinted after her, trying unsuccessfully to dispel an odd impression that the big catlike animal with the girl was throwing a double shadow.


  The Moderator’s chief receptionist also had some doubts about TT, and possibly about the sunbriefs, though she seemed impressed when Telzey’s identification tag informed her she was speaking to the daughter of Federation Councilwoman Jessamine Amberdon.


  “You feel you can discuss this . . . emergency . . . only with the Moderator himself, Miss Amberdon?” she repeated.


  “Exactly,” Telzey said firmly. A buzzer sounded as she spoke. The receptionist excused herself and picked up an earphone. She listened a moment, said blandly, “Yes . . . Of course . . . Yes, I understand,” replaced the earphone and stood up, smiling at Telzey.


  “Would you come with me, Miss Amberdon?” she said. “I think the Moderator will see you immediately . . .”


  Telzey followed her, chewing thoughtfully at her lip. This was easier than she’d expected—in fact, too easy! Halet’s work? Probably. A few comments to the effect of “A highly imaginative child . . . overexcitable,” while Halet was arranging to have the Moderator’s office authorize Tick-Tock’s transfer to the life Banks, along with the implication that Jessamine Amberdon would appreciate a discreet handling of any disturbance Telzey might create as a result.


  It was the sort of notion that would appeal to Halet—


  They passed through a series of elegantly equipped offices and hallways, Telzey grasping TT’s neck-fur in lieu of a leash, their appearance creating a tactfully restrained wave of surprise among secretaries and clerks. And if somebody here and there was troubled by a fleeting, uncanny impression that not one large beast but two seemed to be trailing the Moderator’s visitor down the aisles, no mention was made of what could have been only a momentary visual distortion. Finally, a pair of sliding doors opened ahead, and the receptionist ushered Telzey into a large, cool balcony garden on the shaded side of the great building. A tall, gray-haired man stood up from the desk at which he was working, and bowed to Telzey. The receptionist withdrew again.


  “My pleasure, Miss Amberdon,” Jontarou’s Planetary Moderator said, “Be seated, please.” He studied Tick-Tock with more than casual interest while Telzey was settling herself into a chair, added, “And what may I and my office do for you?”


  Telzey hesitated. She’d observed his type on Orado in her mother’s circle of acquaintances—a senior diplomat, a man not easy to impress. It was a safe bet that he’d had her brought out to his balcony office only to keep her occupied while Halet was quietly informed where the Amberdon problem child was and requested to come over and take charge.


  What she had to tell him now would have sounded rather wild even if presented by a presumably responsible adult. She could provide proof, but until the Moderator was already nearly sold on her story, that would be a very unsafe thing to do. Old Iron Thoughts was backing her up, but if it didn’t look as if her plans were likely to succeed, he would be willing to ride herd on his devil’s pack just so long . . .


  Better start the ball rolling without any preliminaries, Telzey decided. The Moderator’s picture of her must be that of a spoiled, neurotic brat in a stew about the threatened loss of a pet animal. He expected her to start arguing with him immediately about Tick-Tock.


  She said “Do you have a personal interest in keeping the Baluit crest cats from becoming extinct?”


  Surprise flickered in his eyes for an instant. Then he smiled.


  “I admit I do, Miss Amberdon,” he said pleasantly. “I should like to see the species re-established. I count myself almost uniquely fortunate in having had the opportunity to bag two of the magnificent brutes before disease wiped them out on the planet.”


  The last seemed a less than fortunate statement just now. Telzey felt a sharp tingle of alarm, then sensed that in the minds which were drawing the meaning of the Moderator’s speech from her mind there had been only a brief stir of interest.


  She cleared her throat, said, “The point is that they weren’t wiped out by disease.”


  He considered her quizzically, seemed to wonder what she was trying to lead up to. Telzey gathered her courage, plunged on, “Would you like to hear what did happen?”


  “I should be very much interested, Miss Amberdon,” the Moderator said without change of expression. “But first, if you’ll excuse me a moment . . .”


  There had been some signal from his desk which Telzey hadn’t noticed, because he picked up a small communicator now and said “Yes?” After a few seconds, he resumed, “That’s rather curious, isn’t it?. . . Yes, I’d try that . . . No, that shouldn’t be necessary . . . Yes, please do. Thank you.” He replaced the communicator, his face very sober; then, his eyes flicking for an instant to TT, he drew one of the upper desk drawers open a few inches, and turned back to Telzey.


  “Now, Miss Amberdon,” he said affably, “you were about to say? About these crest cats . . .”


  Telzey swallowed. She hadn’t heard the other side of the conversation, but she could guess what it had been about. His office had called the guest house, had been told by Halet’s maid that Halet, the chauffeur and Dr. Droon were out looking for Miss Telzey and her pet. The Moderator’s office had then checked on the sportscar’s communication number and attempted to call it. And, of course, there had been no response.


  To the Moderator, considering what Halet would have told him, it must add up to the grim possibility that the young lunatic he was talking to had let her three-quarters-grown crest cat slaughter her aunt and the two men when they caught up with her! The office would be notifying the police now to conduct an immediate search for the missing aircar.


  When it would occur to them to look for it on the Moderator’s parking terrace was something Telzey couldn’t know. But if Halet and Dr. Droon were released before the Moderator accepted her own version of what had occurred, and the two reported the presence of wild crest cats in Port Nichay, there would be almost no possibility of keeping the situation under control. Somebody was bound to make some idiotic move, and the fat would be in the fire . . .


  Two things might be in her favor. The Moderator seemed to have the sort of steady nerve one would expect in a man who had bagged two Baluit crest cats. The partly opened desk drawer beside him must have a gun in it; apparently he considered that a sufficient precaution against an attack by TT. He wasn’t likely to react in a panicky manner. And the mere fact that he suspected Telzey of homicidal tendencies would make him give the closest attention to what she said. Whether he believed her then was another matter, of course.


  Slightly encouraged, Telzey began to talk. It did sound like a thoroughly wild story, but the Moderator listened with an appearance of intent interest. When she had told him as much as she felt he could be expected to swallow for a start, he said musingly, “So they weren’t wiped out—they went into hiding! Do I understand you to say they did it to avoid being hunted?”


  Telzey chewed her lip frowningly before replying. “There’s something about that part I don’t quite get,” she admitted. “Of course I don’t quite get either why you’d want to go hunting . . . twice . . . for something that’s just as likely to bag you instead!”


  “Well, those are, ah, merely the statistical odds,” the Moderator explained. “If one has enough confidence, you see—”


  “I don’t really. But the crest cats seem to have felt the same way—at first. They were getting around one hunter for every cat that got shot. Humans were the most exciting game they’d ever run into.


  “But then that ended, and the humans started knocking them out with stunguns from aircars where they couldn’t be got at, and hauling them off while they were helpless. After it had gone on for a while, they decided to keep out of sight.


  “But they’re still around . . . thousands and thousands of them! Another thing nobody’s known about them is that they weren’t only in the Baluit mountains. There were crest cats scattered all through the big forests along the other side of the continent.”


  “Very interesting,” the Moderator commented. “Very interesting, indeed!” He glanced towards the communicator, then returned his gaze to Telzey, drumming his fingers lightly on the desk top.


  She could tell nothing at all from his expression now, but she guessed he was thinking hard. There was supposed to be no native intelligent life in the legal sense on Jontarou, and she had been careful to say nothing so far to make the Baluit cats look like more than rather exceptionally intelligent animals. The next—rather large—question should be how she’d come by such information.


  If the Moderator asked her that, Telzey thought, she could feel she’d made a beginning at getting him to buy the whole story.


  “Well,” he said abruptly, “if the crest cats are not extinct or threatened with extinction, the Life Banks obviously have no claim on your pet.” He smiled confidingly at her. “And that’s the reason you’re here, isn’t it?”


  “Well, no,” Telzey began, dismayed. “I—”


  “Oh, it’s quite all right, Miss Amberdon! I’ll simply rescind the permit which was issued for the purpose. You need feel no further concern about that.” He paused. “Now, just one question . . . do you happen to know where your aunt is at present?”


  Telzey had a dead, sinking feeling. So he hadn’t believed a word she said. He’d been stalling her along until the aircar could be found.


  She took a deep breath. “You’d better listen to the rest of it.”


  “Why, is there more?” the Moderator asked politely.


  “Yes. The important part! The kind of creatures they are, they wouldn’t go into hiding indefinitely just because someone was after them.”


  Was there a flicker of something beyond watchfulness in his expression. “What would they do, Miss Amberdon?” he asked quietly.


  “If they couldn’t get at the men in the aircars and couldn’t communicate with them”—the flicker again!—“they’d start looking for the place the men came from, wouldn’t they? It might take them some years to work their way across the continent and locate us here in Port Nichay. But supposing they did it finally and a few thousand of them are sitting around in the parks down there right now? They could come up the side of these towers as easily as they go up the side of a mountain. And supposing they’d decided that the only way to handle the problem was to clean out the human beings in Port Nichay?”


  The Moderator stared at her in silence a few seconds. “You’re saying,” he observed then, “that they’re rational beings—above the Critical I.Q. level.”


  “Well,” Telzey said, “legally they’re rational. I checked on that. About as rational as we are, I suppose.”


  “Would you mind telling me now how you happen to know this?”


  “They told me,” Telzey said.


  He was silent again, studying her face. “You mentioned, Miss Amberdon, that they have been unable to communicate with other human beings. This suggests then that you are a xenotelepath . . .”


  “I am?” Telzey hadn’t heard the term before. “If it means that I can tell what the cats are thinking, and they can tell what I’m thinking, I guess that’s the word for it.” She considered him, decided she had him almost on the ropes, went on quickly.


  “I looked up the laws, and told them they could conclude a treaty with the Federation which would establish them as an Affiliated Species . . . and that would settle everything the way they would want it settled, without trouble. Some of them believed me. They decided to wait until I could talk to you. If it works out, fine! If it doesn’t”—she felt her voice falter for an instant—“they’re going to cut loose fast!”


  The Moderator seemed undisturbed. “What am I supposed to do?”


  “I told them you’d contact the Council of the Federation on Orado.”


  “Contact the Council?” he repeated coolly. “With no more proof for this story than your word Miss Amberdon?”


  Telzey felt a quick, angry stirring begin about her, felt her face whiten.


  “All right,” she said “I’ll give you proof! I’ll have to now. But that’ll be it. Once they’ve tipped their hand all the way, you’ll have about thirty seconds left to make the right move. I hope you remember that!”


  He cleared his throat. “I—”


  “NOW!” Telzey said.


  Along the walls of the balcony garden, beside the ornamental flower stands, against the edges of the rock pool, the crest cats appeared. Perhaps thirty of them. None quite as physically impressive as Iron Thoughts who stood closest to the Moderator; but none very far from it. Motionless as rocks, frightening as gargoyles, they waited, eyes glowing with hellish excitement.


  “This is their council, you see,” Telzey heard herself saying.


  The Moderator’s face had also paled. But he was, after all, an old shikari and a senior diplomat. He took an unhurried look around the circle, said quietly, “Accept my profound apologies for doubting you. Miss Amberdon!” and reached for the desk communicator.


  Iron Thoughts swung his demon head in Telzey’s direction. For an instant, she picked up the mental impression of a fierce yellow eye closing in an approving wink.


  “. . . An open transmitter line to Orado,” the Moderator was saying into the communicator. “The Council. And snap it up! Some very important visitors are waiting.”


  The offices of Jontarou’s Planetary Moderator became an extremely busy and interesting area then. Quite two hours passed before it occurred to anyone to ask Telzey again whether she knew where her aunt was at present.


  Telzey smote her forehead.


  “Forgot all about that!” she admitted, fishing the sportscar’s keys out of the pocket of her sunbriefs. “They’re out on the parking platform . . .”


  The preliminary treaty arrangements between the Federation of the Hub and the new Affiliated Species of the Planet of Jontarou were formally ratified two weeks later, the ceremony taking place on Jontarou, in the Champagne Hall of the Shikaris’ Club.


  Telzey was able to follow the event only by news viewer in her ship-cabin, she and Halet being on the return trip to Orado by then. She wasn’t too interested in the treaty’s details—they conformed almost exactly to what she had read out to Iron Thoughts and his co-chiefs and companions in the park. It was the smooth bridging of the wide language gap between the contracting parties by a row of interpreting machines and a handful of human xenotelepaths which held her attention.


  As she switched off the viewer, Halet came wandering in from the adjoining cabin.


  “I was watching it, too!” Halet observed. She smiled. “I was hoping to see dear Tick-Tock.”


  Telzey looked over at her. “Well, TT would hardly be likely to show up in Port Nichay,” she said. “She’s having too good a time now finding out what life in the Baluit range is like.”


  “I suppose so,” Halet agreed doubtfully, sitting down on a hassock. “But I’m glad she promised to get in touch with us again in a few years. I’ll miss her.”


  Telzey regarded her aunt with a reflective frown. Halet meant it quite sincerely, of course, she had undergone a profound change of heart during the past two weeks. But Telzey wasn’t without some doubts about the actual value of a change of heart brought on by telepathic means. The learning process the crest cats had started in her mind appeared to have continued automatically several days longer than her rugged teachers had really intended; and Telzey had reason to believe that by the end of that time she’d developed associated latent abilities of which the crest cats had never heard. She’d barely begun to get it all sorted out yet, but . . . as an example . . . she’d found it remarkably easy to turn Halet’s more obnoxious attitudes virtually upside down. It had taken her a couple of days to get the hang of her aunt’s personal symbolism, but after that there had been no problem.


  She was reasonably certain she’d broken no laws so far, though the sections in the law library covering the use and abuse of psionic abilities were veiled in such intricate and downright obscuring phrasing—deliberately, Telzey suspected—that it was really difficult to say what they did mean. But even aside from that, there were a number of arguments in favor of exercising great caution.


  Jessamine, for one thing, was bound to start worrying about her sister-in-law’s health if Halet turned up on Orado in her present state of mind, even though it would make for a far more agreeable atmosphere in the Amberdon household.


  “Halet,” Telzey inquired mentally, “do you remember what an all-out stinker you used to be?”


  “Of course, dear,” Halet said aloud. “I can hardly wait to tell dear Jessamine how much I regret the many times I . . .”


  “Well,” Telzey went on, still verbalizing it silently. “I think you’d really enjoy life more if you were, let’s say, about halfway between your old nasty self and the sort of sickening-good kind you are now.”


  “Why, Telzey!” Halet cried out with dopey amiability. “What a delightful idea!”


  “Let’s try it,” Telzey said.


  There was silence in the cabin for some twenty minutes then while she went painstakingly about remolding a number of Halet’s character traits for the second time. She still felt some misgivings about it; but if it became necessary, she probably could always restore the old Halet in toto.


  These, she told herself, definitely were powers one should treat with respect! Better rattle through law school first; then, with that out of the way, she could start hunting around to see who in the Federation was qualified to instruct a genius-level novice in the proper handling of psionics . . .


  THE OTHER LIKENESS


  When he felt the sudden sharp tingling on his skin which came from the alarm device under his wrist watch, Dr. Halder Leorm turned unhurriedly from the culture tray he was studying, walked past the laboratory technician to the radiation room, entered it and closed the door behind him. He slipped the instrument from his wrist, removed its back plate, and held it up to his eye.


  He was looking into the living room of his home, fifty miles away in another section of Orado’s great city of Draise. A few steps from the entry, a man lay on his back on the carpeting, eyes shut, face deeply flushed, apparently unconscious. Halder Leorm’s mouth tightened. The man on the carpet was Dr. Atteo, his new assistant, assigned to the laboratory earlier in the week. Beyond Atteo, the entry from the residence’s delivery area and car port stood open.


  Fingering the rim of the tiny scanner with practiced quickness, Halder Leorm shifted the view to other sections of the house, finally to the car port. An empty aircar stood in the port; there was no one in sight.


  Halder sighed, replaced the instrument on his wrist, and glanced over at a wall mirror. His face was pale but looked sufficiently composed. Leaving the radiation room, he picked up his hat, said to the technician, “Forgot to mention it, Reef, but I’ll have to head over to central laboratories again.”


  Reef, a large, red-headed young man, glanced around in mild surprise. “They’ve got a nerve, calling you across town every two days!” he observed. “Whose problem are you supposed to solve now?”


  “I wasn’t informed. Apparently, something urgent has come up and they want my opinion on it.”


  “Yeah, I bet!” Reef scratched his head, glanced along the rows of culture trays. “Well . . . nothing here at the moment I can’t handle, even if Atteo doesn’t show up. Will you be back before evening?”


  “I wouldn’t count on it,” Halder said. “You know how those conferences tend to go.”


  “Uh-huh. Well, Dr. Leorm, if I don’t see you before tomorrow, give my love to your beautiful wife.”


  Halder smiled back at him from the door. “Will do, Reef!” He let the door slide shut behind him, started towards the exit level of the huge pharmaceutical plant. Reef had acted in a completely normal manner. If, as seemed very probable, “Dr. Atteo” was a Federation agent engaged in investigating Dr. Halder Leorm, Halder’s co-workers evidently had not been apprised of the fact. Still, Halder thought, he must warn Kilby instantly. It was quite possible that an attempt to arrest him would be made before he left the building.


  He stepped into the first ComWeb booth on his route, and dialed Kilby’s business number. His wife had a desk job in one of the major fashion stores in the residential section of Draise, and—which was fortunate just now—a private office. Her face appeared almost immediately on the screen before him, a young face, soft-looking, with large, gray eyes. She smiled in pleased surprise. “ ‘Lo, Halder!”


  “ ‘Lo, Kilby . . . Did you forget?”


  Kilby’s smile became inquiring. “Forget what?”


  “That we’re lunching together at Hasmin’s today.”


  Halder paused, watching the color drain quickly from Kilby’s cheeks.


  “Of course!” she whispered. “I did forget. Got tied up in . . . and . . . I’ll leave right now! All right?”


  Halder smiled. She was past the first moment of shock and would be able to handle herself. After all, they had made very precise preparations against the day when they might discover that the Federation’s suspicions had turned, however tentatively, in their direction.


  “That’ll be fine,” he said. “I’m calling from the lab and will leave at once”—he paused almost imperceptibly—“if I’m not held up. Meet you at Hasmin’s, in any case, in around twenty minutes.”


  Kilby’s eyes flickered for an instant. If Halder didn’t make it away, she was to carry out her own escape, as planned. That was the understanding. She gave him a tremulous smile. “And I’m forgiven?”


  “Of course.” Halder smiled back.


  The guards at the check-out point were not men he knew, but Halder walked through the ID-scanning band without incident, apparently without arousing interest. Beyond, to the left, was a wide one-way portal to a tube station. His aircar was in the executive parking area on the building’s roof, but the escape plan called for both of them to abandon their private cars, which were more than likely to be traps, and use the public transportation systems in starting out.


  Halder entered the tube station, went to a rented locker, opened it and took out two packages, one containing a complete change of clothing and a mirror, the other half a dozen canned cultures of as many varieties of microlife—highly specialized strains of life, of which the pharmaceutical concern that employed Dr. Halder Leorm knew no more than it did of the methods by which they had been developed.


  Halder carried the packages into a ComWeb booth which he locked and shielded for privacy. Then he opened both packages and quickly removed his clothing. Opening the first of the cultures, he dipped one of the needles into it and, watching himself in the mirror, made a carefully measured injection in each side of his face. He laid the needle down and opened the next container, aware of the enzyme reaction that had begun to race through him.


  Three minutes later, the mirror showed him a dark-skinned stranger with high cheek bones, heavy jaw, thick nose, slightly slanted eyes, graying hair. Halder disposed of the mirror, the clothes he had been wearing and the remaining contents of the second package. Unchecked, the alien organisms swarming in his blood stream now would have gone on to destroy him in a variety of unpleasant ways. But with their work of disguise completed, they were being checked.


  He emerged presently from a tube exit in uptown Draise, on the terrace of a hotel forty stories above the street level. He didn’t look about for Kilby, or rather the woman Kilby would turn into on her way here. The plan called for him to arrive first, to make sure he hadn’t been traced, and then to see whether she was being followed.


  She appeared five minutes later, a slightly stocky lady now, perhaps ten years under Halder’s present apparent age, dark-skinned as he was, showing similar racial characteristics. She flashed her teeth at him as she came up, sloe eyes flirting.


  “Didn’t keep you waiting, did I?” she asked.


  Halder growled amiably, “What do you think? Let’s grab a cab and get going.” Nobody had come out of the tube exit behind her.


  Kilby nodded understandingly; she had remembered not to look back. She was talking volubly about some imaginary adventure as they started down the terrace stairs towards a line of aircabs, playing her part, high-piled golden hairdo bobbing about. A greater contrast to the slender, quiet, gray-eyed girl, brown hair falling softly to her shoulders, with whom Halder had talked not more than twenty minutes ago would have been difficult to devise. The disguises might have been good enough, he thought, to permit them to remain undetected in Draise itself.


  But the plan didn’t call for that. There were too many things at stake.


  Kilby slipped into the cab ahead of him without a break in her chatter.


  Her voice stopped abruptly as Halder closed the cab door behind him, activating the vehicle’s one-way vision shield. Kilby was leaning across the front seat beside the driver, turning off the comm box. She straightened, dropped down into the back seat beside Halder, biting her lip. The driver’s head sagged sideways as if he had fallen asleep; then he slid slowly down on the seat and vanished from Halder’s sight.


  “Got him instantly, eh?” Halder asked, switching on the passenger controls.


  “Hm-m-m!” Kilby opened her purse, slipped the little gun which had been in the palm of her left hand into it, reached out and gripped Halder’s hand for an instant. “You drive, Halder,” she said. “I’m so nervous I could scream! I’m scared cold! What happened?”


  Halder lifted the cab out from the terrace, swung it skywards. “We were right in wondering about Dr. Atteo,” he said. “Half an hour ago, he attempted to go through our home in our absence. We’ll have to assume he’s a Federation agent. The entry trap knocked him out, but the fat’s probably in the fire now. The Federation may not have been ready to make an arrest yet, but after this there’ll be no hesitation. We’ll have to move fast if we intend to keep ahead of Atteo’s colleagues.”


  Kilby drew in an unsteady breath. “You warned Rane and Santin?”


  Halder nodded. “I sent the alert signal to their apartment ComWeb in the capital. Under the circumstances, I didn’t think a person-to-person call would be advisable. They’ll have time to pack and get out to the ranch before we arrive. We’ll give them the details then.”


  “Did you reset the trap switch at the house entry?”


  Halder slowed the cab, turning it into one of the cross-city traffic lines above Draise. “No,” he said. “Knocking out a few more Federation agents wouldn’t give us any advantage. It’ll be eight or nine hours before Atteo will be able to talk; and, with any luck at all, we’ll be clear of the planet by that time.”


  The dark woman who was Kilby and a controlled devil’s swarm of microlife looked over at him and asked in Kilby’s voice, “Halder, do you think we should still go on trying to find the others now?”


  “Of course. Why stop?”


  Kilby hesitated, said, “It took you three months to find me. Four months later, we located Rane Rellis . . . and Santin, at almost the same time. Since then we’ve drawn one blank after another. A year and a half gone, and a year and a half left.”


  She paused, and Halder said nothing, knowing she was fighting to keep her voice steady. After a few seconds, Kilby went on. “Almost twelve hundred still to find, scattered over a thousand worlds. Most of them probably in hiding, as we were. And with the Federation on our trail . . . even if we get away this time, what chance is there now of contacting the whole group before time runs out?”


  Halder said patiently, “It’s not an impossibility. We’ve been forced to spend most of the past year and a half gathering information, studying the intricate functioning of this gigantic civilization—so many things that our mentors on Kalechi either weren’t aware of or chose not to tell us. And we haven’t done too badly, Kilby. We’re prepared now to conduct the search for the group in a methodical manner. Nineteen hours in space, and we’ll be on another world, under cover again, with new identities. Why shouldn’t we continue with the plan until . . .”


  Kilby interrupted without change of expression. “Until we hear some day that billions of human beings are dying on the Federation’s worlds?”


  Halder kept his eyes fixed on the traffic pattern ahead. “It won’t come to that,” he said.


  “Won’t it? How can you be sure?” Kilby asked tonelessly.


  “Well,” Halder asked, “what else can we do? You aren’t suggesting that we give ourselves up—”


  “I’ve thought of it.”


  “And be picked apart mentally and physically in the Federation’s laboratories?” Halder shook his head. “In their eyes we’d be Kalechi’s creatures . . . monsters. Even if we turn ourselves in, they’ll think it’s some trick, that we’d realized we’d get caught anyway. We couldn’t expect much mercy. No, if everything fails, we’ll see to it that the Federation gets adequate warning. But not, if we can avoid it, at the expense of our own lives.” He glanced over at her, his eyes troubled. “We’ve been over this before, Kilby.”


  “I know.” Kilby bit her lip. “You’re right, I suppose.”


  Halder let the cab glide out of the traffic lane, swung it around towards the top of a tall building three miles to their left. “We’ll be at the club in a couple of minutes,” he said. “If you’re too disturbed, it would be better if you stayed in the car. I’ll pick up our flighthiking outfits and we can take the cab on to the city limits before we dismiss it.”


  Kilby shook her head. “We agreed we shouldn’t change any details of the escape plan unless it was absolutely necessary. I’ll straighten out. I’ve just let this situation shake me too much.”


  They set the aircab to traffic-safe random cruise control before getting out of it at their club. It lifted quietly into the air again as soon as the door had closed, was out of sight beyond the building before they reached the club entrance. The driver’s records had indicated that his shift would end in three hours. Until that time he would not be missed. More hours would pass after the cab was located before the man returned to consciousness. What he had to say then would make no difference.


  In one of the club rooms, rented to a Mr. and Mrs. Anley, they changed to shorts and flighthiking equipment, then took a tube to the outskirts of Draise where vehicleless flight became possible. Forest parks interspersed with small residential centers stretched away to the east. They set their flight harnesses to Draise’s power broadcast system, moved up fifty feet and floated off into the woods, energizing drive and direction units with the measured stroking motion which made flighthiking one of the most relaxing and enjoyable of sports. And one—so Halder had theorized—which would be considered an improbable occupation for a couple attempting to escape from the Federation’s man-hunting systems.


  For an hour and a half, they held a steady course eastwards, following the contours of the rolling forested ground, rarely emerging into the open. Other groups of vehicleless fliers passed occasionally; as members of a sporting fraternity, they exchanged waves and shouted greetings. At last, a long, wild valley opened ahead, showing no trace of human habitation; at its far end began open land, dotted with small tobacco farms where automatic cultivators moved unhurriedly about. Kilby, glancing back over her shoulder at Halder for a moment, swung around towards one of the farms, gliding down close to the ground, Halder twenty feet behind her. They settled down beside a hedge at the foot of a slope covered with tobacco plants. A small gate in the hedge immediately swung open.


  “All clear here, folks!” a voice curiously similar to Halder’s addressed them from the gate speaker.


  Rane Rellis, a lanky, red-headed man with a wide-boned face, was striding down the slope towards them as they moved through the gate. “We got your alert,” he said, “but as it happens, we’d already realized that something had gone wrong.”


  Kilby gave him a startled glance. “Somebody has been checking on you, too?”


  “Not that . . . at least as far as we know. Come on up to the shed. Santin’s already inside the mountain.” As they started along the narrow path between the rows of plants, Rellis went on, “The first responses to our inquiries came in today. One of them looked very promising. Santin flew her car to Draise immediately to inform you about it. She scanned your home as usual before calling, discovered three strange men waiting inside.”


  “When was this?” Halder interrupted.


  “A few minutes after one o’clock. Santin checked at once at your place of work and Kilby’s, learned you both were absent, deduced you were still at large and probably on your way here. She called to tell me about it. Your alert signal sounded almost before she’d finished talking.”


  Halder glanced at Kilby. “We seem to have escaped arrest by something like five minutes,” he remarked dryly. “Were you able to bring the records with you, Rane?”


  “Yes, everything. If we get clear of Orado, we can pick up almost where we left off.” Rane Rellis swung the door of the cultivator shed open and followed them in, closing and locking the door behind him. They crossed quickly through the small building to an open wall portal at the far end. Beyond the portal a large, brightly lit room was visible, comfortably furnished, windowless. Between that room and the shed the portal spanned a distance of seven miles, a vital point in the organization of their escape route. If they were traced this far, the trail would end—temporarily, at least—at the ranch.


  They stepped over into the room, and Rane Rellis pulled down a switch. Behind them the portal entry vanished. Back in the deserted ranch building, its mechanisms were bursting into flames, would burn fiercely for a few seconds and fuse to dead slag.


  Rane said tightly, “I feel a little better now . . . just a little! The Fed agents are good, but I haven’t yet heard of detection devices that could drive through five hundred yards of solid rock to spot us inside a mountain.” He paused as a tall girl with black hair, dark-brown eyes, came in from an adjoining room. Santin Rellis was the only one of the four who was not employing a biological disguise at the moment. In spite of the differences in their appearance, she might have been taken for Kilby’s sister.


  Halder told them what had occurred in Draise, concluded, “I’d believed that suspicion was more likely to center first on one of you. Particularly, of course, on Santin, working openly in Orado’s Identification Center.”


  Santin grinned. “And, less openly, copying out identity-patterns!” she added. Her face sobered quickly again. “There’s no indication of what did attract attention to you?”


  Halder shook his head. “I can only think it’s the microbiological work I’ve been doing. That, of course, would suggest that they already have an inkling of Kalechi’s three-year plan to destroy the Federation.”


  Rane added, “And that at least one of the group already has been captured!”


  “Probably.”


  There was silence for a moment. Santin said evenly, “That isn’t a pleasant thought. Halder, everything we’ve learned recently at the Identification Center indicates that Rane’s theory is correct . . . every one of the twelve hundred members of the Kalechi group probably can be analyzed down to the same three basic identity-patterns, reshuffled in endless variation. The Federation wouldn’t have to capture many of us before discovering the fact. It will then start doing exactly what we’re trying to do—use it to identify the rest of the group.”


  Halder nodded. “I’ve thought of that.”


  “You still intend to use the Senla Starlight Cruisers to get out into space?” Rane asked.


  “Kilby and I will,” Halder said. “But now, of course, you two had better select one of the alternate escape routes.”


  “Why that?” Santin asked sharply.


  Halder looked at her. “That’s obvious, isn’t it? There’s a good chance you’re still completely in the clear.”


  “That’s possible. But it isn’t a good enough reason for splitting up. We’re a working team, and we should stay together, regardless of circumstances. What do you say, Rane?”


  Her husband said, “I agree with you.” He smiled briefly at Halder. “We’ll be waiting for you on the north shore of Lake Senla ten minutes before the Starlight Cruise lifts. Now, is there anything else to discuss?”


  “Not at the moment.” Halder paused, dissatisfied, then went on. “All right. We still don’t know just what the Federation is capable of . . . one move might as easily be wrong as the other. We’ll pick you up, as arranged. Kilby and I are flighthiking on to Senla, so we might as well start immediately.”


  They went into the second room of the underground hideout. Rane turned to the exit portal’s controls, asked, “Where shall I let you out?”


  “We’ll take the river exit,” Halder said. “Six miles from here, nine from the ranch . . . that should be far enough. We’ll be lost in an army of vacationers from Draise and the capital thirty seconds after we emerge.”


  It was dusk when Halder and Kilby turned into the crowded shore walk of the lake resort of Senla, moving unhurriedly towards a bungalow Halder had bought under another name some months before. Halder’s thoughts went again over the details of the final stage of their escape from Orado. Essentially, the plan was simple. An hour from now they would slide their small star cruiser out of the bungalow’s yacht stall, pick up Rane and Santin on the far shore of the lake, then join the group of thirty or so private yachts which left the resort area nightly for a two-hour flight to a casino ship stationed off the planet. A group cruise was unlikely to draw official scrutiny even tonight; and after reaching the casino, they should be able to slip on unobserved into space.


  There was, however, no way of knowing with certainty that the plan . . . or any other plan . . . would work. It was only during the past few months that the four of them had begun to understand in detail the extent to which the vast, apparently loose complex of the Federation’s worlds was actually organized. How long they had been under observation, how much the Federation suspected or knew about them—those questions were, at the moment, unanswerable. So Halder walked on in alert silence, giving his attention to anything which might be a first indication of danger in the crowds surging quietly past them along Senla’s shore promenade in the summer evening. It was near the peak of the resort’s season; a sense of ease and relaxation came from the people he passed, their voices seeming to blend into a single, low-pitched, friendly murmur. Well, and in time, Halder told himself, if everything went well, he and Kilby might be able to mingle undisguised, unafraid, with just such a crowd. But tonight they were hunted.


  He laid his hand lightly on Kilby’s arm, said, “Let’s rest on that bench over there for a moment.”


  She smiled up at him, said, “All right,” turned and led the way towards an unoccupied bench set back among the trees above the walk. They sat down, and Halder quickly slipped the watch off his wrist and removed the scanner’s cover plate. The bungalow was a few hundred yards away now, on a side path which led down to the lake. It was showing no lights, but as the scanner reached into it, invisible radiation flooded the dark rooms and hallway, disclosing them to the instrument’s inspection. For two or three minutes, Halder studied the bungalow’s interior carefully; then he shifted the view to the grounds outside, finally to the yacht stall and the little star cruiser. Twice Kilby touched him warningly as somebody appeared about to approach the bench, and Halder put down his hand. But the strangers went by without pausing.


  At last, he replaced the instrument on his wrist. He had discovered no signs of intrusion in the bungalow; and, at any rate, it was clear that no one was waiting there now, either in the little house itself or in the immediate vicinity. He stood up, and put out his hand to assist Kilby to her feet.


  “We’ll go on,” he said.


  A few minutes later, they came along a narrow garden path to the bungalow’s dark side entrance. There was to be no indication tonight that the bungalow had occupants. Halder unlocked the door quietly, and after Kilby had slipped inside, he stepped in behind her and secured the door.


  For an instant, as they moved along the short, lightless passage to the front rooms, a curious sensation touched Halder—a terrifying conviction that some undefinable thing had just gone wrong. And with that, his whole body was suddenly rigid, every muscle locking in mid-motion. He felt momentum topple him slowly forwards; then he was no longer falling but stopped, tilted off-balance at a grotesque angle, suspended in a web of forces he could not feel. Not the slightest sound had come from Kilby, invisible in the blackness ahead of him.


  Halder threw all his will and strength into the effort to force motion back into his body. Instead, a wave of cold numbness washed slowly up through him. It welled into his brain, and for a time all thought and sensation ended.


  His first new awareness was a feeling of being asleep and not knowing how to wake up. There was no disturbance associated with it. All about was darkness, complete and quiet.


  With curious deliberation, Halder’s senses now began bringing other things to his attention. He was seated, half reclining, in a deep and comfortable chair, his back against it. He seemed unable to move. His arms were secured in some manner to the chair’s armrests; but, beyond that, he also found it impossible to lift his body forwards or, he discovered next, to turn his head in any direction. He was breathing normally, and he could open and shut his eyes and glance about in unchanging darkness. But that was all.


  Still with a dreamlike lack of concern, Halder began to ask himself what had happened; and in that instant, with a rush of hot terror, his memory opened out. They had been trapped . . . some undetectable trick of Federation science had waited for them in the bungalow at Lake Senla. He had been taken somewhere else.


  What had they done with Kilby?


  Immediately, almost as if in answer to his question, the darkness seemed to lighten. But the process was gradual; seconds passed before Halder gained the impression of a very large room of indefinite proportions. Twenty feet away was the rim of a black, circular depression in the flooring. At first, his chair seemed the only piece of furnishing here; then, as the area continued to brighten, Halder became aware of several objects at some distance on his right.


  For an instant, he strained violently to turn his head towards them. That was still impossible, but the objects were there, near the edge of his vision. Again the great room grew lighter, and for seconds Halder could distinguish three armchairs like his own, spaced perhaps twenty feet apart along the rim of the central pit. Each chair had an occupant; in the nearest was Kilby, restored to her natural appearance, motionless, pale face turned forwards, eyes open. Suddenly the light vanished.


  Halder sat shocked, realizing he had tried to speak to Kilby and that no sound had come from his throat. Neither speech nor motion was allowed them here. But he didn’t doubt that Kilby was awake, or that Santin and Rane Rellis were in the farther chairs, though he hadn’t seen either of them clearly. Their captors had given them a brief glimpse of one another, perhaps to let them know all had been caught. Then, as the light disappeared, Halder’s glance had shifted for an instant to his right hand lying on the armrest—long enough to see that the dark tinge was gone from his skin, as it was from Kilby’s, that he, too, had been deprived of the organisms which disguised him.


  And that, his studies in Draise had showed clearly, was something the Federation’s science would be a century away from knowing how to do unless it learned about Kalechi’s deadly skills.


  Once more, it was almost as if the thought were being given an answer. In the darkness of the room a bright image appeared, three-dimensional, not quite a sphere in form, tiger-striped in orange and black, balanced on a broad, bifurcated swimming tail. Stalked eyes protruded from the top of the sphere; their slit pupils seemed to be staring directly at Halder. Down both sides ran a row of ropy arms.


  Simultaneously with the appearance of this projection, a man’s voice began to speak, not loudly but distinctly. Dreamlike again, the voice seemed to have no specific source, as if it were coming from every direction at once; and a numbing conviction arose in Halder that their minds were being destroyed in this room, that a methodical dissecting process had begun which would continue move by move and hour by hour until the Federation’s scientists were satisfied that no further scraps of information could be drained from the prisoners. The investigation might be completely impersonal; but the fact that they were being ignored here as sentient beings, were not permitted to argue their case or offer an explanation, seemed more chilling than deliberate brutality. And yet, Halder told himself, he couldn’t really blame anyone for the situation they were in. The Kalechi group represented an urgent and terrible threat. The Federation could not afford to make any mistakes in dealing with it.


  “This image,” the voice was saying, “represents a Great Satog, the oxygen-breathing, water-dwelling native of the world of Kalechi. There are numerous type-variations of the species. Shown here is the dominant form. It is highly intelligent; approximately a third of a Satog’s body space is occupied by its brain.


  “Kalechi’s civilization is based on an understanding of biological processes and the means of their manipulation which is well in advance of our own. This specialized interest appears to have developed from the Satogs’ genetic instability, a factor which they have learned to control and to use to their advantage. At present, they have established themselves on at least a dozen other worlds, existing on each in a modified form which is completely adapted to the new environment.


  “Our occasional contacts with Kalechi and its colonies during the past two centuries have been superficially friendly, but it appears now that the Great Satogs have regarded our technological and numerical superiority with alarm and have cast about for a method to destroy the Federation without risk to themselves. A weapon was on hand—their great skill and experience in altering genetic patterns in established life forms to produce desired changes. They devised the plan of distributing Kalechi agents secretly throughout the Federation. These were to develop and store specific strains of primitive organisms which, at an indicated later date, would sweep our major worlds simultaneously with an unparalleled storm of plagues.


  “The most audacious part of the Kalechi scheme follows. Ninety-two years ago, a Federation survey ship disappeared in that sector of the galaxy. Aboard it was a man named Ohl Cantrall, an outstanding scientist of the period. We know now that this ship was captured by the Great Satogs, and that Cantrall, his staff, and his crew, were subjected to extensive experimentation by them, and eventually were killed.


  “The experimentation had been designed to provide Kalechi’s master-biologists with models towards which to work. They proposed to utilize the high mutability of their species to develop a Satog type that would be the exact physical counterpart of a human being and could live undetected on our worlds for the several years required to prepare for the attack. They were amazingly successful. Each group of cells in the long series which began moving towards an approximation of the human pattern was developed only far enough to initiate the greatest favorable shift possible at that point in its genetic structure. Cell generations may have followed each other within hours in this manner, for over six decades.


  “The goal of the experiment, the last generation issued in Kalechi’s laboratories, were Satog copies of embryonic human beings. This stage was comprised of approximately twelve hundred individuals who were now permitted to mature and were schooled individually in complete isolation by Satog teachers. They were indoctrinated with their purpose in life . . . the destruction of our populations . . . and trained fully in the manner of accomplishing it.


  “Eventually, each was shipped to a Federation world. Cover identities as obscure Federation citizens with backgrounds and records had been prepared. The final instructions given these agents were simple. They were to do nothing to draw attention to themselves, make no attempt to contact one another. They were to create their stocks of lethal organisms, provide methods of distribution and, on a selected day, three Federation years away, release the floods of death.”


  The voice paused briefly, went on. “It is a sobering reflection that this plan—an attack by a comparatively minor race with one specialized skill on the greatest human civilization in history—might very well have been appallingly successful. But the Great Satogs failed, in part because of the very perfection of their work.


  “From the human beings on board Ohl Cantrall’s captured survey ship the Satog scientists selected Cantrall himself and two female technicians on his staff as the models to be followed in developing Kalechi’s pseudohumanity. In the twelve hundred members of the group sent to the Federation ninety years later, these three identity-patterns are recognizable. They appear in varying degrees of combination, but an occasional individual will show only one or the other of the three patterns involved.


  “Ohl Cantrall was regarded as a great man in his time, and his identification pattern is on record. That was the detail which first revealed the plot. When three duplicates of that particular pattern—and a considerable number of approximate duplicates—turned up simultaneously in identification banks at widely separated points in the Federation, it aroused more than scientific curiosity. Our security system has learned to look with suspicion on apparent miracles. The unsuspecting ‘Cantralls’ were located and apprehended at once; the threat to the Federation was disclosed; and an intensive though unpublicized search for the scattered group of Kalechi agents began immediately . . .”


  The voice paused again.


  The Satog image above the pit vanished. A clear light sprang up in the big room. Simultaneously, Halder felt the nightmare immobility draining from him and the sensation of dreamlike unreality fade from his mind. He turned to the right, found Kilby’s eyes already on him, saw the Rellis couple sitting beyond her . . . Rane, no longer disguised, looking like a mirror image of Halder.


  They were still fastened to their chairs. Halder’s gaze shifted back quickly to the center of the room. Where the pit had been, the flooring was now level, carrying a massive, polished table. Behind the table sat a heavily built, white-haired man with a strong face, harsh mouth, in the formal black and gold robes of a Councilman of the Federation.


  “I am Councilman Mavig.” The voice was the one that had spoken in the dark; it came now from the man at the table. “I am in charge of the operation against the Kalechi agents, and it is my duty to inform them, after their arrest and examination, of the disposition that must be made of them.”


  He hesitated, twisting his mouth thoughtfully, almost as if unwilling to continue. “You four have been thoroughly examined,” he stated at last. “Most of the work has been done while you were still unconscious. A final check of your emotional reactions was being made throughout the stress situation just ended, in which you listened to a replay of a report on the Kalechi matter. That part is now concluded.”


  Mavig paused, scowled, cleared his throat. “I find,” he went on, “that some aspects of this affair still strain my credulity! More than half of your group have been captured by now; the remainder are at large but under observation. The danger is past. The activities of the Great Satogs of Kalechi will receive our very close scrutiny for generations to come. They shall be given no opportunity to repeat such a trick; nor—after they have been made aware of the measures we are preparing against them—will they feel the slightest inclination to try it.


  “Now, as to yourselves. After we had tracked down the first dozen or so of you, a startling pattern began to emerge. You were not following Kalechi’s careful instructions. In one way and another—in often very ingenious ways—you were attempting primarily to establish contact with one another. When captured and examined while unconscious by the various interrogation instruments of our psychologists you told us your reasons for doing this.”


  Councilman Mavig shook his head. “The interrogation machines are supposed to be infallible,” he remarked. “Possibly they are. But I am not a psychologist, and for a long time I refused to accept the reports they returned. But still . . .”


  He sighed. “Well, as to what is to happen with you. You will be sent to join the previously arrested members of your group, and will remain with them until the last of you is in our hands, has been examined, and . . .”


  Mavig paused again.


  “You see, we can accuse you of no crime!” he said irritably. “As individuals and as a group, your intention from the beginning has been to prevent the crime against the Federation from being committed. The Great Satogs simply did too good a job. You have been given the most searching physical examinations possible. They show uniformly that your genetic pattern is stable, and that in no detail can it be distinguished from a wholly human one of high order.


  “You appreciate, I imagine, where that leaves the Federation! When imitation is carried to the point of identity . . .” Federation Councilman Mavig shook his head once more, concluded, “It is utterly absurd, in direct contradiction to everything we have understood to date! You’ve regarded yourselves as human beings, and believed that your place was among us. And we can only agree.”


  ROGUE PSI


  How do you trap a man who has the entire world at his mercy?


  SHORTLY after noon, a small side door in the faculty restaurant of Cleaver University opened and a man and a woman stepped out into the sunlight of the wide, empty court between the building and the massive white wall opposite it which bordered Cleaver Spaceport. They came unhurriedly across the court towards a transparent gate sealing a tunnel passage in the wall.


  As they reached the center of the court, a scanning device in the wall fastened its attention on them, simultaneously checking through a large store of previously registered human images and data associated with these. The image approaching it on the left was that of a slender girl above medium height, age twenty-six, with a burnished pile of hair which varied from chestnut-brown to copper in the sun, eyes which appeared to vary between blue and gray, and an air of composed self-reliance. Her name, the scanner noted among other details, was Arlene Marguerite Rolf. Her occupation: micromachinist. Her status: MAY pass.


  Miss Rolf’s companion was in his mid-thirties, big, rawboned and red-haired, with a formidably bulging forehead, eyes set deep under rusty beetle-brows, and a slight but apparently habitual scowl. His name was also on record: Dr. Frank Dean Harding. Occupation: marine geologist. Status—


  At that point, there was an odd momentary hesitancy or blurring in the scanner’s reactions, though not quite pronounced enough to alert its check-mechanisms. Then it decided: MAY NOT PASS. A large sign appeared promptly in brilliant red light on the glassy surface of the wall door.


  WARNING—SOMATIC BARRIERS!


  Passage Permitted to Listed


  Persons Only


  THE man looked at the sign, remarked dourly, “The welcome mat’s out again! Wonder if the monitor in there can identify me as an individual.”


  “It probably can,” Arlene said. “You’ve been here twice before—”


  “Three times,” Frank Harding corrected her. “The first occasion was just after I learned you’d taken the veil. Almost two years now, isn’t it?” he asked.


  “Very nearly. Anyway, you’re registered in the university files, and that’s the first place that would be checked for an unlisted person who showed up in this court.”


  Harding glanced over at her. “They’re as careful as all that about Lowry’s project?”


  “You bet they are,” Arlene said. “If you weren’t in my company, a guard would have showed up by now to inform you you’re approaching a restricted area and ask you very politely what your business here was.”


  Harding grunted. “Big deal. Is someone assigned to follow you around when you get off the project?”


  She shrugged. “I doubt it. Why should they bother? I never leave the university grounds, and any secrets should be safe with me here. I’m not exactly the gabby type, and the people who know me seem to be careful not to ask me questions about Ben Lowry or myself anyway.” She looked reflective. “You know, I do believe it’s been almost six months since anyone has so much as mentioned diex energy in my presence!”


  “Isn’t the job beginning to look a little old after all this time?” Harding asked.


  “Well,” Arlene said, “working with Doctor Ben never gets to be boring, but it is a rather restrictive situation, of course. It’ll come to an end by and by.” Harding glanced at his watch, said, “Drop me a line when that happens, Arlene. By that time, I might be able to afford an expert micromachinist myself.”


  “In a dome at the bottom of some ocean basin?” Arlene laughed. “Sounds cosy—but that wouldn’t be much of an improvement on Cleaver Spaceport, would it? Will you start back to the coast today?”


  “If I can still make the afternoon flight.” He took her arm. “Come on. I’ll see you through the somatic barrier first.”


  “Why? Do you think it might make a mistake about me and clamp down?”


  “It’s been known to happen,” Harding said gloomily. “And from what I hear, it’s one of the less pleasant ways to get killed.” Arlene said comfortably, “There hasn’t been an accident of that kind in at least three or four years. The bugs have been very thoroughly worked out of the things. I go in and out here several times a week.” She took a small key from her purse, fitted it into a lock at the side of the transparent door, twisted it and withdrew it. The door slid sideways for a distance of three feet and stopped. Arlene Rolf stepped through the opening and turned to face Harding.


  “There you are!” she said.


  “Barely a tingle! If it didn’t want to pass me, I’d be lying on the ground knotted up with cramps right now. ‘By, Frank! See you again in two or three months, maybe?”


  Harding nodded. “Sooner if I can arrange it. Goodby, Arlene.” He stood watching the trim figure walk up the passage beyond the door. As she came to its end, the door slid silently shut again. Arlene looked back and waved at him, then disappeared around the corner.


  Dr. Frank Harding thrust his hands into his pockets and started back across the court, scowling absently at nothing.


  THE living room of the quarters assigned to Dr. Benjamin B. Lowry on Cleaver Spaceport’s security island was large and almost luxuriously furnished. In pronounced contrast to the adjoining office and workrooms, it was also as a rule in a state of comfortable disorder. An affinity appeared to exist between the complex and the man who had occupied it for the past two years. Dr. Lowry, leading authority in the rather new field of diex energy, was a large man of careless and comfortable, if not downright slovenly personal habits, while a fiendish precisionist at work.


  He was slumped now in an armchair on the end of his spine, fingering his lower lip and staring moodily at the viewphone field which formed a pale-yellow rectangle across the living room’s entire south wall, projecting a few inches out into the room. Now and then, his gaze shifted to a narrow, three-foot-long case of polished hardwood on the table beside him. When the phone field turned clear white, Dr. Lowry shoved a pair of rimless glasses back over his nose and sat up expectantly. Then he frowned.


  “Now look here, Weldon—!” he began.


  Colors had played for an instant over the luminous rectangle of the phone field, resolving themselves into a view of another room. A short, sturdily built man sat at a desk there, wearing a neat business suit. He smiled pleasantly out of the field at Dr. Lowry, said in a casual voice, “Relax, Ben! As far as I’m concerned, this is a command performance. Mr. Green just instructed me to let you know I’d be sitting in when he took your call.”


  “Mr. Green did what?”


  The man in the business suit said quickly, “He’s coming in now, Ben!” His hand moved on the desk, and he and the room about him faded to a pale, colorless outline in the field. Superimposed on it appeared a third room, from which a man who wore dark glasses looked out at Dr. Lowry.


  He nodded, said in a briskly amiable manner, “Dr. Lowry, I received your message just a minute ago. As Colonel Weldon undoubtedly has informed you, I asked him to be present during this discussion. There are certain things to be told you, and the arrangement will save time all around.


  “Now, doctor, as I understand it, the situation is this. Your work on the project has advanced satisfactorily up to what has been designated as the Fourth Stage. That is correct, isn’t it?”


  Dr. Lowry said stiffly, “That is correct, sir. Without the use of a trained telepath it is unlikely that further significant advances can be made. Colonel Weldon, however, has seen fit now to introduce certain new and astonishing conditions. I find these completely unacceptable as they stand and . . .”


  “You’re entirely justified, Dr. Lowry, in protesting against an apparently arbitrary act of interference with the work you’ve carried out so devotedly at the request of your government.” One of Mr. Green’s better-known characteristics was his ability to interrupt without leaving the impression of having done it. “Now, would it satisfy you to know that Colonel Weldon has been acting throughout as my personal deputy in connection with the project—and that I was aware of the conditions you mention before they were made?”


  DR. LOWRY hesitated, said, “I’m afraid not. As a matter of fact, I do know Weldon well enough to take it for granted he wasn’t simply being arbitrary. I . . .”


  “You feel,” said Mr. Green, “that there are certain extraneous considerations involved of which you should have been told?”


  Lowry looked at him for a moment. “If the President of the United States,” he said drily, “already has made a final decision in the matter, I shall have to accept it.”


  The image in the phone field said, “I haven’t.”


  “Then,” Lowry said, “I feel it would be desirable to let me judge personally whether any such considerations are quite as extraneous as they might appear to be to . . .”


  “To anybody who didn’t himself plan the diex thought projector, supervise its construction in every detail, and carry out an extensive series of preliminary experiments with it,” Mr. Green concluded for him. “Well, yes—you may be right about that, doctor. You are necessarily more aware of the instrument’s final potentialities than anyone else could be at present.” The image’s mouth quirked in the slightest of smiles. “In any event, we want to retain your ungrudging cooperation, so Colonel Weldon is authorized herewith to tell you in as much detail as you feel is necessary what the situation is. And he will do it before any other steps are taken. Perhaps I should warn you that what you learn may not add to your peace of mind. Now, does that settle the matter to your satisfaction, Dr. Lowry?”


  Lowry nodded. “Yes, sir, it does. Except for one detail.”


  “Yes, I see, Weldon, will you kindly cut yourself out of this circuit. I’ll call you back in a moment.”


  Colonel Weldon’s room vanished from the phone field. Mr. Green went over to a wall safe, opened it with his back to Dr. Lowry, closed it again and turned holding up a small, brightly polished metal disk.


  “I should appreciate it incidentally,” he remarked, “if you would find it convenient to supply me with several more of these devices.”


  “I’ll be very glad to do it, sir,” Dr. Lowry told him, “after I’ve been released from my present assignment.”


  “Yes . . . you take no more chances than we do.” Mr. Green raised his right hand, held the disk facing the phone field. After a moment, the light in Dr. Lowry’s living room darkened, turned to a rich, deep purple, gradually lightened again.


  Mr. Green took his hand down. “Are you convinced I’m the person I appear to be?”


  Lowry nodded. “Yes, sir, I am. To the best of my knowledge, there is no way of duplicating that particular diex effect—as yet.”


  ARLENE ROLF walked rapidly along the passage between the thick inner and outer walls enclosing Cleaver Spaceport. There was no one in sight, and the staccato clicking of her high heels on the lightgreen marblite paving was the only sound. The area had the overall appearance of a sun-baked, deserted fortress. She reached a double flight of shallow stairs, went up and came out on a wide, bare platform level with the top of the inner wall.


  Cleaver Spaceport lay on her left, a twenty-mile rectangle of softly gleaming marblite absolutely empty except for the narrow white spire of a control tower near the far side. The spaceport’s construction had been begun the year Arlene was born, as part of the interplanetary colonization program which a rash of disasters and chronically insufficient funds meanwhile had brought to an almost complete standstill. Cleaver port remained unfinished; no spaceship had yet lifted from its surface or settled down to it.


  Ahead and to Arlene’s right, a mile and a half of green lawn stretched away below the platform. Automatic tenders moved slowly across it, about half of them haloed by the rhythmically circling rainbow sprays of their sprinklers. In the two years since Arlene had first seen the lawn, no human being had set foot there. At its far end was a cluster of low, functional buildings. There were people in those buildings . . . but not very many people. It was the security island where Dr. Lowry had built the diex projector.


  Arlene crossed the platform, passed through the doorless entry of the building beyond it, feeling the tingle of another somatic barrier as she stepped into its shadow. At the end of the short hallway was a narrow door with the words nonspace conduit above it. Behind the door was a small, dimly lit cube of a room. Miss Rolf went inside and sat down on one of the six chairs spaced along the walls. After a moment, the door slid quietly shut and the room went dark.


  For a period of perhaps a dozen seconds, in complete blackness, Arlene Rolf appeared to herself to have become an awareness so entirely detached from her body that it could experience no physical sensation. Then light reappeared in the room and sensation returned. She stood up, smoothing down her skirt, and discovered smiling that she had been holding her breath again. It happened each time she went through the conduit, and no previous degree of determination to breathe normally had any effect at all on that automatic reaction. The door opened and she picked up her purse and went out into a hall which was large, well-lit and quite different in every respect from the one by which she had entered.


  In the wall screen across the hall, the image of a uniformed man smiled at her and said, “Dr. Lowry has asked that you go directly to the laboratory on your return, Miss Rolf.”


  “Thank you, Max,” she said. She had never seen Max or one of the other project guards in person, though they must be somewhere in the building. The screen went blank, and she went on down the long, windowless hall, the sound of her steps on the thick carpeting again the only break in the quiet. Now, she thought, it was a little like being in an immaculately clean, well-tended but utterly vacant hotel.


  ARLENE pressed the buzzer beside the door to Dr. Lowry’s quarters and stood waiting. When the door opened, she started forwards then stopped in surprise.


  “Why, hello, Colonel Weldon,” she said. “I didn’t realize you would be on the project today.” Her gaze went questioningly past him to Dr. Lowry who stood in the center of the room, hands shoved deep into his trousers pockets.


  Lowry said wryly, “Come in, Arlene. This has been a surprise to me, too, and not a pleasant one. On the basis of orders coming directly from the top—which I have just confirmed, by the way—our schedule here is to be subjected to drastic rearrangements. They include among other matters our suspension as the actual operators of the projector.”


  “But why that?” she asked startled.


  Dr. Lowry shrugged. “Ask Ferris. He just arrived by his personal conduit. He’s supposed to explain the matter to us.” Ferris Weldon, locking the door behind Arlene, said smilingly, “And please do give me a chance to do just that now, both of you! Let’s sit down as a start. Naturally you’re angry . . . no one can blame you for it. But I promise to show you the absolute necessity behind this move.”


  He waited until they were seated, then added, “One reason—though not the only reason—for interrupting your work at this point is to avoid exposing both of you to serious personal danger.”


  Dr. Lowry stared at him. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Ben,” Ferris Weldon asked, “what was the stated goal of this project when you undertook it?”


  Lowry said stiffly, “To develop a diex-powered instrument which would provide a means of reliable mental communication with any specific individual on Earth.”


  Weldon shook his head. “No, it wasn’t.”


  Arlene Rolf laughed shortly. “He’s right, Ben.” She looked at Weldon. “The hypothetical goal of the project was an instrument which would enable your department telepaths to make positive identification of a hypothetical Public Enemy Number One . . . the same being described as a ‘rogue telepath’ with assorted additional qualifications.”


  Weldon said, “That’s a little different, isn’t it? Do you recall the other qualifications?”


  “Is that important at the moment?” Miss Rolf asked. “Oh, well . . . this man is also a dangerous and improbably gifted hypnotist. Disturb him with an ordinary telepathic probe or get physically within a mile or so of him, and he can turn you mentally upside down, and will do it in a flash if it suits his purpose. He’s quite ruthless, is supposed to have committed any number of murders. He might as easily be some unknown as a man constantly in the public eye who is keeping his abilities concealed . . . He impersonates people . . . He is largely responsible for the fact that in a quarter of a century the interplanetary colonization program literally hasn’t got off the ground . . .”


  She added, “That’s as much as I remember. There will be further details in the files. Should I dig them out?”


  “No,” Ferris Weldon said. “You’ve covered most of it.”


  DR. LOWRY interrupted irritably, “What’s the point of this rigmarole, Weldon? You aren’t assuming that either of us has taken your rogue telepath seriously . . .”


  “Why not?”


  Lowry shrugged. “Because he is, of course, one of the government’s blandly obvious fictions. I’ve no objection to such fictions when they serve to describe the essential nature of a problem without revealing in so many words what the problem actually is. In this case, the secrecy surrounding the project could have arisen largely from a concern about the reaction in various quarters to an instrument which might be turned into a thought-control device.”


  Weldon asked, “Do you believe that is the purpose of your projector?”


  “If I’d believed it, I would have had nothing to do with it. I happen to have considerable confidence in the essential integrity of our government, if not always in its good sense. But not everyone shares that feeling.” Ferris Weldon lit a cigarette, flicked out the match, said after a moment, “But you didn’t buy the fiction?”


  “Of course not.”


  Weldon glanced at Miss Rolf. “You, Arlene?”


  She looked uneasy. “I hadn’t bought it, no. Perhaps I’m not so sure now—you must have some reason for bringing up the matter here. But several things wouldn’t make sense. If . . .”


  Dr. Lowry interrupted again. “Here’s one question, Weldon. If there did happen to be a rogue telepath around, what interest would he have in sabotaging the colonization program?”


  Weldon blew two perfect smoke rings, regarded their ascent with an air of judicious approval. “After you’ve heard a little more you should be able to answer that question yourself,” he said. “It was precisely the problems connected with the program that put us on the rogue’s trail. We didn’t realize it at the time. Fourteen years ago . . . Have you had occasion to work with DEDCOM, Ben?” Lowry made a snorting sound. “I’ve had a number of occasions . . . and made a point of passing them up! If the government is now basing its conclusions on the fantastically unrealistic mishmash of suggestions it’s likely to get from a deducting computer . . .”


  “Well,” Ferris Weldon said deprecatingly, “the government doesn’t trust DEDCOM too far, of course. Still, the fact that it is strictly logical, encyclopedically informed and not hampered by common sense has produced surprisingly useful results from time to time.


  “Now don’t get indignant again, Ben! I assure you I’m not being facetious. The fact is that sixteen years ago the charge that interplanetary colonization was being sabotaged was frequently enough raised. It had that appearance from the outside. Whatever could go wrong had gone wrong. There’d been an unbelievable amount of blundering.


  NEVERTHELESS, all the available evidence indicated that no organized sabotage was involved. There was plenty of voluble opposition to the program, sometimes selfish, sometimes sincere. There were multiple incidents of forgetfulness, bad timing, simple stupidity. After years of false starts, the thing still appeared bogged down in a nightmare of—in the main—honest errors. But expensive ones. The month-by-month cost of continuing reached ridiculous proportions. Then came disasters which wiped out lives by the hundreds. The program’s staunchest supporters began to get dubious, to change their minds.


  “I couldn’t say at the moment which genius in the Department of Special Activities had the notion to feed the colonization problem to DEDCOM. Anyway, it was done, and DEDCOM, after due checking and rumination, not only stated decisively that it was a matter of sabotage, after all; it further provided us with a remarkably detailed description of the saboteur . . .” Arlene Rolf interrupted. “There had been only one saboteur?”


  “Only one who knew what he was doing, yes.”


  “The rogue telepath?” Dr. Lowry asked.


  “Who else?”


  “Then if the department has had his description . . .”


  “Why is he still at large?” Ferris Weldon asked, with a suggestion of grim amusement. “Wait till you hear what it sounded like at the time, Ben! I’ll give it to you from memory.


  “Arlene has mentioned some of the points. The saboteur, DEDCOM informed us, was, first, a hypnotizing telepath. He could work on his victims from a distance, force them into the decisions and actions he wanted, leave them unaware that their minds had been tampered with, or that anything at all was wrong.


  “Next, he was an. impersonator, to an extent beyond any ordinary meaning of the word. DEDCOM concluded he must be able to match another human being’s appearance so closely that it would deceive his model’s most intimate associates. And with the use of these two talents our saboteur had, in ten years, virtually wrecked the colonization program.


  “Without any further embellishments, DEDCOM’s report of this malevolent superman at loose in our society would have raised official eyebrows everywhere . . .”


  “In particular,” Miss Rolf asked, “in the Department of Special Activities?”


  “In particular there,” Weldon agreed. “The department’s experience made the emergence of any human supertalents worth worrying about seem highly improbable. In any event, DEDCOM crowded its luck. It didn’t stop at that point. The problems besetting the colonization program were, it stated, by no means the earliest evidence of a rogue telepath in our midst. It listed a string of apparently somewhat comparable situations stretching back through the past three hundred years, and declared unequivocally that in each case the responsible agent had been the same—our present saboteur.”


  WELDON paused, watched their expressions changing. A sardonic smile touched the corners of his mouth.


  “All right,” Dr. Lowry said sourly after a moment, “to make the thing even more unlikely, you’re saying now that the rogue is immortal.”


  Weldon shook his head. “I didn’t say it . . . and neither, you notice, did DEDCOM. The question of the rogue’s actual life span, whatever it may be, was no part of the matter it had been given to investigate. It said only that in various ways he had been interfering with mankind’s progress for at least three centuries. But added to the rest of it, that statement was quite enough.”


  “To accomplish what?”


  “What do you think?” Weldon asked. “The report passed eventually through the proper hands, was properly initialed, then filed with DEDCOM’s earlier abortions and forgotten. Special Activities continued, by its more realistic standard investigative procedures, to attempt to find out what had bogged down the colonization program. As you’re aware, the department didn’t make much headway. And neither has the program.”


  “The last is very apparent,” Lowry said, looking puzzled. “But the fact that you’ve failed to solve the problem seems a very poor reason to go back now to the theory of a rogue telepath.”


  Weldon blew out a puff of smoke, said thoughtfully, “That wouldn’t have been too logical of us, I agree. But our failure wasn’t the reason for reviving DEDCOM’s theory.”


  “Then what was your reason?” Irritation edged Lowry’s voice again.


  “The unexpected death, five years ago, of one of the world’s better-known political figures,” Weldon said. “You would recognize the name immediately if I mentioned it. But you will not recognize the circumstances surrounding his death which I am about to relate to you, because the report published at the time was a complete falsehood and omitted everything which might have seemed out of the ordinary. The man actually was the victim of murder. His corpse was found floating in the Atlantic. That it should have been noticed at all was an unlikely coincidence, but the body was fished out and identified. At that point, the matter acquired some very improbable aspects because it was well known that this man was still alive and in the best of health at his home in New York.


  “It could have been a case of mistaken identification, but it wasn’t. The corpse was the real thing. While this was being definitely established, the man in New York quietly disappeared . . . and now a number of people began to take a different view of DEDCOM’s long-buried report of a hypnotizing telepath who could assume the identity of another person convincingly enough to fool even close friends. It was not conclusive evidence, but it did justify a serious inquiry which was promptly attempted.”


  “Attempted?” Arlene Rolf asked. “What happened?”


  “WHAT happened,” Weldon said, “was that the rogue declared war on us. A limited war on the human race. A quiet, undercover war for a specific purpose. And that was to choke off any kind of investigation that might endanger him or hamper his activities. The rogue knew he had betrayed himself; and if he hadn’t known of it earlier, he learned now about the report DEDCOM had made. Those were matters he couldn’t undo. But he could make it very clear that he wanted to be left undisturbed, and that he had methods to enforce his wishes.”


  Dr. Lowry blinked. “What could one . . .”


  “Ben,” Ferris Weldon said, “if you’ll look back, you’ll recall that a little less than five years ago we had . . . packed into the space of a few months . . . a series of the grimmest public disasters on record. These were not due to natural forces—to hurricanes, earthquakes, floods or the like. No, each and every one of them involved, or might have involved, a human agency. They were not inexplicable. Individually, each could be explained only too well by human incompetence, human lunacy or criminal purpose. But—a giant hotel exploded, a city’s water supply was poisoned, a liner . . . yes, you remember.


  “Now, notice that the rogue did not strike directly at our investigators. He did that on a later occasion and under different circumstances, but not at the time. It indicated that in spite of his immense natural advantages he did not regard himself as invulnerable. And, of course, he had no need to assume personal risks. By the public nonspace and air systems, he would move anywhere on earth within hours; and wherever he went, any human being within the range of his mind became a potential tool. He could order death at will and be at a safe distance when the order was executed. Within ten weeks, he had Special Activities on the ropes. The attempts to identify him were called off. And the abnormal series of disasters promptly ended. The rogue had made his point.”


  Arlene said soberly, “You say he attacked some of your investigators later on. What was that about?”


  THAT was a year later,” Weldon said. “A kind of stalemate had developed. As you’re aware, the few operating telepaths in the government’s employment are a daintily handled property. They’re never regarded as expendable. It was clear they weren’t in the rogue’s class, so no immediate attempt was made to use them against him. But meanwhile we’d assembled—almost entirely by inference—a much more detailed picture of this opponent of mankind than DEDCOM had been able to provide. He was a freak in every way. His ability to read other minds and to affect them—an apparent blend of telepathy and irresistable hypnosis—obviously was a much more powerful and definite tool than the unreliable gropings of any ordinary telepath. But there was the curious point that he appeared to be limited—very sharply limited—simply by distance, which to most of our trained telepaths is a meaningless factor, at least this side of interplanetary space. If one stayed beyond his range, the rogue was personally harmless. And if he could be identified from beyond his range, he also could be—and by that time almost immediately would have been—destroyed by mechanical means, without regard for any last-moment havoc he might cause.


  “So the first security island was established, guarded against the rogue’s approach by atmospheric blocks and sophisticated somatic barriers. Two government telepaths were brought to it and induced to locate him mentally.


  “It turned out to be another mistake. If our unfortunate prodigies gained any information about the rogue, they didn’t live long enough to tell us what it was. Both committed suicide within seconds of each other.”


  “The rogue had compelled them to do it?” Arlene asked.


  “Of course.”


  “And was this followed,” Dr. Lowry asked, “by another public disaster?”


  “No,” Weldon said. “The rogue may have considered that unnecessary. After all, he’d made his point again. Sending the best of our tame telepaths after him was like setting spaniels on a tiger. Ordinarily, he could reach a telepath’s mind only within his own range, like that of any other person. But if they were obliging enough to make contact with him, they would be instantly at his mercy, wherever he might be. We took the hint; the attempt wasn’t repeated. Our other telepaths have remained in the seclusion of security islands, and so far the rogue has showed no interest in getting at them there.”


  Weldon stubbed his cigarette out carefully in the ashtray beside him, added, “You see now, I think, why we feel it is necessary to take extreme precautions in the further handling of your diex projector.”


  THERE was silence for some seconds. Then Dr. Lowry said, “Yes, that much has become obvious.” He paused, pursing his lips doubtfully, his eyes absent. “All right,” he went on. “This has been rather disturbing information, Perris. But let’s look at the thing now.


  “We’ve found that diex energy can be employed to augment the effects of the class of processes commonly referred to as telepathic. The projector operates on that theory. By using it, ordinary mortals like Arlene and myself can duplicate some of the results reportedly achieved by the best-trained telepaths. However, we are restricted in several ways by our personal limitations. We need the location devices to direct the supporting energy to the points of the globe where the experiments are to be carried out. And so far we have not been able to ‘read the mind’—to use that very general term—of anyone with whom we are not at least casually acquainted.”


  Weldon nodded. “I’m aware of that.”


  “Very well,” Lowry said. “The other advantage of the projector over unaided natural telepathy is its dependability. It works as well today as it did yesterday or last week. Until a natural telepath actually has been tested on these instruments, we can’t be certain that the diex field will be equally useful to him. But let’s assume that it is and that he employs the projector to locate the rogue. It should be very easy for him to do that. But won’t that simply—in your phrasing—put him “at the rogue’s mercy again?”


  Weldon hesitated, said, “We think not, Ben. A specialist in these matters could tell you in a good deal more detail about the functional organization in the mind of a natural telepath. But essentially they all retain unconscious safeguards and resistances which limit their telepathic ability but serve to protect them against negative effects. The difference between them and ourselves on that point appears to be mainly one of degree.”


  Lowry said, “I think I see. The theory is that such protective processes would be correspondingly strengthened by employing the diex field . . .”


  “That’s it,” Weldon said. “To carry the analogue I was using a little farther, we might again be sending a spaniel against a tiger. But the spaniel—backed up by the projector—would now be approximately tiger size . . . and tiger-strong. We must assume that the rogue would be far more skilled and deadly in an actual mental struggle, but there should be no struggle. Our telepath’s business would be simply to locate his man, identify him, and break away again. During the very few seconds required for that, the diex field should permit him to hold off the rogue’s assault.”


  Dr. Lowry shook his head. “You can’t be sure of it, Ferris!” he said. “You can’t be sure of it at all.”


  Weldon smiled. “No, we can’t. We don’t really know what would happen. But neither, you see, does the rogue.”


  Lowry said hesitantly, “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.”


  “Ben,” Weldon said, “we don’t expect your diex projector will ever be put to the use we’ve been discussing just now. That isn’t its purpose.”


  Lowry looked dumfounded. “Then what is its purpose?”


  ARLENE ROLF’S face had gone pale. “Doctor Ben,” she said, “I believe Colonel Weldon is implying that the rogue already knows about the diex projector and what might be attempted with it.”


  Weldon nodded. “Of course, he knows about it. How many secrets do you think can be kept from a creature who can tap the minds of anybody he encounters? You can take it for granted that he’s maintained information sources in every department of the government since the day we became aware of his existence. He knows we’re out to get him. And he isn’t stupid enough to allow things here to develop to the point where one of our telepaths is actually placed in front of that projector. He can’t be sure of what the outcome would be. After all, it might . . . very easily . . . be fatal to him.” Lowry began, “Then I don’t . . .” He checked himself, gave Arlene Rolf a bewildered look. “Are you still with this madman, Arlene?”


  Her smile was twisted. “I’m afraid so! If I am, I don’t like the situation at all. Colonel Weldon, have you people planned to use the diex projector as a trap for the rogue?”


  “As bait for a trap,” Weldon said. “Ben, put yourself in the rogue’s place. He regards this entire planet as his property. But now the livestock is aware of him and is restless. On the technological side it is also becoming more clever by the decade—dangerously clever. He can still keep us in our place here, and so far he’s succeeded in blocking a major exodus into the solar system where his power would vanish. But can he continue indefinitely? And can he find any enjoyment in being the lord of all Earth when he has to be constantly on guard now against our efforts to get rid of him? He’s blocked our first thrusts and showed us that he can make it a very costly business to harass him too seriously. But the situation is as unsatisfactory to him as to us. He needs much more effective methods of control than were required in the past to bring us back to heel.” Lowry said, “And the diex projector . . .”


  Weldon nodded. “Of course! The diex projector is the perfect solution to the rogue’s problems. The security islands which so far have been our principle form of defense would become meaningless. He could reach any human mind on Earth directly and immediately. Future plots to overthrow him would stand no chance of success.


  “The rogue has shown no scientific ability of his own, and the handful of other men who might be capable at present of constructing a similar instrument have been placed beyond his reach. So he has permitted the development of the projector to continue here, though he could, of course, have put an abrupt stop to it in a number of ways. But you may be sure that he intends to bring the diex projector into his possession before it actually can be used against him.” Arlene said, “And he’s assumed to know that the projector is now operational, aside from any faults that might still show up in the tests?”


  “Yes,” Weldon said.


  She went on, “Does the fact that I was allowed to leave the project several times a week—actually whenever I felt like it—have something to do with that?”


  WELDON said, “We believe that the rogue has taken advantage rather regularly of that arrangement. After all, there was no more dependable way of informing himself of the exact state of affairs on the project than . . .”


  “Than by picking my mind?” Weldon hesitated, said.


  “There’s no denying that we have placed you both in danger, Arlene. Under the circumstances, we can offer no apology for that. It was a matter of simple necessity.”


  “I wasn’t expecting an apology, Colonel Weldon.” Her face was white. “But I’m wondering what the rogue is supposed to attempt now.”


  “To get possession of the projector?” Weldon hesitated again. “We don’t know that exactly. We believe we have considered every possible approach, and whichever he selects, we’re prepared to trap him in the process of carrying it out.”


  Dr. Lowry said, “But he must suspect that you intend to trap him!”


  Weldon nodded. “He does, naturally. But he’s under a parallel disadvantage there—he can’t be certain what the traps are. You don’t realize yet how elaborate our precautionary measures have been.” Weldon indicated the small door in the wall beyond Dr. Lowry. “The reason I use only that private conduit to come here is that I haven’t stepped off a security island for almost three years! The same has been true of anyone else who had information we had to keep from the rogue . . . including incidentally Mr. Green, whose occasional ‘public appearances’ during this critical period have been elaborately staged fakes. We communicate only by viewphone; in fact, none of us even knows just where the others are. There is almost no chance that he can do more than guess at the exact nature of our plans.”


  “And with all that,” Lowry said slowly, “you expect he will still go ahead and make a bid for the projector?”


  “He will because he must!” Weldon said. “His only alternative would be to destroy this security island with everything on it at the last moment. And that is very unlikely. The rogue’s actions show that in spite of his current troubles with us he has a vast contempt for ordinary human beings. Without that feeling, he would never have permitted the diex projector to be completed. So he will come for it—very warily, taking every precaution, but confident of out-maneuvering us at the end.” Arlene asked, “And isn’t it possible that he will do just that?”


  There was a barely perceptible pause before Weldon replied. “Yes,” he said then, “it’s possible. It’s a small chance—perhaps only a theoretical one. But we’re not omniscient, and we may not know quite as much about him as we think. It remains possible.”


  “Then why take even that risk?” Arlene asked. “Wouldn’t it be better to destroy the projector now—to leave things as they are—rather than offer him a weapon which would reduce us all to helpless chattels again?” Weldon shook his head. “Arlene, we can’t leave things as they are! Neither can the rogue. You know that really—even though you refuse to admit it to yourself at the moment.”


  “I . . . what do you mean?”


  “THIS year,” Weldon said patiently, “we have the diex projector. What will we have five years from now when diex energy has been more fully explored? When the other fields of knowledge that have been opened in recent years begin to expand? We could, perhaps, slow down those processes. We can’t stop them. And, at any point, other unpredictable weapons may emerge . . . weapons we might use against the rogue, or that he might use against us.


  “No, for both sides the time to act is now, unless we’re willing to leave the future to chance. We aren’t; and the rogue isn’t. We’ve challenged him to determine whether he or mankind will control this planet, and he’s accepted the challenge. It amounts to that. And it’s very likely that the outcome will have become apparent not many hours from now.”


  Arlene shook her head but said nothing. Dr. Lowry asked, “Ferris, exactly what is our role in this situation supposed to be?”


  “For the next few hours,” Weldon said, “you’ll be instructing me in the practical details of operating the projector. I’ve studied your reports very carefully, of course, and I could handle it after a fashion without such help. But that isn’t good enough. Because—as the rogue knows very well—we aren’t bluffing in the least in this. We’re forcing him to take action. If he doesn’t”—Weldon nodded at the polished hardwood box on the table before Dr. Lowry—one of our telepaths presently will be placed before that instrument of yours, and the rogue will face the possibility of being flushed into view. And there is no point on the globe at this moment which is more than a few minutes’ flight away from one of our strike groups.


  “So he’ll take action . . . at the latest as soon as the order is given to move our telepath to the Cleaver Project. But you two won’t be here when it happens. You’re not needed for that part, and while we’ve been talking, the main project conduit has been shunted from our university exit here to a security island outside the area. You’ll move there directly from the project as soon as you finish checking me out, and you will remain there until Operation Rogue is concluded.


  “And now let’s get busy! I think it would be best., Ben, if I assumed Arlene’s usual role for a start . . . secondary operator . . . and let you go through the regular pattern of contacts while I look on. What do you say?”


  ARLENE ROLF had taken a chair well back from the table where the two men sat before the diex projector. She realized it had been an attempt to dissociate herself—emotionally as well as physically—from what was being done there, and that the attempt hadn’t been at all successful. Her usual composure, based on the awareness of being able to adjust herself efficiently to the necessities of any emergency, was simply gone. The story of the rogue had been sprung on them too abruptly at this last moment. Her mind accepted the concept but hadn’t really assimilated it yet. Listening to what Weldon had said, wanting to remain judiciously skeptical but finding herself increasingly unable to disbelieve him—that had been like a slow, continuous shock. She wasn’t yet over it. Her thoughts wouldn’t follow the lines she set them on but veered off almost incoherently every minute or two. For the first time in her adult life she was badly frightened—made stupid with fear—and finding it something she seemed unable to control at will.


  Her gaze shifted back helplessly to the table and to the dull-blue concave viewplate which was the diex projector’s central section. Unfolded from its case, the projector was a beautiful machine of spider web angularities lifting from the flat silver slab of its generator to the plate. The blurred shiftings of color and light in the center of the plate were next to meaningless without the diex goggles Dr. Lowry and Weldon had fitted over their heads; but Arlene was familiar enough with the routine test patterns to follow their progress without listening closely to what was said . . .


  She wanted the testing to stop. She felt it was dangerous. Hadn’t Weldon said they still couldn’t be sure of the actual extent of the rogue’s abilities? And mightn’t the projector foe luring their minds out now into the enemy’s territory, drawing his attention to what was being done in this room? There had been seconds when an uncanny certainty had come to her that she could sense the rogue’s presence, that he already was cynically aware of what they were attempting, and only biding his time before he interfered. That might be—almost certainly was—superstitious imagining, but the conviction had been strong.


  Strong enough to leave her trembling.


  But there was, of course, exactly nothing she could do or say now to keep them from going on. She remained silent.


  So far it had been routine. A standard warm-up. They’d touched Vanderlin in Melbourne, Marie Faber in Seattle. The wash of colors in the viewplate was the reflection of individual sensory impressions riding the diex field. There had been no verbalizing or conscious response from the contacted subjects. That would come later. Dr. Lowry’s face was turned momentarily sideways to her, the conical grey lenses of the goggles protruding from beneath his forehead like staring insect eyes.


  SHE realized he must have said something to Weldon just now which she hadn’t heard. Weldon’s head was nodding in agreement. Dr. Lowry shifted back to the table, said, “Botucato, Brazil—an untried location. How the pinpointing of these random samplings is brought about is of course . . .” His voice dropped to an indistinct murmur as he reached out to the projector again.


  Arlene roused herself with an effort partly out of her foggy fears. It was almost like trying to awake from a heavy, uncomfortable sleep. But now there was also some feeling of relief—and angry self-contempt—because obviously while she had been giving in to her emotional reactions, nothing disastrous had in fact occurred! At the table, they’d moved on several steps in the standard testing procedure. She hadn’t even been aware of it. She was behaving like a fool!


  The sensory color patterns were gone from the viewplate, and now as she looked, the green-patterned white field of the projector’s location map appeared there instead. She watched Dr. Lowry’s practiced fingers spin the coordinating dials, and layer after layer of the map came surging into view, each a magnified section of the preceding one. There was a faint click. Lowry released the dials, murmured something again, ended more audibly, “. . . twenty-mile radius.” The viewplate had gone blank, but Arlene continued to watch it.


  The projector was directed now towards a twenty-mile circle at ground level somewhere in Brazil. None of their established contacts were in that area. Nevertheless, something quite definite was occuring. Dr. Lowry had not expected to learn much more about this particular process until a disciplined telepathic mind was operating through the instrument—and perhaps not too much more then. But in some manner the diex energy was now probing the area, and presently it would touch a human mind—sometimes a succession of them, sometimes only one. It was always the lightest of contacts. The subjects remained patently unaware of any unusual experience, and the only thing reflected from them was the familiar generalized flux of sensory impressions—


  ARLENE ROLF realized she was standing just inside the open records vault of Dr. Lowry’s office, with a bundle of files in her arms. On the floor about her was a tumbled disorder of other flies, of scattered papers, tapes. She dropped the bundle on the litter, turned back to the door. And only then, with a churning rush of hot terror, came the thought, What am I doing here? What happened?


  She saw Dr. Lowry appear in the vault door with another pile of papers. He tossed them in carelessly, turned back into the office without glancing in her direction. Arlene found herself walking out after him, her legs carrying her along in dreamlike independence of her will. Lowry was now upending the contents of a drawer to the top of his desk. She tried to scream his name. There was no sound. She saw his face for an instant. He looked thoughtful, absorbed in what he was doing, nothing else . . .


  Then she was walking through the living room, carrying something—the next instant, it seemed, she’d reentered Lowry’s office. Nightmarishly, it continued. Blank lapses of awareness followed moments in which her mind swayed in wild terrors while her body moved about, machinelike and competent, piling material from workshop and file cabinets helter-skelter into the records vault. It might have been going on for only three or four minutes or for an hour; her memory was enclosed in splinters of time and reality. But there were moments, too, when her thoughts became lucid and memory returned . . . Colonel Weldon’s broad back as he disappeared through the narrow door in the living room wall into the private conduit entry, the strap of the diex projector case in his right hand; then the door closing behind him. Before that had been an instant when something blazed red in the projector’s viewplate on the table, and she’d wondered why neither of the two men sitting before it made any comment—


  Then suddenly, in one of the lucid moments, there was time for the stunned thought to form: So the rogue caught us all! Weldon’s self-confidence and courage, Dr. Lowry’s dedicated skill, her own reluctance to be committed to this matter . . . nothing had made the slightest difference. In his own time, the rogue had come quietly through every defense and seized their minds. Weldon was on his way to him now, carrying the diex projector.


  And she and Dr. Lowry? They’d been ordered by the rogue to dispose of every scrap of information dealing with the projector’s construction, of course! They were doing it. And after they had finished—then what?


  Arlene thought she knew when she saw Dr. Lowry close the vault, and unlock and plunge the destruct button beside the door. Everything in there would be annihilated now in ravening white fire. But the two minds which knew the secrets of the projector—


  SHE must have made a violent effort to escape, almost overriding the rogue’s compulsions. For she found herself in the living room, not ten feet from the door that opened into the outer halls where help might still have been found. But it was as far as she could go; she was already turning away from the door, starting back across the room with the quick, graceful automaton stride over which she had no control. And terror surged up in her again.


  As she approached the far wall, she saw Dr. Lowry come out of the passage from the office, smiling absently, blinking at the floor through his glasses. He turned without looking up and walked behind her towards the closed narrow door before Colonel Weldon’s nonspace conduit entry.


  So it wasn’t to be death, Arlene thought, but personal slavery. The rogue still had use for them. They were to follow where Weldon had gone . . .


  Her hand tugged at the door. It wouldn’t open.


  She wrenched at it violently, savagely, formless panic pounding through her. After a moment, Dr. Lowry began to mutter uneasily, then reached out to help her.


  The room seemed suddenly to explode; and for an instant Arlene Rolf felt her mind disintegrating in raging torrents of white light.


  SHE had been looking drowsily for some moments at the lanky, red-headed man who stood, faced away, half across the room before any sort of conscious understanding returned. Then, immediately, everything was there. She went stiff with shock.


  Dr. Lowry’s living room . . . she in this chair and Dr. Lowry stretched out on the couch. He’d seemed asleep. And standing above him, looking down at him, the familiar raw-boned, big figure of Frank Harding. Dr. Frank Harding who had walked up to the Cleaver Spaceport entry with her today, told her he’d be flying back to the coast.


  Frank Harding, the . . .


  Arlene slipped quietly out of the chair, moved across the room behind Harding’s back, watching him. When he began to turn, she darted off towards the open hall entry.


  She heard him make a startled exclamation, come pounding after her. He caught her at the entry, swung her around, holding her wrists. He stared down at her from under the bristling red brows. “What the devil did you think you were doing?”


  “You . . .!” Arlene gasped frantically. “You—” What checked her was first the surprise, then the dawning understanding in his face. She stammered, almost dizzy with relief, “I . . . I thought you must be Harding shook his head, relaxed his grip on her wrists.


  “But I’m not, of course,” he said quietly.


  “No . . . you’re not! You wouldn’t have had to . . . chase me if you were, would you?” Her eyes went round in renewed dismay. “But I don’t . . . he has the diex projector now!”


  Harding shook his head again and took her arm. “No, he doesn’t! Now just try to relax a bit, Arlene. We did trap him, you know. It cost quite a few more lives at the end, but we did. So let’s go over and sit down. I brought some whisky along . . . figured you two should be able to use a little after everything you’ve been through.”


  Arlene sat on the edge of a chair, watching him pour out a glass. A reaction had set in; she felt very weak and shaky now, and she seemed unable to comprehend entirely that the rogue had been caught.


  She said, “So you were in on this operation too?”


  He glanced around. “Uh-huh . . . Dome at the bottom of an ocean basin wasn’t at all a bad headquarters under the circumstances. What put you and Dr. Ben to sleep was light-shock.” He handed her the glass.


  “Light-shock?” Arlene repeated.


  “Something new,” Harding said. “Developed—in another security island project—for the specific purpose of resolving hypnotic compulsions, including the very heavy type implanted by the rogue. He doesn’t seem to have been aware of that project, or else he regarded it as one of our less important efforts which he could afford to ignore for the present. Anyway, light-shock does do the job, and very cleanly, though it knocks the patient out for a while in the process. That side effect isn’t too desirable, but so far it’s been impossible to avoid.”


  “I see,” Arlene said. She took a cautious swallow of the whisky and set the glass down as her eyes began to water.


  FRANK HARDING leaned back against the table and folded his arms. He scowled thoughtfully down at her.


  “We managed to get two persons who were suspected of being the rogue’s unconscious stooges to the island,” he said, “and tried light-shock out on them. It worked and didn’t harm them, so we decided to use it here. Lowry will wake up in another hour at the latest and be none the worse. Of course, neither of you will remember what happened while the rogue had you under control, but . . .”


  “You’re quite wrong about that,” Arlene told him. “I don’t remember all of it, but I’m still very much aware of perhaps half of what happened—though I’m not sure I wouldn’t prefer to forget it. It was like an extremely unpleasant nightmare.”


  Harding looked surprised. “That’s very curious! The other eases reported complete amnesia. Perhaps you . .


  “You’ve been under a heavy strain yourself, haven’t you, Frank?” she asked.


  He hesitated. “I? What makes you think so?”


  “You’re being rather gabby. It isn’t like you.”


  Harding grunted. “I suppose you’re right. This thing’s been tense enough. He may have enjoyed it—except naturally at the very end. Playing cat and mouse with the whole human race! Well, the mice turned out to be a little too much for him, after all. But of course nothing was certain until that last moment.”


  “Because none of you could be sure of anyone else?”


  “That was it mainly. This was one operation where actually nobody could be in charge completely or completely trusted. There were overlaps for everything, and no one knew what all of them were. When Weldon came here today, he turned on a pocket transmitter so that everything that went on while he was being instructed in the use of the diex projector would be monitored outside.


  “Outside was also a globe-scanner which duplicated the activities of the one attached to the projector. We could tell at any moment to which section of Earth the projector’s diex field had been directed. That was one of the overlapping precautions. It sounded like a standard check run. There was a little more conversation between Lowry and Weldon than was normal when you were the assistant operator, but that could be expected. There were pauses while the projector was shut down and preparations for the next experiment were made. Normal again. Then, during one of the pauses, we got the signal that someone had just entered Weldon’s private nonspace conduit over there from this end. That was not normal, and the conduit was immediately sealed off at both exits. One more overlapping precaution, you see . . . and that just happened to be the one that paid off!” Arlene frowned. “But what did . . .”


  “Well,” Harding said, “there were still a number of questions to be answered, of course. They had to be answered fast and correctly or the game could be lost. Nobody expected the rogue to show up in person at the Cleaver Project. The whole security island could have been destroyed in an instant; we knew he was aware of that. But he’d obviously made a move of some kind—and we had to assume that the diex projector was now suspended in the conduit.


  BUT who, or what, was in there with it? The project guards had been withdrawn. There’d been only the three of you on the island. The rogue could have had access to all three at some time or other; and his compulsions—until we found a way to treat them—were good for a lifetime. Any of you might have carried that projector into the conduit to deliver it to him. Or all three might be involved, acting together. If that was the case, the conduit would have to be reopened because the game had to continue. It was the rogue we wanted, not his tools . . .


  “And there was the other possibility. You and Dr. Ben are among the rather few human beings on Earth we could be sure were not the rogue, not one of his impersonations. If he’d been capable of building a diex projector, he wouldn’t have had to steal one. Colonel Weldon had been with Special Activities for a long time. But he could be an impersonation. In other words, the rogue.”


  Arlene felt her face go white. “He was!” she said.


  “Eh? How do you know?”


  “I didn’t realize it, but . . . no, go ahead. I’d rather tell you later.”


  “What didn’t you realize?” Harding persisted.


  Arlene said, “I experienced some of his feelings . . . after he was inside the conduit. He knew he’d been trapped!” Her hands were shaking. “I thought they were my own . . . that I . . .” Her voice began to falter.


  “Let it go,” Harding said, watching her, “It can’t have been pleasant.”


  She shook her head. “I assure you it wasn’t!”


  “So he could reach you from nonspace!” Harding said. “That was something we didn’t know. We suspected we still didn’t have the whole picture about the rogue. But he didn’t know everything either. He thought his escape route from the project and away through the conduit system was clear. It was a very bold move. If he’d reached any point on Earth where we weren’t waiting to destroy him from a distance, he would have needed only a minute or two with the projector to win all the way. Well, that failed. And a very short time later, we knew we had the rogue in the conduit.”


  “How did you find that out?”


  Harding said, “The duplicate global scanner I told you about. After all, the rogue could have been Weldon. Aside from you two, he could have been almost anyone involved in the operation. He might have been masquerading as one of our own telepaths! Every location point the diex field turned to during that ‘test run’ came under instant investigation. We were looking for occurrences which might indicate the rogue had been handling the diex projector.


  “The first reports didn’t start to come in until after the Weldon imitation had taken the projector into the conduit. But then, in a few minutes, we had plenty! They showed the rogue had tested the projector, knew he could handle it, knew he’d reestablished himself as king of the world—and this time for good! And then he walked off into the conduit with his wonderful stolen weapon . . .”


  Arlene said, “He was trying to get Dr. Ben and me to open the project exit for him again. We couldn’t, of course. I never imagined anyone could experience the terror he felt.”


  “There was some reason for it,” Harding said. “Physical action is impossible in nonspace, so he couldn’t use the projector. He was helpless while he was in the conduit. And he knew we couldn’t compromise when we let him out.


  “We switched the conduit exit to a point eight hundred feet above the surface of Cleaver Interplanetary Spaceport—the project he’s kept us from completing for the past twenty-odd years—and opened it there. We still weren’t completely certain, you know, that the rogue mightn’t turn out to be a genuine superman who would whisk himself away and out of our reach just before he hit the marblite paving.


  “But he wasn’t . . .”  THE END


  WATCH THE SKY


  It’s one thing to try to get away with what you believe to be a lie and be caught at it—and something different, and far worse sometimes, to find it isn’t a lie . . .


  Uncle William Boles’ war-battered old Geest gun gave the impression that at some stage of its construction it had been pulled out of shape and then hardened in that form. What remained of it was all of one piece. The scarred and pitted twin barrels were stubby and thick, and the vacant oblong in the frame behind them might have contained standard energy magazines. It was the stock which gave the alien weapon its curious appearance. Almost eighteen inches long, it curved abruptly to the right and was too thin, knobbed and indented to fit comfortably at any point in a human hand. Over half a century had passed since, with the webbed, boneless fingers of its original owner closed about it, it last spat deadly radiation at human foemen. Now it hung among Uncle William’s other collected oddities on the wall above the living room fireplace.


  And today, Phil Boles thought, squinting at the gun with reflectively narrowed eyes, some eight years after Uncle William’s death, the old war souvenir would quietly become a key factor in the solution of a colonial planet’s problems. He ran a finger over the dull, roughened frame, bent closer to study the neatly lettered inscription: GUNDERLAND BATTLE TROPHY, ANNO 2172, SGT. WILLIAM G. BOLES. Then, catching a familiar series of clicking noises from the hall, he straightened quickly and turned away. When Aunt Beulah’s go-chair came rolling back into the room, Phil was sitting at the low tea table, his back to the fireplace.


  The go-chair’s wide flexible treads carried it smoothly down the three steps to the sunken section of the living room, Beulah sitting jauntily erect in it, for all the ninety-six years which had left her the last survivor of the original group of Earth settlers on the world of Roye. She tapped her fingers here and there on the chair’s armrests, swinging it deftly about, and brought it to a stop beside the tea table.


  “That was Susan Feeney calling,” she reported. “And there is somebody else for you who thinks I have to be taken care of! Go ahead and finish the pie, Phil. Can’t hurt a husky man like you. Got a couple more baking for you to take along.”


  Phil grinned. “That’d be worth the trip up from Fort Roye all by itself.”


  Beulah looked pleased. “Not much else I can do for my great-grand nephew nowadays, is there?”


  Phil said, after a moment, “Have you given any further thought to—”


  “Moving down to Fort Roye?” Beulah pursed her thin lips. “Goodness, Phil, I do hate to disappoint you again, but I’d be completely out of place in a town apartment.”


  “Dr. Fitzsimmons would be pleased,” Phil remarked.


  “Oh, him! Fitz is another old worry wart. What he wants is to get me into the hospital. Nothing doing!”


  Phil shook his head helplessly, laughed. “After all, working a tupa ranch—”


  “Nonsense. The ranch is just enough bother to be interesting. The appliances do everything anyway, and Susan is down here every morning for a chat and to make sure I’m still all right. She won’t admit that, of course, but if she thinks something should be taken care of, the whole Feeney family shows up an hour later to do it. There’s really no reason for you to be sending a dozen men up from Fort Roye every two months to harvest the tupa.”


  Phil shrugged. “No one’s ever yet invented an easy way to dig up those roots. And the CLU’s glad to furnish the men.”


  “Because you’re its president?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “It really doesn’t cost you anything?” Beulah asked doubtfully.


  “Not a cent.”


  “Hm-m-m. Been meaning to ask you. What made you set up that . . . Colonial Labor Union?”


  Phil nodded. “That’s the official name.”


  “Why did you set it up in the first place?”


  “That’s easy to answer,” Phil said. “On the day the planetary population here touched the forty thousand mark, Roye became legally entitled to its labor union. Why not take advantage of it?”


  “What’s the advantage?”


  “More Earth money coming in, for one thing. Of the twelve hundred CLU members we’ve got in Fort Roye now, seventy-six per cent were unemployed this month. We’ll have a compensation check from the Territorial Office with the next ship coming in.” He smiled at her expression. “Sure, the boys could go back to the tupa ranches. But not everyone likes that life as well as you and the Feeneys.”


  “Earth government lets you get away with it?” Beulah asked curiously. “They used to be pretty tight-fisted.”


  “They still are—but it’s the law. The Territorial Office also pays any CLU president’s salary, incidentally. I don’t draw too much at the moment, but that will go up automatically with the membership and my responsibilities.”


  “What responsibilities?”


  “We’ve set up a skeleton organization,” Phil explained. “Now, when Earth government decides eventually to establish a big military base here, they can run in a hundred thousand civilians in a couple of months and everyone will be fitted into the pattern on Roye without trouble or confusion. That’s really the reason for all the generosity.”


  Beulah sniffed. “Big base, my eye! There hasn’t been six months since I set foot here that somebody wasn’t talking about Fort Roye being turned into a Class A military base pretty soon. It’ll never happen, Phil. Roye’s a farm planet, and that’s what it’s going to stay.”


  Phil’s lips twitched. “Well, don’t give up hope.”


  “I’m not anxious for any changes,” Beulah said. “I like Roye the way it is.”


  She peered at a button on the go-chair’s armrest which had just begun to put out small bright-blue flashes of light. “Pies are done,” she announced. “Phil, are you sure you can’t stay for dinner?”


  Phil looked at his watch, shook his head. “I’d love to, but I really have to get back.”


  “Then I’ll go wrap up the pies for you.”


  Beulah swung the go-chair around, sent it slithering up the stairs and out the door. Phil stood up quickly. He stepped over to the fireplace, opened his coat and detached a flexible, box-shaped object from the inner lining. He laid this object on the mantle, and turned one of three small knobs about its front edge to the right. The box promptly extruded a supporting leg from each of its four corners, pushed itself up from the mantle and became a miniature table. Phil glanced at the door through which Beulah had vanished, listened a moment, then took the Geest gun from the wall, laid it carefully on top of the device and twisted the second dial.


  The odd-looking gun began to sink slowly down through the surface of Phil’s instrument, like a rock disappearing in mud. Within seconds it vanished completely; then, a moment later, it began to emerge from the box’s underside. Phil let the Geest gun drop into his hand, replaced it on the wall, turned the third knob. The box withdrew its supports and sank down to the mantle. Phil clipped it back inside his coat, closed the coat, and strolled over to the center of the room to wait for Aunt Beulah to return with the pies.


  It was curious, Phil Boles reflected as his aircar moved out over the craggy, plunging coastline to the north some while later, that a few bold minds could be all that was needed to change the fate of a world. A few minds with imagination enough to see how circumstances about them might be altered.


  On his left, far below, was now the flat ribbon of the peninsula, almost at sea level, its tip widening and lifting into the broad, rocky promontory on which stood Fort Roye—the only thing on the planet bigger and of more significance than the shabby backwoods settlements. And Fort Roye was neither very big nor very significant. A Class F military base around which, over the years, a straggling town had come into existence, Fort Roye was a space-age trading post linking Roye’s population to the mighty mother planet, and a station from which the otherwise vacant and utterly unimportant 132nd Segment of the Space Territories was periodically and uneventfully patrolled. It was no more than that. Twice a month, an Earth ship settled down to the tiny port, bringing supplies, purchases, occasional groups of reassigned military and civilians—the latter suspected of being drawn as a rule from Earth’s Undesirable classification. The ship would take off some days later, with a return load of the few local products for which there was outside demand, primarily the medically valuable tupa roots; and Fort Roye lay quiet again.


  The planet was not at fault. Essentially, it had what was needed to become a thriving colony in every sense. At fault was the Geest War. The war had periods of flare-up and periods in which it seemed to be subsiding. During the past decade it had been subsiding again. One of the early flare-ups, one of the worst, and the one which brought the war closest to Earth itself, was the Gunderland Battle in which Uncle William Boles’ trophy gun had been acquired. But the war never came near Roye. The action was all in the opposite section of the giant sphere of the Space Territories, and over the years the war drew steadily farther away.


  And Earth’s vast wealth—its manpower, materials and money—was pouring into space in the direction the Geest War was moving. Worlds not a tenth as naturally attractive as Roye, worlds where the basic conditions for human life were just above the unbearable point, were settled and held, equipped with everything needed and wanted to turn them into independent giant fortresses, with a population not too dissatisfied with its lot. When Earth government didn’t count the expense, life could be made considerably better than bearable almost anywhere.


  Those were the circumstances which condemned Roye to insignificance. Not everyone minded. Phil Boles, native son, did mind. His inclinations were those of an operator, and he was not being given an adequate opportunity to exercise them. Therefore, the circumstances would have to be changed, and the precise time to make the change was at hand. Phil himself was not aware of every factor involved, but he was aware of enough of them. Back on Earth, a certain political situation was edging towards a specific point of instability. As a result, an Earth ship which was not one of the regular freighters had put down at Fort Roye some days before. Among its passengers were Commissioner Sanford of the Territorial Office, a well-known politician, and a Mr. Ronald Black, the popular and enterprising owner of Earth’s second largest news outlet system. They were on a joint fact-finding tour of the thinly scattered colonies in this remote section of the Territories, and had wound up eventually at the most remote of all—the 132nd Segment and Roye.


  That was one factor. Just visible twenty thousand feet below Phil—almost directly beneath him now as the aircar made its third leisurely crossing of the central belt of the peninsula—was another. From here it looked like an irregular brown circle against the peninsula’s nearly white ground. Lower down, it would have resembled nothing so much as the broken and half-decayed spirals of a gigantic snail shell, its base sunk deep in the ground and its shattered point rearing twelve stories above it. This structure, known popularly as “the ruins” in Fort Roye, was supposed to have been the last stronghold of a semi-intelligent race native to Roye, which might have become extinct barely a century before the Earthmen arrived. A factor associated with the ruins again was that their investigation was the passionately pursued hobby of First Lieutenant Norman Vaughn, Fort Roye’s Science Officer.


  Add to such things the reason Roye was not considered in need of a serious defensive effort by Earth’s strategists—the vast distances between it and any troubled area, and so the utter improbability that a Geest ship might come close enough to discover that here was another world as well suited for its race as for human beings. And then a final factor: the instrument attached to the lining of Phil’s coat—a very special “camera” which now carried the contact impressions made on it by Uncle William’s souvenir gun. Put ‘em all together, Phil thought cheerily, and they spelled out interesting developments on Roye in the very near future.


  He glanced at his watch again, swung the aircar about and started back inland. He passed presently high above Aunt Beulah’s tupa ranch and that of the Feeney family two miles farther up the mountain, turned gradually to the east and twenty minutes later was edging back down the ranges to the coast. Here in a wild, unfarmed region, perched at the edge of a cliff dropping nearly nine hundred feet to the swirling tide, was a small, trim cabin which was the property of a small, trim Fort Roye lady named Celia Adams. Celia had been shipped out from Earth six years before, almost certainly as an Undesirable, though only the Territorial Office and Celia herself knew about that, the Botany Bay aspect of worlds like Roye being handled with some tact by Earth.


  Phil approached the cabin only as far as was necessary to make sure that the dark-green aircar parked before it was one belonging to Major Wayne Jackson, the Administration Officer and second in command at Fort Roye—another native son and an old acquaintance. He then turned away, dropped to the woods ten miles south and made a second inconspicuous approach under cover of the trees. There might be casual observers in the area, and while his meeting with Jackson and Celia Adams today revealed nothing in itself, it would be better if no one knew about it.


  He grounded the car in the forest a few hundred yards from the Adams cabin, slung a rifle over his shoulder and set off along a game path. It was good hunting territory, and the rifle would explain his presence if he ran into somebody. When he came within view of the cabin, he discovered Celia and her visitor on the covered back patio, drinks standing before them. Jackson was in hunting clothes. Phil remained quietly back among the trees for some seconds watching the two, aware of something like a last-minute hesitancy. A number of things passed slowly through his mind.


  What they planned to do was no small matter. It was a hoax which should have far-reaching results, on a gigantic scale. And if Earth government realized it had been hoaxed, the thing could become very unpleasant. That tough-minded central bureaucracy did not ordinarily bother to obtain proof against those it suspected. The suspicion was enough. Individuals and groups whom the shadow of doubt touched found themselves shunted unobtrusively into some backwater of existence and kept there. It was supposed to be very difficult to emerge from such a position again.


  In the back of his mind, Phil had been conscious of that, but it had seemed an insignificant threat against the excitement arising from the grandiose impudence of the plan, the perhaps rather small-boyish delight at being able to put something over, profitably, on the greatest power of all. Even now it might have been only a natural wariness that brought the threat up for a final moment of reflection. He didn’t, of course, want to incur Earth government’s disapproval. But why believe that he might? On all Roye there would be only three who knew—Wayne Jackson, Celia Adams, and himself. All three would benefit, each in a different way, and all would be equally responsible for the hoax. No chance of indiscretion or belated qualms there. Their own interest ruled it out in each case.


  And from the other men now involved there was as little danger of betrayal. Their gain would be vastly greater, but they had correspondingly more to lose. They would take every step required to insure their protection, and in doing that they would necessarily take the best of care of Phil Boles.


  “How did you ever get such a thing smuggled in to Roye?” Phil asked. He’d swallowed half the drink Celia offered him at a gulp and now, a few minutes later, he was experiencing what might have been under different circumstances a comfortable glow, but which didn’t entirely erase the awareness of having committed himself at this hour to an irrevocable line of action.


  Celia stroked a fluffy lock of red-brown hair back from her forehead and glanced over at him. She had a narrow, pretty face, marred only by a suggestion of hardness about the mouth—which was a little more than ordinarily noticeable just now. Phil decided she felt something like his own tensions, for identical reasons. He was less certain about Major Wayne Jackson, a big, loose-jointed man with an easy-going smile and a pleasantly self-assured voice. The voice might be veering a trifle too far to the hearty side; but that was all.


  “I didn’t,” Celia said. “It belonged to Frank. How he got it shipped in with him—or after him—from Earth I don’t know. He never told me. When he died a couple of years ago, I took it over.”


  Phil gazed reflectively at the row of unfamiliar instruments covering half the table beside her. The “camera” which had taken an imprint of the Geest gun in Aunt Beulah’s living room went with that equipment and had become an interior section of the largest of the instruments. “What do you call it?” he asked.


  Celia looked irritated. Jackson laughed, said, “Why not tell him? Phil’s feeling like we do—this is the last chance to look everything over, make sure nobody’s slipped up, that nothing can go wrong. Right, Phil?”


  Phil nodded. “Something like that.”


  Celia chewed her lip. “All right,” she said. “It doesn’t matter, I suppose—compared with the other.” She tapped one of the instruments. “The set’s called a duplicator. This one’s around sixty years old. They’re classified as a forgery device, and it’s decidedly illegal for a private person to build one, own one, or use one.”


  “Why that?”


  “Because forgery is ordinarily all they’re good for. Frank was one of the best of the boys in that line before he found he’d been put on an outtransfer list.”


  Phil frowned. “But if it can duplicate any manufactured object—”


  “It can. At an average expense around fifty times higher than it would take to make an ordinary reproduction without it. A duplicator’s no use unless you want a reproduction that’s absolutely indistinguishable from the model.”


  “I see.” Phil was silent a moment. “After sixty years—”


  “Don’t worry, Phil,” Jackson said. “It’s in perfect working condition. We checked that on a number of samples.”


  “How do you know the copies were really indistinguishable?”


  Celia said impatiently, “Because that’s the way the thing works. When the Geest gun passed through the model plate, it was analyzed down to its last little molecule. The duplicate is now being built up from that analysis. Every fraction of every element used in the original will show up again exactly. Why do you think the stuff’s so expensive?”


  Phil grinned. “All right, I’m convinced. How do we get rid of the inscription?”


  “The gadget will handle that,” Jackson said. “Crack that edge off, treat the cracked surface to match the wear of the rest.” He smiled. “Makes an Earth forger’s life look easy, doesn’t it?”


  “It is till they hook you,” Celia said shortly. She finished her drink, set it on the table, added, “We’ve a few questions, too, Phil.”


  “The original gun,” Jackson said. “Mind you, there’s no slightest reason to expect an investigation. But after this starts rolling, our necks will be out just a little until we’ve got rid of that particular bit of incriminating evidence.”


  Phil pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Nobody but Beulah ever looks at Uncle William’s collection of oddities. Most of it’s complete trash. And probably only she and you and I know there’s a Geest gun among the things—William’s cronies all passed away before he did. But if the gun disappeared now, Beulah would miss it. And that—since Earth government’s made it illegal to possess Geest artifacts—might create attention.”


  Jackson fingered his chin thoughtfully, said, “Of course, there’s always a way to make sure Beulah didn’t kick up a fuss.”


  Phil hesitated. “Dr. Fitzsimmons gives Beulah another three months at the most,” he said. “If she can stay out of the hospital for even the next eight weeks, he’ll consider it some kind of miracle. That should be early enough to take care of the gun.”


  “It should be,” Jackson said. “However, if there does happen to be an investigation before that time—”


  Phil looked at him, said evenly, “We’d do whatever was necessary. It wouldn’t be very agreeable, but my neck’s out just as far as yours.”


  Celia laughed. “That’s the reason we can all feel pretty safe,” she observed. “Every last one of us is completely selfish—and there’s no more dependable kind of person than that.”


  Jackson flushed a little, glanced at Phil, smiled. Phil shrugged. Major Wayne Jackson, native son, Fort Roye’s second in command, was scheduled for the number one spot and a string of promotions via the transfer of the current commander, Colonel Thayer. Their Earthside associates would arrange for that as soon as the decision to turn Fort Roye into a Class A military base was reached. Phil himself could get by with the guaranteed retention of the CLU presidency, and a membership moving up year by year to the half million mark and beyond—he could get by very, very comfortably, in fact. While Celia Adams would develop a discreetly firm hold on every upcoming minor racket, facilitated by iron-clad protection and an enforced lack of all competitors.


  “We’re all thinking of Roye’s future, Celia,” Phil said amiably, “each in his own way. And the future looks pretty bright. In fact, the only possible stumbling block I can still see is right here on Roye, and it’s Honest Silas Thayer. If our colonel covers up the Geest gun find tomorrow—”


  Jackson grinned, shook his head. “Leave that to me, my boy—and to our very distinguished visitors from Earth. Commissioner Sanford has arranged to be in Thayer’s company on Territorial Office business all day tomorrow. Science Officer Vaughn is dizzy with delight because Ronald Black and most of the newsgathering troop will inspect his diggings in the ruins in the morning, with the promise of giving his theories about the vanished natives of Roye a nice spread on Earth. Black will happen to ask me to accompany the party. Between Black and Sanford—and myself—Colonel Silas Thayer won’t have a chance to suppress the discovery of a Geest gun on Roye until the military has had a chance to look into it fully. And the only one he can possibly blame for that will be Science Officer Norm Vaughn—for whom, I’ll admit, I feel just a little bit sorry!”


  First Lieutenant Norman Vaughn was an intense and frustrated young man whose unusually thick contact lenses and wide mouth gave him some resemblance to a melancholy frog. He suspected, correctly, that a good Science Officer would not have been transferred from Earth to Roye which was a planet deficient in scientific problems of any magnitude, and where requisitions for research purposes were infrequently and grudgingly granted.


  The great spiraled ruin on the peninsula of Fort Roye had been Vaughn’s one solace. Several similar deserted structures were known to be on the planet, but this was by far in the best condition and no doubt the most recently built. To him, if to no one else, it became clear that the construction had been carried out with conscious plan and purpose, and he gradually amassed great piles of notes to back up his theory that the vanished builders were of near-human intelligence. Unfortunately, their bodies appeared to have lacked hard and durable parts, since nothing that could be construed as their remains was found; and what Lieutenant Vaughn regarded as undeniable artifacts, on the level of very early Man’s work, looked to others like chance shards and lumps of the tough, shell-like material of which the ruins were composed.


  Therefore, while Vaughn was—as Jackson had pointed out—really dizzy with delight when Ronald Black, that giant of Earth’s news media, first indicated an interest in the ruins and his theories about them, this feeling soon became mixed with acute anxiety. For such a chance surely would not come again if the visitors remained unconvinced by what he showed them, and what—actually—did he have to show? In the morning, when the party set out, Vaughn was in a noticeably nervous frame of mind.


  Two hours later, he burst into the anteroom of the base commander’s office in Fort Roye, where the warrant on duty almost failed to recognize him. Lieutenant Vaughn’s eyes glittered through their thick lenses; his face was red and he was grinning from ear to ear. He pounded past the startled warrant, pulled open the door to the inner office where Colonel Thayer sat with the visiting Territorial Commissioner, and plunged inside.


  “Sir,” the warrant heard him quaver breathlessly, “I have the proof—the undeniable proof! They were intelligent beings. They did not die of disease. They were exterminated in war! They were . . . but see for yourself!” There was a thud as he dropped something on the polished table top between the commissioner and Colonel Thayer. “That was dug up just now—among their own artifacts!”


  Silas Thayer was on his feet, sucking in his breath for the blast that would hurl his blundering Science Officer back out of the office. What halted him was an odd, choked exclamation from Commissioner Sanford. The colonel’s gaze flicked over to the visitor, then followed Sanford’s stare to the object on the table.


  For an instant, Colonel Thayer froze.


  Vaughn was bubbling on. “And, sir, I . . .”


  “Shut up!” Thayer snapped. He continued immediately, “You say this was found in the diggings in the ruins?”


  “Yes, sir—just now! It’s . . .”


  Lieutenant Vaughn checked himself under the colonel’s stare, some dawning comprehension of the enormous irregularities he’d committed showing in his flushed face. He licked his lips uncertainly.


  “You will excuse me for a moment, sir,” Thayer said to Commissioner Sanford. He picked the Geest gun up gingerly by its unmistakably curved shaft, took it over to the office safe, laid it inside and relocked the safe. He then left the office.


  In an adjoining room, Thayer rapped out Major Wayne Jackson’s code number on a communicator. He heard a faint click as Jackson’s wrist speaker switched on, and said quickly, “Wayne, are you in a position to speak?”


  “I am at the moment,” Jackson’s voice replied cautiously.


  Colonel Thayer said, “Norm Vaughn just crashed in here with something he claims was found in the diggings. Sanford saw it, and obviously recognized it. We might be able to keep him quiet. But now some questions. Was that item actually dug up just now?”


  “Apparently it was,” Jackson said. “I didn’t see it happen—I was talking to Black at the moment. But there are over a dozen witnesses who claim they did see it happen, including five or six of the news agency men.”


  “And they knew what it was?”


  “Enough of them did.”


  Thayer cursed softly. “No chance that one of them pitched the thing into the diggings for an Earthside sensation?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Jackson said. “It was lying in the sifter after most of the sand and dust had been blown away.”


  “Why didn’t you call me at once?”


  “I’ve been holding down something like a mutiny here, Silas. Vaughn got away before I could stop him, but I grounded the other aircars till you could decide what to do. Our visitors don’t like that. Neither do they like the fact that I’ve put a guard over the section where the find was made, and haven’t let them talk to Norm’s work crew.


  “Ronald Black and his staff have been fairly reasonable, but there’s been considerable mention of military highhandedness made by the others. This is the first moment I’ve been free.”


  “You did the right thing,” Thayer said, “but I doubt it will help much now. Can you get hold of Ronald Black?”


  “Yes, he’s over there . . .”


  “Colonel Thayer?” another voice inquired pleasantly a few seconds later.


  “Mr. Black,” the colonel said carefully, “what occurred in the diggings a short while ago may turn out to be a matter of great importance.”


  “That’s quite obvious, sir.”


  “And that being the case,” the colonel went on, “do you believe it would be possible to obtain a gentleman’s agreement from all witnesses to make no mention of this apparent discovery until the information is released through the proper channels? I’m asking for your opinion.”


  “Colonel Thayer,” Ronald Black’s voice said, still pleasantly, “my opinion is that the only way you could keep the matter quiet is to arrest every civilian present, including myself, and hold us incommunicado. You have your duty, and we have ours. Ours does not include withholding information from the public which may signal the greatest shift in the conduct of the Geest War in the past two decades.”


  “I understand,” Thayer said. He was silent for some seconds, and perhaps he, too, was gazing during that time at a Fort Roye of the future—a Class A military base under his command, with Earth’s great war vessels lined up along the length of the peninsula.


  “Mr. Black,” he said, “please be so good as to give your colleagues this word from me. I shall make the most thorough possible investigation of what has occurred and forward a prompt report, along with any material evidence obtained, to my superiors on Earth. None of you will receive any other statement from me or from anyone under my command. An attempt to obtain such a statement will, in fact, result in the arrest of the person or persons involved. Is that clear?”


  “Quite clear, Colonel Thayer,” Ronald Black said softly. “And entirely satisfactory.”


  “We have known for the past eight weeks,” the man named Cranehart said, “that this was not what it appears to be . . . that is, a section of a Geest weapon.”


  He shoved the object in question across the desk towards Commissioner Sanford and Ronald Black. Neither of the two attempted to pick it up; they glanced at it, then returned their eyes attentively to Cranehart’s face.


  “It is, of course, an excellent copy,” Cranehart went on, “produced with a professional forger’s equipment. As I imagine you’re aware, that should have made it impossible to distinguish from the original weapon. However . . . there’s no real harm in telling you this now . . . Geest technology has taken somewhat different turns than our own. In their weapons they employ traces of certain elements which we are only beginning to learn to maintain in stable form. That is a matter your government has kept from public knowledge because we don’t wish the Geests to learn from human prisoners how much information we are gaining from them.


  “The instrument which made this copy naturally did not have such elements at its disposal. So it employed their lower homologues and in that manner successfully produced an almost identical model. In fact, the only significant difference is that such a gun, if it had been a complete model, could not possibly have been fired.” He smiled briefly. “But that, I think you will agree, is a significant difference! We knew as soon as the so-called Geest gun was examined that it could only have been made by human beings.”


  “Then,” Commissioner Sanford said soberly, “its apparent discovery on Roye during our visit was a deliberate hoax—”


  Cranehart nodded. “Of course.”


  Ronald Black said, “I fail to see why you’ve kept this quiet. You needn’t have given away any secrets. Meanwhile the wave of public criticism at the government’s seeming hesitancy to take action on the discovery—that is, to rush protection to the threatened Territorial Segments—has reached almost alarming proportions. You could have stopped it before it began two months ago with a single announcement.”


  “Well, yes,” Cranehart said. “There were other considerations. Incidentally, Mr. Black, we are not unappreciative of the fact that the news media under your own control exercised a generous restraint in the matter.”


  “For which,” Black said dryly, “I am now very thankful.”


  “As for the others,” Cranehart went on, “the government has survived periods of criticism before. That is not important. The important thing is that the Geest War has been with us for more than a human life span now . . . and it becomes difficult for many to bear in mind that until its conclusion no acts that might reduce our ability to prosecute it can be tolerated.”


  Ronald Black said slowly, “So you’ve been delaying the announcement until you could find out who was responsible for the hoax.”


  “We were interested,” Cranehart said, “only in the important men—the dangerous men. We don’t care much who else is guilty of what. This, you see, is a matter of expediency, not of justice.” He looked for a moment at the politely questioning, somewhat puzzled faces across the desk, went on, “When you leave this room, each of you will be conducted to an office where you will be given certain papers to sign. That is the first step.”


  There was silence for some seconds. Ronald Black took a cigarette from a platinum case, tapped it gently on the desk, put it to his mouth and lit it. Cranehart went on, “It would have been impossible to unravel this particular conspiracy if the forgery had been immediately exposed. At that time, no one had taken any obvious action. Then, within a few days—with the discovery apparently confirmed by our silence—normal maneuverings in industry and finance were observed to be under way. If a major shift in war policy was pending, if one or more key bases were to be established in Territorial Segments previously considered beyond the range of Geest reconnaissance and therefore secure from attack, this would be to somebody’s benefit on Earth.”


  “Isn’t it always?” Black murmured.


  “Of course. It’s a normal procedure, ordinarily of no concern to government. It can be predicted with considerable accuracy to what group or groups the ultimate advantage in such a situation will go. But in these past weeks, it became apparent that somebody else was winning out . . . somebody who could have won out only on the basis of careful and extensive preparation for this very situation.


  “That was abnormal, and it was the appearance of an abnormal pattern for which we had been waiting. We find there are seven men involved. These men will be deprived of the advantage they have gained.”


  Ronald Black shook his head, said, “You’re making a mistake, Cranehart. I’m signing no papers.”


  “Nor I,” Sanford said thickly.


  Cranehart rubbed the side of his nose with a fingertip, said meditatively, “You won’t be forced to. Not directly.” He nodded at the window. “On the landing flange out there is an aircar. It is possible that this aircar will be found wrecked in the mountains some four hundred miles north of here early tomorrow morning. Naturally, we have a satisfactory story prepared to cover such an eventuality.”


  Sanford whitened slowly. He said, “So you’d resort to murder!”


  Cranehart was silent for a few seconds. “Mr. Sanford,” he said then, “you, as a member of the Territorial Office, know very well that the Geest War has consumed over four hundred million human lives to date. That is the circumstance which obliges your government to insist on your co-operation. I advise you to give it.”


  “But you have no proof! You have nothing but surmises—”


  “Consider this,” Cranehart said. “A conspiracy of the type I have described constitutes a capital offense under present conditions. Are you certain that you would prefer us to continue to look for proof?”


  Ronald Black said in a harsh voice, “And what would the outcome be if we did choose to co-operate?”


  “Well, we can’t afford to leave men of your type in a position of influence, Mr. Black,” Cranehart said amiably. “And you understand, I’m sure, that it would be entirely too difficult to keep you under proper surveillance on Earth—”


  Celia Adams said from outside the cabin door, “I think it is them, Phil. Both cars have started to circle.”


  Phil Boles came to the door behind her and looked up. It was early evening—Roye’s sun just down, and a few stars out. The sky above the sea was still light. After a moment, he made out the two aircars moving in a wide, slow arc far overhead. He glanced at his watch.


  “Twenty minutes late,” he remarked. “But it couldn’t be anyone else. And if they hadn’t all come along, they wouldn’t have needed two cars.” He hesitated. “We can’t tell how they’re going to take this, Celia, but they may have decided already that they could make out better without us.” He nodded towards the edge of the cliff. “Short way over there, and a long drop to the water! So don’t let them surprise you.”


  She said coldly, “I won’t. And I’ve used guns before this.”


  “Wouldn’t doubt it.” Phil reached back behind the door, picked up a flarelight standing beside a heavy machine rifle, and came outside. He pointed the light at the cars and touched the flash button briefly three times. After a moment, there were two answering flashes from the leading car.


  “So Wayne Jackson’s in the front car,” Phil said. “Now let’s see what they do.” He returned the light to its place behind the door and came out again, standing about twelve feet to one side of Celia. The aircars vanished inland, came back at treetop level a few minutes later. One settled down quietly between the cabin and the edge of the cliff, the other following but dropping to the ground a hundred yards away, where it stopped. Phil glanced over at Celia, said softly, “Watch that one!” She nodded almost imperceptibly, right hand buried in her jacket pocket.


  The near door of the car before them opened. Major Wayne Jackson, hatless and in hunting clothes, climbed out, staring at them. He said, “Anyone else here?”


  “Just Celia and myself,” Phil said.


  Jackson turned, spoke into the car and two men, similarly dressed, came out behind him. Phil recognized Ronald Black and Sanford. The three started over to the cabin, stopped a dozen feet away.


  Jackson said sardonically, “Our five other previous Earthside partners are in the second car. In spite of your insistence to meet the whole group, they don’t want you and Celia to see their faces. They don’t wish to be identifiable.” He touched his coat lapel. “They’ll hear what we’re saying over this communicator and they could talk to you, but won’t unless they feel it’s necessary. You’ll have to take my word for it that we’re all present.”


  “That’s good enough,” Phil said.


  “All right,” Jackson went on, “now what did you mean by forcing us to take this chance? Let me make it plain. Colonel Thayer hasn’t been accused of collaborating in the Roye gun hoax, but he got a black eye out of the affair just the same. And don’t forget that a planet with colonial status is technically under martial law, which includes the civilians. If Silas Thayer can get his hands on the guilty persons, the situation will become a lot more unpleasant than it already is.”


  Phil addressed Ronald Black, “Then how about you two? When you showed up here again on a transfer list, Thayer must have guessed why.”


  Black shook his head. “Both of us exercised the privilege of changing our names just prior to the outtransfer. He doesn’t know we’re on Roye. We don’t intend to let him find out.”


  Phil asked, “Did you make any arrangements to get out of Roye again?”


  “Before leaving Earth?” Black showed his teeth in a humorless smile. “Boles, you have no idea of how abruptly and completely the government men cut us off from our every resource! We were given no opportunity to draw up plans to escape from exile, believe me.”


  Phil glanced over at Celia. “In that case,” he said, a little thickly, “we’d better see if we can’t draw some up together immediately.”


  Jackson asked, staring, “What are you talking about, Phil? Don’t think for a moment Silas Thayer isn’t doing what he can to find out who put that trick over on him. I’m not at all sure he doesn’t suspect me. And if he can tie it to us, it’s our neck. If you have some crazy idea of getting off the planet now, let me tell you that for the next few years we can’t risk making a single move! If we stay quiet, we’re safe. We—”


  “I don’t think we’d be safe,” Phil said.


  On his right, Celia Adams added sharply, “The gentleman in the other car who’s just started to lower that window had better raise it again! If he’s got good eyesight, he’ll see I have a gun pointed at him. Yes, that’s much better! Go on, Phil.”


  “Have you both gone out of your minds?” Jackson demanded.


  “No,” Celia said. She laughed with a sudden shakiness in her tone, added, “Though I don’t know why we haven’t! We’ve thought of the possibility that the rest of you might feel it would be better if Phil and I weren’t around any more, Wayne.”


  “That’s nonsense!” Jackson said.


  “Maybe. Anyway, don’t try it. You wouldn’t be doing yourselves a favor even if it worked. Better listen now.”


  “Listen to what?” Jackson demanded exasperatedly. “I’m telling you it will be all right, if we just don’t make any mistakes. The only real pieces of evidence were your duplicator and the original gun. Since we’re rid of those—”


  “We’re not rid of the gun, Wayne,” Phil said. “I still have it. I haven’t dared get rid of it.”


  “You . . . what do you mean?”


  “I was with Beulah in the Fort Roye hospital when she died,” Phil said. He added to Ronald Black, “That was two days after the ship brought the seven of you in.”


  Black nodded, his eyes alert. “Major Jackson informed me.”


  “She was very weak, of course, but quite lucid,” Phil went on. “She talked a good deal—reminiscing, and in a rather happy vein. She finally mentioned the Geest gun, and how Uncle William used to keep us boys . . . Wayne and me . . . spell-bound with stories about the Gunderland Battle, and how he’d picked the gun up there.”


  Jackson began, “And what does—”


  “He didn’t get the gun there,” Phil said. “Beulah said Uncle William came in from Earth with the first shipment of settlers and was never off Roye again in his life.”


  “He . . . then—”


  Phil said, “Don’t you get it? He found the gun right here on Roye. Beulah thought it was awfully funny. William was an old fool, she said, but the best liar she’d ever known. He came in with the thing one day after he’d been traipsing around the back country, and said it looked ‘sort of’ like pictures of Geest guns he’d seen, and that he was going to put the inscription on it and have some fun now and then.” Phil took a deep breath. “Uncle William found it lying in a pile of ashes where someone had made camp a few days before. He figured it would have been a planetary speedster some rich sportsmen from Earth had brought in for a taste of outworld hunting on Roye, and that one of them had dumped the broken oddball gun into the fire to get rid of it.


  “That was thirty-six years ago. Beulah remembered it happened a year before I was born.”


  There was silence for some seconds. Then Ronald Black said evenly, “And what do you conclude, Boles?”


  Phil looked at him. “I’d conclude that Norm Vaughn was right about there having been some fairly intelligent creatures here once. The Geests ran into them and exterminated them as they usually do. That might have been a couple of centuries back. Then, thirty-six years ago, one of their scouts slipped in here without being spotted, found human beings on the planet, looked around a little and left again.”


  He took the Geest gun from his pocket, hefted it in his hand. “We have the evidence here,” he said. “We had it all the time and didn’t know it.”


  Ronald Black said dryly, “We may have the evidence. But we have no slightest proof at all now that that’s what it is.”


  “I know it,” Phil said. “Now Beulah’s gone . . . well, we couldn’t even prove that William Boles never left the planet, for that matter. There weren’t any records to speak of being kept in the early days.” He was silent a moment. “Supposing,” he said, “we went ahead anyway. We hand the gun in, with the story I just told you—”


  Jackson made a harsh, laughing sound. “That would hang us fast, Phil!”


  “And nothing else?”


  “Nothing else,” Black said with finality. “Why should anyone believe the story now? There are a hundred more likely ways in which a Geest gun could have got to Roye. The gun is tangible evidence of the hoax, but that’s all.”


  Phil asked, “Does anybody . . . including the cautious gentlemen in the car over there . . . disagree with that?”


  There was silence again. Phil shrugged, turned towards the cliff edge, drew his arm back and hurled the Geest gun far up and out above the sea. Still without speaking, the others turned their heads to watch it fall towards the water, then looked back at him.


  “I didn’t think very much of that possibility myself,” Phil said unsteadily. “But one of you might have. All right—we know the Geests know we’re here. But we won’t be able to convince anyone else of it. And, these last few years, the war seems to have been slowing down again. In the past, that’s always meant the Geests were preparing a big new surprise operation.


  “So the other thing now—the business of getting off Roye. It can’t be done unless some of you have made prior arrangements for it Earthside. If it had been possible in any other way, I’d have been out of this place ten years ago.”


  Ronald Black said carefully, “Very unfortunately, Boles, no such arrangements have been made.”


  “Then there it is,” Phil said. “I suppose you see now why I thought this group should get together. The ten masterminds! Well, we’ve hoaxed ourselves into a massive jam. Now let’s find out if there’s any possible way—any possibility at all!—of getting out of it again.”


  A voice spoke tinnily from Jackson’s lapel communicator. “Major Jackson?”


  “Yes?” Jackson said.


  “Please persuade Miss Adams that it is no longer necessary to point her gun at this car. In view of the stated emergency, we feel we had better come out now—and join the conference.”


  FROM THE RECORDS OF THE TERRITORIAL OFFICE, 2345 A.D.


  . . . It is generally acknowledged that the Campaign of the 132nd Segment marked the turning point of the Geest War. Following the retransfer of Colonel Silas Thayer to Earth, the inspired leadership of Major Wayne Jackson and his indefatigable and exceptionally able assistants, notably CLU President Boles, transformed the technically unfortified and thinly settled key world of Roye within twelve years into a virtual death trap for any invading force. Almost half of the Geest fleet which eventually arrived there was destroyed in the first week subsequent to the landing, and few of the remaining ships were sufficiently undamaged to be able to lift again. The enemy relief fleet, comprising an estimated forty per cent of the surviving Geest space power, was intercepted in the 134th Segment by the combined Earth forces under Admiral McKenna’s command and virtually annihilated.


  In the following two years . . .


  THESE ARE THE ARTS


  The name of James H. Schmitz is new to this Magazine, but not to the field, for it has appeared in science fiction and fantasy magazines since the days of the old and great UNKNOWN, olav ha-sholem. We hope it will appear here often from now on. The brief biography on the jacket of his novel, A TALE OF TWO CLOCKS, (Torquil Press, /62), says that he “was born in Hamburg, Germany, in 1911, of American parents. Aside from several trips to the United States, he lived in Germany until 1938, returning to America with the outbreak of World War II. He flew with an Army Air Corps group in the Southern Pacific Theater during the war . . . and now lives with his ivife in Inglewood, California.” Mr. Schmitz is also the author of a collection of SF stories, AGENT OF VEGA (Gnome, /60), and an engineer by profession. Ilis present occupation is writing, his principal interest, “learning to write more proficiently . . . if I didn’t have anything else to do, the thing I’d like most would be to take a month for fishing, boating, swimming, sunning and snooping around marine or lake life generally, in pleasant company and with an ample supply of iced Schlitz beer in the locker.” He sounds like a Nice Man, and we hope he makes it. We trust that his preference in brands of beer has nothing to do with the subject of his story, Subliminal Perception, an attribute most of us were unaware of until a few years ago; when we learned that it could be manipulated by TV and motion pictures flashing an image or a phrase on and off the screen so rapidly as to be unobserved by the supraliminal, or concious, mind. This devilish device has not been much heard of lately, one hopes it is unused. If not, his story could come true without the need of—but we are getting ahead of things.


  “Now the Seven Deadly Arts are: Music, Literature, Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, Dancing, Acting. The Mercy of God has luckily purified these once pagan inventions, and transformed them into saving instruments of grace. Yet it behooves us to examine with the utmost diligence the possible sources of evil latent in each and every one of these arts. Then we shall consider some of the special forms of sin that may develop from them. St. Chrysostom warned the faithful . . .


  —the preacher, in Huneker’s “Visionaries”


  HUGH GROVER WAS SITTING IN the TV room of an old but spacious and luxuriously equipped bomb shelter located in a forested section of the rambling Grover estate. The shelter had been constructed by Hugh’s grandfather sixty years earlier and, while never actually used as a place of refuge, had been kept in good condition by various members of the Grover family, who retained a strong touch of foresight and prudence in their habits even through the easygoing early decades of the Twenty-first Century. The entrance to the shelter was camouflaged, and only the Grover household and their intimates were informed of its existence and whereabouts.


  Hugh, now a man of forty and the last living member of the family, looked very thoughtful and puzzled as he switched off the TV set and audiophil attachment and closed up a bull-roarer recording he had placed on the table beside him. He pushed away the tall mirror he had set up so he could watch the screen without looking at it directly, and climbed out of his chair. He had intended mirror and recording to be precautionary devices, but they had turned out to be superfluous. He had seen and heard nothing of the Galcom Craze.


  It was possible that the World Government—wonder of wonders!—had heeded his warnings, or perhaps somebody else’s, and banned the stuff completely. In the past few hours, Hugh had dialed every major station on earth. From none of them had the improbably beautiful face of a Galcom Teacher looked out at him; no Galcom symbol appeared suddenly in the screen. Nor had the audiophil programs produced any of those curious little crossripples of sound which were not openly connected with Galcom, but which Hugh had considered to be definitely one of its devices.


  The absence of these items in itself was, of course, all to the good. But it seemed odd that, in addition, there hadn’t been the slightest mention of Galcom during the hours Hugh listened and watched. He was the reverse of a TV addict, but he felt it improbable that what had started as the biggest TV Craze of recent years could simply have dropped from the public’s interest again during the two weeks he was living in the bomb shelter. It seemed much more likely that the lack of reference to it was due to an official taboo.


  He had predicted that the embittered settlers of Mars Territory would carry out a space attack on Earth after first softening up the population through the Galcom Craze. Did this deliberate lack of mention of the Craze suggest that certain elements of the danger still existed? Hugh Grover could think of no other reason for it.


  He frowned, his finger moving towards a button to summon his secretary, Andy Britton, who shared the shelter with him and was at present asleep in another section. Then he checked himself. Andy made a good listener when Hugh felt like airing his thoughts, but it might be better to ponder this curious situation by himself first.


  It had been through Andy Britton that Hugh first learned of the Galcom Craze. They had come in by Atlantic rocket from the Jura Mountains that evening with a box of newly uncovered Bronze Age artifacts to add to Hugh’s private museum. The Grover residence was on the fringes of the little village of Antoinette, three miles upriver from the bomb shelter, in the direction of the sizable town of South Valley. Hugh unpacked while Andy drove into Antoinette to buy dinner supplies. He came back laughing.


  “A new advertising craze has started up,” he said. “This one might interest you, Hugh!”


  “Why should it?” Hugh asked.


  “Symbols,” Andy told him. “Primitive meditation brought up to date on TV! Practically every big station seems to be involved. They have overlapping Symbol Hours around the clock. You can’t guess who’s doing all this, so I’ll tell you. It’s the first representatives of the Galactic Community to reach the Solar System. How about that?”


  Hugh grunted and asked him what he thought he was talking about. Galcom, it appeared, was short for Galactic Community. The representatives were inhumanly beautiful women or inhumanly handsome men. They were referred to as The Teachers. Their mission was to facilitate the adoption of Earth into the Community by instructing its inhabitants in a New Method of Thought and Communication, which would enable them to exchange ideas with other Galcom entities, and also one another, with the greatest of ease and speed. The New Method could be acquired by devoting a little study daily to the Galcom Symbols being presented on purchased TV time.


  It was, of course, a promotion hoax of some sort. After the World Supreme Court established circa 1990 that publicly to question the truthfulness of statements made through an advertising medium was to act in restriction of trade, and hence illegal, the way had been open for the staging of truly colossal attention-getting tricks. Throughout his life, Hugh Grover had been vaguely aware of a constant succession of TV Crazes of varying magnitude. When he thought of them at all, he concluded that in the comfortable world-wide suburbanity of the period people grew increasingly hungry for sensations of even the most idiotic variety. And since no corner of Earth was without its quota of TV sets, a really big Craze could command virtually universal attention. As a rule, they built up for a month or two, while the more sophisticated speculated on who was behind it this time and what actually was to be promoted, and the less sophisticated—time after time, apparently—took the gag at face value and very seriously. Andy reported that the smart money had begun to settle on Mars Territory as the Galcom sponsor within the first week and that the Craze was expected to resolve itself eventually as a renewed bid for Unlimited Free Water from Earth for the Territory.


  “They seem to have hooked an unusual percentage of Believers this time,” Andy said—Believers being, of course, the people who again had bought the gag. He had run into live or six persons in Antoinette who assured him with some excitement that the Galactic Community really existed, that this Craze was no Craze at all but a perfectly sincere and earnest attempt to help Earth raise itself to Galcom’s lofty standards. Two of Andy’s informants by now had achieved moments of direct mental communication with a Galcom Teacher, an experience described as enthralling and spiritually satisfying.


  Hugh felt mildly disgusted as he not infrequently was with the ways of society in which he found himself. But since the study of symbolism and its use by primitive societies was in fact one of his most intensively cultivated hobbies, he was curious enough to turn on the TV set after dinner.


  Immediately, he found himself face to face with one of the Galcom Teachers.


  This one was female, and there could be no disputing the flawless and—figuratively, at least—the unearthly quality of her loveliness. Women irritated Hugh Grover as a rule, and he tended to avoid their company; but the Teacher’s impact was not lost on him. He had been staring at her for almost twenty seconds before he discovered that the melodious voice was repeating some of the things Andy had told him. The arts the station’s viewers were being taught here, she said, were not designed to make them worthy of membership in the Galactic Community, as some appeared to have assumed. No—they were worthy indeed, and the intention was only to dissolve the barriers of linguistic difference, to do away with the awkwardness of spoken words which led so often and easily to misunderstandings. Words were not necessary when mind could speak to mind. And now, if tire viewers would give their relaxed attention to the Galcom symbols they would be shown, they would find their minds begin to open out gently and softly . . . like beautiful flowers . . .


  In spite of this sweetly fluted lunacy, Hugh did not turn off the TV. He was still starting in fascination at the exquisite creature in the screen when she suddenly faded from view and he was looking instead at a Galcom symbol.


  In almost the same instant, the screen went blank.


  It took Hugh some seconds to realize that he himself had shut off the set. He was not in the least tempted to turn it on again. He had been badly startled. At the moment the symbol appeared, there had been a distinct sensation as if something were tugging at his thoughts . . . and then something else inside him went tight, closed up; and the sensation ended.


  Once before, he’d had a very similar experience. A psychiatrist had attempted to hypnotize him; and while Hugh, consciously, had been completely willing to let it happen, the attempt ended in absolute failure. At that time, too, there had been, as Hugh floated along mentally, his attention only half on the medical man’s words, a sudden awareness of shutting off their effect and remaining closed to it, of having become impenetrable now and secure. And there was nothing that Hugh—consciously again—could do about it. He could not be hypnotized.


  And what could that mean here? Brief as his glimpse of the Galcom symbol had been, he could recall it distinctly—a pale-blue, glowing, rather intricate design of markings which reminded Hugh of nothing so much as some of the ideographic characters used in the written Chinese language of past centuries. In itself, there was nothing sinister or alarming about its appearance. But Hugh could remember very vividly the feeling of something pulling at his thoughts . . .


  Hugh Grover continued to sit before the dead set for a while, becoming increasingly disturbed. At last, he got up and put a call through to the home of an acquaintance in the East who was an advertising executive.


  The acquaintance confirmed Andy Britton’s report on the Galcom Craze. It was a big thing, a very big thing. After only a few days, it was beginning to edge into the top popularity spot. In his opinion, it was likely to develop into the most successful TV spectacular of the past twenty years. Yes, Mars Territory definitely was backing it. The acquaintance couldn’t yet see just how the Territory planned to tie in its perennial demand for Earth water, but that certainly would turn out to be the angle. Hugh presumably had become interested in the program because of its use of symbols? One heard that there appeared to be a very deft adaptation of neo-Jungian techniques involved. What was Hugh’s opinion?


  Hugh replied cautiously that he hadn’t yet seen a Galcom program, but that it seemed possible. What effect did the symbols produce on the viewers?


  “They’re euphoric,” the acquaintance said. It was difficult to be more specific because of wide variations in individual response. It was a really remarkable approach, a unique accomplishment. Yes, he understood there’d been negative reactions but in such an insignificant number that they could not affect the progress of the Craze in any way . . . Oh, perhaps point five per cent. There were always cranks and alarmists who objected to genuine innovations in the programs.


  After Hugh hung up, he did some more intensive thinking. He was now thoroughly concerned, but there were reasons to be cautious about any action he took. Officially, he could be fitted very well into his acquaintance’s classification of cranks and alarmists. He was known to be a wealthy eccentric—wealthy enough to get away with a degree of eccentricity which a man of moderate means could hardly have afforded. He was an amateur scientist. Even his friends regarded his preoccupation with things of the past, things of the mind, as somewhat morbid. And there had been a period ten years before, after an ill-fated attempt at marriage, when he suffered a quite serious nervous breakdown and required extensive psychiatric treatment.


  He had developed a considerable degree of self-awareness over the years. He knew that his interests and studies reflected his mental organization . . . an organization in which conscious and unconscious processes which in most men were kept much more neatly distinct tended to merge to an uncomfortable degree. He knew also that he had, in consequence, developed defensive reactions which the ordinary person simply did not have, and ordinarily had no need for. He could not be hypnotized. Drugs which were supposed to reduce resistance to hypnosis merely raised his own level. And he could not be affected by the Galcom symbols. But neither of those things would be true for the vast majority of Earth’s population.


  He had made a careful study of the connections between specific sensory impressions and mental effects. Form, color, motion—these things held unique meanings for the unconscious mind and aroused responses of which the conscious man might not be in the least aware.


  His mind had produced an instantaneous, violent reaction to his first glimpse of a Galcom symbol. It had sealed itself away from something it regarded as a very dangerous threat.


  What would the same impression be doing to the mind of the average man, which had never needed to learn such stringent measures of defense?


  In Hugh Grover’s opinion, it could plunge the possessor of that mind . . . after not too many encounters . . . into a state of psychotic helplessness.


  And who would be interested in doing such a thing to the people of Earth?


  Precisely Mars Territory, of course . . .


  He had been on Mars some years before. Except for World Government officials, whose duties held them there, not many Earth citizens visited the Territory. It held no attractions for tourists. Hugh Grover’s interest was drawn by reports that excavations had begun again in some of the ruins of the aboriginal Martian culture scattered sparsely about the Territory. Earlier archeological efforts had produced insignificant results; the ruins were over a quarter of a million years old and usually buried, and there was no evidence that the native race had advanced beyond the level of walled villages before it died out. But Hugh decided he would like to visit some of the new digs in person.


  It had been a frustrating experience which gave him a very different picture of the Territorial settlers and in particular of their ruling group than he had obtained on Earth. They were a hard, sullen breed of men, rulers of a barren empire with the potential of a great industrial development—a development still stalled by Earth’s refusal to supply Mars Territory with the required amounts of water. Hugh thought he understood the reason for that. Martian technology, spurred by necessity, was at least on a par with Earth’s. Given unlimited water it would forge ahead. And once it was sufficiently ahead, complacent suburban Earth would be virtually at the mercy of a society which had learned again to fight and work relentlessly for what it wanted. It was hardly surprising that the World Government was reluctant to go to enormous expense to help bring such a situation about.


  But it made Earth’s citizens very unpopular on Mars. Hugh’s attempts to obtain permission to visit the ruins of the prehistoric culture continued to run into unaccountable difficulties and delays, and the local Earth officials at last advised him quietly to give the matter up. If he did succeed in getting into the Territorial backlands, they could not be responsible for his safety there.


  At the time, Hugh had thought he was confronting simple malice. But there was another explanation. If an aboriginal symbol science had existed on Mars in the distant past, Territorial scientists might have been studying its principles in order to learn how to adapt them to produce effects on the human mind. In other words, the tools of the Galcom Craze were being prepared . . . and, naturally, an Earthman would not have been a welcome visitor. It was quite likely, Hugh decided, that he wouldn’t have got alive out of Mars Territory again if he had been too persistent in his efforts.


  One could conclude further that Mars Territory was now at war with Earth.


  The Galcom symbols would . . . in the opinion of the Territorials, at least . . . determine the issue. The derangement of the mental structure of the great majority of Earth’s population could be far advanced before any outer evidence of general psychosis appeared. Then the Territorial space attack would be launched.


  Mars Territory, Hugh thought, was making a mistake. Earth’s material advantages should still be too great for them and in the end Earth should win out. But for the private citizens who retained their sanity, the interim period would be extremely unpleasant and dangerous.


  Partway through his reflections, he had pressed the audiophil button on the TV set without giving the action much consideration, and the familiar muted flows of classical music were accompanying his thoughts. Now, suddenly, he sat bolt upright. There had been a subtle intrusion in the music, an odd, quick, light, up-and-down rippling, like the crossing of two threads of sound, which was not a proper part of the piece to which he was listening.


  Almost with that thought came an internal reaction very similar to what Hugh experienced at his glimpse of the Galcom symbol . . . a sense of something pulling, tugging gently at his mind, a dreamlike distortion; then the quick, solid block of mental resistance which shut the feeling off. Hugh reached out hastily and turned off the audiophil.


  So they were not limited to visual channels in their attack on Earth’s minds! Men like himself who ignored TV presentations could still be approached along other routes . . .


  That decided him. This was no speculation but quite real, quite serious personal danger. He realized now that he had been getting sleepy for the past few minutes—and he could not be sure he had not heard that curious cross-ripple of sound several times before it penetrated into his awareness. When the attack was insidious enough, his subconscious watchdogs might be much less dependable than he had believed.


  The important thing then was to look out for himself. Hugh was aware that he had no overwhelming or all-inclusive fondness for his fellow men; on the whole, they were there, and he could tolerate them. A few, like Andy Britton, he rather liked, when they weren’t being irritating. Nevertheless, his decision now to take Andy to the old Grover bomb shelter with him was due primarily to the fact that Andy was a very capable young man whose assistance during the possibly trying period ahead might be invaluable.


  As for the others, he would try to warn them in time to avert or modify the approaching disaster; hut it would have to be done in a manner which could not affect his own safety. Though Mars Territory looked like the responsible agent for what was happening, it must have allies on Earth in positions where they could deal with interference . . . and with those who interfered. Hugh spent an hour outlining his conclusions about the Galcom Craze in every detail. He then made approximately fifty copies of the message and addressed them to various members of the government, to news agencies, and to a number of important people whose background indicated that they might give serious thought to such a warning. He was careful to mention nothing that could serve to identify him and left the messages unsigned. Andy Britton was dispatched to South Valley to drop them into the mailing system there. After the secretary returned, Hugh told him what he believed was occurring and what his plans were.


  Andy kept his face carefully expressionless, but it was plain what his own theory was—old Hugh had cracked up at last. However, he had a highly paid job, and if Hugh wanted them to sit out the next few weeks in a bomb shelter, that would clearly be all right with Andy Britton. Before dawn, all preparations had been made. They closed up the town house in Antoinette again, and installed themselves unobtrusively in the forest shelter down the river.


  The next two weeks passed . . . to all appearances . . . uneventfully. Andy Britton dutifully avoided the shelter’s TV room, and he and Hugh took turns observing the air traffic above the river and the road gliders passing along the highway from the shelter lookout panel. There were no signs of disturbance of any kind. Andy, an active individual by nature, began to show some degree of restiveness but made no attempts to argue Hugh out of his ideas.


  Hugh saw no reason to rush matters. For the time being, he had secured himself from the Galcom attack, both as to possible personal effects and the dangers that could arise from a demented populace. His warning might or might not be heeded. Others might see the threat and take steps to end it. Whatever was to occur, he had withdrawn to a position where he could wait events out with the greatest degree of safety.


  He began to give his attention to methods whereby he could . . . without exposing himself . . . regain a more complete contact with the outer world than simple observation from the shelter provided. Out of this came eventually the arrangement in the TV room with the mirror and the bull-roarer recording. The Galcom symbols, judging from the sample he had seen, were asymmetrical designs. If the specific visual image produced by them brought about some effect on the mind, the effect should be nullified by a reversal of the image. Hence the mirror through which he could observe the TV screen without looking directly at it. He was cancelling out the Gorgon’s head. The bull-roarer recording was to smother Galcom’s audible form of attack, the drowsiness-producing cross-ripplings of light sound. The switch which started the recording would be in Hugh’s left hand whenever he turned on the set, his thumb pressed down on its release. At any loss of alertness, he would let go automatically. The election of a bull-roarer with its own ritual implications hadn’t been necessary for this purpose; but the notion pleased Hugh and—the subconscious being the suggestible and superstitious entity it was—a little deliberate countermagic should strengthen the effect of sheer noise.


  In spite of these supporting devices, Hugh had intended to proceed very prudently with his investigation. He couldn’t be sure they would actually give him more protection than his own resources could provide. He hadn’t forgotten the disconcerting feeling of having been caught off guard by a barely perceptible sound pattern, and there might, after all, be more Galcom tricks than the two he had encountered. The lack of anything in the least abnormal then in the TV programs he scanned through was rather disconcering in itself. Something, obviously, had happened—must have happened. The Galcom program hadn’t vanished without cause.


  The appearance of it was that Galcom had been banned from the networks by World Government edict. The entire business of symbol trickery and its effects might have been turned over meanwhile to some scientific group for orderly investigation. Mars Territory could have been put under an embargo. And it was conceivable that Territorial raiders were known or suspected to be in space; and that while the Earth fleets hunted for them, the whole affair was being toned down deliberately in the networks to avoid a panic. There was, after all, no effective way of protecting the population from space attack except by stopping a raider before he got too close.


  The appearance of it then was a little mystifying, but not necessarily alarming. It concurred with the undisturbed look of the countryside traffic outside the shelter.


  But those reflections did not at all change Hugh’s feeling about the situation. The feeling told him with increasing clarity that there was some hidden menace in the lack of mention about Galcom. That the silence covered a uniting trap. And that specifically he . . . Hugh Grover . . . was being threatened.


  He could acknowledge that, theoretically, that presented the picture of a paranoid personality. But the hunch was too strong to be ignored. He didn’t intend to ignore it. He could lose nothing . . . except for strengthening Andy’s notions about his loss of mental competence, which was hardly important . . . by acting on the assumption that the hunch was correct. If it was correct, if there was a trap waiting outside, the trap could be sprung. Not by him, but by Andy Britton.


  Hugh rubbed his chin thoughtfully. There was another place in the northern Andes which could be turned into at least as secure a hide-out as Grandfather Grover’s bomb shelter. In some respects—the nearest neighbors would be many miles away—it should be a more dependable one. He could get there overnight with one of the pair of jet rigs hanging in the shelter storeroom. For the sake of obtaining definite information, which would either confirm or disprove his suspicions, he could, therefore, risk losing the bomb shelter.


  And he could—though he hoped nothing would happen to Andy—risk losing Andy.


  Andy Britton was in the kitchen section, having breakfast. He looked up rather blearily when Hugh came in. His red hair was still uncombed and he had obviously just come awake.


  “Mind coming along to the TV room a moment?” Hugh asked. “I’ve found something but I’m not quite sure what it means.”


  “What have you found?”


  “I’d sooner let you see for yourself.”


  In the TV room, Andy looked at the mirror and recording with controlled distaste, asked, “Want me to use those?”


  “It can’t do any harm,” Hugh said. “Here—I’ll hold the switch for the bull-roarer myself. Now go ahead.”


  Andy studied his face quizzically, then turned on the TV set and clicked in a station at random. He watched the screen through the mirror, looked over at Hugh again.


  “Try another one,” Hugh suggested.


  Ten minutes later, Andy, face very thoughtful, switched off the set, asked, “Same thing, everywhere?”


  “I’ve been going down through the list these last three hours,” Hugh said. “I don’t believe I missed a station of any significance. I didn’t hear a word about the Galcom Craze. Odd, isn’t it?”


  Andy agreed it was very odd indeed.


  “What do you make of it?” Hugh asked.


  Andy’s lips quirked. “Isn’t it obvious? Everyone in the world . . . except you and I, of course . . . has learned by now how to communicate with the alien races of the Galactic Community. Last Monday, the Solar System was elevated to full membership. Why keep the thing going after that?” He pondered a moment, added, “I owe you an apology, of course, Hugh.”


  “Why?”


  “I thought you were tottering, and I guess I showed it. Now it looks as if you were right. Something stopped the Craze in midswing. And only our good old paternal World Government could have done it.”


  “The Craze couldn’t have simply run itself out . . . naturally?”


  Andy shook his head. “I followed a lot of them when I was still young and foolish. That Galcom deal was good for another six weeks. It didn’t run out naturally. It was stopped. And unless there was something mighty wrong about those symbols—just like you said—it wouldn’t have been stopped.” He grinned suddenly, his face lightening. “Know something? When we walk out of here now—when they find out who it was that shot off those warning messages all over the world two weeks ago—I’ll be a hero’s secretary!”


  Hugh hesitated, said, “I’m not so sure about that, Andy.”


  “Huh?” The grin faded from Andy’s face, was replaced by a cautious “Now what?” expression. He asked, “What do you mean, Hugh?” Hugh said, “I don’t want to seem unduly apprehensive.” He indicated the TV screen. “But what we saw there does suggest something like a conspiracy to me.”


  “A conspiracy?”


  “Exactly. I told you I was sitting here for three hours checking through the various stations. Why in all that time did no one even mention the late Galcom Craze?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Andy said with a trace of exasperation. “But the obvious way to find out is to get out of here and start asking questions. We can’t spend the rest of our lives lurking in a bomb shelter, Hugh.”


  Hugh smiled. “I don’t intend to, believe me. But I do think we should be a little careful about asking questions.” He considered, went on, “As a first step, let’s wheel out the flitter and look things over from the air for a while.”


  Andy said with strained patience, “That isn’t going to tell us what happened to the Galcom Craze. Now suppose I put the midget road glider in the back of the flitter and . . .”


  “Why not?” Hugh looked at his watch. “It’ll be getting dark in a few hours. If it seems safe to let you do a little reconnoitering on foot around South Valley, that would be the time to start out.”


  Shortly after sunset, Hugh brought the flitter down to a quiet stretch of the road leading from Antoinette to South Valley. Andy swung the glider out of the Hitter’s rear compartment, straightened it, and climbed into the saddle. He grinned at Hugh, said, “I’ll be careful . . . don’t worry! See you at die bomb shelter early in the morning.”


  Hugh nodded. “I’ll wait for you inside.”


  He watched die road glider disappear around the bend towards South Valley, and took the flitter up again. From the air, nothing out of the ordinary appeared to have occurred, or to be occurring, in the South Valley district. In Antoinette and the other towns and villages over which they had passed, people plainly were going about their everyday activities with no suggestion of an emergency or of disturbances. But Hugh did not intend to change any part of his plans. His instincts still smelled a trap.


  By nightfall, he had locked each section of the bomb shelter individually, then left it, locking the camouflaged entrance behind him. Carrying one of the jet rigs and a knapsack of camping equipment, and with a heavy automatic pistol fastened to his belt, he moved uphill through the trees surrounding the shelter until he reached a point some three hundred yards away from where he could watch both the approaches from the river road half a mile below and the air above the forest. Here he took out a pair of powerful night glasses, laid his other equipment beside a tree, and settled down to wait.


  If Andy showed up unaccompanied in the morning, he would be there to receive him and find out what had happened during the past two weeks. But if Andy did not come alone, or if the shelter was approached by others in the interval, Hugh would vanish quietly among the big trees behind him. Once over the crest of the hill, he would be in the thick timber of a government preserve. He was an expert outdoorsman and felt no concern about his ability to remain out of sight there. Before the next morning, the jet rig would have carried him to his new retreat while any searchers would still be engaged in attempting to open the last locked sections of the bomb shelter where he was supposed to be.


  Any searchers . . . Hugh admitted to himself that he could find no rational answer to the question of who should be searching for him or what their purpose might be.


  His hunch didn’t tell him that. What it told him was to stay ready to run if he wanted to survive.


  He intended to do just that.


  Andy Britton appeared riding the road glider along the route from Antoinette around nine in the morning. Hugh watched him approach through the glasses. Nothing had happened during the night. Near morning, when he began to feel traces of drowsiness, he had taken wake-up pills and come alert again.


  The glider could not be used in the rough natural terrain of the estate grounds. Hugh saw Andy bring it to a stop near the edge of the estate, push it out of sight among some bushes and start up towards the shelter. They had agreed that he should come on foot, rather than have Hugh bring the flitter down to the road to pick him up. Hugh remained where he was, continuing to scan the sky, the road in both directions and the woods below him as Andy came climbing higher, disappearing for minutes at a time among the trees, then emerging into open ground again.


  There was no one with him, following him, or watching him from the air. Hugh stood up finally, settled knapsack and jet rig over his shoulders, and started downhill towards the shelter, still careful to remain out of sight himself.


  He was standing concealed among the bushes above the shelter entrance when Andy appeared directly below him.


  “Up here, Andy!” Hugh said.


  Andy stopped in his tracks, stood peering about, as if in bewilderment.


  Hugh repeated, “Up here. Right above you . . . see me? That’s right. Now come on up.”


  Watching the secretary scramble awkwardly through the shrubbery towards him, Hugh felt a sharp thrill of renewed apprehension, for Andy was stumbling like a man who was either drunk or on the very edge of exhaustion. Then, as he came closer, Hugh could see that his face was pale and drawn. A dazed face, Hugh told himself . . . a shocked face. Caution!


  He said sharply, the sense of danger pounding through him, “That’s close enough to talk! Stop there.”


  Andy stopped obediently twelve feet away, stood staring at Hugh, then at the knapsack and jet rig Hugh had let slide to die ground, and at the pistol belted to Hugh’s side. A look of growing comprehension came into his face.


  “Yes,” Hugh said coldly, “I’m ready to move out if necessary. Is it?”


  Andy seemed to be struggling for words. Then he said, his voice thick and harsh, “I don’t think that will do any good, Hugh. You were wrong, you know.”


  “About what?”


  “Mars Territory. They weren’t behind the Galcom Craze . . .” His voice faltered.


  “Go ahead. Then who was behind it?”


  “Hugh, don’t you see? The Galcom Teachers were aliens. They took over Mars Territory two months ago, before they ever showed up on Earth.”


  Staring at Andy’s sweating, anguished face, Hugh felt a dryness come into his throat. He asked, “Are you trying to tell me there is such a thing as die Galactic Community—that those Teachers were its missionaries, just as they claimed to be?”


  Andy shook his head. “No. It’s worse than that. It’s a lot worse than that. You were right about the symbols. They were doing things to people’s minds through them. But it wasn’t to teach us how to communicate with others. It’s almost the other way around.”


  “The other . . . try to make sense, Andy!”


  “I’m trying to. Those Teachers are the servants or slaves of another race. They were sent here because they can be made to look and sound like humans. The others are telepaths and the way they handle their servants is by telepathic orders. They’re in control of whole planets, whole races. They couldn’t ordinarily have got control of Earth because there were hardly any human beings with enough telepathic sensitivity to receive their orders and respond to them. So that’s what was to be done through the Galcom Craze and the symbols . . . soften us up mentally to the point where we could understand the master race’s orders.”


  “And it succeeded?”


  “Of course, it succeeded. They’re already here. They arrived on Earth almost a week ago.”


  “Then why . . .”


  “Why does everything look so peaceful?” Andy asked bitterly. “Why shouldn’t it? When they give a human an order, the human obeys. He can’t help it. They don’t want our economy to break down. They don’t want panics and anarchy. This is a valuable planet and their property. Everybody’s been told to keep on with their regular activities, just as if nothing had happened. So that’s exactly what they do.


  “But they can tell you what’s happened if you start asking them questions. Oh, Lord, can they tell you about it!” Andy’s face wrinkled up and tears ran down his cheeks. “They’ve started taking people away in their ships now. Our surplus population, they say. Nobody knows what happens to . . .”


  Hugh said, shocked, “But they couldn’t have got control of everybody. Not so easily! Not so fast!”


  “No, not everybody. There were the people like ourselves who just hadn’t watched the programs. And what they call ‘immunes’—anyone who doesn’t react to a telepathic command and won’t respond to conditioning. What’s the difference? There weren’t enough of either. The immunes are being rounded up and killed. The others get the treatment.”


  Take Andy or leave him? Andy could still be very useful . . .


  “Andy,” he said, “we’ll have to act quickly. If we stay here until they get everything organized, we won’t be able to move without being spotted. Here are the shelter keys . . . catch them! That’s right. Now get in there and get out your jet rig. We’ll lock up the shelter and leave at once.”


  Andy nodded. “And then, Hugh?”


  “There’s another place I know of. Down south, up in the mountains. Nobody else around for miles . . . we’ll be safe there a long time. It’s stocked up for years.” Hugh bent for knapsack and rig, added, “After we get there, we’ll see. It’s quite probable that I’m an immune myself. We may locate others. I . . .”


  There was a sudden noise behind him. Hugh turned sharply. Andy stood four feet away, the small gun in his hand pointing straight at Hugh’s head.


  “You are an immune, Hugh,” he said, chokingly, “But I’m not—I’m not!”


  The tears poured down his face as be pulled the trigger.


  THE WINDS OF TIME


  He contracted for a charter trip—but the man who hired his spacer wasn’t quite a man, it turned out—and he wanted more than service!


  Gefty Rammer came along the narrow passages between the Silver Queen’s control compartment and the staterooms, trying to exchange the haggard look on his face for one of competent self-assurance. There was nothing to gain by letting his two passengers suspect that during the past few minutes their pilot, the owner of Rammer Spacelines, had been a bare step away from plain and fancy gibbering.


  He opened the door to Mr. Maulbow’s stateroom and went inside. Mr. Maulbow, face very pale, eyes closed, lay on his back on the couch, still unconscious. He’d been knocked out when some unknown forces suddenly started batting the Silver Queen’s turnip-shape around as the Queen had never been batted before in her eighteen years of spacefaring. Kerim Ruse, Maulbow’s secretary, knelt beside her employer, checking his pulse. She looked anxiously up at Gefty.


  “What did you find out?” she asked in a voice that was not very steady.


  Gefty shrugged. “Nothing definite as yet. The ship hasn’t been damaged—she’s a tough tub. That’s one good point. Otherwise . . . well, I climbed into a suit and took a look out the escape hatch. And I saw the same thing there that the screens show. Whatever that is.”


  “You’ve no idea then of what’s happened to us, or where we are?” Miss Ruse persisted. She was a rather small girl with large, beautiful gray eyes and thick blue-black hair. At the moment, she was barefoot and in a sleeping outfit which consisted of something soft wrapped around her top, soft and floppy trousers below. The black hair was tousled and she looked around fifteen. She’d been asleep in her stateroom when something smacked the Queen, and she was sensible enough then not to climb out of the bunk’s safety field until the ship finally stopped shuddering and bucking about. That made her the only one of the three persons aboard who had collected no bruises. She was scared, of course, but taking the situation very well.


  Gefty said carefully, “There’re a number of possibilities. It’s obvious that the Queen has been knocked out of normspace, and it may take some time to find out how to get her back there. But the main thing is that the ship’s intact. So far, it doesn’t look too bad.”


  Miss Ruse seemed somewhat reassured. Gefty could hardly have said the same for himself. He was a qualified normspace and subspace pilot. He had put in a hitch with the Federation Navy, and for the past eight years he’d been ferrying his own two ships about the Hub and not infrequently beyond the Federation’s space territories, but he had never heard of a situation like this. What he saw in the viewscreens when the ship steadied enough to let him pick himself off the instrument room floor, and again, a few minutes later and with much more immediacy, from the escape hatch, made no sense—seemed simply to have no meaning. The pressure meters said there was a vacuum outside the Queen’s skin. That vacuum was dark, even pitch-black but here and there came momentary suggestions of vague light and color. Occasional pinpricks of brightness showed and were gone. And there had been one startling phenomenon like a distant, giant explosion, a sudden pallid glare in the dark, which appeared far ahead of the Queen and, for the instant it remained in sight, seemed to be rushing directly towards them. It had given Gefty the feeling that the ship itself was plowing at high speed through this eerie medium. But he had cut the Queen’s drives to the merest idling pulse as soon as he staggered back to the control console and got his first look at the screens, so it must have been the light that had moved.


  But such details were best not discussed with a passenger. Kerim Ruse would be arriving at enough disquieting speculations on her own; the less he told her, the better. There was the matter of the ship’s location instruments. The only set Gefty had been able to obtain any reading on were the direction indicators. And what they appeared to indicate was that the Silver Queen was turning on a new heading something like twenty times a second.


  Gefty asked, “Has Mr. Maulbow shown any signs of waking up?”


  Kerim shook her head. “His breathing and pulse seem all right, and that bump on his head doesn’t look really bad, but he hasn’t moved at all. Can you think of anything else we might do for him, Gefty?”


  “Not at the moment,” Gefty said. “He hasn’t broken any bones. We’ll see how he feels when he comes out of it.” He was wondering about Mr. Maulbow and the fact that this charter had showed some unusual features from the beginning.


  Kerim was a friendly sort of girl; they’d got to calling each other by their first names within a day or two after the trip started. But after that, she seemed to be avoiding him; and Gefty guessed that Maulbow had spoken to her, probably to make sure that Kerim didn’t let any of her employer’s secrets slip out.


  Maulbow himself was as aloof and taciturn a client as Rammer Spacelines ever had picked up. A lean, blond character of indeterminate age, with pale eyes, hard mouth. Why he had selected a bulky semifreighter like the Queen for a mineralogical survey jaunt to a lifeless little sun system far beyond the outposts of civilization was a point he didn’t discuss. Gefty, needing the charter money, had restrained his curiosity. If Maulbow wanted only a pilot and preferred to do all the rest of the work himself, that was certainly Maulbow’s affair. And if he happened to be up to something illegal—though it was difficult to imagine what—Customs would nail him when they got back to the Hub.


  But those facts looked a little different now.


  Gefty scratched his chin, inquired, “Do you happen to know where Mr. Maulbow keeps the keys to the storage vault?”


  Kerim looked startled. “Why, no! I couldn’t permit you to take the keys anyway while he . . . while he’s unconscious! You know that.”


  Gefty grunted. “Any idea of what he has locked up in the vault?”


  “You shouldn’t ask me—” Her eyes widened. “Why, that couldn’t possibly have anything to do with what’s happened!”


  He might, Gefty thought, have reassured her a little too much. He said, “I wouldn’t know. But I don’t want to just sit here and wonder about it until Maulbow wakes up. Until we’re back in normspace, we’d better not miss any bets. Because one thing’s sure—if this has happened to anybody else, they didn’t turn up again to report it. You see?”


  Kerim apparently did. She went pale, then said hesitantly, “Well . . . the sealed cases Mr. Maulbow brought out from the Hub with him had some very expensive instruments in them. That’s all I know. He’s always trusted me not to pry into his business any more than my secretarial duties required, and of course I haven’t.”


  “You don’t know then what it was he brought up from that moon a few hours ago—those two big cases he stowed away in the vault?”


  “No, I don’t, Gefty. You see, he hasn’t told me what the purpose of this trip is. I only know that it’s a matter of great importance to him.” Kerim paused, added, “From the careful manner Mr. Maulbow handled the cases with the cranes, I had the impression that whatever was inside them must be quite heavy.”


  “I noticed that,” Gefty said. It wasn’t much help. “Well, I’ll tell you something now,” he went on. “I let your boss keep both sets of keys to the storage vault because he insisted on it when he signed the charter. What I didn’t tell him was that I could make up a duplicate set any time in around half an hour.”


  “Oh! Have you—?”


  “Not yet. But I intend to take a look at what Mr. Maulbow’s got in that vault now, with or without his consent. You’d better run along and get dressed while I take him up to the instrument room.”


  “Why move him?” Kerim asked.


  “The instrument room’s got an overall safety field. I’ve turned it on now, and if something starts banging us around again, the room will be the safest place on the ship. I’ll bring his personal luggage up too, and you can start looking through it for the keys. You may find them before I get a new set made. Or he may wake up and tell us where they are.”


  Kerim Ruse gave her employer a dubious glance, then nodded, said, “I imagine you’re right, Gefty,” and pattered hurriedly out of the stateroom. A few minutes later, she arrived, fully dressed, in the instrument room. Gefty looked around from the table-shelf where he had laid out his tools, and said, “He hasn’t stirred. His suitcases are over there. I’ve unlocked them.”


  Kerim gazed at what showed in the screens about the control console and shivered slightly. She said, “I was thinking, Gefty . . . isn’t there something they call Space Three?”


  “Sure. Pseudospace. But that isn’t where we are. There’re some special-built Navy tubs that can operate in that stuff if they don’t stay too long. A ship like the Queen . . . well, you and I and everything else in here would be frozen solid by now if we’d got sucked somehow into Space Three.”


  “I see,” Kerim said uncomfortably. Gefty heard her move over to the suitcases. After a moment, she asked, “What do the vault keys look like?”


  “You can’t miss them if he’s just thrown them in there. They’re over six inches long. What kind of a guy is this Maulbow? A scientist?”


  “I couldn’t say, Gefty. He’s never referred to himself as a scientist. I’ve had this job a year and a half. Mr. Maulbow is a very considerate employer . . . one of the nicest men I’ve known, really. But it was simply understood that I should ask no questions about the business beyond what I actually needed to know for my work.”


  “What’s the business called?”


  “Maulbow Engineering.”


  “Big help,” Gefty observed, somewhat sourly. “Those instruments he brought along . . . he build those himself?”


  “No, but I think he designed some of them—probably most of them. The companies he had doing the actual work appeared to have a terrible time getting everything exactly the way Mr. Maulbow wanted it—There’s nothing that looks like a set of keys in those first two suitcases, Gefty.”


  “Well,” Gefty said, “if you don’t find them in the others, you might start thumping around to see if he’s got secret compartments in his luggage somewhere.”


  “I do wish,” Kerim Ruse said uneasily, “that Mr. Maulbow would regain consciousness. It seems so . . . so underhanded to be doing these things behind his back!”


  Gefty grunted noncommittally. He wasn’t at all certain by now that he wanted his secretive client to wake up before he’d checked on the contents of the Queen’s storage vault.


  Fifteen minutes later, Gefty Rammer was climbing down to the storage deck in the Queen’s broad stern, the newly fashioned set of vault keys clanking heavily in his coat pocket. Kerim had remained with her employer who was getting back his color but still hadn’t opened his eyes. She hadn’t found the original keys. Gefty wasn’t sure she’d tried too hard, though she seemed to realize the seriousness of the situation now. But her loyalty to Mr. Maulbow could make no further difference, and she probably felt more comfortable for it.


  Lights went on automatically in the wide passage leading from the cargo lock to the vault as Gefty turned into it. His steps echoed between the steel bulkheads on either side. He paused a moment before the big circular vault doors, listening to the purr of the Queen’s idling engines in the next compartment. The familiar sound was somehow reassuring. He inserted the first key, turned it over twice, drew it out again and pressed one of the buttons in the control panel beside the door. The heavy slab of steel moved sideways with a soft, hissing sound, vanished into the wall. Gefty slid the other key into the lock of the inner door. A few seconds later, the vault entrance lay open before him.


  He stood still again, wrinkling his nose. The area ahead was only dimly illuminated—the shaking-up the Queen had undergone had disturbed the lighting system here. And what was that odor? Rather sharp, unpleasant; it might have been spilled ammonia. Gefty stepped through the door into the wide, short entrance passage beyond it, turned to the right and peered about in the semidarkness of the vault.


  Two great steel cases—the ones Maulbow had taken down to an airless moon surface, loaded up with something and brought back to the Queen—were jammed awkwardly into a corner, in a manner which suggested they’d slid into it when the ship was being knocked around. One of them was open and appeared to be empty. Gefty wasn’t sure of the other. In the dimness beside them lay the loose coils of some very thick, dark cable—And standing near the center of the floor was a thing that at once riveted his attention on it completely. He sucked his breath in softly, feeling chilled.


  He realized he hadn’t really believed his own hunch. But, of course, if it hadn’t been an unheard-of outside force that plucked the Queen out of normspace and threw her into this elsewhere, then it must be something Maulbow had put on board. And that something had to be a machine of some kind—


  It was.


  About it he could make out a thin gleaming of wires—a jury-rigged safety field. Within the flimsy-looking protective cage was a double bank of instruments, some of them alive with the flicker and glow of lights. Those must be the very expensive and difficult-to-build items Maulbow had brought out from the Hub. Beside them stood the machine, squat and ponderous. In the vague light, it looked misshaped and discolored. A piece of equipment that had taken a bad beating of some kind. But it was functioning. As he stared, intermittent bursts of clicking noises rose from it, like the staccato of irregular gunfire.


  For a moment, questions raced in disorder through his mind. What was it? Why had it been on that moon? Part of another ship, wrecked now . . . a ship that had been at home here? Was it some sort of drive?


  Maulbow must know. He’d known enough to design the instruments required to bring the battered monster back to life. On the other hand, he had not foreseen in all detail what could happen once the thing was in operation, because the Queen’s sudden buck-jumping act had surprised him and knocked him out.


  The first step, in any event, was to get Maulbow awake now. To tamper with a device like this, before learning as much as one could about it, would be lunatic foolhardiness. It looked like too good a bet that the next serious mistake made by anybody would finish them all—


  Perhaps it was only because Gefty’s nerves were on edge that he grew aware at that point in his reflections of two minor signals from his senses. One was that the smell of ammonia, which he had almost stopped noticing, was becoming appreciably stronger. The other was the faintest of sounds—a whispering suggestion of motion somewhere behind him. But here in the storage vault nothing should have moved, and Gefty’s muscles were tensing as his head came around. Almost in the same instant, he flung himself wildly to one side, stumbling and regaining his balance as something big and dark slapped heavily down on the floor at the point where he had stood. Then he was darting up through the entrance passage, turning, and knocking down the lock switches on the outside door panel.


  It came flowing around the corner of the passage behind him as the vault doors began to slide together. He was aware mainly of swift, smooth, oiling motion like that of a big snake; then, for a fraction of a second, a strip of brighter light from the outside passage showed a long, heavy wedge of a head, a green metal-glint of staring eyes.


  The doors closed silently into their frames and locked. The thing was inside. But it was almost a minute then before Gefty could control his shaking legs enough to start moving back towards the main deck. In the half-dark of the vault, it had looked like a big coiled cable lying next to the packing cases. Like Maulbow, it might have been battered around and knocked out during the recent disturbance; and when it recovered, it had found Gefty in the vault with it. But it might also have been awake all the while, waiting cunningly until Gefty’s attention seemed fixed elsewhere before launching its attack. It was big enough to have flattened him and smashed every bone in his body if the stroke had landed.


  Some kind of guard animal—a snakelike watchdog? What other connection could it have with the mystery machine? Perhaps Maulbow had intended to leave it confined in one of the cases, and it had broken loose—


  Too many questions by now, Gefty thought. But Maulbow had the answers..


  He was hurrying up the main deck’s central passage when Maulbow’s voice addressed him sharply from a door he’d just passed.


  “Stop right there, Rammer! Don’t dare to move! I—”


  The voice ended on a note of surprise. Gefty’s reaction had not been too rational, but it was prompt. Maulbow’s tone and phrasing implied he was armed. Gefty wasn’t, but he kept a gun in the instrument room for emergencies. He’d been through a whole series of unnerving experiences, winding up with being shagged out of his storage vault by something that stank of ammonia and looked like a giant snake. To have one of the Queen’s passengers order him to stand where he was topped it off. Every other consideration was swept aside by a great urge to get his hands on his gun.


  He glanced back, saw Maulbow coming out of the half-opened door, something like a twenty-inch, thin, white rod in one hand. Then Gefty went bounding on along the passage, hunched forward and zigzagging from wall to wall to give Maulbow—if the thing he held was a weapon and he actually intended to use it—as small and erratic a target as possible. Maulbow shouted angrily behind him. Then, as Gefty came up to the next cross-passage, a line of white fire seared through the air across his shoulders and smashed off the passage wall.


  With that, he was around the corner, and boiling mad. He had no great liking for gunfire, but it didn’t shake him like the silently attacking beast in the dark storage had done. He reached the deserted instrument room not many seconds later, had his gun out and cocked, and was faced back towards the passage by which he had entered. Maulbow, if he had pursued without hesitation, should be arriving by now. But the passage stayed quiet. Gefty couldn’t see into it from where he stood. He waited, trying to steady his breathing, wondering where Kerim Ruse was and what had got into Maulbow. After a moment, without taking his eyes from the passage entrance, he reached into the wall closet from which he had taken the gun and fished out another souvenir of his active service days, a thin-bladed knife in a slip-sheath. Gefty worked the fastenings of the sheath over his left wrist and up his forearm under his coat, tested the release to make sure it was functioning, and shook his coat sleeve back into place.


  The passage was still quiet. Gefty moved softly over to one of the chairs, took a small cushion from it and pitched it out in front of the entrance.


  There was a hiss. The cushion turned in midair into a puff of bright white fire. Gefty aimed his gun high at the far passage wall just beyond the entrance and pulled the trigger. It was a projectile gun. He heard the slug screech off the slick plastic bulkhead and go slamming down the passage. Somebody out there made a startled, incoherent noise. But not the kind of a noise a man makes when he’s just been hit.


  “If you come in here armed,” Gefty called, “I’ll blow your head off. Want to stop this nonsense now?”


  There was a moment’s silence. Then Maulbow’s voice replied shakily from the passage. He seemed to be standing about twenty feet back from the room.


  “If you’ll end your thoughtless attempts at interference, Rammer,” he said, “there will be no trouble.” He was speaking with the restraint of a man who is in a state of cold fury. “You’re endangering us all. You must realize that you have no understanding of what you are doing.”


  Well, the last could be true enough. “We’ll talk about it,” Gefty said without friendliness. “I haven’t done anything yet, but I’m not just handing the ship over to you. And what have you done with Miss Ruse?”


  Maulbow hesitated again. “She’s in the map room,” he said then. “I . . . it was necessary to restrict her movements for a while. But you might as well let her out now. We must reach an agreement without loss of time.”


  Gefty glanced over his shoulder at the small closed door of the map room. There was no lock on the door, and he had heard no sound from inside; this might be some trick. But it wouldn’t take long to find out. He backed up to the wall, pushed the door open and looked inside.


  Kerim was there, sitting on a chair in one corner of the tiny room. The reason she hadn’t made any noise became clear. She and the chair were covered by a rather closely fitting sack of transparent, glistening fabric. She stared out through it despairingly at Gefty, her lips moving urgently. But no sound came from the sack.


  Gefty called angrily, “Maulbow—”


  “Don’t excite yourself, Rammer.” There was a suggestion of what might be contempt in Maulbow’s tone now. “The girl hasn’t been harmed. She can breathe easily through the restrainer. And you can remove it by pulling at the material from outside.”


  Gefty’s mouth tightened. “I’ll keep my gun on the passage while I do it—”


  Maulbow didn’t answer. Gefty edged back into the map room, tentatively grasped the transparent stuff above Kerim’s shoulder. To his surprise, it parted like wet tissue. He pulled sharply, and in a moment Kerim came peeling herself out of it, her face tear-stained, working desperately with hands, elbows and shoulders.


  “Gefty,” she gasped, “he . . . Mr. Maulbow—”


  “He’s out in the passage there,” Gefty said. “He can hear you.” His glance shifted for an instant to the wall where a second of the shroudlike transparencies was hanging. And who could that have been intended for, he thought, but Gefty Rammer? He added, “We’ve had a little trouble.”


  “Oh!” She looked out of the room towards the passage, then at the gun in Gefty’s hand, then up at his face.


  “Maulbow,” Gefty went on, speaking distinctly enough to make sure Maulbow heard, “has a gun, too. He’ll stay there in the passage and we’ll stay in the instrument room until we agree on what should be done. He’s responsible for what’s happened and seems to know where we are.”


  He looked at Kerim’s frightened eyes, dropped his voice to a whisper. “Don’t let this worry you too much. I haven’t found out just what he’s up to, but so far his tricks have pretty much backfired. He was counting on taking us both by surprise, for one thing. That didn’t work, so now he’d like us to co-operate.”


  “Are you going to?”


  Gefty shrugged. “Depends on what he has in mind. I’m just interested in getting us out of this alive. Let’s hear what Maulbow has to say—”.


  Some minutes later Gefty was trying to decide whether it was taking a worse risk to believe what Maulbow said than to keep things stalled on the chance that he was lying.


  Kerim Ruse, perched stiffly erect on the edge of a chair, eyes big and round, face almost colorless, apparently believed Maulbow and was wishing she didn’t. There was, of course, some supporting evidence . . . primarily the improbable appearance of their surroundings. The pencil-thin fire-spouter and the sleazy-looking “restrainer” had a sufficiently unfamiliar air to go with Maulbow’s story; but as far as Gefty knew, either of them could have been manufactured in the Hub.


  Then there was the janandra—the big, snakish thing in the storage which Maulbow had brought back up from the moon along with the battered machine. It had been, he said, his shipboard companion on another voyage. It wasn’t ordinarily aggressive—Gefty’s sudden appearance in the vault must have startled it into making an attack. It was not exactly a pet. There was a psychological relationship between it and Maulbow which Maulbow would not attempt to explain because Gefty and Kerim would be unable to grasp its significance. The janandra was essential, in this unexplained manner, to his well-being.


  That item was almost curious enough to seem to substantiate his other statements; but it didn’t really prove anything. The only point Gefty didn’t question in the least was that they were in a bad spot which might be getting worse rapidly. His gaze shifted back to the screens. What he saw out there, surrounding the ship, was, according to Maulbow, an illusion of space created by the time flow in which they were moving.


  Also according to Maulbow, there was a race of the future, human in appearance, with machines to sail the current of time through the universe—to run and tack with the winds of time, dipping in and out of the normspace of distant periods and galaxies as they chose. Maulbow, one of the explorers, had met disaster a million light-years from the home of his kind, centuries behind them, his vehicle wrecked on an airless moon with damaged control unit and shattered instruments. He had made his way to a human civilization to obtain the equipment he needed, and returned at last with the Silver Queen to where the time-sailer lay buried.


  Gefty’s lip curled. No, he wasn’t buying all that just yet—but if Maulbow was not lying, then the unseen stars were racing past, the mass of the galaxy beginning to slide by, eventually to be lost forever beyond a black distance no space drive could span. The matter simply had to be settled quickly. But Maulbow was also strained and impatient, and if his impatience could be increased a little more, he might start telling the things that really mattered, the things Gefty had to know. Gefty asked slowly, as if hesitant to commit himself, “Why did you bring us along?”


  The voice from the passage snapped, “Because my resources were nearly exhausted, Rammer! I couldn’t obtain a new ship. Therefore I chartered yours; and you came with it. As for Miss Ruse—in spite of every precaution, my activities may have aroused suspicion and curiosity among your people. When I disappeared, Miss Ruse might have been questioned. I couldn’t risk being followed to the wreck of the sailer, so I took her with me. And what does that mean against what I have offered you? The greatest adventure—followed, I give you my solemn word, by a safe return to your own place and time, and the most generous compensations for any inconvenience you may have suffered!”


  Kerim, looking up at Gefty, shook her head violently. Gefty said, “We find it difficult to take you on trust now, Maulbow. Why do you want to get into the instrument room?”


  Maulbow was silent for some seconds. Then he said, “As I told you, this ship would not have been buffeted about during the moments of transfer if the control unit were operating with complete efficiency. Certain adjustments will have to be made in the unit, and this should be done promptly.”


  “Where do the ship instruments come in?” Gefty asked.


  “I can determine the nature of the problem from them. When I was . . . stranded . . . the unit was seriously damaged. My recent repairs were necessarily hasty. I—”


  “What caused the crack-up?”


  Maulbow said, tone taut with impatience, “Certain sections of the Great Current are infested with dangerous forces. I shall not attempt to describe them . . .”


  “I wouldn’t get it?”


  “I don’t pretend to understand them very well myself, Rammer. They are not life but show characteristics of life—even of intelligent life. If you can imagine radiant energy being capable of conscious hostility . . .”


  There was a chill at the back of Gefty’s neck. “A big, fast-moving light?”


  “Yes!” Sharp concern showed suddenly in the voice from the passage. “You . . . when did you see that?”


  Gefty glanced at the screens. “Twice since you’ve been talking. And once before—immediately after we got tumbled around.”


  “Then we can waste no more time, Rammer. Those forces are sensitive to the fluctuations of the control unit. If they were close enough to be seen, they’re aware the ship is here. They were attempting to locate it.”


  “What could they do?”


  Maulbow said, “A single attack was enough to put the control unit out of operation in my sailer. The Great Current then rejected us instantly. A ship of this size might afford more protection, which is the reason I chose it. But if the control unit is not adjusted immediately to enable it to take us out of this section, the attacks will continue until the ship—and we—have been destroyed.”


  Gefty drew a deep breath. “There’s another solution to that problem, Maulbow. Miss Ruse and I prefer it. And if you meant what you said—that you’d see to it we got back eventually—you shouldn’t object either.”


  The voice asked sharply, “What do you mean?”


  Gefty said, “Shut the control unit off. From what you were saying, that throws us automatically back into normspace, while we’re still close enough to the Hub. You’ll find plenty of people there who’ll stake you to a trip to the future if they can go along and are convinced they’ll return. Miss Ruse and I don’t happen to be that adventurous.”


  There was silence from the passage. Gefty added, “Take your time to make up your mind about it, if you want to. I don’t like the idea of those lights hitting us, but neither do you. And I think I can wait this out as well as you can . . .”


  The silence stretched out. Presently Gefty said, “If you do accept, slide that fire-shooting device of yours into the room before you show up. We don’t want accidents.”


  He paused again. Kerim was chewing her lips, hands clenched into small fists in her lap. Then Maulbow answered, voice flat and expressionless now.


  “The worst thing we can do at present,” he said, “is to prolong a dispute about possible courses of action. If I disarm, will you lay aside your gun?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I accept your conditions, disappointing as they are.”


  He was silent. After a moment, Gefty heard the white rod clatter lightly along the floor of the passage. It struck the passage wall, spun off it, and rolled into the instrument room, coming to rest a few feet away from him. Gefty hesitated, picked it up and laid it on the wall table. He placed his own gun beside it, moved a dozen steps away. Kerim’s eyes followed him anxiously.


  “Gefty,” she whispered, “he might . . .”


  Gefty looked at her, formed the words “It’s all right” with his mouth and called, “Guns have been put aside, Maulbow. Come on in, and let’s keep it peaceable.”


  He waited, arms hanging loosely at his side, heart beating heavily, as quick footsteps came up the passage. Maulbow appeared in the entrance, glanced at Gefty and Kerim, then about the room. His gaze rested for a moment on the wall table, shifted back to Gefty. Maulbow came on into the room, turning towards Gefty, mouth twisting.


  He said softly, “It is not our practice, Rammer, to share the secrets of the Great Current with other races. I hadn’t foreseen that you might become a dangerous nuisance. But now—”


  His right hand began to lift, half closed about some small golden instrument. Gefty’s left arm moved back and quickly forwards.


  The service knife slid out of its sheath and up from his palm as an arrow of smoky blackness burst from the thing in Maulbow’s hand. The blackness came racing with a thin, snarling noise across the floor towards Gefty’s feet. The knife flashed above it, turning, and stood hilt-deep in Maulbow’s chest.


  Gefty returned a few minutes later from the forward cabin which served as the Queen’s sick bay, and said to Kerim, “He’s still alive, though I don’t know why. He may even recover. He’s full of anesthetic, and that should keep him quiet till we’re back in normspace. Then I’ll see what we can do for him.”


  Kerim had lost some of her white, shocked look while he was gone. “You knew he would try to kill you?” she asked shakily.


  “Suspected he had it in mind—he gave in too quick. But I thought I’d have a chance to take any gadget he was hiding away from him first. I was wrong about that. Now we’d better move fast . . .”


  He switched the emergency check panel back on, glanced over the familiar patterns of lights and numbers. A few minor damage spots were indicated, but the ship was still fully operational. One minor damage spot which did not appear on the panel was now to be found in the instrument room itself, in the corner on which the door of the map room opened. The door, the adjoining bulkheads and section of flooring were scarred, blackened, and as assortedly malodorous as burned things tend to become. That was where Gefty had stood when Maulbow entered the room, and if he had remained there an instant after letting go of the knife, he would have been in very much worse condition than the essentially fireproof furnishings.


  Both Maulbow’s weapons—the white rod lying innocently on the wall table and the round, golden device which had dropped from his hand spitting darts of smoking blackness—had blasted unnervingly away into that area for almost thirty seconds after Maulbow was down and twisting about on the floor. Then he went limp and the firing instantly stopped. Apparently, Maulbow’s control of them had ended as he lost consciousness.


  It seemed fortunate that the sick bay cabin’s emergency treatment accessories, gentle as their action was, might have been designed for the specific purpose of keeping the most violent of prisoners immobilized—let alone one with a terrible knife wound in him. At the angle along which the knife had driven in and up below the ribs, an ordinary man would have been dead in seconds. But it was very evident now that Maulbow was no ordinary man, and even after the eerie weapons had been pitched out of the ship through the instrument room’s disposal tube, Gefty couldn’t rid himself of an uncomfortable suspicion that he wasn’t done with Maulbow yet—wouldn’t be done with him, in fact, until one or the other of them was dead.


  He said to Kerim, “I thought the machine Maulbow set up in the storage vault would turn out to be some drive engine, but apparently it has an entirely different function. He connected it with the instruments he had made in the Hub, and together they form what he calls a control unit. The emergency panel would show if the unit were drawing juice from the ship. It isn’t, and I don’t know what powers it. But we do know now that the control unit is holding us in the time current, and it will go on holding us there as long as it’s in operation.


  “If we could shut it off, the Queen would be ‘rejected’ by the current, like Maulbow’s sailer was. In other words, we’d get knocked back into normspace—which is what we want. And we want it to happen as soon as possible because, if Maulbow was telling the truth on that point, every minute that passes here is taking us farther away from the Hub, and farther from our own time towards his.”


  Kerim nodded, eyes intent on his face.


  “Now I can’t just go down there and start slapping switches around on the thing,” Gefty went on. “He said it wasn’t working right, and even if it were, I couldn’t tell what would happen. But it doesn’t seem to connect up with any ship systems—it just seems to be holding us in a field of its own. So I should be able to move the whole unit into the cargo lock and eject it from there. If we shift the Queen outside its field, that should have the same effect as shutting the control unit off. It should throw us back into normspace.”


  Kerim nodded again. “What about Mr. Maulbow’s janandra animal?”


  Gefty shrugged. “Depends on the mood I find it in. He said it wasn’t usually aggressive. Maybe it isn’t. I’ll get into a spacesuit for protection and break out some of the mining equipment to move it along with. If I can maneuver it into an empty compartment where it will be out of the . . .”


  He broke off, expression changing, eyes fastened on the emergency panel. Then he turned hurriedly, reached across the side of the console for the intership airseal controls. Kerim asked apprehensively, “What’s the matter, Gefty?”


  “Wish I knew . . . exactly.” Gefty indicated the emergency panel. “Little red light there, on the storage deck section—it wasn’t showing a minute ago. It means that the vault doors have been opened since then.”


  He saw the same half-superstitious fear appear in her face that had touched him. “You think he did it?”


  “I don’t know.” Maulbow’s control of the guns had seemed uncanny enough. But that was a different matter. The guns were a product of his own time and science. But the vault door mechanisms? There might have been sufficient opportunity for Maulbow to study them and alter them, for some purpose of his own, since he’d come aboard . . .


  “I’ve got the ship compartments and decks sealed off from each other now,” Gefty said slowly. “The only connecting points from one to the other are personnel hatches—they’re small air locks. So the janandra’s confined to the storage deck. If it’s come out of the vault, it might be a nuisance until I can get equipment to handle it. But that isn’t too serious. The spacesuits are on the second deck, and I’ll get into one before I go on to the storage. You wait here a moment, I’ll look in on Maulbow again before I start.”


  If Maulbow wasn’t still unconscious, he was doing a good job of feigning it. Gefty looked at the pale, lax face, the half-shut eyes, shook his head and left the cabin, locking it behind him. It mightn’t be Maulbow’s doing, but having the big snake loose in the storage could, in fact, make things extremely awkward now. He didn’t think his gun would make much impression on anything of that size, and while several of the ship’s mining tools could be employed as very effective close-range weapons, they happened, unfortunately, to be stored away on the same deck.


  He found Kerim standing in the center of the instrument room, waiting for him.


  “Gefty,” she said, “do you notice anything? An odd sort of smell . . .”


  Then the odor was in Gefty’s nostrils, too, and the back of his neck turned to ice as he recognized it. He glanced up at the ventilation outlet, looked back at Kerim.


  He took her arm, said softly, “Come this way. Keep very quiet! I don’t know how it happened, but the janandra’s on the main deck now. That’s what it smells like. The smell’s coming through the ventilation system, so the thing’s moving around in the port section. We’ll go the other way.”


  Kerim whispered, “What will we do?”


  “Get ourselves into spacesuits first, and then get Maulbow’s control unit out of the ship. The janandra may be looking around for him. If it is, it won’t bother us.”


  He hadn’t wanted to remind Kerim that, from what Maulbow said, there might be more than one reason for getting rid of the control unit as quickly as possible. But it had been constantly in the back of his mind; and twice, in the few minutes that passed after Maulbow’s strange weapons were silenced, he had seen a momentary pale glare appear in the unquiet flow of darkness reflecting in the viewscreens. Gefty had said nothing, because if it was true that hostile forces were alert and searching for them here, it added to their immediate danger but not at all to the absolute need to free themselves from the inexorable rush of the Great Current before they were carried beyond hope of return to their civilization.


  But those brief glimpses did add to the sense of urgency throbbing in Gefty’s nerves, while events, and the equally hard necessity to avoid a fatally mistaken move in this welter of unknown factors, kept blocking him. Now the mysterious manner in which Maulbow’s unpleasant traveling companion had appeared on the main deck made it impossible to do anything but keep Kerim at his side. If Maulbow was still capable of taking a hand in matters, there was no reasonably safe place to leave her aboard the Queen.


  And Maulbow might be capable of it. Twice as they hurried up the narrow, angled passages along the Queen’s curving hull towards an airseal leading to the next compartment, Gefty caught a trace of the ammonia-like animal odor coming over the ventilating system. They reached the lock without incident; but then, as they came along the second deck hall to the ship’s magazine, there was a sharp click in the stillness behind them. Its meaning was disconcertingly apparent. Gefty hesitated, turned Kerim into a side passage, guided her along it.


  She looked up at his face. “It’s following us?”


  “Seems to be.” No time for the spacesuits in the magazine now—something had just emerged from the air lock through which they had entered the second deck not many moments before. He helped the girl quickly down a section of ladderlike stairs to the airseal connecting the second deck with the storage, punched a wall button there. As the lock door opened, there was another noise from the passage they had just left, as if something had thudded briefly and heavily against one of the bulkheads. Kerim uttered a little gasp. Then they were in the lock, and Gefty slapped down two other buttons, stood watching the door behind them snap shut and, a few seconds later, the one on the far side open on the dark storage deck.


  They scrambled down another twelve feet of ladder to the floor of a side passage, hearing the lock snap shut behind them. As it closed, they were in complete darkness. Gefty seized Kerim’s arm, ran with her up the passage to the left, guiding himself with his fingertips on the left bulkhead. When they came to a corner, he turned her to the left again. A few seconds later, he pulled open a small door, bundled the girl through, came in himself, and shut the door to a narrow slit behind them.


  Kerim whispered shakily, “What will we do now, Gefty?”


  “Stay here for the moment. It’ll look for us in the vault first.”


  And it should go to the storage vault first where it had been guarding Maulbow’s machine, to hunt for them there. But it might not. Gefty eased the gun from his pocket on the far side of Kerim. Across the dark compartment was another door. They could retreat a little farther here if it became necessary—but not very much farther.


  They waited in a silence that was complete except for their unsteady breathing and the distant, deep pulse of the Queen’s throttled-down drives. He felt Kerim trembling against him. How did Maulbow’s creature move through the airseal locks? The operating mechanisms were simple—a dog might have been taught to use them. But a dog had paws . . .


  There came the soft hiss of the opening lock, the faintest shimmer of light to the right of the passage mouth he was watching through the door. A heavy thump on the floor below the locks followed, then a hard click as the lock closed and complete darkness returned.


  The silence resumed. Seconds dragged on. Gefty’s imagination pictured the thing waiting, its great, wedge-shaped head raised as its senses probed the dark about it for a sign of the two human beings. Then a vague rushing noise began, growing louder as it approached the passage mouth, crossing it, receding rapidly again to the left.


  Gefty let his breath out slowly, eased the door open and stood listening again. Abruptly, there was reflected light in the lock passage, coming now from the left. He said in a whisper, “It’s moving around in the main hall, Kerim. We can go on the other way now, but we’ll have to be fast and keep quiet. I’ve thought of how we can get rid of that thing.”


  The cargo lock on the storage deck had two inner doors. The one which opened into the side of the vault hall was built to allow passage of the largest chunks of freight the Queen was likely to be burdened with; it was almost thirty feet wide and twenty high. The second door was just large enough to let a man in a spacesuit climb in and out of the side of the lock without using the freight door. It opened on a tiny control cubicle from which the lock’s mechanisms were operated during loading processes.


  Gefty let Kerim and himself into the cubicle from one of the passages, steered the girl through the pitch blackness of the little room to the chair before the control panel and told her to sit down. He groped for a moment at the side of the panel, found a knob and twisted it. There was a faint click. A scattering of pale lights appeared suddenly on the panel, a dark viewscreen, set at a tilt above them, reflecting their gleam.


  Gefty explained in a low voice, “Left side of that screen covers the lock. Right one covers the big hall outside. No lights in either at the moment, so you don’t see anything. Only way the cargo door to the hall can be opened or closed is with these switches right here. What I want to do is get the janandra into the lock, slam the door on it and lock down the control switches. Then we’ve got it trapped.”


  “But how are you going to get it to go in there?”


  “No real problem—I’ll be three jumps ahead of it. Then I duck back up into this cubicle, and lock both doors. And it’ll be inside the lock. You have the picture now?”


  Kerim said unsteadily, “I do. But it sounds awfully risky, Gefty.”


  “Well, I don’t like it either,” Gefty admitted. “So I’ll start right now before I lose my nerve. As soon as I move out into the vault hall, the lighting will go on. That’s automatic. You watch the right side of the screen. If you see the janandra coming before I do, yell as loud as you can.”


  He shifted the two inner door switches to the right. A red spark appeared in the dark viewscreen, high up near the center. A second red light showed on the cubicle bulkhead beside Gefty. Beneath it an oblong section of the bulkhead turned silently away on heavy hinges, became a door two feet in thickness, which stood jutting out at a right angle into the darkness of the cargo lock. A wave of cold air moved through it into the control cubicle.


  On the screen, another red spark appeared beside the first one.


  “Both doors are open now,” Gefty murmured to the girl. “The janandra isn’t in the vault hall or the lighting would have turned on, but it may have heard the door open and be on its way. So keep watching the screen.”


  “I certainly will!” she whispered shakily.


  Gefty took an oversized wrench from the wall, climbed quickly and quietly down the three ladder steps to the floor of the lock, and walked across it to the sill of the giant freight door, which now had swung out and down into the vault hall, fitting itself into a depression of the flooring. He hesitated an instant on the sill, then stepped out into the big dark hall. Light filled it immediately in both directions.


  He stood quiet, intent on the storage vault entrance far up the hall to his left. He could see the vault was open. The janandra might still be inside it. But the seconds passed, and the dark entrance remained silent and there was no suggestion of motion beyond it. Gefty glanced to the right, moved a dozen steps farther out into the hall, hefted the wrench and spun it through the air towards the ventilator frame on the opposite bulkhead.


  The heavy tool clanged loudly against the frame, bounced off and thudded to the floor. Gefty started slowly over to it, heart pounding, with the vault entrance still at the edge of his vision.


  Kerim’s voice screamed, “Gefty, it’s—”


  He spun around, sprinted back to the cargo lock. The janandra had come silently out of the nearest side passage behind him, was approaching with the remembered oiling swiftness of motion, its great head lifted a yard from the floor. Gefty plunged through the lock, jumped for the top of the cubicle door steps, came stumbling into the cubicle. Kerim was on her feet, staring. He swung the cubicle door switch to the left, slapping it flat to the panel. The door snapped back into the wall behind him with a force that shook the floor.


  On the screen, the janandra’s thick, dark worm-shape was swinging around in the dim lock to regain the open hall. It had seen the trap. But the freight door switch went flat beside the other, and the freight door rose with massive swiftness. The heavy body smashed against it, went sliding back to the floor as the door slammed shut and the screen section showing the cargo lock turned dark.


  “Got it—got it—got it!” Gefty heard himself whispering exultantly. He switched on the lock’s interior lights.


  Then he swore softly, and, beside him, Kerim sucked in her breath.


  The screen showed the janandra in violent but apparently purposeful motion inside the lock . . . and it was also apparent now that it was a more complexly constructed creature than the long worm-body and heavy head had indicated. The skin, to a distance of some eight feet back of the head, had spread out into a wide, flexible frill. From beneath the frill extended half a dozen jointed, bone-white arms, along with waving, ribbonlike appendages less easy to define. The thing was reared half up along the hall door, inspecting its surface with these members; then suddenly it flung itself around and flashed over to the outer lock door. Three arms shot out; wiry fingers caught the three spin-locks simultaneously, began to whirl them.


  Gefty said, staring, “Kerim, it’s going to . . .”


  The janandra didn’t. The motion checked suddenly, was reversed. The locks drew tight again. The janandra swung back from the door, lifting half its length upwards, big head weaving about as it inspected the tool racks overhead. An arm reached suddenly, snatched something from one of the racks. Then the thing turned again; and in the next instant its head filled the viewscreen. Kerim made a choked sound of fright, jerking back against Gefty. The bulging, metal-green eyes seemed to stare directly at him. And the screen went black.


  Kerim whispered, “Wha . . . what happened, Gefty?”


  Gefty swallowed, said, “It smashed the view pickup. Must have guessed we were watching and didn’t like it . . .” He added, “I was beginning to think Maulbow must be some kind of superman. But it wasn’t any remote-control magic of his that let the janandra out of the vault, and opened the intership locks when it came up to the main deck and followed us down again. It was doing all that for itself. It’s Maulbow’s partner, not his pet. And it’s probably got at least as good a brain as anyone else on board behind that ugly face.”


  Kerim moistened her lips. “Can it . . . could it get out again?”


  “Into the ship?” Gefty shook his head decidedly. “Uh-uh. It could dump itself out on the other side—and it almost did before it realized where it was and what it was about to do. But the inner lock doors won’t open until someone opens them right on this panel. No, the thing’s safely trapped. On the other hand . . .”


  On the other hand, Gefty realized that he wouldn’t now be able to bring himself to eject the janandra out of the cargo lock and into the Great Current. Its intentions obviously hadn’t been friendly, but its level of intelligence was as good as his own, and perhaps somewhat better; and at present it was helpless. To dispose of it as he’d had in mind would therefore be the cold-blooded murder of an equal. But so long as that ugly and formidable shipmate of Maulbow’s stayed in the cargo lock, the lock couldn’t be used to get rid of the control unit in the vault.


  A new solution presented itself while Gefty was making a rapid and rather desperate mental review of various heavy-duty tools which might be employed as weapons to force the janandra into submission and haul it off for confinement elsewhere in the ship. Not impossible, but a highly precarious and time-consuming operation at best. Then another thought occurred: the storage vault lay directly against the hull of the Queen—


  How long to cut through the hull? The ship’s mining equipment was on board, and the tools were self-powered. Climb into a spacesuit, empty the air from the entire storage deck, leaving the janandra imprisoned in the cargo lock . . . with Maulbow incapacitated in sick bay, and Kerim back in the control compartment and also in a suit, for additional protection. Then cut ship’s power to this deck to avoid complications with the Queen’s involved circuitry and work under space conditions—half an hour if he hurried.


  “Shouldn’t take more than another ten minutes,” he informed Kerim presently over the suit’s intercom.


  “I’m very glad to hear it, Gefty.” She sounded shaky.


  “Anything going on in the screens?” he asked.


  She hesitated a little, said, “No. Not at the moment.”


  Gefty grunted, blinked sweat from his eyes, and took hold of the handgrips of the heavy mining cutter again, turning it nose down towards the vault floor. The guide light found the point he was working on, and the slice beam stabbed out, began nibbling delicately away to extend the curving line it had eaten through the Queen’s thick skin. He had drawn a twenty-five foot circle around Maulbow’s battered control unit and the instruments attached to it, well outside the fragile-looking safety field. The circle was broken at four points where he would plant explosives. The explosives, going off together, should shatter the connecting links with the hull and throw the machine clear. If that didn’t release them immediately from its influence, he would see what putting the Queen’s drives into action would do.


  “Gefty?” Kerim’s voice asked.


  “Uh-huh?”


  He could hear her swallow over the intercom. “Those lights are back now.”


  “How many?”


  “Two,” Kerim said. “I think they’re only two. They keep crossing back and forth in front of us.” She laughed nervously. “It’s idiotic, of course, but I do get the feeling they’re looking at us.”


  Gefty said hesitantly, “Everything’s set but I need another minute or two to get this last connection whittled down a little more. If I blow the charge too soon, it mightn’t take the gadget clean out of the ship.”


  Kerim said, “I know. I’ll just watch . . . they just disappeared again.” Her voice changed. “Now there’s something else.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You know you said to watch the cargo lock lights on the emergency panel.”


  “Yes.”


  “The outer lock door has just been opened.”


  “What!”


  “It must have been. The light started blinking red just now as I was looking at it.”


  Gefty was silent a moment, his mind racing. Why would the janandra open the lock? From what Maulbow had said, it could live for a while without air, but it still could gain nothing but eventual death from leaving the ship—


  Unless, Gefty thought, the janandra had become aware in some way that he was about to blow their machine out of the Queen. There were grappling lines in the cargo lock, and if four or five of those lines were slapped to the circular section of the hull he’d loosened . . .


  “Kerim,” he said.


  “Yes?”


  “I’m going to blow the deal right now. Got your suit snapped to the wall braces like I showed you?”


  “Yes, Gefty.” Her voice was faint but clear.


  He turned the cutter away from the line it had dug, sent it rolling off towards the far wall. He hurried around the circle, checking the four charges, lumbered over to the vault passage, stopped just around the corner. He took the firing box from his suit.


  “Ready, Kerim?” He opened the box.


  “Ready . . .”


  “Here goes!” Gefty reached into the box, twisted the firing handle. Light flared in the vault. The deck shook below him. He came stumbling out from behind the wall.


  Maulbow’s machine and its stand of instruments had vanished. Where it had stood was a dark circular hole. Nothing else seemed to have happened. Gefty clumped hurriedly over to the mining cutter, swung it around, started more cautiously back towards the hole. He didn’t have the faintest idea what would come next, but a definite possibility was that he would see the janandra’s dark form flowing up over the rim of the hole. Letting it run into the cutter beam might be the best way to discourage it from re-entering the Queen.


  Instead, a dazzling brilliance suddenly blotted out everything. The cutter was plucked from Gefty’s grasp; then he was picked up, suit and all, and slammed up towards the vault ceiling. He had a feeling that inaudible thunders were shaking the ship. He seemed to be rolling over and over along the ceiling. At last, the suit crashed into something which showed a total disinclination to yield, and Gefty blacked out.


  The left side of his face felt pushed out of shape; his left eye wasn’t functioning too well, and there was a severe pulsing ache throughout the top of his head. But Gefty felt happy.


  There were a few qualifying considerations.


  “Of course,” he pointed out to Kerim, “all we can really say immediately is that we’re back in normspace and somewhere in the galaxy.”


  She smiled shakily. “Isn’t that saying quite a lot, Gefty?”


  “It’s something.” Gefty glanced around the instrument room. He had placed an emergency light on the console, but except for that, the control compartment was in darkness. The renewed battering the Queen had absorbed had knocked out the power in the forward section. The viewscreens were black, every instrument dead. But he’d seen the stars of normspace through the torn vault floor. It was something . . .


  “We might have the light that slugged us to thank for that,” he said. “I’m not sure just what did happen there, but it could have been Maulbow’s control unit it was attacking rather than the ship. Maulbow said the lights were sensitive to the unit. At any rate, we’re here, and we’re rid of the gadget—and of the janandra.” He hesitated. “I just don’t feel you should get your hopes too high. We may find out we’re a very long way from the Hub.”


  Kerim’s large eyes showed a degree of confidence which made him almost uncomfortable. “If we are,” she said serenely, “you’ll get us back somehow.”


  Gefty cleared his throat. “Well, we’ll see. If the power shutoff is something the Queen’s repair scanners can handle, the instruments will come back on any minute. Give the scanners ten minutes. If they haven’t done it by that time, they can’t do it and I’ll have to play repairman. Then, with the instruments working, we can determine exactly where we are.”


  Unless, he told himself silently, they’d wound up in a distant cluster never penetrated by the Federation’s mapping teams. And there was the other little question of where they now were in time. But Kerim looked rosy with relief, and those details could wait.


  He took up another emergency light, switched it on and said, “I’ll see how Maulbow is doing while we’re waiting for power. If the first aid treatment has pulled him through so far, the autosurgeon probably can fix him up.”


  Kerim’s face suddenly took on a guilty expression. “I forgot all about Mr. Maulbow!” She hesitated. “Should I come along?”


  Gefty shook his head. “I won’t need help. And if it’s a case for the surgeon, you wouldn’t like it. Those things work painlessly, but it gets to be a mess for a while.”


  He shut off the light again when he reached the sick bay which was running on its independent power system. As he opened the cabin door from the dispensary, carrying the autosurgeon, it became evident that Maulbow was still alive but that he might be in delirium. Gefty placed the surgeon on the table, went over to the bed and looked at Maulbow.


  To the extent that the emergency treatment instruments’ cautious restraints permitted, Maulbow was twisting slowly about on the bed. He was speaking in a low, rapid voice, his face distorted by emotion. The words were not slurred, but they were in a language Gefty didn’t know. It seemed clear that Maulbow had reverted mentally to his own time, and for some seconds he remained unaware that Gefty had entered the room. Then, surprisingly, the slitted blue eyes opened wider and focused on Gefty’s face. And Maulbow screamed with rage.


  Gefty felt somewhat disconcerted. For the reason alone that he was under anesthetic, Maulbow should not have been conscious. But he was. The words were now ones Gefty could understand, and Maulbow was telling him things which would have been interesting enough under different circumstances. Gefty broke in as soon as he could.


  “Look,” he said quietly, “I’m trying to help you. I . . .”


  Maulbow interrupted him in turn, not at all quietly. Gefty listened a moment longer, then shrugged. So Maulbow didn’t like him. He couldn’t say honestly that he’d ever liked Maulbow much, and what he was hearing made him like Maulbow considerably less. But he would keep the man from the future alive if he could.


  He positioned the autosurgeon behind the head of the bed to allow the device to begin its analysis, stood back at its controls where he could both follow the progress it made and watch Maulbow without exciting him further by remaining within his range of vision. After a moment, the surgeon shut off the first-aid instruments and made unobtrusive use of a heavy tranquilizing drug. Then it waited.


  Maulbow should have lapsed into passive somnolence thirty seconds afterwards. But the drug seemed to produce no more effect on him mentally than the preceding anesthetic. He raged and screeched on. Gefty watched him uneasily, knowing now that he was looking at insanity. There was nothing more he could do at the moment—the autosurgeon’s decisions were safer than any nonprofessional’s guesswork. And the surgeon continued to wait.


  Then, abruptly, Maulbow died. The taut body slumped against the bed and the contorted features relaxed. The eyes remained half open; and when Gefty came around to the side of the bed, they still seemed to be looking up at him, but they no longer moved. A thin trickle of blood started from the side of the slack mouth and stopped again.


  The control compartment was still darkened and without power when Gefty returned to it. He told Kerim briefly what had happened, added, “I’m not at all sure now he was even human. I’d rather believe he wasn’t.”


  “Why that, Gefty?” She was studying his expression soberly.


  Gefty hesitated, said, “I thought at first he was furious because we’d upset his plans. But they weren’t his plans . . . they were the janandra’s. He wasn’t exactly its servant. I suppose you’d have to say he was something like a pet animal.”


  Kerim said incredulously, “But that isn’t possible! Think of how intelligently Mr. Maulbow . . .”


  “He was following instructions,” Gefty said. “The janandra let him know whatever it wanted done. He was following instructions again when he tried to kill me after I’d got away from the thing in the vault. The real brain around here was the janandra . . . and it was a real brain. With a little luck it would have had the ship.”


  Kerim smiled briefly. “You handled that big brain rather well, I think.”


  “I was the one who got lucky,” Gefty said. “Anyway, where Maulbow came from, it’s the janandra’s kind that gives the orders. And the thing is, Maulbow liked it that way. He didn’t want it to be different. When the light hit us, it killed the janandra on the outside of the ship. Maulbow felt it happen and it cracked him up. He wanted to kill us for it. But since he was helpless, he killed himself. He didn’t want to be healed—not by us. At least, that’s what it looks like.”


  He shrugged, checked his watch, climbed out of the chair. “Well,” he said, “the ten minutes I gave the Queen to turn the power back on are up. Looks like the old girl couldn’t do it. So I’ll—”


  The indirect lighting system in the instrument room went on silently. The emergency light flickered and went out. Gefty’s head came around.


  Kerim was staring past him at the screens, her face radiant.


  “Oh, Gefty!” she cried softly. “Oh, Gefty! Our stars!”


  “Green dot here is us,” Gefty explained, somewhat hoarsely. He cleared his throat, went on, “Our true ship position, that is—” He stopped, realizing he was talking too much, almost babbling, in an attempt to take some of the tension out of the moment. The next few seconds might not tell them where they were, but it would show whether they had been carried beyond the regions of space charted by Federation instruments. Which would mean the difference between having a chance—whether a good chance or a bad one—of getting home eventually, and the alternative of being hopelessly lost.


  There had been nothing recognizably familiar about the brilliantly dense star patterns in the viewscreens, but he gave no further thought to that. Unless the ship’s exact position was known or one was on an established route, it was a waste of time looking for landmarks in a sizable cluster.


  He turned on the basic star chart. Within the locator plate the green pinpoint of light reappeared, red-ringed and suspended now against the three-dimensional immensities of the Milky Way. It stayed still a moment, began a smooth drift towards Galactic East. Gefty let his breath out carefully. He sensed Kerim’s eyes on him but kept his gaze fixed on the locator plate.


  The green dot slowed, came to a stop. Gefty’s finger tapped the same button four times. The big chart flicked out of existence, and in the plate three regional star maps appeared and vanished in quick succession behind it. The fourth map stayed. For a few seconds, the red-circled green spark was not visible here. Then it showed at the eastern margin of the map, came gliding forwards and to the left, slowed again and held steady. Now the star map began to glide through the locator plate, carrying the fixed green dot with it. It brought the dot up to dead center point in the locator plate and stopped.


  Gefty slumped a little. He rubbed his hands slowly down his face and muttered a few words. Then he shook his head.


  “Gefty,” Kerim whispered, “what is it? Where are we?”


  Gefty looked at her.


  “After we got hauled into that time current,” he said hoarsely, “I tried to find out which way in space we were headed. The direction indicators over there seemed to show we were trying to go everywhere at once. You remember Maulbow’s control unit wasn’t working right, needed adjustments. Well, all those little impulses must have pretty well canceled out because we weren’t taken really far. In the last hour and a half we’ve covered roughly the distance the Queen could have gone on her own in, say, thirty days.”


  “Then where . . .”


  “Home,” Gefty said simply. “It’s ridiculous! Other side of the Hub from where we started.” He nodded at the plate. “Eastern Hub Quadrant. Section Six Eight. The G2 behind the green dot—that’s the Evalee system. We could be putting down at Evalee Interstellar three hours from now if we wanted to.”


  Kerim was laughing and crying together. “Oh, Gefty! I knew you would . . .”


  “A fat lot I had to do with it!” Gefty leaned forward suddenly, switched on the transmitter. “And now let’s pick up a live newscast. There’s something else I . . .”


  His voice trailed off. The transmitter screen lit up with a blurred jumble of print, colors, a muttering of voices, music and noises. Gefty twisted a dial. The screen cleared, showed a newscast headline sheet. Gefty blinked at it, glanced sideways at Kerim, grimaced.


  “The something else,” he said, his voice a little strained, “was something I was also worried about. Looks like I was more or less right.”


  “Why, what’s wrong?”


  “Nothing really bad,” Gefty assured her. He added, “I think. But take a look at the Federation dateline.”


  Kerim peered at the screen, frowned. “But . . .”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Why, that . . . that’s almost . . .”


  “That,” Gefty said, “or rather this is the day after we started out from the Hub, headed roughly Galactic west. Three weeks ago. We’d be just past Miam.” He knuckled his chin. “Interesting thought, isn’t it?”


  Kerim was silent for long seconds. “Then they . . . or we . . .”


  “Oh, they’re us, all right,” Gefty said. “They’d have to be, wouldn’t they?”


  “I suppose so. It seems a little confusing. But I was thinking. If you send them a transmitter call . . .”


  Gefty shook his head. “The Queen’s transmitter isn’t too hot, but it might push a call as far as Evalee. Then we could arrange for a Com-Web link-up there, and in another ten minutes or so . . . but I don’t think we’d better.”


  “Why not?” Kerim demanded.


  “Because we got through it all safely, so we’re going to get through it safely. But if we receive that message now and never go on to Maulbow’s moon . . . you see? There’s no way of knowing just what would happen.”


  Kerim looked hesitant, frowned. “I suppose you’re right,” she agreed reluctantly at last. “So Mr. Maulbow will have to stay dead now. And that janandra.” After a moment she added pensively, “Of course, they weren’t really very nice—”


  Gefty shivered. One of the things he’d learned from Maulbow’s ravings was the real reason he and Kerim had been taken along on the trip. He didn’t feel like telling Kerim about it just yet, but it had been solely because of Maulbow’s concern for his master’s creature comforts. The janandra could go for a long time without food, but after fasting for several years on the moon, a couple of snacks on the homeward run would have been highly welcome.


  And the janandra was a gourmet. It much preferred, as Maulbow well knew, to have its snacks still wriggling-fresh as it started them down its gullet.


  “No,” Gefty said, “I couldn’t call either of them really nice.”


  LEFT HAND, RIGHT HAND


  Men were tortured . . . men were killed . . . and the forth Scientists chatted pleasantly with the Tareeg. Were they traitors or were they waiting for The Ice Men?


  JERRY NEWLAND was sitting up on the side of his bunk, frowning at the floor, when Troy Gordon came quietly into the room and stopped at the entrance to watch him. Not too good, Troy thought after a moment, studying Newland’s loose mouth, the slow blinking of the eyes and the slumped immobility of position. Not too bad either—not for a man who, in most practical respects, had been dead for the better part of three years and come awake again only the day before.


  But the question was whether Newland was going to recover quickly enough now to be of any use as an ally.


  Troy moved forward a few steps into the room, stopped again as Newland raised his head in a sluggish motion to stare at him. For a few seconds, the man’s face remained blank. Then he grinned. A strained, unpleasant-looking grin, but a grin.


  Troy waited. Newland cleared his throat, said, “I . . . I recognized you almost immediately this time! And . . . I remembered that this same thing had happened before.”


  Troy grinned, too, guardedly. “My coming into the room this way?”


  Nowland nodded.


  “It happened yesterday,” Troy said. “What’s my name?”


  “Troy Gordon.”


  “And yours?”


  “Jerry Franklin Newland.”


  “What do you do?”


  “Do? . . . Oh!” Newland drew a deep breath. “I’m courier pilot for the . . . for the . . .” He stopped, looking first surprised, then dismayed. Then his face wrinkled up slowly, like that of a child about to cry.


  “That part’s gone again, eh?” Troy asked, watching him.


  “Yes. There’s some . . . there’s . . .”


  “You are—or you were—courier pilot for the Cassa Expedition,” Troy said. He thumped his heel on the floor. “That’s Cassa One, underneath us. We’ve been away from Earth for three years and eight months.” He paused. “Does that help?”


  Newland reflected, frowned. “Not much. I . . . it seems to be true when you say it.” He hesitated. “We’re prisoners, aren’t we?”


  “Uh-huh.” he answered, flatly. “I had that feeling. And you’re hiding me here?”


  “That’s right,” Troy agreed. “Why?”


  “Because nobody else knows you’re still alive. It’s better if they don’t, right now.”


  Newland shook his head, indicated a sign fastened to the ceiling above the bunk in such a way that a man lying in the bunk on his back would catch sight of it as soon as he opened his eyes. “That,” he said, “made sense as soon as I saw it just now! I remembered having read it before and what it meant. But otherwise everything’s still badly blurred.”


  TROY glanced up at the sign. It read:


  RELAX AND TAKE IT EASY, JERRY! YOU WERE IN A BAD SMASH-UP, AND YOU’VE JUST FINISHED A LONG STRETCH IN THE EMERGENCY TANK OF YOUR SHIP. EVERYTHING’S BOUND TO SEEM A LITTLE FOGGY, BUT YOU’RE GOING TO BE OKAY. DON’T TRY TO LEAVE THE ROOM. IT HAS TO BE KEPT LOCKED, BUT SOMEONE WILL BE ALONG TO SEE YOU IN TWO OR THREE HOURS AT THE MOST.


  Troy said, “Your memory will start coming back fast enough. You’ve made a good start.” He sat down, took his cigarette case from his pocket. “I’ll go over some of the things that have happened with you. That tends to bring them . . . and other thing . . . back to mind. Care to smoke?”


  “Yes, I’d like to smoke.”


  Troy tossed the cigarette case over to the bunk, watched the pilot reach for mid miss it, then bend forward awkwardly to fumble for it on the floor. Reflexes still very bad, he thought. But when Newland had the case in his hand, he flicked it open without hesitation, took out a cigarette and closed the case, then turned it over and pressed the button which snapped on the concealed light. The day before, he had stared at the case helplessly until Troy showed him what to do. So his body had begun to recall more of its learned motion patterns.


  Troy said, “I told you the main parts twice yesterday. Don’t let that worry you . . . you’ve retained more than most would be likely to do after a quarter of the time you spent in the tank. You weren’t in very good shape after the smash-up, Jerry!”


  Newland said wryly, “I can imagine that.” He drew on the cigarette, coughed, then tossed the case back to Troy who caught it and put it in his pocket.


  “Have you got back any recollection at all of what the aliens that caught us are like?” Troy asked.


  Newland shook his head.


  “Well,” Troy said, “they’re downright cute, in a way. More like big penguins than anything else. Short little legs. The heads aren’t so cute . . . a hammerhead shark would be the closest thing there, which is why we call them Hammerheads—though not when we think some of them might be listening.


  “They don’t belong here any more than we do. They came from another system which is a lot closer than Sol but still a long way off. Now, we aren’t the first Earth people to get to Cassa. There was an Earth survey ship poking around the system about twenty years ago, and it seems that the Hammerheads also had an expedition here at the time. They spotted our survey ship but weren’t spotted themselves, and the survey ship eventually went back to Earth short two of its men. Those two were supposed to have got lost in the deserts on Cassa. Actually, the Hammerheads picked them up . . . Jerry?”


  The pilot’s head was beginning to nod. He straightened now and took a puff on the cigarette, grinning embarrassedly. “S’all right, Troy!” he muttered. “Seemed to get . . . sort of absent-minded there for a moment.”


  Which was, Troy knew, one of the symptoms of the re-awakening period. Newland’s mind had been shut away from reality for a long time, wrapped in soothing, vaguely pleasant dreams while the emergency tank went about the business of repairing his broken body. The habit of unconscious retreat from his surroundings could not be immediately discarded, and particularly not when the surroundings were as undesirable as those in which Newland now found himself. It would be better, Troy thought, to skip some of the uglier details . . . and yet he had to tell the man enough to make him willing to cooperate in what would be, at the very least, a desperately dangerous undertaking.


  HE said, “You’re still only three-quarters awake, Jerry. We have to expect that. But the closer you listen and the more information you can absorb, the faster you’ll shake off the cobwebs. And that’s important. These Hammerheads are a tough breed, and we’re in a bad spot.” Newland nodded. “I understand that much. Go ahead.”


  “Well,” Troy said, “whatever that first Earth survey ship had to report about the Cassa system looked good enough so that the administration put Cassa down for a major expedition some day. Twenty years later, we got here again—the interstellar exploration carrier Atlas with eight hundred men on board. I’m one of her engineers. And we found the Tareegs—that’s what the Hammerheads call themselves—waiting for us. Not another bunch of scientists and assistants but a war-party. They’d learned enough from the two survey ship men they’d caught to figure out we’d be coming back and how to handle us when we got here.


  “Now get straight on a few things about the Hammerheads, Jerry. Their weapons systems are as good or better than ours.


  In other ways, they’re behind us. They’ve got a fair interstellar drive but can’t make the same use of it we do, because they’ve still a lot to learn about inertial shielding. They have a couple of robot-directed interstellar drones standing in a hangar a few hundred yards from here which can hit half the speed of your courier, but no Hammerhead or human being could ride ’em up and live. The two big carriers that brought them to Cassa One are dead-slow boats compared to the Atlas. And that’s about the best they have at present.


  “Just the same, they’re out to get us. War is the best part of living as far as they’re concerned, and they’re plenty good at it. So far they’ve only been fighting among themselves but they’re itching for a chance at another race, and now we’re it. Capturing an Earth expedition in the Cassa System was only part of the plan to take Earth by surprise.”


  Newland blinked, said slowly, “How’s that? You’d think that might tip their hand. We’ll be missed, won’t we?”


  “Sure we’ll be missed,” Troy said. “But when? We were to stay here eight years . . . don’t remember that either, eh? The Hammerheads will have all the time they need to be set for who ever comes looking for us eventually.”


  “But would they know that?”


  Troy said bitterly, “They know everything about Earth that our top brass scientists of the Cassa Expedition were able to tell them. Pearson and Andrews—those names mean anything? They were the Expedition Chiefs when we were captured. One of the first things the Hammerheads did was to have the science staff and other department heads look on while they tortured those two men to death. As a result, they’ve had all the cooperation they could ask for—more than any decent human being would think of giving them—from our present leadership, the senior scientists Dr. Chris Dexter and Dr. Victor Clingman. They’re a couple of lousy traitors, Jerry, and I’m not sure they’re even capable of realizing it. Clingman’s in charge here at the ground base, and he acts as if he doesn’t see anything wrong in helping the Hammerheads.”


  “Helping the . . .” Vacancy showed for a moment in the pilot’s expression; he frowned uncertainly.


  “TRY to stay awake, Jerry! There’re just a few other things you should try to get nailed down in your memory this time. The Hammerheads are water animals. They can waddle around on land as long as they keep themselves moist, but they don’t like it. They’ve got a religion based on a universal struggle between water and land. Cassa One’s nothing but hot desert and rock and big salt beds, so it’s no good to them. And the other two planets in the system have no oxygen to speak of.


  “Now here’s the thing that’s hard to swallow. There’s a huge lumped-up asteroid swarm in the system. The Atlas stopped for a few days on the way in to look around in it. Dexter and Clingman, after we’d been captured, volunteered the information to the Hammerheads that a lot of that stuff was solid H2O and that if they wanted Cassa One fixed up the way they’d like it—wet—the Atlas could ferry enough asteroid ice over here in billion-ton loads to turn most of the surface of the planet into a sea.


  “You understand it wasn’t the Hammerheads who had the idea. They don’t have anything resembling the ship power and equipment to handle such a job; it hadn’t even occurred to them that it could be possible. But you can bet they bought it when it was handed to them. It will give them a base a third of the way between their own system and Sol. That’s what’s been going on since we landed and were grabbed off . . . almost three years ago now.


  “And these last weeks there’ve been, for the first time since we got here, a few clouds in the sky. It means the boys on the Atlas have as many of those mountains of ice riding on orbit as are needed, and they’ve started shoving them down into the atmosphere to break up and melt. So we . . . Jerry, wake up!”


  Troy Gordon paused, watching Newland, then shrugged, stood up and went over to take the butt of the cigarette from the pilot’s slack fingers. Newland had slid back into catatonic immobility; he offered no resistance as Troy swung his legs up on the bunk and straightened him out on his back.


  How much would he remember the next time he awoke? Troy didn’t know; he had no medical experience and was working on the basis of remembered scraps of information about the treatment given men recovering from an experience such as Newland’s. There were people on the ground station who could have told him what to do, but he hadn’t dared ask questions.


  It was chiefly a matter of time now. Or of lack of time. What would happen when the giant hauling operation was concluded, when the water which had been carried in from space came creeping across the vast desert plateaus about the station, was something he didn’t know. But it was almost certain that if his own plans hadn’t been carried out by that time, they never would be.


  “JERRY,” he addressed the sleeping pilot softly, “if you’ve wondered why I’m risking my neck to bring you back to life and keep you hidden away from the Hammerheads and Clingman, it’s because you’re the one man I still can trust in this lousy expeditionary group. It’s because you tried to do something about the situation on your own. You don’t remember it yet, but when the Hammerheads took over the Atlas you made a break for it in the courier boat. You tried to get away and warn Earth. They shot you down before you could clear atmosphere; but then they couldn’t find the wreck. They thought it was down in one of the salt beds and gave up looking for it.


  “But I found it in the desert a couple of months later. You’d dropped through into the emergency tank and yon were still more or less alive. I smuggled the tank into the station here as soon as I’d rigged up a place where I could keep it. I can use some help, and you’ll be the best possible man for the job . . .”


  He stopped, surprised to see that Newland’s mouth had begun to work awkwardly as if he were trying to speak. Then a few words came, slow and slurred, but indicating that the pilot’s mind had not sunk nearly as far from full wakefulness as during his previous relapses.


  “Wha . . . want me . . . do?”


  Troy didn’t answer. Not yet, he thought. Not until Newland was no longer helpless. Because, in spite of all precautions, he might be discovered here at any hour; and if that should happen, Troy’s secret must still be his own. He could act without Newland’s help if necessary.


  He waited a few seconds longer, while the pilot’s face slowly smoothed out again into comatose blankness. Then Troy turned around quietly and left the room.


  * * *


  Troy Gordon’s personal living quarters were on the lowest of the station’s three underground levels, behind the central power plant and utilities section. Considerable privacy was their only attraction; and since the arrangement kept Troy, during his off-duty hours, close to his responsibilities as the station’s maintenance engineer, neither Dr. Clingman nor the Hammerheads had objected to it. He was a useful man; and to the useful, minor privileges could be extended.


  Troy had been able to take advantage of that circumstance. The room in which Newland was hidden lay behind his own quarters, forming an extension to them. The entrance to it was concealed, and while a careful search should have disclosed it, Troy—so far as he knew—had as yet given no one a reason to initiate such a search. The back room was not part of the station’s original design; he had cut it secretly out of the rock. With the equipment at his disposal, it had been a relatively minor job.


  But it involved a very ugly risk. Discovery would have meant death, and no easy one. With the exception of the cooperating chief scientists, the Hammerheads’ attitude towards their captives was largely one of watchful indifference, so long as no one got out of line. But they had taken one measure which insured that, after a short time, there was very little inclination left among the prisoners to get out of line knowingly. At intervals of about a month, whether or not an overt offense had been committed, one more member of Earth’s Cassa Expedition was methodically tortured to death by the aliens; and a group of his fellows, selected apparently at random, was obliged to witness the matter while fastened to a device which allowed them to experience the victim’s sensations in modified form.


  Troy had been included twice in the observing group. He hadn’t known whether it implied a personal warning or not. In the Hammerheads’ eyes, he was a useful servant; it might be that he was also a suspected one. Nevertheless, it had been necessary to construct the back room. One day, he was returning through the desert from one of the outlying automatic stations under his care when he caught the momentary whisper of a distress signal in his groundcar’s receiver. The slight sound had put his hair on end. It was an Earth signal, on an Earth band; and with the Atlas off-planet it could have only one possible source. In seconds, it wavered out and was lost, but Troy already had established the direction.


  A WEEK passed before he had the opportunity to obtain a second fix; then, hours later, he was standing beside the wreck of the courier ship. It had plunged into a deep cleft in the rocks and was now half covered by sand; it began to seem less of a miracle that the Hammerhead fliers had not found it. Troy shut off the quavering signal projector, discovered next that the emergency tank had a living occupant, but left Newland where he was while he hurriedly examined the rest of the ship The courier was hopelessly damaged, but before Troy concluded the examination, his plan against the Hammerheads had been born, at least as a possibility It took more than two and a half years then to convert the possibility into an operation which seemed at last to have something better than a fighting chance to succeed, For, of course, Troy had told no one of the discovery. A few words might have gained him eager helpers, but might also have reached a man paralyzed by the fear of torture to the extent that he would reveal everything to safeguard himself.


  Troy left his rooms, locking the outer door behind him. Moving thirty feet down the narrow steel-floored passage behind the power plant, he entered one of the tool rooms, again closing and locking the door as he went through. It had been a much more difficult and lengthy undertaking to drill a tunnel from the station’s lowest level up to the force-screened Hammerhead hangar outside than to carve an additional room out of the rock, but it had been completed months before. The tunnel’s hidden station entrance was beneath the tool room floor, the other opening out of the polished rock base of the hangar twenty feet from one of the interstellar drones. The most careful human scrutiny would hardly have read any significance there into the hairline crack which formed an irregular oval on the rock; and since Troy hadn’t been found out, he could assume that the Hammerheads’ powers of observation were no more acute.


  It had been night in the surrounding desert for some hours by now, but the hangar was brightly lit—a very unusual occurrence at such a time. Troy paused, momentarily disconcerted, studying the scene in the hangar through the vision screen installed in the tunnel just below the exit. If the Hammerheads—there were only Hammerheads—present—were initiating some major new activity in the next day or two, his plans might be, if not ruined, at least very dangerously delayed. He counted over a hundred of the creatures, mostly assembled near the far end of the hangar in three orderly groups. A few officers stood together, somewhat closer to him.


  Troy chewed his lip anxiously, the moisture-conserving suits they wore for outside duty on Cassa One, which concealed the two sets of swim flippers along their sides and left the top pair of upper limbs . . . short, sturdy brown arms with hands larger than human hands, quite as capable and rather unpleasantly human in appearance . . . free for use. The transparent, inverted-triangle helmets were clamped down. As he looked on, one of their big atmospheric personnel carriers came gliding into sight behind the immobile ranks. There were commands, and the Tareegs turned and filed into the vehicle, moving with the rapid, awkward little waddle which was their method of progress on land. A minute or two later, the loaded carrier moved out of the hangar, and the lights in the vast structure slowly faded away.


  WHERE were they going?


  They were carrying the usual weapons, but this was not some dryland drill. Troy could not remember seeing so large a group leave the station before. The uneasy conviction returned that the move must be connected with the fact that clouds had begun to show in Cassa One’s skies, that the mile-thick boulders of ice which had been brought across space already were falling through the atmosphere of the dessicated world.


  One or two more undisturbed days, Troy thought. In that time it would become clear whether Newland was going to recover sufficiently to be able to play a part in his plans. Only two sections of the shattered courier ship, the inertial shielding and the autonav, had been needed to transform the Hammerheads’ interstellar drone twenty feet from the tunnel exit into a spaceship which men could ride and direct. Both those sections had been repairable, and everything else Troy had been able to steal or build in the station. Month after month passed as he brought it all together in the tunnel, familiarized himself with every necessary detail of the drones mechanisms and fitted in the new installations . . . first in theory, then in actual fact. A part of almost every night was spent in the darkened hangar, assembling, checking and testing one section or another, then disassembling everything and taking it back down into the tunnel before the moment came when the Tareeg watch-beams would sweep again through the hangar.


  The beam-search was repeated each three hours and twenty-seven minutes throughout the night. Within that period of time, Troy would have to carry out a final complete assembly, let the drone roar into life and send it flashing up through the force-screen and into space.


  By now, he knew he could do it. And if he had calculated the drone’s capacity correctly, he would then be less than six months from Earth. The Hammerheads had nothing they could send after him.


  But once in space, he needed Newland’s experience. Everything else would be on board to get them to Earth, but without a trained pilot the probability of arriving only on autonav was something Troy couldn’t calculate. With a great deal of luck, he thought, it still should be possible. Newland’s skills, on the other hand, would give them something considerably better than an even chance.


  But Newland would have to be recovered first. He was still under the ministrations of the emergency tank, embedded now in the wall of the back room beyond the bunk. The tank had to stay there; no amount of planning had shown a way it could be fitted into the drone besides everything else; there simply was no room left for it. And what Troy had learned made it clear that if he lifted into space with Newland before the pilot’s behavior was very nearly normal, he would have a half-dead zombie on his hands before the trip was well begun.


  That had been his reason for waiting. But the question was now whether he mightn’t already have waited a little too long . . .


  TROY checked his watch. Take a chance and begin the final installation at once? It would be an hour before the search-beams came back. The interior of the ships was inspected at irregular periods; he hadn’t been able to establish any pattern for that. But to leave his equipment in place in the drone for one day, or two at the most, might not be stretching his luck too far. Then, if Newland shaped up, there would be that much less delay in leaving, that much less time to spend in the Tareeg hangar finishing the job at the end. And no one could tell what new developments the next few days might bring, or how much time they would find that they had left . . .


  He twisted the direction dials on the vision screen, swinging it slowly once more about the darkened hangar. Then he unlocked and shifted the exit switch, and the irregularly carved section of rock above him moved on its lifting rods out of the hangar floor.


  Troy swung up and out behind it, got to his feet and started over to the drone.


  There was a thin, burring noise close to his ear.


  Troy stopped in mid-stride, his face tight and wary. The noise meant that his room communicator was being called. Probably some minor technical emergency on the station, but . . . He counted off twenty seconds, then turned on the relay mike under his coat collar. Trying to make his voice thick with drowsiness, he said, “Gordon speaking. Who’s it?”


  “Reese,” a carefully uninflected voice told him from the speaker. “Dr. Clingman wants you to come up to his office immediately, Gordon.”


  Troy felt a sudden sharp prickling of fear.


  “At this time of night?” he demanded petulantly. “It’s the middle of my sleep period! What’s gone wrong now?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Reese said. “Our senior scientist”—he made the two words sound like a worn, habitual curse—“didn’t go into details.”


  * * *


  Dr. Victor Clingman was a large, untidy man inclined to plumpness, with stringy blond hair and protuberant pale eyes. His office adjoined that of the Tareeg station commandant—a Low Dsala, in Hammerhead terms—and it was permeated from there with a slightly salty, vaguely perfumed moistness. Rank had its privileges; only the Low Dsala enjoyed the luxury of keeping his station work quarters damp enough to make the wearing of a suit unnecessary. The other Hammerheads waddled about the cold, dry halls completely covered, breathing through humidifiers, and were only occasionally permitted, and then after much ceremony, to enter an area in their section called the Water Room and linger there for several hours.


  Troy came into Clingman’s office with his tool kit through the double doors designed to prevent moisture from escaping, shivering slightly as the sudden clamminess touched his skin. Clingman, engaged as usual in pecking out something on a writer, shirt sleeves rolled up on his plump arms, ranked piles of notes on the table beside him, turned a pale, unhealthy-looking face towards the door.


  “Mister Gordon,” he said mildly, dragging the “mister” out a little as was his habit. He nodded at the wall to Troy’s left. “Our recording mechanisms became inoperative again . . . and just as I was in the process of noting down some very interesting fresh clues as to the probable origin of the Tareeg coup system. Will you try to attend to it?”


  “Right away,” Troy said, his vague fears dispelled. Clingman’s recorders were a standard problem; the repair parts for such items were on the Atlas which had not come down into atmosphere for almost a year. There probably had been no reason to feel apprehensive about a night call to the office. It had happened on such occasions before.


  HE went to work, glancing over from time to time at the senior scientist who was frowning down pensively at the writer. Before the Hammerheads executed his predecessors, Dr. Victor Clingman had been head of the Biology Department on the Cassa Expedition, and his interest in the subject had not changed, though it was now centered exclusively on the life habits of their captors. The Tareegs did not seem to object to his preoccupation with them. Possibly it amused them; though Clingman had told Troy once, rather complacently, that his research already had proved to be of some usefulness to the Tareegs in answering certain questions they had had about themselves. That might also be true. On several occasions, at any rate, Troy had found either the Low Dsala or another Hammerhead officer in Clingman’s office, answering the scientist’s questions in high-pitched, reedy voices which always had the suggestion of a whistle in them. All of them apparently had been taught human speech, though they rarely chose to use it.


  Clingman cleared his throat, asked without turning his head, “Did I tell you, Gordon, that the Tareegs’ known history goes back to considerably less than a thousand years, by human time reckoning?”


  “Yes, you did, doctor,” Troy said. It had become almost impossible for him to do work for Clingman—and Clingman invariably called on him personally when he had some mechanical chore on hand—without listening to a lengthy, rambling discourse on the scientist’s latest discoveries about the Tareegs. It was an indication, he thought, that Clingman had grown increasingly hungry for human companionship of any kind. He could hardly fail to know that the majority of the station’s human component was aware he had originated the suggestion made by the leading scientific group to the Hammerheads concerning the possibility of turning Cassa One into a Tareeg water world, and that he was generally despised for it. Troy’s noncommittal attitude might have led him to believe that Troy either had not been informed of the fact or happened to be a man who saw nothing very objectionable in such an act.


  Troy was, as it happened, less certain than some of the others that Clingman and the men like Dr. Chris Dexter, who had been directing the ice-hauling operations of the Atlas, had come to a deliberate, cold-blooded agreement among themselves to save their own skins by offering to help the Hammerheads against mankind. It was perhaps more likely that they had acted in unthinking panic, following the gruesome executions the Hammerheads had forced them to witness. That would be more forgivable, if only slightly so. It was difficult to be sure about Clingman in any way. He might be unpardonably guilty in his own mind and still no less frightened than before—for who knew, after all, what the Tareegs ultimately intended with their prisoners? On the other hand, he might actually have buried all such considerations beneath the absorbed, objective interest he appeared to take in them.


  TROY had paid no more attention than he could help at first to Clingman’s scholarly monologues on his favorite theme. His own thoughts avoided the Hammerheads as far as possible. But as his personal plans began to develop and the chance that he might reach Earth grew into something more than a wildly improbable hope, he realized that the more he learned about the new enemy, the more valuable an eventual report would be. Thereafter he listened carefully, memorizing all of Clingman’s speculations, and gradually developed some degree of detached interest of his own in the creatures. They had a curious history, short though it was, a history of merciless strife on twin water worlds of the same system in which any records of a common background had been long lost or destroyed. Then had come the shock of mutual discovery and renewed battling, now on an interplanetary scale, which ended in a truce of carefully guarded equality between the rival worlds.


  “That situation, it seems possible,” Clingman had said once, “may have led to the legend of the lost home-world of the Tareegs.” It was a cautious reference to the obvious fact that neither Tareeg planet would have been willing to admit that it might be no more than an ancient colony of its twin. A remote and glorious ancestral world which had brought both colonies forth as equals was a much more acceptable theory. “And yet,” Clingman went on, “the legend might well be based in fact. And it may be that we, with our skills, will enable the Tareegs to rediscover that world . . .”


  It sounded, Troy had thought, with something like amused disgust, as if the scientific brass had prudently worked out a new scheme to preserve itself after the Cassa One operation closed out.


  “There also, of course,” Clingman continued, blinking his pale eyes reflectively at Troy, “we have the origin of the parallel legend of the Terrible Enemy. What except the conquest of the home-world by a monstrous foe could have caused it to forget its colonies? In that light, it becomes a little easier to understand the . . . ah, well . . . the . . . cautious distrust the Tareegs have shown towards the first intelligent species they encountered in interstellar space.”


  And that sounded like an attempted apology—not so much for the Tareegs and their manner of expressing cautious distrust as for Dr. Victor Clingman’s collaboration with them. But Troy said nothing. By then he was very eager to hear more.


  He did. Almost week by week, something new was added to the Hammerhead data filed away in his mind. Much of it might be unimportant detail, but Earth’s strategists could decide that for themselves. The Tareeg coup system Clingman was mulling over again tonight had been of significance at least to the prisoners; for it probably was the reason the majority of them were still alive. The two High Dsalas who, each representing one of the twin worlds, were in joint command of the Tareeg forces here would have gained great honor merely by returning to their system at once with the captured Earth expedition. But to have stayed instead, silently to have assumed personal responsibility for the creation of a new world fit for Tareeg use—that assured them honor and power beyond belief when the giant task was over and the announcement went out . . .


  THE awareness that Clingman was speaking again broke into Troy’s thoughts.


  “Almost everything they do,” the scientist observed musingly, “is filled with profound ceremonial meaning. It was a long while before we really understood that. You’ve heard, I suppose, that cloud formations have appeared on this side of the planet?” Troy was about to answer, then checked himself, frowning down at the cleanly severed end of the lead he had been tracing. Severed? What . . .”


  “Gordon?”


  “Uh . . . why, yes, I’ve seen them myself, doctor.” Troy’s mind began to race. The lead had been deliberately cut, no question of that. But why? He might have spent another hour checking over the recording equipment before discovering it—


  “It means, of course,” he heard Clingman saying, “that the dry sea basins of Cassa One gradually are filling with water. Now, we know the vital importance to the Tareegs of being able to immerse themselves in the—to them—sacred fluid, and how severely they have been rationed in that respect here. One might have thought that, from the High Dsalas down, all of them would have plunged eagerly into the first bodies of water to appear on the planet. But, no . . . so great a thing must not be approached in that manner! A day was set, months in advance, when it could be calculated that the water level would reach a certain point. At that hour, every Tareeg who can be spared from essential duty will be standing at the shore of the new sea. And together . . .”


  Abruptly, the meaning of Clingman’s words faded out of Troy’s mind.


  The sudden nighttime summons to Clingman’s office—had it been no accident after all? Had he done something in the past few hours to arouse suspicion, and was he being detained here now while his rooms were searched? Troy felt sweat start out on his face. Should he say anything? He hesitated, then reached quietly into the tool kit.


  “. . . and only then”—Clingman’s voice returned suddenly to his consciousness—“will the word be prepared to go back, and the messenger ships filled with the sacred water so that it can be blended at the same moment with the twin worlds’ oceans, to show that Cassa One has become jointly a part of each . . .”


  Messenger ships—the interstellar drones, of course. And the big troop of Hammerheads which had been taken from the station in the personnel carrier less than an hour ago . . . His hands trembling a little, Troy quickly closed the recorder, picked up the toolkit.


  Clingman checked himself. “Oh . . . you’ve finished, Gordon?” He sounded startled.


  Troy managed to work a grin on his face. “Yes, doctor. Just a broken lead. And now, if you’ll excuse me . . . He started to turn away.


  “Ah, one moment!” Clingman said sharply. “There was . . . I . . . now where. . .” He gazed about the table, pushing fretfully at the piles of notes. “Oh, yes! Dr. Rojas . . . Room 72. You were on your way up here when he attempted to reach you. Something that needed . . . well, I forget now what he said. Would you mind going over there immediately?”


  “Not at all.” Troy’s heart was pounding. If there had been any doubt he was being deliberately delayed, it would have vanished now. Dr. Rojas, of course, would, have something waiting that “needed” Troy’s attention before he got to Room 72. A call from Clingman would arrange for it.


  But if they were suspicious of him, why hadn’t he been placed under arrest? They don’t want to scare me off, Troy thought. They’re not sure, and if I’m up to something they don’t want to scare me off before they know just what it is . . .


  HE’D swung around to the hall, mind reaching ahead through the next few minutes, outlining quickly the immediate steps he would have to take—and so he was almost past the Hammerhead before he saw it. The door to the Low Dsala’s offices had opened quietly, and the Low Dsala stood there five feet away, the horizontally stalked eyes fixed on Troy.


  Troy started involuntarily. He might be very close to death now. To approach a Hammerhead . . . let alone the station’s ranking officer . . . unbidden within a dozen steps was a dangerous thing for a prisoner to do. The Dsala’s left hand hung beside the ornament-encrusted bolt-gun all the officers carried—and those broad torturers’ hands could move with flashing speed. But the creature remained immobile.


  Troy averted his eyes from it, keeping his face expressionless, walked on with carefully unhurried steps, conscious of the Dsala’s stare following him.


  It was one of the comparatively few times he had seen a Hammerhead without its suit. If one knew nothing about them, they would have looked almost comical—there was a decided resemblance to the penguins, the clown-birds of Earth, in the rotund, muscular bodies and the double set of swimming dippers. The odd head with its thick protruding eyelobes and the small, constantly moving crimson triangle of the mouth were less funny, as were the dark, human-shaped hands. Troy felt a chill on his back when he heard the Dsala break into sudden speech behind him: a high, quick gabble in its own language. Was it expressing anger? Drawing the door quietly shut, he heard Clingman begin to reply in the same tongue.


  * * *


  REESE looked briefly up from the intercom desk as Troy stopped before it. “Finished with Clingman?” he asked.


  “Uh-huh,” Troy said. “Any other little jobs waiting before I can get back to sleep?”


  “Not so far,” Reese told him sourly. “Pleasant dreams.” He returned his attention to the panels before him.


  So Dr. Rojas, as had seemed almost certain, had put in no call for him. But if he didn’t show up at Room 72, how long before they began to wonder where he was? Perhaps four or five minutes . . .


  Troy stepped out of the elevator on the maintenance level forty seconds after leaving Reese, went quickly on into the engine room. One Hammerhead guard stood watching him from the far end. As a rule, three of them were stationed here. They were accustomed to Troy’s appearances, and he had been careful to establish as irregular a pattern as was practicable in attending to routine chores, so that in an emergency his motions would draw a minimum of attention. Ignoring the guard now, he carried out a desultory inspection of a set of wall controls, paused four times to remove four minor sections of machinery and drop them into his tool kit, and was leaving the big room again a minute and a half later.


  Out in the passage, he reopened the kit, quickly snapped three of the small steel parts together. The carrying of firearms naturally was not a privilege the Tareegs extended to human beings; but the newly assembled device was a quite functional gun. Troy thumbed three dozen hand-made shells out of the fourth piece removed from the control equipment, loaded the gun and shoved it into his pocket.


  The door to his quarters was locked, and there were no immediate signs inside that an inspection might have been carried out during his absence. Troy moved over to the rarely used intercom view-screen, changed some settings behind it, and switched it on. The hidden back room appeared in the screen, and—in spite of his near-certainty about Clingman’s purpose in detaining him—Troy felt his face whiten slowly with shock.


  Jerry Newland was no longer lying on his bunk, was nowhere in the room. A gaping opening in the wall behind the bunk showed where the emergency tank Troy had brought in from the crashed courier ship had been installed. So they not only had the pilot in their hands—they already were aware of his identity and of the condition he was in.


  Troy felt a surge of physical sickness. Left to himself, Newland would have died in the desert without regaining consciousness as the tank’s independent power source began to fail. Troy had saved him from that; but very probably it was the Tareeg death the pilot faced now. Troy switched off the screen, started back to the door, fighting down his nausea. Self-blame was a luxury for which he had no time. He couldn’t help Newland, and there was not an instant to lose. Within a few hours, he could still be in space and take his chances alone at getting the warning to Earth.


  But first the search for him must be directed away from the Tareeg hangar. And that, very fortunately, was an action for which he had long been thoroughly prepared . . .


  THE Hammerhead guard at the station’s ground-level exit also had been reduced to one soldier. And here the appearance of the maintenance engineer’s groundcar on its way to one of the automatic installations out in the desert was as familiar an occurrence as Troy’s irregular inspection visits in the engine room. The guard watched him roll past without moving and without indication of interest. Troy glanced at his watch as the exit closed behind him. Not quite six minutes since he’d left Clingman’s office . . . they should already have begun to check on his whereabouts, and the fact that he alone of all the humans at the station had access to a groundcar would then be one of the first things to come to their minds.


  He slowed the car near a tiny inspection door in the outer wall of the station, cut its lights, jumped out and watched it roll on, picking up speed as it swerved away to the east and rushed down into the dark desert. Months before he had installed the automatic guidance devices which would keep the car hurrying steadily eastwards now, changing direction only to avoid impassable obstacles. It might be that, at a time of such importance to the Tareegs, they would not attempt to follow the car. If a flier did discover it from the air, the vehicle would be destroyed . . . and it was rigged to disintegrate with sufficient-violence then to conceal the fact that it had lacked a driver.


  TROY opened the inspection door, then stopped for a moment, staring back at the Tareeg hangar beyond the station. Light had been glowing through its screens again when he came out; now the hazy translucence of the screens was drawing sideways and up from the great entrance rectangle. Another of the big personnel carriers nosed slowly out, moved up into the air and vanished against the night sky. If it was loaded as close to capacity as the one he had watched from inside the tunnel, almost two thirds of the Hammerhead force at the station had gone by now to attend the rites at Cassa One’s new sea.


  He waited while the force screen restored itself over the entrance. Immediately afterwards, the lights in the hangar turned dim and faded away. Troy climbed in through the inspection door, locked it and started back down to the maintenance level.


  With a little luck, he thought, he might even be able to work undisturbed now inside the interstellar drone he had selected for his escape. He would have to be back in the tunnel when the search-beams came through again . . . he suspected they might be quite sensitive enough to detect the presence of a living being inside one of the ships. But the Hammerheads themselves might not show up again until he was prepared to leave. And then it wouldn’t matter. If they did appear—well, he would get some warning from the fact that the hangar lights would begin to come on first. Not very much warning, but it might be enough.


  The passage leading past his quarters was empty and quiet. Troy remained behind a corner for a minute or two listening. If Dr. Rojas had reported his failure to arrive at Room 72, the Tareegs must also have learned by now that he had left the station, and the last place they would think of hunting for him was here. But somebody—Hammerhead or human stooge—might be in his rooms, making a second and more thorough investigation there.


  EVERYTHING remained still. Troy came quietly out into the passage, went down it to the tool room next to his quarters, opened the door, taking the gun from his pocket, and slipped inside. With the door locked, he stood still a moment, then turned on the lights.


  A glance around showed that nobody was lurking for him here. Ho darkened the room again, crossed it, removed the floor section over the tunnel entrance and slipped down into the tunnel. Working-by touch, he pulled the floor section back across the opening, snapped it into place and started up the familiar narrow passage he had cut through the desert rock.


  He couldn’t have said exactly what warned him. It might have boon the tiny click of a black-light beam going on. But he knew suddenly that something alive and breathing stood farther up the passage waiting for him, and the gun came quickly from Ids pocket again.


  His forehead was struck with almost paralyzing force. Stungun . . . they wanted him alive. Troy found himself on his knees, dizzy and sick, while a voice yelled at him. Human, he thought, with a blaze of hatred beyond anything he’d ever felt for the Tareegs, Traitor human! The gun, still somehow in his build, snarled its answer.


  Then the stungun found him again, in three quick, hammering blows, and consciousness was gone.


  * * *


  There came presently an extended period of foggy, groping thoughts interspersed with sleep and vivid nightmares. After a time, Troy was aware that he was in a section of the sick bay on the Atlas, and that the great carrier was in interstellar flight. So the operation on Cassa One was over.


  He wondered how long he had been knocked out. Days perhaps. It was the shrill, rapid-fire voice of a Tareeg which had first jolted him back into partial awareness. For confused seconds, Troy thought the creature was addressing him; then came the click of a speaker and the sounds ended, and he realized he had heard the Tareeg’s voice over the ship’s intercom system. A little later, it occurred to him that it had been using its own language and therefore could not have been speaking to him.


  During that first muddled period, Troy knew now and then that he was still almost completely paralyzed. Gradually, very gradually, his mind began to clear and the intervals of sleep which always ended with terrifying nightmares grew shorter. Simultaneously he found he was acquiring a limited ability to move. And that, too, increased.


  It might have been three or four hours after his first awakening before he began to plan what he might do. He had made a number of observations. There were three other men in this section with him. All seemed to be unconscious. He thought the one lying in the bed next to his own was Newland, but the room was dim and he had been careful to avoid motions which might have been observed, so he wasn’t certain. There was a single human attendant in, the small room beyond the open doorspace opposite his bed. Troy didn’t recall the man’s face. He was in the uniform of a medical corpsman; but whatever else the fellow might be, he was here primarily in the role of a guard because he had a gun fastened to his belt. It classed him as a human being whose subservience to the Hammerheads was not in question. Twice, when the man in the bed at the far end of the room had begun to groan and move about, the guard came in and did something that left the restless one quiet again. Troy couldn’t see what he used, but the probability was that it had been a drug administered with a hypodermic spray.


  Getting his hands on the gun, Troy decided, shouldn’t be too difficult if he made no mistakes. His life was forfeit, and to lie and wait until the Tareeg inquisitors were ready for him wasn’t to his taste. Neither . . . though somewhat preferable . . . was personal suicide. A ship, even as great a ship as the Atlas, had certain vulnerabilities in interstellar flight—and who knew them better than one of the ship’s own engineers? The prime nerve centers were the bridge and the sections immediately surrounding it. It might be, Troy thought, it just might be that the Hammerheads never would bring their prize in to the twin worlds to have its treasures of technological information pried out of it. And that in itself would be a major gain for Earth.


  HE turned various possibilities over in his mind with the detachment of a man who has acknowledged the inevitable fact of his own death. And he felt his strength flowing back into him.


  The guard in the other room presently heard renewed groans and the slurred muttering of a half-conscious man. As he came in through the doorspace with the drug spray he walked into Troy’s fist. It didn’t quite put him to sleep, but the spray did thirty seconds later, and shortly he was resting, carefully bound and gagged since Troy didn’t know how long the drug would retain its effect, in the back of a large clothes locker.


  The man in the next bed was Newland. He seemed uninjured but was unconscious, presumably drugged like the other two. Troy left the section in the corpsman’s uniform, the gun concealed in his pocket. It was improbable that the guard’s authority to carry it extended beyond the sick bay area. In another pocket—it might come in handy—was the refilled drug—pray.


  He was two decks closer to the bridge section when it struck him how deserted the Atlas seemed. Of course, he had avoided areas where he would be likely to run into sizable groups of either men or Tareegs. But he had seen only six humans so far, only two of the Hammerheads. These last had come out of a cross-passage ahead of him and vanished into another, two men following quietly behind, the high-pitched alien voices continuing to make a thin, complaining clamor in the otherwise empty hall seconds after they had disappeared. And the thought came to Troy: suppose most of the ship’s complement was down in the sleepers?


  It wasn’t impossible. The Atlas must still be provisioned for years to come, but an excellent way to avoid human mutiny on the approach to the Hammerhead worlds would be to put any captives not needed for essential duty to sleep. And the Atlas hadn’t been built for the convenience of water-creatures. To control a human skeleton crew would require a correspondingly small number of Tareegs. Most of their force, he thought, very well might be making the return in their own vessels.


  THE reflection literally stopped Troy in his tracks. Because that could change everything he’d had in mind, opened up possibilities he hadn’t thought existed . . . including the one, still remote though it might be, of returning the Atlas to Earth. Perhaps the men now in charge of the ship would be almost as unwilling to allow that to happen as the Hammerheads; they had too much to answer for. But if the situation he had imagined did exist, his thoughts raced on . . . why then . . .


  Troy’s mind swam briefly with a wild premonition of triumph. There were ways in which it might be done! But because of that, there was also now the sudden need for much more caution than he had intended to use. What he needed first was somebody who could tell him exactly how things stood on board—preferably somebody in a position of authority who could be persuaded or forced to fall in then with Troy’s subsequent moves.


  THE bridge deck was as quiet as the others. On the old Atlas, most of this area had been officers’ country, reserved for the expedition heads and top ship personnel; and presumably that arrangement had been changed only by the addition of Tareeg commanders and guards. Troy kept to the maintenance passages, encountered no one but presently found unused crew quarters and exchanged the corpsman uniform there for less conspicuous shipboard clothes. This would make a satisfactory temporary base of operations. And now to get the information he wanted . . .


  The voice was coming out of the only door open on the dim hall. There were six staterooms on either side, and Troy remembered that the room beyond the open door had been occupied by Dr. Clingman on the trip out from Earth. The voice—preoccupied, mild, a little tired—was unmistakably Dr. Victor Clingman’s.


  Was he alone? Troy thought so. He couldn’t make out the words, but it was a monologue, not a conversation. He had the impression of Clingman dictating another rambling dissertation on Tareeg ways into a recorder; and the conviction came to him, not for the first time, that the man was in some essential manner no longer sane, that be had come to believe that his observations on these deadly enemies some day really could be compiled into an orderly and valuable addition to human knowledge.


  Sane or not, he was a frightened man, the perfect quarry for Troy’s present purpose. With a gun on him, he would talk. And once having assisted Troy to any degree, he would be too terrified of Tareeg reprisals to do anything but switch sides again and go along with Troy, hoping that thereby the worst—once more—could be avoided. The worst for Victor Clingman. It would be impossible, Troy thought, to trust Clingman, but he could make very good use of him in spite of that.


  He came quietly along the passage, his attention as much on the closed doors about him as on the one which was open. The guard’s gun unfortunately wasn’t a noiseless type, but he had wrapped a small cushion around its muzzle and across it, which should muffle reports satisfactorily if it came to that. Words became distinguishable.


  “It is not a parasite in the ordinary sense,” Clingman’s tired voice said. “It is a weapon. It kills and moves on. A biological weapon limited to attack one species: the enemy. It is insidious. There is no warning and no defense. Unconsciousness and death occur painlessly within an hour after contact, and the victim has not realized he is being destroyed. The radius of infection moves out indetectably and with incredible swiftness. And yet there was a method of containing this agent. That knowledge, however, is now lost.”


  “As an achievement of the Tareeg genius for warfare, the weapon seems matched—in some respects surpassed—only by the one used to counteract it. And in that, obviously, there were serious faults. They . . .”


  The man, Troy decided, was quite close, perhaps twelve feet to the right side of the door. He glanced back along the silent hall, slipped the cover from the gun—with Clingman, he would only need to show it—then came into the room in two quick strides, turning to the right and drawing the door shut behind him.


  THERE was no one in sight.


  The voice continued:


  “. . . desperate, with no time to complete essential testing. A terrible gamble, but one which Inevitably . . .”


  The meaning faded from Troy’s mind as he discovered the wall-speaker from which the words were coming.


  His eyes darted across the room to a comfortable chair drawn up beside a table, to a familiar picture of untidily arrayed piles of notes on the table, a thread of smoke still rising from a cigarette in the tray among them. Clingman had been in the room within minutes, listening to one of his previous recordings as he worked. Troy’s glance shifted to a closed door on his right. Bedroom and bath of the suite lay behind it. Clingman might be there. He might also . . . Troy reached back, quietly opened the door to the hall again, moved on and slipped out of sight behind an ornamental screen on the other side of the speaker.


  Clingman could have left his quarters for some reason. In any event, it was obvious that he had intended to return to the room very shortly. If he brought someone with him, the situation might be more difficult. But hardly too difficult to be handled.


  Troy worked the improvised silencer back over the gun muzzle, senses straining to catch either the opening of the door on his right or the sound of an approach down the hall.


  “So it was possible,” he heard the wall-speaker say, “to reconstruct, in almost every essential detail, what the concluding situation must have been on the world where the Tareeg species had its origin. The attacking section was safely screened, presumably by a form of energy barrier, against the deadly agent it had released. The section under attack had no defense against an agent so nearly indestructible that it subsequently survived for over a thousand years in its inert, frozen condition without losing effectiveness in the least—”


  Troy thought: What . . .


  WHAT HAD IT SAID?


  He stepped out from behind the screen as the door on his right opened. Dr. Clingman stood in the door, mouth open, eyes bulging in surprise and alarm at the gun in Troy’s hand. Then his gaze shifted to Troy’s face, and his expression slowly changed.


  “Mister Gordon,” he murmured, smiling very cautiously, “you are really the most difficult man to keep stopped!”


  Troy pointed a shaking finger at the speaker. “That!” he cried. “That . . . it said a thousand years in the ice!”


  Clingman nodded. “Yes.” His eyes returned, still rather warily, to the gun. “And I’m rather glad, you know, you happened to catch that particular part before I appeared.”


  Troy was staring at him. “That was their lost home world—the one you’ve kept talking about. That great asteroid cloud here . . .”


  “No, not here.” Clingman came forward more confidently into the room, and Troy saw now that the left side of the scientist’s face and head was covered with medical plastic. “The Cassa system is a long way behind us, Gordon,” Clingman said. “We’ve been on our way back to Earth for more than two days.”


  “To Earth,” Troy muttered. “And I . . .”


  CLINGMAN jabbed a stubby finger down on a control switch at the table, and the wall-speaker went silent. “It will be easier to tell you directly,” he said. “You’ve already grasped the essential fact—our Tareeg captors, for the most part, are dead. They were killed, with some careful assistance from the men in charge of this expedition, by a weapon developed approximately twelve centuries ago on their ancestral world. A world which still circles today, though in a rather badly disintegrated condition, about the Cassa sun.


  “But let’s be seated, if you will. You gave me a very unpleasant fright just now.” Dr. Clingman touched the side of his face. “I had an ear shot off recently by a man who didn’t wait to have the situation explained to him. His aim, fortunately, was imperfect. And there is still a minor war in progress on the Atlas. Oh, nothing to worry about now—it’s almost over. I heard less than twenty minutes ago that the last of the Tareeg guards on board had surrendered. About fifty of them have become our prisoners. Then there is a rather large group of armed men in spacesuits in one section of the ship with whom we have been unable to communicate. They regard us as traitors to the race, Dr. Dexter and myself in particular. But we have worked out a system of light signals which should tell them enough to make them willing to parley . . .”


  He settled himself carefully into the big chair, turning a white, fatigued face back to Troy. “That,” he said, waving his pudgy hand at the wall-speaker, “is a talk I made up to explain what actually has happened to the main body of the mutineers. They comprised a large majority of the crew and of the expedition members, of course, but fortunately we were able to gas most of them into unconsciousness almost at once, and that no further lives have been lost. We have begun to arouse them again in small groups who are told immediately that the space ice we were bringing in to Cassa One carried a component which has resulted in the destruction of the Tareeg force, and who are then given as much additional information as is needed to answer their general questions and convince them that we are still qualified to command the Cassa Expedition. I believe that in a few more days normal conditions on the ship will have been restored . . .


  Clingman glanced over at the smoldering cigarette in the tray, stubbed it out and lit another. “We had been aware for some time of your plan to escape back to Earth in one of the Tareeg drones,” he said. “It was an audacious and ingenious scheme which might very well have succeeded. We decided to let you go ahead with it, since it was by no means certain until the very last day that our own plans would be an unqualified success. On the other hand, we couldn’t let you leave too early because the Tareegs certainly would have taken the Atlas to the twin worlds then without completing the Cassa One operation. And we didn’t care to let you in on our secret, for reasons I’m sure you understand.”


  Troy nodded. “If they’d got on to me, I might have spilled that, too.”


  “Exactly,” Clingman said. “There was no question of your loyalty or determination but the Tareegs’ methods of persuasion might cause the most stubborn man to tell more than he should. So no one who was not essential to the work was given any information whatever. Dr. Rojas applied certain medical measures which prevented Mr. Newland from recovering prematurely . . . prematurely from our point of view, that is. It did not keep you from completing your other preparations but ensured that you would not actually leave unless we believed the move had become necessary, as a last resort.”


  TROY shook his head. He’d been working against some thing there had been no way of knowing about. “Was that Rojas waiting for me in the tunnel?”


  “Yes. At that point, we knew we would win, and it had become safe enough to tell you. Unfortunately, you believed it was a trap.”


  Troy chewed his lip. “On that home world of the Tareegs when the two factions were fighting—the losing side did something which blasted the whole planet apart?”


  “Not exactly,” Clingman said. “The appearance of it is rather that the home world came apart in an almost gentle manner, section separating from section. How that could be done is something no one on Earth had worked out at the time we left. The original survey group brought back samples of the asteroid swarm for analysis. A good deal was learned from them.”


  He paused, frowning at his cigarette, said slowly, “The twin worlds have developed a new scientific Tareeg caste which was considered—or considered itself—too valuable to be risked on the interstellar expedition to the Cassa system. I think that was a very fortunate circumstance for us. Even before we left Earth, even when it was believed they were all dead, what had been deduced of the Tareeg genius for destruction was more than a little disturbing. The apparent purpose of that last defensive action on the home world was to strip the surface oceans from the hostile sections of the planet. Obviously, the process got out of hand; the entire planet was broken up instead. But one can’t really doubt that—given more time—they would have learned to master the weapon.


  “The killing agent developed by the opposing side evidently had been very thoroughly mastered. And again we can’t say how they did it. It can be described as a large protein molecule, but its properties can be imagined only as arising out of a very complex organization, theoretically impossible at that level of life. It is confined to water, but its method of dispersion within that medium is not understood at all. At one instant, it is here; at the next, it apparently will have moved to a point perhaps several hundred miles away.


  !l is life which has no existence, hi id cannot exist, except as a weapon. Unlike a parasite, its purpose is simply to kill, quickly and efficiently, and go on at once to another victim. Having exhausted the store of victims—a short process, obviously, even in nil area of planetary dimensions it dies of something like starvation within days.


  “That, of course, was as practical a limitation to those employing it as the one that it attacks only Tareegs. They did not want to be barred indefinitely from an area which had been cleansed of their enemies, and neither did they want food animals in that area to be destroyed. They . . .”


  His voice trailed off, and Troy stirred restlessly. Dr. Clingman was slumped farther down in his chair now, and the pale, protruding eyes had begun to blink drowsily. He seemed about to go to sleep. Troy said, “If the thing killed the Tareegs on Cassa One inside an hour after they’d gone into the sea, then they couldn’t have had the time to start the interstellar drones back towards the twin worlds.”


  Clingman’s head turned to him again. “No,” Clingman said. “Of course not.”


  “And even,” Troy went on, “if they had been able to ship a couple of loads of infected water back, it would have been harmless long before it reached their worlds.”


  CLINGMAN nodded. “Quite harmless. As harmless as the new ocean on Cassa One would be by this time to Tareegs who entered it.” He paused. “We’d thought, Gordon . . . as you might be thinking now . . . of sending the drones back instead with a load of asteroid ice containing the inert agent. That, of course, would not have reduced its effectiveness. Nevertheless, the scheme wouldn’t have worked.”


  “Why not?” Troy asked.


  “Because the drones, in the Tareeg view, were sacred messengers. They could be used only to announce in a certain prescribed manner that the Tareeg interstellar expeditionary force had discovered a water planet and taken possession of it, again with the required ceremony, for the twin worlds. The transmission of lumps of interplanetary ice would never have fitted that picture, would, in fact, have been an immediate warning that something very much out of order had occurred.


  “That Tareeg insistence on exact ritualistic procedure—essentially a defensive measure in their dealings with one another—also happened to delay our own plans here very badly. Except for it, we would have been ready at least a year ago to flood Cassa One and entrap our captors.”


  Troy repeated, stunned, “You would have been ready . . .”


  “Yes, but consider what might have resulted from that over-hasty action. The Cassa system is much more readily accessible from the twin worlds than it is from Earth, and if we made some mistake with the drones, or if the Tareegs began to suspect for any other reason that their expeditionary force had met with disaster, they would be certain to establish themselves at once in a very strong manner here, leaving Earth confronted with a dangerously talented and implacable new enemy. No, we had to retain the appearance of helplessness until we had acquired an exact understanding of the manner in which the water-message must be prepared, and had discovered some substitute for the freezing effect on the lethal agent. That took an extra year.


  Troy said carefully, “And during that year, as you knew would happen, another dozen or so men died very slow and painful deaths on the Tareeg execution benches. Any one of those men might have been you or I . . .”


  “That is quite true,” Clingman said. “But it was something that could not be avoided. In that time, we did learn the necessary ritual and we did find a numbing catalyst which will hold the protein agent inert until it loses its effect by being sufficiently diluted again. So now the drones have been dispatched. Long before this ship reaches Earth again, the agent will have been introduced to the twin worlds, and except for the specimens we carry on board, the Tareeg species will be extinct. It may not be a pleasant thing to have a pair of ghost worlds forever a little on our conscience—but one does not have to fight uncertain wars with ghosts.”


  Troy studied him in silence for some seconds.


  “And I thought you were soft,” he said at last. “I thought you were weak and soft . . .”


  THE END


  1963


  THE BEACON TO ELSEWHERE


  The forces of the Universe met at Lion Mesa. They were represented by the rebel Terrans; by Dowland of the Interstellar Police; and by the monstrous shapes from an alien galaxy. They all sought the same thing: the time-wrenching power of . . .


  IT didn’t happen twice a year that Gustavus Robert Fry, Chief Commissioner of the Interstellar Police Authority, allotted more than an hour in his working day to any one appointment. However, nobody in the outer offices was surprised to learn that the chief expected to remain in conference until noon today, and was not to be disturbed before then. The visitor who had been ushered in to him—without benefit of appointment—was Howard Camhorn, the Overgovernment’s Coordinator of Research. It was a meeting of political mastodons. Portentous events would be on the agenda.


  Seated at the desk in his private office, Gus Fry, massive, strong-jawed, cold-eyed—looking precisely like the powerhouse, political and otherwise, which he was—did not feel entirely at ease. Howard Camhorn, sprawled in a chair half across the room from the Chief Commissioner, might have passed for a middle-aged, moderately successful artist. He was lanky, sandy-haired, with a lazy smile, lazier gestures. But he was, by several degrees, the bigger VIP of the two.


  Camhorn said, “There’s no question at all, of course, that the space transport your boys picked up is the one we’re interested in. But is it absolutely certain that our Ym-400 is no longer on board?”


  Fry shrugged. “It’s certain that it isn’t in the compartment where it was stored for the trip—and the locks to that compartment have been forced. It’s possible that whoever removed the two YM cases has concealed them in some other part of the ship. That would be easy to do, but . . .”


  Camhorn shook his head. “No,” he said. “Nobody would benefit from that. I’m afraid we’ll have to resign ourselves to the fact that the stuff has been taken.”


  FRY said, “It looks like it. The police search will go on until your own investigators get there, but there’s no reason to believe anything will be found.”


  “The ship’s course had been reset so that it was headed into unoccupied space?”


  “Yes,” said Fry. “It was only by a very improbable coincidence that an IPA boat happened to spot it. The transport’s new course wouldn’t have brought it anywhere near a traffic lane, inhabited planet, or normal patrol route. Three weeks later, when its fuel was exhausted, the planted explosives would have blown it up without a chance that the wreckage would ever be detected.”


  “How about the cargo? Have you heard about that? Was it otherwise intact?”


  “As far as we can tell. The shippers will check everything in detail when the freighter gets back to port. But it’s a good guess that the Overgovernment’s Ym-400 is the only item missing.”


  CAMHORN nodded. “A group which was planning to pick it up wouldn’t be very interested in ordinary loot. That seems to make it conclusive.” He wrinkled his nose reflectively. “Modus operandi?” he asked.


  “Two possibilities,” Fry said. “They had themselves loaded aboard with the cargo, or they intercepted the transport en route and entered it in flight.”


  “Which do you like?”


  “The first. In fact, the other is hardly a possibility. Even the IPA couldn’t get aboard a modern automatic freighter between ports without setting off an explosion of alarms in every flight control station on its course. No such alarm was recorded. And there is no indication of a forcible entry.”


  “So our thieves had themselves loaded on,” said Camhorn. “Now, Gus, I’ve always been under the impression that the check system which keeps stowaways out of the automatic transports was foolproof.”


  The IPA Chief shrugged. “It’s been foolproof so far. But not because it was impossible to circumvent. It’s simply that circumventing the check system would add up to so enormously expensive a proposition that the total cash value of a transport and its cargo wouldn’t be worth the trouble. These people definitely were not considering expenses.”


  “Apparently not,” Camhorn said. “So how did they get the Ym-400 off the ship?”


  “They had a small boat loaded on board with them. That’s a supposition, so far; they left very few traces of their activities. But it’s the only way the thing could have been done. They had obtained exact information of the transport’s plotted route and time schedule. At a calculated point, they picked up the two cases of YM, rerouted the ship, timed and planted their explosives, disconnected the alarm system at the entry lock, and left in the boat. Naturally, another ship was moving along with the freighter by then, waiting to pick them up. That’s all there was to it.”


  “You make it sound simple,” said Camhorn.


  “The difficulty,” said Gus Fry, “would be in preparing such an operation. No matter how much money these people could lay on the line, they must have spent several months in making the necessary arrangements without once alerting the port authorities.”


  “They had enough time,” Camhorn admitted reflectively. “Ym-400 has been shipped for a number of years in the same manner and over the same route.”


  “I’ve been wondering,” Fry remarked, “why this manner of shipping it was selected.”


  Camhorn smiled briefly. “When was the last time an automatic transport was hijacked, Gus?”


  “Fifty-seven years ago,” Fry said. “And the method employed then wouldn’t have worked on a modern transport, or under the present check system.”


  “Well, that’s part of your answer. Automatic shipping risks have become negligible. The rest of the answer is that we’ve avoided too obviously elaborate safeguards for Ym-400. If we put it on a battleship each time it was moved, the technological espionage brethren would hear about it. Which means that everybody who might be interested would hear about it. And once the word got out, we’d start losing the stuff regardless of safeguards to people who’d be willing to work out for themselves just what made it so valuable to the Overgovernment. As it is, this is the first sample of Ym-400 to go astray in the thirty-two years we’ve had it.”


  “Two thirty-four kilogram cases,” Fry said. “Is that a significant amount?”


  “I’m afraid it’s an extremely significant amount,” Camhorn said wryly.


  Fry hesitated, said, “There’s something very odd about this, Howard . . .”


  “What’s that?”


  “I had the definite impression a few hours ago that you were almost relieved to hear about the transport.”


  CAMHORN studied him for a few seconds. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “I was. Because of one thing. If this hadn’t been obviously a criminal act, humanly engineered—if the transport, say, had simply blown up en route or vanished without giving an alarm . . .”


  “Vanished without giving an alarm?” Fry repeated slowly. “Without human intervention?”


  “If,” said Camhorn, “any least part of the Ym-400 it was carrying had been radioactive, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn something like that had happened. But, of course, the shipment was stable. And stable Ym-400 has shown no more disturbing potentialities to date than the equivalent amount of pig iron. If it ever develops them, the research programs connected with the substance will be indefinitely delayed. They may have to be abandoned.” He gave Fry his lazy smile. “Does that explain my apparent relief, Gus?”


  “More or less,” Gus Fry said. “Would it be a calamity if those particular programs had to be abandoned?”


  “The Overgovernment would consider it a calamity, yes.”


  “Why?”


  “If and when,” said Camhorn, “the bugs get worked out of Ym-400, it may ensure our future control of space against any foreseeable opposition.”


  Fry kept his face carefully expressionless.


  “So, naturally,” Camhorn went on, “we’d prefer to keep dissident groups from playing around with the substance, or becoming aware of its possibilities.”


  Fry said, “There seems to be at least one dissident group which has much more complete information about Ym-400 than, for example, the Interstellar Police Authority.”


  Camhorn shook his head. “We can’t say how much they really knew, Gus. The theft might have been arranged as a speculative operation. There’s enough loose money in large quantities around to make that quite possible.” Fry grunted. “Do you have any definite suspects?”


  “A great many. Unfortunately, there seems to be at least some probability that the people involved won’t turn out to be among them. However, those lists will provide an immediate starting point. They’re being transferred to the IPA today.”


  “Thanks,” Fry said sourly.


  “I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t have to, Gus. Our Research investigators can’t begin to cope with a number like that. They will cooperate with you closely, of course.”


  “Nobody else will,” said Fry. “I’ve come to the conclusion that our current populations are the least cooperative people in the history of the race.”


  Camhorn nodded. “Naturally.”


  “Naturally? Why should they be? Most of them are a little short of living space—unless they’re willing to put up with frontier conditions—but otherwise humanity’s never had it so good. They’re not repressed; they’re babied along—nine-tenths of the time anyway. They do just about as they damn well please. Thirty percent of them won’t turn out a stroke of honest work from the beginning of their lives to the end.”


  “True enough. And you’ve described an almost perfect setting for profound discontent. Which is being carefully maintained, by the way. We don’t want humanity to go to sleep entirely just yet. Gus, how much do you know personally about Ym-400?”


  “Nothing,” said Fry. “Now and then some rumor about it comes to the IPA’s attention. Rumors of that kind go into our files as a matter of course. I see the files.”


  “Well, then,” said Camhorn, “what rumors have you seen?”


  “I can give you those,” Fry said, “in a few sentences. YM—or Ym-400—is an element rather recently discovered by the Overgovernment’s scientists; within the past few decades. It has the property of ‘transmuting space-time stresses’—that’s the rumor, verbatim. In that respect, it has some unspecified association with Riemann space phenomena. It has been located in a star system which lies beyond the areas officially listed as explored, and which at present is heavily guarded by Overgovernment ships. In this system is an asteroid belt, constituting the remnants of a planet broken up in an earlier period by YM action. And three,” Fry added, grinning wolfishly, “I can even bring in a factual detail. I know that there is such a guarded system, and that it contains nothing but its star and the asteroid belt referred to. I could give you its location, but I’m sure you’re familiar with it.”


  Camhorn nodded. “I am. Any other rumors?”


  “I think that sums them up.”


  “WELL,” Camhorn said judiciously, “if the IPA is to be of much use to us in this investigation, it should be better informed than that. The rumors are interesting, though satisfactorily inaccurate. Ym-400, to begin with, is not a single element. It’s a compound of several elements of the same series. The symbol attached to it is quite meaningless . . .”


  “For security reasons?”


  “Of course. Now, with one notable exception, all elements in this series were discovered during the Overgovernment’s investigation of Riemann space properties in the two intragalactic creation areas we have mapped to date. As you may recall, that program was initiated forty-five years ago. The elements we’re talking about are radioactive: half-life of up to an hour. It was suspected they had a connection with the very curious, apparently random distortions of space-time factors found in the creation areas, but their essential properties made it impossible to produce them in sufficient quantity for a sufficient length of time to conduct a meaningful examination.


  “Ymir, the last element of this series, was not discovered in the same areas, or at the same time. It was located ten years later, in stable trace-quantities in the asteroid belt you’ve mentioned, and to date it has not been found anywhere else. Ymir is a freak. It is chemically very similar to the rest of the series and has an unstable structure. Theoretically, its presence as and where it was found was an impossibility. But it was recognized eventually that Ymir produces a force field which inhibits radioactivity. Until the field is interfered with the element is stable . . .”


  “What interferes with it?”


  Camhorn grinned. “People. Until it’s deliberately tampered with, Ymir is changeless—as far as we know. Furthermore it will, in compound, extend its inhibiting field effect instantaneously to three other elements of the same series. A very fortunate circumstance, because Ymir has been found only in minute amounts, and unknown factors still prevent its artificial production. The other three elements are produced readily, and since a very small proportion of Ymir retains them in stable—or pseudostable—form, they can be conserved indefinitely.”


  “That’s the Ym-400 compound?” Fry asked.


  “That’s it.”


  Fry said thoughtfully, “Perhaps I should remind you, Howard, that this conversation is being recorded.”


  Camhorn nodded. “That’s all right. Now that we know someone else is in possession of sixty-eight kilograms of Ym-400, we’re confronted with radically altered circumstances. The loss incurred by the theft isn’t important in itself. The Ymir component in such a quantity is detectable almost only by its effects, and the other components can be produced at will.


  THE question is how much the people who have the stolen compound in their hands actually know about it. We would prefer them to know several things. For example, up to a point Ym-400 is easily handled. It’s a comparatively simple operation to reduce or restore the force field effect. The result is a controlled flow of radioactivity from the compound, or its cessation. Now, you’ve mentioned having heard that Ym-400 transmutes space-time stresses—”


  Fry nodded.


  “Well,” Camhorn said, “as a matter of fact, that’s exactly what it appears to do—as was surmised originally of the unstable elements in the series. The active compound transmutes space-time stresses into a new energy with theoretically predictable properties. Theoretically, for example, this new energy should again be completely controllable. Have you picked up any rumors of what our experiments with the substance were supposed to achieve?”


  Fry said, “Yes. I forgot that. I’ve heard two alternate theories. One is that the end result will be an explosive of almost unimaginable violence. The other is that you’re working to obtain a matter transmitter—possibly one with an interstellar range.”


  Camhorn nodded. “Potentially,” he said, “Ym-400 is an extremely violent explosive. No question about it. The other speculation—it isn’t actually too far-fetched—well, that would be the equivalent of instantaneous space-travel, wouldn’t it?”


  Fry shrugged. “I suppose so.”


  “However,” Camhorn said, “we haven’t transmitted even a speck of matter as yet. Not deliberately, at any rate. Do you know why, Gus?”


  “No. How would I?”


  “No rumors on that, eh? I’ll tell you. Ym-400, when activated even in microquantities, immediately initiates the most perverse, incalculable effects ever to confront an experimenter. There has been, flatly, no explanation for them. I’ve had ordinarily unimpressionable physicists tell me with tears in their eyes that space-time is malevolently conscious of us, and of our attempts to manipulate it—that it delights in frustrating those attempts.”


  Gus Fry grinned sourly. “Perhaps they’re right.”


  “As it happens,” Camhorn observed, “the situation is very unfunny, Gus. Experiments with Ym-400 have, to date, produced no useful results—and have produced over eleven hundred casualties. Most of the latter were highly trained men and women, not easily replaced.”


  Fry studied him incredulously. “You say these accidents have not been explained?”


  Camhorn shook his head. “If they were explicable after the event,” he said, “very few of them would have happened in the first place. I assure you there’s been nothing sloppy about the manner in which the project has been conducted, Gus. But as it stands today, it’s a flop. If the stakes were less high, it would have been washed out ten years ago. And, as I said before, if there were reason to believe that the stable compound was involved in the disappearance of a space transport, we probably would postpone further operations indefinitely. One such occurrence would raise the risks to the intolerable level.”


  Fry grunted. “Is that what those accidents were like? Things—people—disappear?”


  “Well . . . some of them were of that general nature.”


  Fry cleared his throat. “Just tell me one more thing, Howard.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Has any part of what you’ve said so far been the truth?” Camhorn hesitated an instant. “Gus,” he said then, “can you erase your question and my reply from the recording?”


  “Of course.”


  “Erase them, please. Then blank out our further conversation.”


  A FEW seconds later, Fry said, “All right. You’re off the record.”


  “Most of what I told you was the truth,” Camhorn said, leaning back in his chair. “Perhaps not all of it. And perhaps I haven’t told you the whole truth. But we’re out to spread some plausible rumors, Gus. We could not afford to get caught in obvious lies.”


  Fry reddened slowly. “You feel the Interstellar Police Authority will spread those rumors?”


  “Of course it will. Be realistic, Gus. Naturally, you’ll transmit the information I’ve given you only to qualified personnel. But there’ll be leaks, and . . . well, what better authentication can we have for a rumor than precisely such a source?”


  “If you know of any potential leaks among the IPA’s ‘qualified personnel,’ ” Fry said, “I’d appreciate seeing the names.”


  “Don’t be stuffy, Gus,” Camhorn said affably. “We’re not slandering the Authority. We’re banking on the law of averages. As you’ve indicated, the IPA can’t be expected to carry out this investigation unless it’s given some clues to work on. We’re giving it those clues. In the process, we expect to start the spread of certain rumors. That’s all to the good.”


  “But what’s the purpose?”


  “I’ve told you that. Our criminals may or may not be caught as quickly as we’d like. The group actually in the know may be—probably is—quite small. But they should have a widespread organization, and they’ll be alert for counteraction now. They certainly will get the information we want them to have, whether it comes to them through the IPA or through some other channel; and that should be enough to keep them from committing any obvious stupidities. Meanwhile, we’ll have avoided making the information public.


  “We want to make sure they know—if they don’t already know it—that Ym-400 is unpredictably dangerous. That leaves them with several choices of action. They can abandon those two thirty-four kilogram cases, or simply keep them concealed until they obtain more complete information about the material. Considering the manner in which the theft was prepared and carried out, neither is a likely possibility. These people are not ignorant, and they aren’t easily frightened—and they certainly have the resources to handle any expense factor.”


  Fry nodded.


  “The probability is,” Camhorn went on, “that they’ll evaluate the warning contained in these rumors realistically, but proceed with experimentation—perhaps more cautiously than they would have done otherwise.


  “Which is as much as we hope to accomplish. I’ve told you of the losses among our personnel. We have no real objection to seeing someone else attempt to pull a few chestnuts out of the fire for us. That’s the secondary purpose of sacrificing some quite valid information. By the time we catch up with our friends, we expect the sacrifice will have been—in one way or another—to our advantage.”


  “And suppose,” said Fry, “that their secret experiments with Ym-400 result in turning another planet into an asteroid cloud?”


  “That’s an extreme possibility,” Camhorn said, “though it exists. The point is that it exists now whatever we choose to do about it. We can only attempt to minimize the risks.”


  “You’d still sooner catch them before they start playing around with the stuff?”


  “Of course we would. But we’re working against time there.”


  “HOW much time do we have before the thing gets critical?”


  “Well,” said Camhorn, “assume they’ve had at least four or five years to prepare for the day when they could bring a quantity of Ym-400 into their possession. They’ll have made every necessary arrangement for concealed full-scale experimentation. But, unless they are utterly reckless, they still have to conduct a thorough preliminary investigation of the compound and its possibilities. That phase of the matter shouldn’t be too dangerous, and it can’t be concluded in less than six months.”


  Fry shook his head exasperatedly. “Six months!” he said. “We might get lucky and pick them up next week, Howard . . . but there are eighteen planets and planet-class satellites at peak population levels, seventy-three space cities with a total of eight times the planetary populations, five Freeholder planets on each of which you could keep an army concealed indefinitely if you wanted to go to the trouble. Add in close to a hundred thousand splinter populations on semihabitables, asteroids, space-borne in fixed stations and mobile craft—we can’t do it, Howard! Not in six months. We’ve already started putting anyone who might have the slightest connection with that space transport job through the strainer, and we’ll get on your lists of suspects as soon as they’re placed in our hands.


  “But don’t expect results in anything less than a year . . .”


  * * *


  Fry, for once, had been too optimistic.


  A year and a half went by.


  Endless series of more or less promising leads were run into the ground. The missing Ym-400 didn’t turn up.


  The IPA put out its nets again, and began to check over the possibilities that were left.


  * * *


  SEEN from the air, Lion Mesa, in the southwest section of the American continent on the Freehold Planet of Terra, was a tilted, roughly triangular tableland, furred green with thick clusters of cedar and pinyon, scarred by outcroppings of naked rock. It was eight miles across at its widest and highest point, directly behind an upthrust mass of stone jutting toward the north and somewhat suggestive of the short lifted neck and heavy skull of a listening beast. Presumably it was this unusual formation which gave the mesa its name. From there the ground dropped to the south, narrowing gradually to the third point of the triangle. Near the southern tip in cleared ground were the only evidences of human habitation—half a dozen buildings of small to moderate size, handsomely patterned in wood and native stone. Directly adjoining one of the buildings was a large, massively fenced double corral. This was an experimental animal ranch; it and the mesa plus half a hundred square miles of surrounding wasteland and mountain were the private property of one Miguel Trelawney, Terrestrial Freeholder.


  For the past twenty minutes, Frank Dowland—Lieutenant Frank Dowland, of the Solar Police Authority—had kept his grid-car moving slowly along the edges of a cloud bank west of the mesa, at an unobtrusive height above it. During that time, he was inspecting the ranch area in the beam of a high-powered hunting-scope. He had detected no activity, and the ranch had the general appearance of being temporarily deserted, which might be the case. Miguel Trelawney’s present whereabouts were not known, and Lion Mesa was only one of the large number of places in which he was periodically to be found.


  Dowland put the scope down finally, glanced at the sun which was within an hour of setting. He was a stocky man in his early thirties, strongly built, dressed in hunting clothes. The packed equipment in the grid-car, except for a few special items, was that of a collector of live game, the role regularly assumed by Dowland when at work on the planet. The Freeholder Families traditionally resented any indication of Overgovernment authority on Terra, and would have been singularly uncordial to a Solar City police detective here, regardless of the nature of his mission. But the export of surplus native fauna was one of the forms of trade toward which they were tolerant. Moreover, they were hunting buffs themselves. Dowland ordinarily got along well enough with them.


  He now opened a concealed compartment in the car’s instrument panel, and brought out a set of pictures of Trelawney’s ranch on the mesa, taken from an apparent distance of a few hundred yards above it. For some seconds, Dowland compared the depth photographs with the scene he had been observing. There appeared to have been no changes in any of the structures in the eight months since the pictures were taken. At least not above ground.


  Dowland rubbed the side of his nose, scowling slightly. If the ranch really was deserted, it would be best to leave it alone for the time being and search elsewhere for Trelawney. To go down uninvited in the absence of the owner would be as much out of character for an experienced visitor on Terra as for a Freeholder. If observed at it—a remote possibility perhaps in this area, but the possibility was there—he could offer the excuse of a suspicion of engine trouble in the grid-car. The excuse would be good, once. He preferred to reserve it as a means of introducing himself to the Trelawne’s when he caught up with them—either Miguel, the current head of the dwindled family, or Miguel’s younger half-brother, Dr. Paul Trelawney. Neither rated as a serious suspect in the matter of the Overgovernment’s missing Ym-400, but it had been a little difficult to find out what they had been doing with themselves during the past year and a half. Dowland’s assignment was to find out, and to do it unobtrusively. Strictly routine.


  TERRA, in terms of the YM search, hadn’t seemed like too bad a bet at first. The Freeholders entertained an open grudge against the Overgovernment, which had restricted their nominally unclouded title to the planet by somewhat underhanded legal means, when the principle of the Freehold Worlds was laid down. Essentially, the Families became the very highly paid caretakers of Terra. To Dowland, raised in the crowded tunnels of the system of artificial giant asteroids known as Solar City, the conservation of the natural resources of a living world looked like a good idea. The Terran Families were interested in conservation, but on their terms and under their control. The Overgovernment politely refused.


  That was one part of it. The other was that numerous contentious factions in the space cities and on the so-called open worlds wanted to spill over on the Freeholder planets. Again the Overgovernment refused, and again it made sense to Dowland. But the Freeholders feared—perhaps with justification, so far as Dowland could tell—that political pressures would mount with each increase in excess population and eventually lead to such measures. Many of them, probably the majority, led by Anthony Brand Carter—Firebrand Carter, head of the largest and wealthiest of the Families—believed that the only safe solution was to arm the planet. They wanted heavy weapons, and enough of them: the right to build them, to man them and, if necessary, to use them to beat off encroaching groups. The Overgovernment pointed out that the possession and use of major implements of war was by law its own exclusive privilege. Litigation on the matter had gone on for decades, was periodically renewed by Carter and his associates. Meanwhile, many of Terra’s sportsmen became members of an extremely able-bodied group called Carter’s Troopers, and assiduously practiced the skills of battle with the means allowed them. Dowland and the Solar Police Authority knew the Troopers were crack shots, excellent fliers and horsemen, but the Overgovernment was not worrying about it at present.


  Mr. Paul Trelawney, the younger of the brothers, had been a Trooper for two years while in his twenties, then had quarreled violently with Firebrand Carter, had left Terra to major in physics at the Overgovernment’s universities, and presently received his degree. What he had done after that wasn’t known. He appeared occasionally on Terra, might be here at present. Miguel, Paul’s senior by almost twenty years, now in his early fifties, had also taken an interest in physics, attending an Overgovernment university a quarter of a century earlier. Miguel’s studies terminated before he obtained a degree, as a result of a difference of opinion with the president of the university, whom he challenged to a duel. The records of both brothers indicated, in Dowland’s opinion, more than a trace of the megalomania not too uncommon among men with excessive wealth and no real claim to distinction. But, in spite of their choice of studies, there was nothing to link either Trelawney to the missing YM. Mental brilliance might have made them suspect; but their I.Q. readings, while definitely better than average—a number of notches above Dowland’s own, for that matter—were not outstanding. Their scholastic performance had been of comparative quality. Miguel, on his return to Terra, had dropped physics in favor of experimental biology. The ranch on Lion Mesa was adapted to his hobby, which at the moment was directed to the production of a strain of gigantic wild hogs for hunting purposes. Presumably the breeding of bad-tempered tons of bacon on the hoof satisfied his urge to distinguish himself as a gentleman scientist. Aside from Paul’s brief connection with Carter’s Troopers neither brother had shown any interest in Terran politics.


  RATHER poor prospects, but Dowland’s information was that after a year and a half the better prospects were regarded as nearly exhausted, and hadn’t produced the slightest results, putting the various divisions of the Interstellar Police Authority in the discouraging position of now having to suspect almost anybody. If there was no sign of Miguel Trelawney’s presence here by sundown, he decided, he would move on to the next check point. Trelawney’s pets would be cared for by automatic machinery; it might be several weeks before their owner showed up to look them over.


  His gaze shifted briefly around the plain out of which the mesa loomed. It was turbulent today; gusty winds shook the car and electric storms were boiling along the northern mountain ranges. Below, sand and dust whirled up the mesa’s steep flanks. Picking up the hunting-scope again, Dowland began moving the visibeam almost at random and with low magnification over the back of the tableland. Dense masses of trees swept past, shouldered aside here and there by wind-scarred rock. A thoroughly wild place. He brought the glasses back to the ranch area, suddenly checked them there . . .


  Somebody was in sight, moving toward the edge of the mesa nearest him. He caught a flash of something white. Centering carefully on the figure, Dowland turned on full magnification, and in the lenses, the image of a young woman appeared at close-up range.


  She had come to a stop; and for an instant Dowland was startled to realize she was peering back at him through a pair of binoculars. But lacking the visibeam of the IPA, her glasses couldn’t, of course, do much more than show her there was a grid-car up there. Now her free hand lifted the long white cloth it was holding, and began swinging it in swift, vigorous gestures through the air above her head.


  In spite of the binoculars, Dowland was immediately sure of the woman’s identity—having, in the past few days, studied a number of pictures of her. She was Jill Trelawney, the youngest of the three surviving members of the Trelawney Freeholders. Miguel and Paul were her uncles—and if she was here, one or the other of the men must certainly be here also.


  It was obvious that she was signaling to the car. Dowland glanced at the communicator in the panel before him, saw it was turned on but registering no local calls. His eyes narrowed with speculation. This suddenly looked just a little bit interesting. If the Trelawneys were expecting a visitor but preferred not to address him over the open communication system, it indicated that they intended to be hard to find.


  Which might mean a number of things of no interest at all to the IPA. But . . .


  Dowland took his police gun from the pocket of his hunting jacket, and began checking it by touch, as he swung the car’s nose about toward the ranch and went slanting down toward the air. Either of the brothers might decide to make trouble, particularly if they had something to conceal—but, at any rate, they couldn’t claim he hadn’t been invited down.


  Picking up the girl in the scope again, he saw that she realized he was coming in. She had dropped the cloth but was still gazing up toward the car, her free hand shielding her eyes from the setting sun.


  In the next instant, without the slightest preliminary warning, every instrument in the panel before Dowland went dead. Then the grid-car began to drop like a stone.


  * * *


  THE world-wide gravity grid was Terra’s general power source. It had been an idiotically expensive installation; actually, no other planet could have afforded it at present. Once installed, it was drawn on for idiotically minor services. There weren’t enough human beings on Terra to begin to make a significant use of the grid.


  But, there were compensating features. The grid was esthetically unobtrusive, and available everywhere. It supplied power for anything from personal wrist watches on up through the giant docking machines at the spaceports. And it was reliable. There had been no power failures and no accidents connected with the grid recorded in its eighty years of operation.


  That shining safety record, Dowland thought, manipulating the flight controls with desperate haste, might become seriously marred in something like three-quarters of a minute now. He’d be lucky to get down alive. And another thought was clamoring for a different kind of action with almost equal urgency—unusual and unexplained physical phenomena of any kind were one of the things the YM searchers were alerted to look out for; and he’d certainly run into one of them here. He shot a glance down to his camouflaged wrist communicator. Just a few seconds to spare, and he could get a private-beam alarm in to the Solar Police Authority representative at the Columbia spaceport.


  He didn’t have a few seconds to spare. The gird-car was a lousy glider—ponderous, sickeningly slow to respond. The rim of the mesa swayed up. If he missed that stretch of cleared ground around the Trelawney ranch, the car would either tear itself to pieces in the forest beyond or do a ditch into the piled rubble at the mesa’s foot. He hauled back on the controls again, felt the car actually begin to rise for an instant—


  “I’m sorry,” Jill Trelawney was crying, running up the slope toward him. “I’m so terribly sorry. I tired to warn you. I simply didn’t realize—are you hurt?”


  Her face, Dowland thought, was probably no whiter than his own. The canopy had caved in around him, and a jagged chunk of engine was nestling in the passenger seat to his right. As he tried to stand up, a section of the plastic floorboard collapsed; his foot followed it through and struck solid ground. He worked himself out of the seat. The grid-car creaked tiredly and settled another six inches. Dowland shoved a piece of canopy aside and found he could straighten out.


  He cleared his throat. “I don’t think I’m hurt. Anyway, not much.”


  “Your face—it’s bleeding!”


  Dowland probed at a cut lip with his tongue and winced. “Didn’t notice it happen . . . a lot of stuff flying around there for a moment. Now, just what’s going on?”


  The girl swallowed nervously, staring at him. “The power’s off.”


  “That I noticed.” Something occurred to Dowland. “That’s why you couldn’t call me on the communicator.”


  “Yes. I . . .”


  “How long has it been off here?”


  “Since this morning.”


  He looked at her thoughtfully, and a quick flush spread up into her face. “I know,” she said. “It was terribly stupid of me to—to get you to come down. It just didn’t occur to me that . . .”


  “It’s all right,” Dowland said. “I’m here now.” She was very good-looking, though her face was strained at the moment. Strained and scared. “You could not know how far the failure area extended.” He glanced over at the buildings. The crash of his landing hadn’t brought anyone into sight. “You’re not alone here, are you?”


  “No.” She hesitated, went on half apologetically, “I’m sure I should remember you, but I don’t.”


  “Well, you wouldn’t,” Dowland said. “I’m not a Freeholder.”


  THE flicker of reaction in her eyes brought a prickling to the hairs at the back of his neck. The thing looked hot, all right. He continued, “You just may have heard of me by name, though. Frank Dowland, of Dowland Animal Exports.”


  “Oh, yes.” Apparently she did recognize the name. “I’m Jill Trelawney, Dowland. I . . . there’s been an accident. A bad one, I’m afraid.”


  “Another accident? What kind?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. Do you have a medical kit with you?”


  “Of course. Who’s hurt?”


  “My uncle. Miguel Trelawney. He’s up in the house.”


  “What’s wrong with him?”


  “That’s what I don’t know, looks—I think he’s terribly sick. In some way.”


  “How long has he been sick?”


  She hesitated. “This morning.”


  “Since the time the grid-power went off?”


  Jill looked startled. “Why, yes.”


  And that about cinched it, Dowland thought. He said, “You two were alone here?”


  “No. I’m sure this all sounds very crazy, but—” She nodded at one of the buildings down the slope from them, a long wooden structure identified as a feed barn in Dowland’s pictures of the ranch. “My other uncle, Paul Trelawney—he’s locked up in there.”


  “Locked up?” Dowland repeated.


  “Yes. There’s a key to the door somewhere, but I can’t find it.”


  “Would Miguel know where it is?”


  “I think so.”


  “Then we’ll try to get him conscious again at least long enough to tell us. You’d better get back to the house, Miss Trelawney. I’ll dig out the kit. Be up there in a minute.”


  He watched the tall supple figure start back across the slope, shook his head a little, and turned to the wrecked car. She was either somewhat stupid, or being cagey with a non-Terran. The last seemed a little more likely. Too bad if she turned out to be involved with something like the YM business, but that was out of his hands. He’d have to report immediately, and the Over-government specialists would be here in an hour. It wasn’t his job.


  He climbed cautiously back into the car. Out of sight of the house, he pressed a key on the wrist communicator, said, “Chris? This is Dowland. Emergency,” and waited for the hum of response from the instrument.


  There was no hum.


  Half a minute later, he had the communicator off his wrist and opened. He couldn’t remember having struck his wrist hard enough against anything to have damaged it, but the delicate mechanisms inside were a crystal shambles. There was a portable communicator packed in with his camping equipment. But it operated on grid power.


  It looked like it was going to remain his job for a while, after all.


  * * *


  MIGUEL Trelawney, in Dowland’s unvoiced opinion, was a man who was dying. He was big-boned and heavily muscled, but on the low couch in the living room he looked shrunken. Lead-colored skin and thready pulse. Internal bleeding at a guess—an informed layman’s guess. Radiation burns.


  Dowland looked over at the girl. She was disturbed and tense, but nowhere near hysteria. “We might bring him around,” he said bluntly. “But it will take some hours at least. He’s in bad shape.”


  Her hands, clasped together in her lap, went white around the knuckles. “Will he . . . can you save . . .”


  Dowland shook his head. “I don’t know if we can save him here. If we got him to one of your hospitals tonight, he should have a very good chance. But we can’t do that—unless the grid-power cuts in again.”


  She said faintly, “What’s happened to him?”


  “Lady, that’s fairly obvious. He’s been ray-burned.”


  “Ray-burned? But how?”


  “I wouldn’t know.” Dowland opened the medical kit, slid out several of the tiny containers, turned one of them over in his hand. He asked, “Where was he when you found him?”


  “Lying outside the door of the lab.”


  “Lab?”


  Jill Trelawney bit her lip. “The building I showed you.”


  “Where Paul Trelawney’s locked up?”


  “Yes. They call it a lab.”


  “Who are they?”


  “Miguel and Paul.”


  “What kind of lab is it?” Dowland asked absently.


  “I don’t know. They’re building something there. Some sort of a machine.”


  “Are your uncles scientists?”


  “Yes.” Her tone had begun to harden—a Freeholder lady rebuffing a non-Terran’s prying.


  Dowland said, “If we knew whether they had radiation suits in that lab . . .”


  “I believe they do.”


  He nodded. “That might account for Miguel.”


  He took a minute hypodermic syringe from the kit, inserted the needle through a penetration point on the container he had selected, filled it slowly. Jill stirred uneasily, asked, “What are you giving him?”


  Dowland glanced over at her. “I don’t know exactly. The brand name’s ‘medic.’ There are around thirty other names for what’s probably the same preparation. They’re all very popular wherever good doctors and good hospitals aren’t readily available. I haven’t run into medic on Terra, but I bring along my own supply—”


  “What will it do for him?”


  “Well, as I understand it, as soon as I inject this into his arm, it will spread through his body and start looking things over. Medic appears to know what a healthy human body should be like. So it diagnoses what’s wrong—cold symptoms, burned-out lung, hangover, broken ankle—and then tries to bring the situation back to normal.”


  HE SLID up Miguel Trelawney’s sleeve, inserted the needle tip into the thick, flaccid biceps, slowly depressed the plunger. “Medic’s supposed to be in the class of a virus—a very well-intentioned virus when it comes to human beings.” He removed the needle, glanced at his watch. “Almost six-thirty . . . A hangover’d get knocked out in three minutes. But judging from the condition your uncle seems to be in, it might be four or five hours now before the stuff really begins to take hold with him. If it can bring him back to consciousness by itself, it probably won’t happen much before morning. Might be earlier; but I don’t think we should wait for that before trying to get your Uncle Paul out of the lab. If he hasn’t come out on his own, he may be in the same shape as Miguel. Or worse.”


  Jill’s face paled slightly. “Yes. I’ve been thinking of that.” Dowland stood looking down at her, chewing on his lower lip. “You know, Miss Trelawney, there’s something very odd about the fact that you found Miguel lying outside the lab when the door was locked.”


  She nodded. “I know. I don’t have any explanation for it.”


  “Isn’t there a storeroom of some kind around—where they might be keeping radiation suits, for instance?”


  “The ranch storehouse is the small square building just south of here. I went through it this morning looking for a key to the lab. There aren’t any radiation suits there.”


  “You know what those suits look like?”


  “Yes. I’ve worn them when taking part in attack drills.”


  “Would you recognize the lab key if you saw it?”


  “Yes. Miguel showed me the one he usually carries with him.” She got up, went over to the mantle above the fireplace, took down a circular wedge of metal, a half-inch thick, with smoothly beveled rim. She handed it to Dowland. “The key is very similar to this one, but at least three times as large.”


  Dowland hefted the object shook his head. “Lady, by the weight of it, this thing’s metasteel. The stuff they use for bank vaults and the hulls of battleships. And it looks as if the door to your uncles’ laboratory has an atomic lock because that’s what this type of key is made for. Do you know if the building’s lined with steel inside?”


  “It might be. Miguel told me that it had been extremely expensive to build, that he had wanted to make sure no one could get into it while he was away.”


  “If it’s built of metasteel, he’s done just that,” Dowland said. “And that makes it tough.” He looked at the key in his hand. “What does this key fit into?”


  “I don’t know. But I’m sure there’s no other door on the ranch that has an—an atomic lock. I found the key in Miguel’s pocket this morning.”


  “Well, it’s probably no good to us,” Dowland said. “Now look, Miss Trelawney. I’m carrying a protection gun that can be stepped up to around six times the shock power of a heavy rifle slug. I’ll try that out at full charge on the lock to the lab, and then around the walls. But if it’s all metasteel, shooting at it won’t get us anywhere. Then we might make another search for that key. Or I could try getting down off the mesa to get help.” Jill looked doubtful. “There’s no easy way down off the mesa even in daylight. And at night it would be worse.”


  Dowland said, “That part of it won’t be too much of a problem. I brought mountaineering equipment along this trip—planned to pick up a Marco Polo ram and a few ewes—piton gun, clamp pitons, half-mile of magnetic rope; the works. Question is, how much good will it do? I’ve got a camp communicator, but it’s grid-powered, and we don’t know how far the power failure extends around here at ground level. Is there anyone down in the plain we could contact? They might have horses.” She shook her head. “I would have heard of that. You could wander around there for weeks before you were seen.”


  Dowland was silent a moment. “Well,” he said, “it should be worth a try if we can’t accomplish anything within another few hours. Judging from my car’s position when its power went off, it shouldn’t really be more than a ten-mile hike from the bottom of the mesa before I can start using the communicator. But, of course, it will take up a lot of time. So we’ll see what we can do here first.”


  He slipped his jacket on. “You’d better stay with your uncle, Miss Trelawney. I—”


  He interrupted himself. An unearthly din had begun suddenly outside the house—whistling squeals, then an angry ear-shattering noise somewhere between a howl and a roar. The girl started, then smiled nervously. Dowland asked, “What is that?”


  “Miguel’s pigs. I expect they’re simply hungry. The feeding equipment in the animal house isn’t operating either, of course.”


  “Pigs? I’ve heard pigs make a racket, but never anything like that.”


  “These,” said Jill, “are rather large. My uncle is interested in experimental breeding. I understand the biggest tusker weighs nearly two tons. They’re alarming beasts. Miguel’s the only one who can get close to the boar.”


  OUTSIDE it was early evening, still light, but Dowland went first to the wrecked grid-car to get a flashlight. He’d need it during the night, might even need it immediately if he found he could force an entry into the laboratory. In that case—if the building wasn’t metasteel after all—he probably would find no YM inside it. Which, Dowland admitted to himself, would be entirely all right with him.


  But he was reasonably certain it was there. The Overgovernment’s instructions about what to watch for remained annoyingly indefinite, but uniformly they stressed the unusual, in particular when associated with the disastrous. And so far, that described the situation here. The large and uncomfortable question was what kind of disaster might be about to erupt next.


  There were other questions, somewhat too many of them at the moment. But the one he wanted answered immediately concerned Jill Trelawney’s role. There was a guaranteed way of getting the information from her, but he had to be sure she wasn’t as innocent as she acted before resorting to it. At the very least, he had to establish that the activities in the laboratory constituted some serious violation of Overgovernment law—even if not directly connected with YM—and that the girl knew about it. Otherwise, the whole present pattern of the Ym-400 search on Terra might become very obvious to all interested parties.


  He thought he had a method of forcing Jill’s hand. If she had guilty knowledge, she might consider a non-Terran animal trader, who’d just happened to drop in, literally, a convenient tool to use in this emergency. She wanted to get help, too, though not from the Solar Police Authority. The Trelawneys couldn’t possibly be alone in this thing.


  But she couldn’t, if guilty, take the chance of trying to make use of an Overgovernment cop. A policeman wouldn’t be here at this particular moment by accident. There was some risk in revealing himself—she might react too hastily—but not much risk, Dowland thought. From what he’d seen of her, she’d use her head. She’d make sure of him.


  The uproar from the animal building lessened as he went back across the slope to the entrance of the lab. Miguel’s beasts might have caught his footsteps, and started to listen to see if he was coming in. The outer door to the lab—a frame of the weather-proofed wood that covered the building—stood slightly open. Dowland pulled it back, looked for a moment at the slab of metasteel behind it, and at the circular depression in the slab which was the atomic lock.


  In character, so far. Three windows at the back of the house where he had left Jill Trelawney with Miguel overlooked the lab area. Guilty or not, she’d be watching him from behind one of those windows, though she mightn’t have come to any conclusions about him as yet. The reference to his “protection” gun had been a definite giveaway; he’d described an IPA police automatic, and that was a weapon civilians didn’t carry—or didn’t mention to strangers if they happened to carry them.


  But a Freeholder lady might not know about that.


  She couldn’t avoid noticing the implications of an IPA antiradiation field . . .


  DOWLAND moved thirty steps back from the door, took out his gun, and pressed a stud on the side of his belt. Immediately, a faint blue glow appeared about him. Not too pronounced a glow even on the darkening slope, but quite visible to anyone watching from one of the windows. He took a deep breath, sucking all in through the minor hampering effect of the field.


  The rest was a matter of carrying through with the act. He’d known from the instant of looking at the door that he was wasting his fire on metasteel. But he slammed a few shots into the five-inch target of the lock, then worked his way methodically about the building, watching the weatherproofing shatter away from an unmarred silvery surface beneath. The gun made very little noise, but Miguel’s hogs were screaming themselves hoarse again by the time he was finished.


  Dowland switched off the AR field, and went back to the house. When he came along the short entrance hall, she was waiting for him, standing half across the living room, hands clasped behind her back. She looked at him questioningly.


  “No luck, Dowland?”


  Dowland shook his head. “Not a bit.” He started to shrug the jacket from his shoulders, saw her dart the gun out from behind her, and turned his left hand slightly, squeezing down on the black elastic capsule he was holding between thumb and forefinger. Jill probably never noticed the motion, certainly did not see or feel the tiny needle that flashed from the capsule and buried itself in the front of her thigh. Shocked bewilderment showed for an instant on her face; then her knees gave way, the gun dropped from her hand. She went down slowly, turned over on her side on the thick carpet, and lay still.


  Well, Dowland thought, he had his proof . . .


  Jill Trelawney opened her eyes again about five minutes later. She made a brief effort to get out of the deep armchair in which she found herself, then gave that up. The dark blue eyes fastened on Dowland, standing before the chair. He saw alarm and anger in them; then a cold watchfulness.


  “What did you do?” she asked huskily.


  “I shot first,” Dowland said. “It seemed like a good idea.”


  Her glance shifted to Miguel on the couch across the room.


  “How long was I unconscious?”


  “Just a few minutes.”


  “And why . . .” She hesitated.


  “Why are you feeling so weak? You’ve absorbed a shot of a special little drug, Miss Trelawney. It does two things that are very useful under certain circumstances. One of them is that it keeps the recipient from carrying out any sudden or vigorous action. You might, for example, be able to get out of that chair if you tried hard enough.


  But you’d find yourself lying on the carpet then. Perhaps you’d be able too get up on your hands and knees. You might even start crawling from the room—but you’d do it very slowly.”


  DOWLAND paused. “And the other thing the drug does is to put the person into an agreeable frame of mind, even when he’d rather not be agreeable. He becomes entirely cooperative. For example, you’ll find yourself quite willing to answer questions I ask.”


  “So you are a police investigator,” she said evenly.


  “That’s right.” Dowland swung another chair around beside him, and sat down facing her. “Let’s not waste any more time, Miss Trelawney. Were you going to shoot me just now?” She looked briefly surprised. “No,” she said. “Not unless you forced me to it. I was going to disarm you and lock you in a cellar downstairs. You would have been safe there as long as was necessary.”


  “How long would that be?”


  “Until I get help.”


  “Help from whom?”


  Angry red flared about Jill’s cheekbones. “This is incredible!” she said softly. “Help from Carter.”


  “Firebrand Carter?” Dowland asked.


  “Yes.”


  “He’s associated with your uncles?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who heads the group?”


  “Miguel and Carter head it together. They’re very close friends.”


  “And who else is in it—besides Paul and yourself?”


  She shook her head. “There must be quite a few people in it, but I don’t know their names. We feel it’s best if we know as little as possible about one another at present.”


  “I see. But they’re all Terran Freeholders?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “How did you happen to be told about Carter?”


  “In case of an emergency here, I’m to contact him on a tight-beam number.”


  “And just what,” Dowland asked, “have your uncles been doing here?”


  “Building a machine that will enable them to move back through time.”


  “With the help of Ym-400?”


  “Yes.”


  DOWLAND stared at her thoughtfully, feeling a little chilled. She believed it, of course; she was incapable of lying now. But he didn’t believe it. He’d heard that some Overgovernment scientists considered time-travel to be possible. It was a concept that simply had no reality for him.


  But he thought of the rumors about YM—and of Miguel found lying inexplicably outside the laboratory building. He asked carefully, “Have they completed the machine?”


  “Yes. They were making the first full-scale test of it this morning—and they must have been at least partly successful.”


  “Because of Miguel?”


  “Yes.”


  “You feel,” Dowland said, “that Miguel first went somewhere else—or somewhen else, let’s say—and then came back and wound up a little bit away from where he’d started?”


  “Yes.”


  “Any idea of how he was hurt?”


  The girl shook her head. “The grid-power failure shows there was an accident of some kind, of course. But I can’t imagine what it was.”


  “What about Paul? Do you think he’s still in the lab?”


  “Not unless he’s also injured—or dead.”


  Dowland felt the chill again. “You think he may be in some other time at this moment?”


  “Yes.”


  “And that he’ll be back?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you describe that machine?” he asked.


  “No. I’ve never seen the plans, and wouldn’t understand them if I did. And I’ve never been inside the lab.”


  “I see. Do you have any reason, aside from the way Miguel reappeared, to think that the test was a partial success?”


  “Yes. At three different times since this morning I’ve heard the sounds of a river flowing under the house.”


  “You heard what?” Dowland said.


  “A river flowing under the house. The noises were quite unmistakable. They lasted for about thirty minutes on each occasion.”


  “What would that indicate?” he asked.


  “Well, obviously . . . this time period and another one—the one in which that river flows—have drawn close to each other. But the contact is impermanent or imperfect at present.”


  “Is that the way the machine is supposed to operate?”


  “I don’t know how the machine is supposed to operate,” Jill Trelawney said. “But that’s what seems to have happened.” Dowland studied her face for a moment. “All right,” he said then, “let’s leave it for now. Who developed this machine?”


  “Miguel did. Paul helped, in the later stages. Others have helped with specific details—I don’t know who those other people were. But essentially it was Miguel’s project. He’s been working on it for almost twenty years.”


  And that simply couldn’t be true. Unless . . .


  “Miss Trelawney,” Dowland said, “do you know what Miguel’s I.Q. reading is?”


  “Of course. It’s 192.”


  “And Paul’s?”


  “189.” She smiled. “You’re going to ask whether they faked lower levels when they were tested by the university authorities. Yes, they did. This thing has been prepared for a long time, Dowland.”


  “What’s your own I.Q., Miss Trelawney?”


  “181.”


  HER dossier I.Q., based on records of her known activities and behavior, was an estimated 128. The Freeholders did seem to have planned very thoroughly for the success of this operation.


  “Do you know who hijacked the Ym-400?” Dowland asked. “Yes. Paul arranged for that.”


  “Have you seen the stuff yourself?”


  “I have. Two small cases of blue ingots. A very dark blue. Individually, the ingots appear to be quite heavy, though they aren’t very large.”


  That described exactly what the Overgovernment was looking for. Dowland asked, “How much of it is in the laboratory?”


  “It’s all there.”


  He felt his scalp crawling. “All of it! Haven’t your uncles heard that YM is an incredibly dangerous thing to play around with?”


  “Of course. But Miguel examined it very carefully after it was obtained. If reasonable precautions are taken, there is no way in which it can become dangerous. The conclusion was that the Overgovernment has spread rumors as a bluff, to try to prevent the YM from being used.”


  “What’s happened around here,” Dowland said, “might indicate it wasn’t a bluff.”


  “You’re jumping to conclusions, Dowland. A great many other things may have gone wrong.”


  “Perhaps. But an I.Q. of 136 keeps telling me that we’re in considerable danger at the moment.”


  Jill nodded. “That’s very probably true.”


  “Then how about giving me your full cooperation until we—you, I, your uncles—are all safely out of this?”


  “At the moment,” Jill observed, “I don’t appear to have a choice in the matter.”


  “I don’t mean that. The drug will wear off in a few hours. You’ll be able to move around freely again, and whether you cooperate or not will depend on you. How will you feel about it then?”


  “That depends,” Jill said, “on whether we have reached an agreement.”


  “Agreement about what?”


  “A price for your silence, and for any assistance you can give in keeping things quiet. You can, of course, set the price as high as you wish. Terra will meet it.”


  Dowland stared at her, somewhat astounded. It was as coldblooded an attempt at bargaining as he’d run into, considering the circumstances. And—considering an I.Q. of 181—it seemed rather unrealistic. “Miss Trelawney,” he said, “the only thing silence might get me is a twenty-year stretch in an IPA pen. I’m not quite that foolish.”


  “You’re also not aware of the true situation.”


  “All right,” Dowland said, “what is it?”


  “Miguel and Paul have earned the right to carry out the first of these tests. They may not complete it. But duplicates of their machine in the laboratory are concealed about the planet, waiting to be put into action by other teams of Freeholder scientists. You see? The tests will be continued until any problems connected with shifting back through time are recognized and overcome.”


  Dowland said, “Then why is the entire haul of YM stacked away in the laboratory here?”


  “Because that’s where it’s to be used at present. You still don’t understand the extent of this operation, Dowland. If we need more of the Overgovernment’s YM, we’ll simply take it. It can be done at any time. The only way the Overgovernment could really prevent future raids would be by destroying its supplies of YM-400. And it isn’t going to do that—at least not before we’ve obtained as much as we can use.”


  AS FAR as his own information went, she could be right, Dowland thought. He said, “So supposing some Freeholder scientists do succeed eventually in traveling back in time. What will that accomplish?”


  “Everything we want, of course,” Jill said. “There’ll be no more reason to conceal our activities—and we’ll have time. As much time as we need. Thirty or fifty years perhaps. Scientific centers and automatic factories will be set up in the past, and eventually the factories will be turning out weapons superior to anything the Overgovernment has. And then the weapons will come to the present—to this present, Dowland. Within a year from now, Terra will have become a heavily armed world—overnight. There’ll be no more talk then of forcing us to remain under Overgovernment rule. Or of making Terra another Open Planet . . .”


  Theoretically, Dowland could see that such a plan might work. With the time to do it in, and the resources of a world at the Freeholders’ disposal . . . and there would be nothing to keep them from taking back spaceships and mining the asteroids. For a moment, while Jill Trelawney was talking, she had made it sound almost plausible.


  Only for a moment. She was, of course, telling the truth as she knew it. They were up to something very dangerous—and very illegal—here, whatever it was, and they’d spread the time travel idea around among the lesser members of the group to help keep the real purpose concealed. He said, “Just how far back in time are they planning to go, Miss Trelawney?”


  “Six hundred thousand years. The period is regarded as particularly suitable for what is being planned.”


  Six hundred thousand years. Nothing half-hearted about the Freeholders, Dowland thought sardonically, even as to the size of the lies they put out. “When you waved me in here this evening,” he said. “I had the impression you were expecting someone else. Was I right?”


  “Yes. But I wasn’t waving you in, Dowland. I was attempting to wave you off. If you’d been the man I thought it was, you would have realized it . . . Have you considered my suggestion?”


  “About selling out to the Freeholders?”


  “If you wish to call it that.”


  “Miss Trelawney,” Dowland said amiably, “if I did sell out, would you admire me for it?” Her cheeks flushed. “No. You’d be despicable, of course.” Dowland nodded. “That’s one thing we agree on. Now, just who was this man you were expecting, and just why were you expecting him?”


  The girl’s lips twisted reluctantly for a moment; then words broke out again. “Carter is to send a man to the ranch with some pieces of equipment. The equipment either was unloaded at Columbia spaceport this afternoon, or will be, early tomorrow morning. I thought you were the messenger. Strange grid-cars don’t come through this area more than once every few weeks. If you’d been the man, you would already have attempted to call our house communicator by the time I saw you . . .”


  “To make sure the coast was clear before coming in with oddlooking equipment.”


  “Yes. You would then have reported to Carter that there was no answer, which would have resulted in an immediate investigation. I was attempting to warn the messenger that he shouldn’t come closer, that something was seriously wrong here.” Dowland reflected, nodded. “That would have worked—if I’d been the man. And now it seems it’s a good thing I inquired about this, Miss Trelawney. Because the messenger actually may have arrived this evening, received no answer from the ranch, reported the fact, and gone away again—mightn’t he?”


  “Yes, that may have happened.” Her eyes were furious with frustration.


  “And what would Carter do then?”


  “He would rush a few squads of Troopers here to investigate.”


  “Hedgehopping,” Dowland nodded, “in approved Trooper style to avoid detection. They hit the power-failure area, and the first few cars crash. They report the matter. What would happen then, Miss Trelawney?”


  “Damn you, Dowland . . . They’d scout around Lion Mesa to see how close they could get by air. Carter would have horses and climbing equipment flown in to that point, and they’d continue on horseback.”


  THERE were other methods, Dowland thought. Parachutes, gliders—they could even try ditching a few cars on the mesa as he’d done. He considered, and mentally shook his head. Aside from the difficulties, the Troopers would be warned to avoid spectacular stunts in the vicinity of the mesa. They’d come exactly as she’d said. It was a completely unobtrusive form of approach, even for a large body of men, and it would still get them here fast.


  He said, “Well, let’s suppose all that has happened. Carter’s Troopers are on their way here at this minute, riding pellmell. Giving them every break, what’s the earliest moment we can expect them to show up?”


  She said, “Not before morning.”


  “I’d figured it at perhaps two hours before sunrise,” Dowland said. “What would hold them up?”


  “They can’t climb the mesa at any point near the ranch by night. A descent might be possible, but even that would be difficult and dangerous. And they’ll be carrying repair equipment to take care of whatever’s gone wrong. So they’ll have too come up the northern end, where it isn’t so steep.”


  “And then,” Dowland said, “they still have to come down across the mesa on foot. Makes sense. And, of course, that messenger actually may not get here before tomorrow. If he comes then, at what time would he arrive?”


  She shrugged. “Before noon. The hour wasn’t specified.”


  “In any case,” Dowland said, “you were figuring on stalling me around here until Carter’s boys turned up. Then you realized I must be an Overgovernment man, and decided it would be too dangerous to allow me to prowl about the ranch until help came.”


  Jill nodded.


  Dowland considered her reflectively. “You understand, I believe, that unless I can somehow get word to the Solar Police Authority within the next few hours, Miguel’s injuries may very well kill him? And that if I could get word out, an SPA jet would have him in the nearest hospital ten minutes later?”


  “I understand both those things, Dowland,” she said. “But I also know that Miguel would not choose to have his life saved at the cost of exposing our plans.”


  Dowland shrugged. “Very well . . . Now, were the things that happened before I got here as you’ve described them?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know of no way to get into that laboratory at present?”


  “Not unless you can find the key to the door.”


  “That key should be around this immediate area?”


  “It should be,” she said, “but I haven’t been able to find it.”


  “No further ideas about that?”


  “None.”


  Dowland was silent a moment. “Miss Trelawney,” is there anything else that might be of importance here that you still have not told me?”


  Her eyes studied him coldly. “Perhaps one thing . . .”


  “And what’s that?”


  “If you had been willing to be bribed,” Jill Trelawney said, “I should have asked the Troopers to shoot you.”


  * * *


  THERE was a lady, Dowland was thinking a few minutes later, who was likely to be something of a problem to any man. However, she wouldn’t be his problem for a considerable number of hours now. She had swallowed the sleep tablet he had given her without any trouble. After the drug wore off, the tablet would keep her quiet till around dawn.


  He stood looking about the wind-swept darkened slopes of the ranch area. Clouds were moving past in the sky, but there would be intermittent moonlight. The conditions weren’t too bad for the search he had in mind. There had to be a concealed storeroom about the place somewhere, in which the Trelawneys would keep assorted stuff connected with their secret work which they didn’t want to have cluttering up the lab. Including, very likely, any spare keys to the lab. At a guess, neither of the brothers would have wanted Jill at Lion Mesa during this crucial and dangerous stage of the project. But they probably were used to letting their beautiful and headstrong niece do as she wanted. But they needn’t have mentioned things like the storeroom to her. If he could keep his mind slightly off the fact that within a hundred yards or so of him there were sixty-eight kilograms of Ym-400—with an unspecified amount of it at present in its horrendous radioactive state—he should stand a fairly good chance of finding the storeroom.


  And in that case, the half-inch atomic key Jill Trelawney had showed him, and which was at the moment weighing down his coat pocket, probably would turn out to be exactly what he needed to get into it.


  He located the place just under an hour later. It was a matter partly of observation, partly of remembering a remark Jill had made. The building which housed the giant hogs adjoined a corral three times its size. Corral and building were divided into two sections, the larger one harboring six sows. The single boar was in the other. A spider web of gangways led about above the huge stalls. It was the wall between building and corral which had drawn Dowland’s attention by the fact that a little calculating indicated it was something like a yard thicker than was necessary.


  He brought a dozen campfire sticks over from the grid-car and spaced them down the central gangway of the building, then deferred further inspection long enough to locate and trip the automatic feeding mechanisms. The hungry animal thunder which had greeted him at his entry ebbed away as they ate furiously and he studied them. They weren’t the grotesque monstrosities he had expected but massive, sculptured giants with the quick, freewheeling agility of a rhinoceros, sand-colored, with wickedly intelligent eyes. There wasn’t much question they’d make exciting game for anyone who enjoyed a touch of personal danger in the hunt.


  The danger was more obviously there in the boar. The brute’s eight hundred or so pounds of weight above that of the average of his prospective harem would not be significant when pitted against an opponent as physically inferior as a human being. His attitude might. The sows filed out into the corral after they had eaten what the feeding machine had thrown into them. The boar remained, watching Dowland on the gangway above him from the corner of one eye. The eye reflected no gratitude for the feeding. It was red-rimmed and angry. The jaw worked with a continuous chewing motion. There was a fringe of foam along the mouth.


  Jill Trelawney had mentioned that no one but Miguel could come near the boar.


  Dowland could believe it. A small steel ladder led down from the gangway into the brute’s stall. Dowland reached into his pocket and brought out the IPA gun. No sportsman would have considered using it against an animal. But this wasn’t sport. He started down the ladder.


  THE boar stood motionless, watching him. Dowland stopped at the foot of the ladder. After a moment, he took a step forward. The boar pivoted and came thundering across the floor of the stall, head low. The gun made its soft, heavy sound, and Dowland leaped aside. The huge body that slammed into the far wall behind him was dead before it struck, nearly headless. He went on to the thick dividing wall between stall and yard.


  The lock to the storeroom door was on the inner side of the wall, concealed by the planking but not too difficult to find. Dowland inserted the key, twisted it into position, felt a slight click, and stepped back as the door began to swing out toward him.


  The storeroom contained the general kind of paraphernalia he had expected to find, including three antiradiation suits. It took Dowland twenty minutes to convince himself that the one thing it definitely did not contain in any obvious manner was a key to the laboratory. Appropriate detection instruments might have disclosed it somewhere, but he didn’t have them.


  The fact was dismaying because it ended his hopes of finding the key. It would take most of the night to make a thorough search of the various ranch buildings, and at best there would be an even chance of discovering the key in the process. Wherever it was, it must be carefully concealed. If Miguel regained consciousness, the information could be forced from him, but it wasn’t too likely that the older Trelawney ever would wake up again.


  Dowland picked up two of the three AR suits, folded them over his arm, stood, still hesitant, glancing up and down the long, narrow space of the storeroom, half aware that he was hoping now some magical intuition might point out the location of the key to him at the last second. If he could get into the laboratory, he was reasonably sure he could puzzle out the mechanisms that directed the shift of YM into radioactivity, and shut them down. A machine was a machine, after all. Then, with the YM interference eliminated, grid power should be available again, and . . .


  Dowland glanced at his watch again, shook his head. No point in considering it—he couldn’t get into the laboratory. An hour and a half had gone to no purpose. Hunting for the key had looked like a good gamble, the quickest and therefore least dangerous method of solving the whole awesome problem. But it hadn’t worked out; and what was left was to work down the side of Lion Mesa, and start hiking out across the desert. With luck, he’d find the communicator start picking up grid power again around dawn—if the YM didn’t cut loose with further unpredictable and much more disastrous “phenomena” before then. Unsatisfactorily vague as the available information had been, it implied that what had happened around here was still, so far, on a very mild level. The Trelawneys, in spite of their confidence that the Overgovernment was bluffing, that YM was harmless if properly handled, might have had the good sense to work with only the most minute quantities to begin with.


  HE LEFT the storeroom door open, turned off the whitely glowing campfire sticks, and took them, with the AR suits, back to the house with him. The living room had become almost completely dark. Uncle and niece were where he had left them. Dowland worked for a minute or two to release the automatic shutters over the single wide window; they came down into position then with a sudden thud which shook the room but failed to arouse the Trelawneys. Dowland relit one of the sticks and dropped it into the fireplace. The room filled with clear light.


  He stacked the other sticks against the wall, laid the AR suits over the back of a chair. He had considered getting the Trelawneys into them as a safety measure against whatever might happen before the matter was over, but had dropped the idea again. It would be questionable protection. The antiradiation field was maintained automatically while a suit was worn, and it impeded breathing just enough to have occasionally suffocated an unconscious wearer. Jill would discover the suits when she woke up and could use her own judgment about them.


  Dowland was coming back from the grid-car with his mountaineering harness and portable communicator when the hogs began to scream again. He stopped, startled. There was an odd and disturbing quality to the racket this time—even more piercing than before—and, unless he was mistaken, the huge animals were in a sudden panic about something. Next, he heard them slamming against the sides of the corral, apparently trying to break out of it. His heart started to pound with instinctive alarms. Should he go down and investigate? Then, before he could decide, he heard through the din of the hogs, swelling gradually to almost match those incredible shrieks in volume, another sound. For a moment, something seemed to shut off Dowland’s listening to the rumble and roar of a rushing, turbulent mass of water—and his ears told him it was passing by beneath him.


  * * *


  IT MIGHT have been almost two minutes later before Dowland began to think clearly again. He had reached the house at a dead run—a senseless flight reaction under the circumstances, not far from complete panic. In the darkness outside, the mesa had seemed to sway and tilt, treacherous footing over the eerie booming of a river which had rolled through a long-dead past. In those seconds Dowland hadn’t thought to question Jill Trelawney’s story about a machine that brought about shifts in time. His senses seemed to have as much evidence to support it as anyone could demand.


  Back in the house, though the thundering disturbance continued, that conviction rapidly faded. He could close his eyes and immediately have the feeling of being on an unstable bridge above the swirls of some giant current. He could open them again and tell himself that YM-400 had a reputation for freakish effects—and that this specific effect, at any rate, should not be very harmful since Jill had reported it as having occurred on three separate occasions during the preceding day. To speak of such a commotion as being only the sound of a “river flowing under the house” seemed to approach the outrageous in understatement; but Jill Trelawney had turned out to be an unusual young person all around.


  She and her uncle hadn’t stirred, but Dowland knew that their presence in the room steadied him. He knew, too, that, whatever happened next, he couldn’t allow himself to be rattled into blind fright again. The situation was dangerous enough. If he let his nerves stampede him, he would find himself unable to take any effective action.


  He went over deliberately to the mountaineering harness he had dropped when he entered the lighted room, and began to check through the equipment. He intended to carry, in addition, only the communicator, the IPA gun, a canteen of water, and a small flashlight; and he would abandon the harness and its items at the foot of the mesa. There were two hunting rifles in the car, with a vastly better range than the handgun; but a rifle would slow him down and would make very little real difference if he had the bad luck to run into Carter’s Troopers in the desert.


  Somewhat to his surprise, the underground tumult appeared to be growing fainter before he had concluded his inspection. Dowland paused to listen, and within a few seconds there was no more doubt about it. Jill had said it had gone on for half an hour on each of the previous occasions; but Dowland’s watch confirmed that the present disturbance was subsiding rapidly after less than ten minutes. By the time he stood up, snapped on the harness and shrugged it into position, it had become almost inaudible.


  Which might be a good sign, or a bad one, or without particular significance of any kind. He couldn’t know, and he’d probably be better off if he didn’t start thinking too much about it. He turned for a last survey of the room before setting out, and discovered that Miguel Trelawney had opened his eyes and was looking at him.


  DOWLAND stood stockstill for a moment, hardly daring to believe it. Then, quietly, he unbuckled the harness again, and let it down to the floor. The eyes of the big man on the couch seemed to follow the motion, then shifted slowly up toward the ceiling of the room, and closed again.


  “Trelawney,” Dowland said softly, without moving.


  Miguel Trelawney made a deep, sighing sound, turned on his side and lay quiet, his back now to Dowland. A few seconds later, Dowland was looking down at him from the other side of the couch.


  It might have been only a momentary thing, a brief advantage medic had gained in its invisible struggle with a process which would still end in death. But he couldn’t be sure. The eyes remained closed, the pulse was weak and unsteady. Dowland thought of injecting a stimulant into Trelawney, and discarded the idea immediately. Medic manufactured its own stimulants as required, counteracted any others. Even the effects of the quiz-drug would be reduced by it, but not enough to keep Dowland from getting any answer he wanted—provided Trelawney’s mind cleared for only three or four minutes of lucidity.


  There was no way of knowing when such a period of lucidity might develop. But now that the man had appeared to awaken, the possibility that it would happen within the next hour or two became a very definite one.


  Dowland stood briefly in scowling indecision. The next hour or two could also see him nearly down the side of the mesa, depending on the difficulties of the descent . . . but there was no real choice. It was a gamble either way again; if Trelawney didn’t awaken, the other gamble remained . . . How long, at most, could he afford to delay?


  Leaving YM out of the calculation, since it couldn’t be calculated, he had only the arrival of the Freeholder Troopers to consider. There was no apparent possibility that any sizable party could appear before daybreak, but there was an even chance they would be there around that time. When they came, he must either be in communication with the Solar Police Authority or far enough away from Lion Mesa to be able to avoid detection . . .


  Four hours should be enough to give him a reasonable safety margin. He had till midnight, or a little later.


  Dowland pulled a chair up to the side of the couch and sat down. The night wasn’t quiet.


  The hogs squalled occasionally, and the wind still seemed to be rising. In spite of his efforts to avoid unsettling lines of thought, the nightmarish quality of the situation on the mesa kept returning to his mind and wasn’t easily dismissed. The past—the past of over half a million years ago—had moved close too the present tonight . . . That was the stubborn, illogical feeling—and fear—which he couldn’t entirely shake off.


  Half an hour later, Miguel Trelawney began breathing uneasily, then stirred about, but lapsed again within seconds into immobile unconsciousness.


  Dowland resumed his waiting.


  His watch had just told him it was shortly before eleven-thirty when he heard the shots. They were three shots—clear, closely spaced cracks of sound, coming from a considerable distance away. Dowland was out of his chair with the second one, halfway down the dark entry hall as he heard the third. He opened the door at the end of the hall just wide enough to slip through, moved out quickly, and closed the door behind him to keep the glow of light from the living room from showing outside.


  As the door snapped shut, there were three more shots. A hunting rifle. Perhaps two miles to the north . . .


  DOWLAND stood staring up toward the wind-tossed line of the forest above the ranch area. Who was up there on the mesa—and why the shooting? Had the Troopers managed to get some men in by air? What would they be firing at?


  Signal shots, he thought then. And a signal to the ranch, in that case . . . Signaling what?


  With that, another thought came, so abruptly and convincingly that it sent a chill through him.


  Doctor Paul Trelawney . . . Paul Trelawney, not in the laboratory building—as Jill had surmised. Gone elsewhere, now returned. And, like his brother, returned to a point other than the one from which he had left.


  A man exhausted and not sure of where he was on the big tableland, an injured man—or perhaps one weakened by radiation sickness—such a man would fire a gun in the night to draw attention to himself. To get help.


  Minutes later, Dowland was headed in the direction from which the shots had come, carrying one of his own rifles, along with the police gun. It was very unlikely he could get close enough to Trelawney—if it was Trelawney—to be heard approaching; but once he reached the general area of the shots, he would fire the rifle, and wait for a response. In the forest, the wind was wild and noisy, and the going was as rough as he had suspected it would be. Moonlight flowed into the open rocky stretches occasionally, and faded again as clouds moved on overhead. Among the trees he could barely see his way and had to advance more slowly.


  He came presently to a wide, smooth hump of rock shouldering up through the timber, and stopped to check the time. Twenty-five minutes had passed since he left the area of the house. If he had calculated correctly, the shots should have come from approximately this point. He moved somewhat cautiously into the open—a man waiting for help would think of selecting a place where he could be easily seen; and this could be the spot Paul Trelawney had chosen. And Trelawney, armed with a gun, might react rather abruptly if he saw a stranger approach.


  But the ridge lay empty under the moon, stretching out for over a hundred yards to right and left. Dowland reached its top, moved on among the trees on the north side, and there paused again.


  A feeling came, gradually and uneasily, of something wrong around here. He stood listening, unable to define exactly what was disturbing him; then a fresh gust of wind whipped through the branches about him, and the wrongness was on the wind—a mingled odor, not an unfamiliar one, but out of place in the evergreen forest, on this rocky shelf. A breath of warm darkness, of rotting, soft vegetation—of swamp or river-bed. Dowland found his breathing quickening.


  Then the scent faded from the air again. It might, he was thinking seconds later, have been a personal hallucination, a false message from nerves overexcited by the events of the night. But if Paul Trelawney had returned to this point from a distant time, the route by which he had come might still be open. And the opening not far from here. It was a very unpleasant notion. Dowland began to move on again, but in a slow and hesitant manner now.


  Another five minutes, he thought. At the end of that time, he certainly must have covered the distance over which the wind had carried the bark of a rifle—and should, in fact, be a little to the north of Trelawney on the mesa. If there were no further developments by then, he would fire a shot himself.


  The five minutes took him to another section of open ground, more limited than the previous one. Again an outcropping of weathered rock had thrust back the trees, and Dowland worked his way up the steep side to the top, and stood looking about. After some seconds, the understanding came suddenly that he was delaying firing the rifle because of a reluctance to reveal his presence in these woods. With an abrupt, angry motion he brought up the barrel, pointing it across the trees to the north, and pulled the trigger.


  The familiar whiplash of sound seemed startling loud. An instant later, there was a series of unnerving crashing noises in the forest ahead. Apparently some large animal had been alarmed by the shot. He heard it blundering off for a few hundred yards; then there was silence, as if it had stopped to listen. And then there was another sound, a deep, long cry that sent a shiver through his flesh. It ended; and the next thing that caught his attention was a glimpse of something moving near the edge of his vision to the left, just above the forest. His head and eyes shifted quickly toward it, and he found himself staring after a great shadowy thing flapping and gliding away over the tops of the trees. It disappeared almost immediately behind the next rise of ground.


  Dowland still stared after it, his mind seeming to move sluggishly as if unwilling to admit what he had seen was no creature he had ever heard about. Then it occurred to him suddenly that Trelawney had not yet responded to the signal shot; and almost with the thought, he grew aware of a renewed disturbance in the forest before him.


  This one was much less loud than the other had been. For a moment, Dowland thought it was being caused by the wind. But the noises continued; and in a few more seconds it became obvious that something—something that seemed to be very large indeed—was moving among the trees and approaching the open area. By that time, it wasn’t very far away.


  Dowland turned, his mouth working silently, and slipped down the south side of the big rock hump, making no more noise than he could help. Already the trees were shaking on the other side of the rock. He ducked, crouched, into a thick mass of juniper branches, pushed through them, and made his way quickly and quietly deeper among the trees. This new thing, whatever it was, must also have heard the shot. It might check when it reached the open area and, when it discovered nothing to arouse its further curiosity, move off again.


  But it didn’t. Glancing back through the trees, Dowland had an indistinct glimpse of something very tall coming swiftly around the shoulder of rock. He turned, scuttled on under the branches, and a moment later, there was a tremendous crashing at the point where he had left the open ground. The thing was following him down into the woods.


  Dowland turned again, gasping, dropped the rifle, and pulled the IPA gun from his pocket. The thickets splintered; a towering shape came through them. He drove three shots at it, had the approximate sensation of being struck across the head with an iron bar, and felt himself fall forward. He lost consciousness before he hit the earth.


  * * *


  WHEN he opened his eyes, his first thought was that he should be feeling a king-sized headache. He wasn’t. He was lying face down on moist forest mold. There was a very dim predawn light about. So several hours must have gone by since . . .


  Dowland stiffened a moment, then turned his head very slowly, peering about. After a moment, he pushed himself quietly up on hands and knees. The trees before him shifted uneasily in the wind. Farther on, he could make out part of the hump of rock on which he had stood and fired a shot to draw Trelawney’s attention. Between, the ground looked as if a tank had come plowing into the forest. But there was no giant shape lying there.


  So his three shots hadn’t brought it down. But it had gone away—after doing what to him?


  Dowland saw the IPA gun lying beside him, picked it up, and got slowly to his feet. He ran a hand experimentally over his head. No Jumps, not even a feeling of tenderness . . . He would have sworn that the crack he’d felt had opened his skull. He looked about for the rifle, saw it, picked it up, and went over to the area where the trees had been tossed about.


  There was a trail there—a very improbable trail. He studied it, puzzled and frowning. Not the tracks of an animal. If it had been more regular, such a track conceivably might have been laid by a machine moving along on a very wide smooth roller. There were no indications of any kind of a tread. As it was, about all he could say now was that something very ponderous had crushed a path—a path varying between approximately eight and fourteen feet in width—through the woods to this point, and had then withdrawn again along a line roughly parallel to its approach . . . And he could say one other thing about it, Dowland added mentally. The same ponderous entity could knock out a man for hours, without apparently injuring him, or leaving any sign of how he had been struck down.


  The last sounded more like a machine again; a machine which was armed in some mysterious manner. When his shot had flushed up the big flying creature during the night, he’d almost been convinced that some monster out of Terra’s distant past was there on the mesa. Those two things just didn’t jibe.


  Dowland shook his head. He could think about that when he had more time. He’d lost—he looked at his watch—a little less than four hours. In four hours, a large number of things might have happened in the ranch area, with only the one partly attractive possibility among them that somebody had managed to get into the laboratory and shut off the YM flow.


  HE started back at a cautious trot. Downhill and with the light strengthening gradually, covering ground was considerably less of a problem than it had been during the night. The wind hadn’t let up; it still came in wild, intermittent gusts that bent the trees. Now and then a cloud of dust whipped past, suggesting that the air over the desert was also violently disturbed. And it might very well be, Dowland thought, that YM could upset atmospheric conditions in an area where it was active. Otherwise, if there was anything abnormal going on in the forest about him, there were no detectable indications of it.


  He came out presently on a ridge from where the ranch area was in view. It lay now approximately a third of a mile ahead. In the dim light, everything seemed quiet. Dowland slowed to a walk.


  He might be heading into an ambush down there. Jill Trelawney could, at most, be beginning to wake up from her drugged sleep and for another hour or so she would be too confused and groggy to present a problem. But others might be at the ranch by now; Paul Trelawney or a group of Carter’s Troopers. And whether Jill was able to give them a coherent report or not, any of the Freeholder conspirators would discover very quickly that somebody who was not a member of their group had been there before them; they would anticipate his return, be on the watch for it. Dowland left the direct line he had been following, and headed east, moving with constantly increasing caution. On that side, the forest grew closest to the ranch buildings, and he remembered noticing a hedgelike thicket of evergreens just north of the cleared land. He could make a preliminary check of the area from there.


  He was within a hundred and fifty feet of the point when he discovered just how healthy the notion of a preliminary check had been. A man was lying in the cover of the evergreens Dowland had been thinking about, head up, studying the ranch grounds. He wore an antiradiation suit of the type Dowland had found in the storeroom; a heavy rifle lay beside him. His face was in profile. It was smeared now with the sweat and dirt the AR field had held in, but Dowland recognized the bold, bony features instantly.


  He had finally found Doctor Paul Trelawney.


  * * *


  IT took Dowland over eight minutes to cover the remaining distance between them. But the stalk had eminently satisfactory results. He was within a yard of Trelawney before the Freeholder became aware of his presence. The IPA gun prodded the man’s spine an instant later.


  “No noise, please,” Dowland said softly. “I’d sooner not kill you. I might have to.”


  Paul Trelawney was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was raw with shock. “Who the devil are you?”


  “Solar Police Authority,” Dowland said. “You know why I’m here.”


  Trelawney grunted. Dowland went on, “Why are you hiding out?”


  “Why do you think?” Trelawney asked irritably. “Before showing myself, I was trying to determine the whereabouts of the man who fired a rifle within half a mile of me during the night.”


  So they had been stalking each other. Dowland said, “Why couldn’t that person have been your brother or niece?”


  “Because I know the sound of our rifles.”


  “My mistake . . . Do you have a gun or other weapon on you?”


  “A knife.”


  “Let’s have it.”


  Trelawney reached under his chest, brought out a sheathed knife and handed it back to Dowland. Dowland lobbed it into the bushes a few yards away, moved back a little.


  “Get up on your hands and knees now,” he said, “and we’ll make sure that’s all.”


  He was careful about the search. Trelawney appeared passive enough at the moment, but he was not a man too take chances with. The AR suit turned out to be concealing a tailored-in two-way communicator along with as many testing and checking devices as an asteroid miner’s outfit, but no weapons. In a sealed pocket, obviously designed for it, was a five-inch atomic key. Dowland slid the heavy disk out with fingers that suddenly were shaking a little.


  “Does this open your laboratory here?”


  “Yes.”


  Dowland detached the communicator’s transmission unit, and dropped it with the laboratory key into his pocket. “All right,” he said, “turn around and sit down.” He waited until Trelawney was facing him, then went on. “How long have you been watching the ranch?”


  “About an hour.”


  “Seen anyone—or anything?”


  Trelawney regarded him quizzically, shook his head. “Not a thing.”


  “I won’t waste time with too many questions just now,” Dowland said. “The laboratory is locked, and the machine you started in there apparently is still in operation. Your brother was found outside the laboratory yesterday morning, and may be dead or dying of internal radiation burns. He was alive and didn’t seem to be doing too badly when I left him and Miss Trelawney in the house last night to go looking for you. I had to drug Miss Trelawney—she isn’t a very cooperative person. She should still be asleep.


  “Now, if I hadn’t showed up here just now, what did you intend to do?”


  “I intended to stop the machine, of course,” Trelawney said. His expression hadn’t changed while Dowland was talking. “Preferably without involving the Solar Police Authority in our activities. But since you’ve now involved yourself, I urgently suggest that we go to the laboratory immediately and take care of the matter together.”


  DOWLAND nodded. “That’s what I had in mind, Trelawney. Technically you’re under arrest, of course, and you’ll do whatever has to be done in there at gun point. Are we likely to run into any difficulties in the operation?”


  “We very probably will,” Trelawney said thoughtfully, “and it’s just as probable that we won’t know what they are before we encounter them.”


  Dowland stood up. “All right,” he said, “let’s go. We’ll stop off at the house on the way. I want to be sure that Miss Trelawney isn’t in a position to do something thoughtless.”


  He emptied the magazine of Trelawney’s rifle before giving it to him. They started down to the house, Trelawney in the lead, the IPA gun in Dowland’s hand.


  The house door was closed. Trelawney glanced back questioningly. Dowland said in a low voice, “It isn’t locked. Open it, go on in, and stop two steps inside the hallway. I’ll be behind you. They’re both in the living room.”


  He followed Trelawney in, reaching back to draw the door shut again. There was a whisper of sound. Dowland half turned, incredulously felt something hard jab painfully against his backbone. He stood still.


  “Drop your gun, Dowland,” Jill Trelawney said behind him. Her voice was as clear and unslurred as if she had been awake for hours. Dowland cursed himself silently. She must have come around the corner of the house the instant they went in.


  “My gun’s pointing at your uncle’s back,” he said. “Don’t do anything that might make me nervous, Miss Trelawney.”


  “Don’t try to bluff Jill, friend,” Paul Trelawney advised him without turning his head. There was dry amusement in the man’s voice. “No one’s ever been able to do it. And she’s quite capable of concluding that trading an uncle for an SPA spy would still leave Terra ahead at this stage. But that shouldn’t be necessary. Jill?”


  “Yes, Paul?”


  “Give our policeman a moment to collect his wits. This does put him in a very embarrassing position, after all. And I can use his help in the lab.”


  “I’ll give you exactly three seconds, Dowland,” Jill said. “And you’d better believe that is not a bluff. One . . .”


  Dowland dropped his gun.


  * * *


  THE two Trelawneys held a brief, whispered conversation in the living room. Dowland, across the room from them, and under cover of two guns now, couldn’t catch much of it. Jill was in one of the radiation suits he’d brought in from the storeroom. Miguel was dead. He had still been unconscious when she woke up, and had stopped breathing minutes afterwards. Medic had done what it could; in this case it simply hadn’t been enough. Jill, however, had found another use for it. Dowland thought the possibility mightn’t have occurred to anyone else in similar circumstances; but he still should have thought of it when he left the house. As she began to struggle up from sleep, she remembered what Dowland had told her about medic, and somehow she had managed to inject a full ampule of it into her arm. It had brought her completely awake within minutes.


  The murmured talk ended. The girl looked rather white and frightened now. Paul Trelawney’s face was expressionless as he came over to Dowland. Jill shoved the gun she had put on Dowland into her belt, picked up Paul’s hunting rifle, held it in her hands, and stood waiting.


  “Here’s the procedure, Dowland,” Trelawney said. “Jill will go over to the lab with us, but stay outside on guard. She’ll watch . . .”


  “Did you tell her,” Dowland interrupted, “to keep an eye out for something that stands twice as high as this house?”


  Trelawney looked at him a moment. “So you ran into it,” he said. “I was wondering. It’s very curious that . . . well, one thing at a time. I cautioned her about it, as it happens. Now come over to the table.”


  Dowland remained standing beside the table, while across from him Trelawney rapidly sketched out two diagrams on a piece of paper. The IPA gun lay on the table near Trelawney’s right hand. There might have been an outside chance of reaching it if one could have discounted Jill’s watchfulness. Which, Dowland decided, one couldn’t. And he’d seen her reload the rifle she was holding. He stayed where he was.


  Trelawney shoved the paper across to him.


  “Both diagrams represent our machine,” he said, “and they should give you a general idea of what you’ll see. This wheel here is at the far side of the console when we come in the door. The wheel is the flow regulator—the thing you have to keep in mind. There are scale markings on it. The major markings have the numbers one to five. Yesterday morning the regulator was set at five—full flow. Spin the wheel back to one, and the Ym-400 that’s been producing the flow goes inert. Is that clear?”


  Dowland nodded. “Clear enough.”


  “After that,” Trelawney remarked, “we may be able to take things a little easier.”


  “What’s the quantity you’re using in there?”


  “No real reason I should tell you that, is there? But I will. The sixty-eight kilograms the Overgovernment’s been grieving about are under the machine platform. We’re using all of it.” He grinned briefly, perhaps at Dowland’s expression. “The type of job we had in mind required quantities in that class. Now, about yourself. We’re not murderers. Jill tells me you can’t be bribed—all right. What will happen, when this thing’s settled, is that you’ll have an attack of amnesia. Several months of your life will be permanently lost from your memory, including, of course, everything connected with this operation. Otherwise you won’t be harmed. Understand?”


  “I’ve heard of such things,” Dowland said drily.


  It wouldn’t, however, be done that way. It was the kind of thing told a man already as good as dead, to keep him from making a desperate attempt to save himself. The Freeholders really wouldn’t have much choice. Something had loused up their plans here, and if Dowland either disappeared or was found suffering from a sudden bout of amnesia, the IPA would turn its full attention on Terra at once. If he died, his death could be plausibly arranged to look like an accident or a killing for personal motives. These people were quite capable of sacrificing one of their group to back such a story up. And it would pass. Terra was under no more immediate suspicion than any other world. Dowland had been on a routine assignment.


  THERE were a few brief preparations. Paul Trelawney checked the batteries in the radiation suits he and Jill were wearing, then exchanged his set for that of the spare suit. Dowland left his own AR field off for the moment. It was at least as adequate as the one developed by the Trelawneys’ suits, and in some respects a much more practical device. But the suit batteries had an effective life of twenty-four hours, expending them automatically while the suits were worn. His field would maintain itself for a minimum of an hour and a half, a maximum of two hours. In this situation, Dowland wasn’t sure how long he would have to depend on the field. A few more minutes of assured protection might make a difference.


  He saw Trelawney studying the mountaineering rig on the floor; then he picked up the harness and brought it over to him.


  “Here, put it on,” he said. “What for?” Dowland asked, surprised.


  Trelawney grinned. “We may have a use for it. You’ll find out in a minute or two.”


  They left the house by a back entrance. Clouds were banked low on the eastern horizon now; the first sunlight gleamed pale gold beneath them. In the west the sky was brown with swirling dust. Jill stopped twenty yards from the laboratory building and stood on the slope, rifle in hand, watching the men go on. At the door, Dowland switched on his AR field. Trelawney tossed the disk-shaped key over to him. “Know how to use it?” Dowland nodded.


  “All right. After you’ve snapped it in and it releases again, throw it back to me. It may be the last one around, and we’re not taking it into the laboratory this time. When the door starts moving down, step back to the right of it. We’ll see what the lab is like before we go in.” Trelawney indicated a thimblesized instrument on his suit. “This’ll tell whether the place is hot at the moment, and approximately how hot.” He waved the IPA gun in Dowland’s direction. “All right, go ahead.”


  Dowland fitted the key into the central depression in the door, pressed down, felt the key snap into position with a sharp twisting motion of its own, released his pressure on it. An instant later, the key popped back out into his hand. He tossed it back to Trelawney, who caught it left-handed and threw it over his head in Jill’s direction. The disk thudded heavily into the grass ten feet from her. The girl walked over, picked it up, and slid it into one of her suit pockets.


  The slab of metasteel which made up the laboratory door began moving vertically downward. The motion stopped when the door’s top rim was still several inches above the level of the sill.


  A low droning came from the little instrument on Trelawney’s suit. It rose and fell irregularly like the buzz of a circling wasp. Mingled with it was something that might have been the hiss of escaping steam. That was Dowland’s detector confirming. The lab reeked with radiation.


  He glanced over at Trelawney.


  “Hot enough,” the Freeholder said. “We’ll go inside. But stay near the door for a moment. There’s something else I want to find out about . . .”


  INSIDE, the laboratory was unpartitioned and largely empty, a great shell of a building. Only the section to the left of the entrance appeared to have been used. That section was lighted. The light arose evenly from the surfaces of the raised machine platform halfway over to the opposite wall. The platform was square, perhaps twenty feet along its sides. Dowland recognized the apparatus on it from Trelawney’s diagrams. The central piece was an egg-shaped casing which appeared to be metasteel. Near its blunt end, partly concealed, stood the long, narrow instrument console. Behind the other end of the casing, an extension ramp jutted out above the platform. At the end of the ramp was a six-foot disk that might have been quartz, rimless, brightly iridescent. It was titled to the left, facing the bank of instruments.


  “A rather expensive bit of equipment over there, Dowland,” Trelawney said. “My brother developed the concept, very nearly in complete detail, almost twenty-five years ago. But a great deal of time and thought and work came then before the concept turned into the operating reality on that platform.”


  He nodded to the left. “That’s Miguel’s coat on the floor. I wasn’t sure it would still be here. The atomic key you were searching for so industriously last night is in one of its pockets. Miguel was standing just there, with the coat folded over his arm, when I saw him last—perhaps two or three seconds before I was surprised to discover I was no longer looking at the instrument controls in our laboratory.”


  “Where were you?” Dowland asked. “Six hundred thousand years in the past?”


  “The instruments showed a fix on that point in time,” Trelawney said. “But this was, you understand, a preliminary operation. We intended to make a number of observations. We had not planned a personal transfer for several more weeks. But in case the test turned out to be successful beyond our expectations, I was equipped to make the transfer. That bit of optimistic foresight is why I’m still alive.”


  What was the man waiting for? Dowland asked, “What actually happened?”


  “A good question, I’d like to know the whole answer myself. What happened in part was that I suddenly found myself in the air, falling toward a river. It was night and cloudy, but there was light enough to show it was a thoroughly inhospitable river . . . And now I believe”—his voice slowed thoughtfully—“I believe I understand why my brother was found outside the closed door of this building. Over there, Dowland. What does that look like to you?”


  Near the far left of the building, beyond the immediate range of the light that streamed from the machine stand, a big packing crate appeared to have been violently—and rather oddly—torn apart. The larger section of the crate lay near the wall, the smaller one approximately twenty feet closer to the machine platform. Assorted items with which it had been packed had spilled out from either section. But the floor between the two points of wreckage was bare and unlittered. Except for that, one might have thought the crate had exploded.


  IT wasn’t an explosion,” Trelawney agreed when Dowland said as much. He was silent a moment, went on, “In this immediate area, two space-time frames have become very nearly superimposed. There is a constant play of stresses now as the two frames attempt to adjust their dissimilarities. Surrounding our machine we have a spherical concentration of those stresses, and there are moments when space here is literally wrenched apart. If one were caught at such an instant—ah!”


  To Dowland it seemed that a crack of bright color had showed briefly in the floor of the building, between the door and the machine platform. It flickered, vanished, reappeared at another angle before his ears had fully registered the fact that it was accompanied by a curiously chopped-off roar of sound. Like a play of lightning. But this was . . .


  The air opened out before him, raggedly framing a bright-lit three-dimensional picture. He was staring down across a foaming river to the rim of a towering green and yellow forest. The crash of the river filled the building. Something bulky and black at the far left . . . but the scene was gone—


  The interior of the laboratory building lay quiet and unchanged before them again. Dowland said hoarsely, “How did you know what was going to happen?”


  “I was in a position to spend several hours observing it,” Trelawney said, “from the other side. You see now, I think, that we can put your mountaineer’s kit to some very practical use here.”


  Dowland glanced across the building. “The walls . . .”


  “Metasteel,” Trelawney said, “and thank God for that. The building’s sound; the stresses haven’t affected it. We’ll have some anchor points. A clamp piton against that wall, six feet above the console walk and in line with it, another one against the doorframe here, and we can rope across.”


  Dowland saw it, unsnapped his harness, fed the end of the magnerope through the eye of a piton, and twisted it tight. “Are we going together?” he asked.


  Trelawney shook his head. “You’re going, Dowland. Sorry about that, but this is no time for sporting gestures. The rope doesn’t eliminate the danger. But if you find your feet suddenly dangling over the air of a very old time, you’ll still stay here—I hope. If you don’t make it across, I’ll follow. We get two chances to shut Ymir down instead of one. All right?”


  “Since you have the gun, yes,” Dowland said. “If I had it, it would be the other way around.”


  “Of course,” Trelawney agreed. He watched in silence then as Dowland rammed the threaded piton down the muzzle of the gun, locked it in position, took aim across the machine platform, and fired. The piton clamp made a slapping sound against the far wall, froze against it. Dowland gave the loose end of the rope a few tugs, said, “Solid,” cut the rope, and handed the end to Trelawney.


  The Freeholder reached up to set a second piton against the doorframe, fed a loop of the rope through it, and twisted it tight. Dowland slipped a set of grappling gloves out of the harness, pulled one over his right hand, tossed the other to Trelawney. “In case,” he said, “you have to follow. Magnerope gets to be wearing on bare hands.”


  Trelawney looked briefly surprised, then grinned. “Thanks,” he said. “Can you do it with one glove?”


  “No strain at that distance.”


  “Too bad you’re not a Terran, Dowland. We could have used you.”


  “I’m satisfied,” Dowland said. “Any point in waiting now for another run of those cracks in space before making the trip?” Trelawney shook his head. “None at all, I’m afraid. From what I saw, there’s no more regularity in those stress patterns than there is in a riptide. You see how the rope is jerking right now—you’ll get pulled around pretty savagely, I’d say, even if you don’t run into open splits on the way across.”


  * * *


  NOWLAND was fifteen feet from the door, half running with both hands on the rope, when something plucked at him. He strained awkwardly sideways, feet almost lifting from the floor. Abruptly he was released, went stumbling forward a few steps before the next invisible current tugged at him, pulling him downward now. It was a very much stronger pull, and for endless seconds it continued to build up. His shoulders seemed ready to snap before he suddenly came free again.


  The rest of the way to the platform remained almost undisturbed, but Dowland was trembling with tensions before he reached it; he could feel the drag of the AR field on his breathing. The steps to the platform were a dozen feet to his right—too far from the rope. Dowland put his weight on the rope, swung forward and up, let the rope go and came down on the narrow walk between instrument board and machine section. The panels shone with their own light; at the far end he saw the flow-control wheel Trelawney had indicated, a red pointer opposite the numeral “5.” Dowland took two steps toward it, grasped the wheel, and spun it down.


  The pointer stopped at “1.” He heard it click into position there.


  Instantly, something slammed him sideways against the console, sent him staggering along it, and over the low railing at the end of the platform. The floor seemed to be shuddering as he struck it, and then to tilt slowly. Dowland rolled over, came up on hands and knees, facing back toward the platform. Daylight blazed again in the building behind him, and the roar of a river that rolled through another time filled his ears. He got to his feet, plunged back toward the whipping rope above the platform. The light and the roaring cut off as he grasped the rope, flashed back into the building, cut off again. Somewhere somebody had screamed . . .


  Dowland swung about on the rope, went handing himself along it, back toward the door. His feet flopped about over the floor, unable to get a stand there for more than an instant. It was a struggle now to get enough air through the antiradiation field into his lungs. He saw dust whip past the open door, momentarily obscuring it. The building bucked with earthquake fury. And where was Trelawney?


  He saw the red, wet thing then, lying by the wall just inside the door; and sickness seized him because Trelawney’s body was stretched out too far to make it seem possible it had ever been that of a man. Dust blasted in through the door as he reached it, and subsided, leaving a choking residue trapped within the radiation screen. If he could only cut off the field . . .


  HIS gun lay too close to the sodden mess along the wall. Dowland picked it up, was bending to snatch the climbing harness from the floor when light flared behind him again. Automatically, he looked back.


  Once more the interior of the building seemed to have split apart. Wider now. He saw the rushing white current below. To the right, above the forest on the bank, the sun was a swollen red ball glaring through layers of mist. And to the left, moving slowly over the river in the blaze of long-dead daylight, was something both unmistakable and not to be believed. But, staring at it in the instant before the scene shivered and vanished again, Dowland suddenly thought he knew what had happened here.


  What he had seen was a spaceship.


  He turned, went stumbling hurriedly out the door into the whistling wind, saw Jill Trelawney standing there, whitefaced, eyes huge, hands to her mouth.


  He caught her shoulder. “Come on! We’ve got to get away from here.”


  She gasped, “It—tore him apart!”


  “We can’t help him . . . Dust clouds were spinning over the back of the mesa, concealing the upper slopes. Dowland glanced to the west, winced at the towering mountain of darkness sweeping toward them through the sky. He plunged up the slope, hauling her along behind him. Jill cried out incoherently once, in a choking voice, but he didn’t stop to hear what she was trying to say. He shoved her into the house, slammed the door shut behind them, hurried her on down the hall and into the living room. As they came in, he switched off his AR field and felt air fill his lungs easily again. It was like surfacing out of deep water. The detector still hissed its thin warning, but it was almost inaudible. They would have to risk radiation now.


  “Out of your suit, quick! Whatever’s happening in the lab has whistled up a dust storm here. When it hits, that radiation field will strangle you in a minute outdoors.”


  She stared at him dumbly.


  “Get out of your suit!” Dowland shouted, his nerves snapping. “We’re going down the eastern wall. It’s our only chance. But we can’t get down alive if we can’t breathe . . .” Then, as she began unbuckling the suit hurriedly with shaking fingers, he turned to the pile of camping equipment beside the fireplace and pawed through it.


  He found the communicator and was snapping it to the mountaineering harness when the front door slammed. He wheeled about, startled. Jill’s radiation suit lay on the floor near the entry hall. She was gone.


  He was tearing the door open three seconds later, shouted, and saw her through the dust forty feet away, running up toward the forest.


  He mightn’t have caught her if she hadn’t stumbled and gone headlong. Dowland was on top of her before she could get up. She fought him in savage silence like an animal, tearing and biting, her eyes bloodshot slits. There was a mechanical fury about it that appalled him. But at last he got his right arm free, and brought his fist up solidly to the side of her jaw. Jill’s head flew back, and her eyes closed.


  HE came padding up to the eastern side of the mesa with her minutes later. Here, beyond the ranch area, the ground was bare rock, with occasional clusters of stunted bushes. The dust had become blinding, though the main storm was still miles away. There was no time to stop off at the house to look for the quiz-gun, though it would have been better to try the descent with a dazed and half-paralyzed young woman than with the twisting lunatic Jill might turn into again when she recovered from his punch. At least, he’d have her tied up. Underfoot were grinding and grumbling noises now, the ground shaking constantly. At moments he had the feeling of plodding through something yielding, like quicksand. Only the feeling, he told himself; the rock was solid enough. But . . .


  Abruptly, he was at the mesa’s edge. Dowland slid the girl to the ground, straightened up, panting, to dab at his smarting eyes. The mesa behind them had almost vanished in swirling dust.


  And through the dust Dowland saw something coming over the open ground he had just traversed.


  He stared at it, mouth open, stunned with a sense of unfairness. The gigantic shape was still only partly visible, but it was obvious that it was following them. It approached swiftly over the shaking ground. Dowland took out his gun, with the oddly calm conviction that it would be entirely useless against their pursuer. But he brought it up slowly and leveled it, squinting with streaming eyes through the dust.


  And then it happened. The pursuer appeared to falter. It moved again in some manner; something thundered into the ground beside Dowland. Then, writhing and twisting—slowly at first, then faster—the dust-veiled shape seemed to be sinking downward through the rock surface of the mesa.


  In another instant, it was gone.


  Seconds passed before Dowland gradually lowered the gun again. Dazedly, he grew aware of something else that was different now. A miniature human voice appeared to be jabbering irritably at him from some point not far away. His eyes dropped to the little communicator attached to his harness.


  The voice came from there. Terra’s grid power had returned to Lion Mesa.


  * * *


  A WEEK later, Lieutenant Frank Dowland was shown into the office of the chief of the Solar Police Authority. The chief introduced him to the two other men there, who were left unidentified, and told him to be seated.


  “Lieutenant,” he said, “these gentlemen have a few questions to ask you. You can speak as openly to them as you would to me.”


  Dowland nodded. He had recognized one of the gentlemen immediately—Howard Camhorn, the Coordinator of Research. Reputedly one of the sharpest minds in the Overgovernment’s top echelons. The other one was unfamiliar. He was a few years younger than Camhorn, around six inches shorter, chunky, with black hair, brown eyes, an expression of owlish reflectiveness. Probably, Dowland thought, wearing contact lenses. “Yes, sir,” he said to the chief, and looked back at the visitors.”


  “We’ve seen your report on your recent visit to Terra, Lieutenant Dowland,” Camhorn began pleasantly. “An excellent report, incidentally—factual, detailed. What we should like to hear now are the things that you, quite properly, omitted from it. That is, your personal impressions and conclusions.”


  “For example,” the other man took up, as Dowland hesitated, “Miss Trelawney has informed us her uncles were attempting to employ the Ym-400 they had acquired to carry out a time-shift to an earlier Earth period—to the period known as the Pleistocene, to be somewhat more exact. From what you saw, would you say they had succeeded in doing it?”


  “I don’t know, sir,” Dowland said. “I’ve been shown pictures representing that period during the past few days. The scene I described in the report probably might have existed at that time.” He smiled briefly. “However, I have the impression that the very large flying creature I reported encountering that night is regarded as being . . . well, er . . . ah . . .”


  “A product of excited nerves?” the short man said, nodding. “Under such extraordinary circumstances, that would be quite possible, you know.”


  “Yes, sir, I know.”


  The short man smiled. “But you don’t think it was that?”


  “No, sir,” Dowland said. “I think that I have described exactly what I did hear and see.”


  “And you feel the Trelawneys established contact with some previous Earth period—not necessarily the Pleistocene?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “And you report having seen a spaceship in that prehistorical period . . .”


  Dowland shook his head. “No, sir. At the moment I was observing it, I thought it was that. What I reported was having seen something that looked like a spaceship.”


  “What do you think it was?”


  “A timeship—if there is such a word.”


  “There is such a word,” Camhorn interrupted lazily. “I’m curious to hear, lieutenant, what brought you to that conclusion.”


  “It’s a guess, sir. But the thing has to fit together somehow. A timeship would make it fit.”


  “In what way?”


  “I’ve been informed,” Dowland said, “that the Overgovernment’s scientists have been unable to make a practical use of YM because something has invariably gone wrong when they did try to use it. I also heard that there was no way of knowing in advance what would happen to make an experiment fail. But something always would happen, and frequently a number of people would get killed.” Camhorn nodded. “That is quite true.”


  “Well, then,” Dowland said, “I think there is a race of beings who aren’t quite in our time and space. They have YM and use it, and don’t want anyone else to use it. They can tell when it’s activated here, and use their own YM to interfere with it. Then another experiment suddenly turns into a failure.


  “BUT they don’t know yet who’s using it. When the Trelawneys turned on their machine, these beings spotted the YM stress pattern back there in time. They went to that point and reinforced the time-blending effect with their own YM. The Trelawneys hadn’t intended a complete contact with that first test. The aliens almost succeeded in blending the two periods completely in the area near the laboratory.”


  “For what purpose?” Camhorn asked.


  “I think they’re very anxious to get us located.”


  “With unfriendly intentions?”


  “The ones we ran into didn’t behave in a friendly manner. May I ask a question, sir?”


  “Of course,” Camhorn said. “When the Trelawneys’ machine was examined, was the supply of YM adequately shielded?”


  “Quite adequately,” Camhorn said.


  “But when I opened the door, the laboratory was hot. And Miguel Trelawney died of radiation burns . . .”


  Camhorn nodded. “Those are facts that give your theory some substance, lieutenant. No question about it. And there is the additional fact that after you shut off the YM flow in the laboratory, nearly ten minutes passed before the apparent contact between two time periods was broken. Your report indicates that the phenomena you described actually became more pronounced immediately after the shutoff.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “As if the aliens might have been making every effort to retain contact with our time?”


  “Yes, sir,” Dowland said. “That was my impression.”


  “It’s quite plausible. Now, the indications are that Paul Trelawney actually spent considerable time—perhaps twelve to fourteen hours, at any rate—in that other period. He gave no hint of what he experienced during those hours?”


  “No, sir, except to say that it was night when he appeared there. He may have told Miss Trelawney more.”


  “Apparently, he didn’t,” Camhorn said. “Before you and he went into the laboratory, he warned her to watch for the approach of a creature which answers the description of the gigantic things you encountered twice. But that was all. Now, here again you’ve given us your objective observations. What can you add to them—on a perhaps more speculative basis?”


  “Well, sir,” Dowland said, “my opinions on that are, as a matter of fact, highly speculative. But I think that Paul Trelawney was captured by the aliens as soon as he appeared in the other time period, and was able to escape from them a number of hours later. Two of the aliens who were attempting to recapture him eventually followed him out on Lion Mesa through another opening the YM stresses had produced between the time periods, not too far away from the first.”


  Camhorn’s stout companion said thoughtfully, “You believe the birdlike creature you saw arrived by the same route?”


  “Yes, sir,” Dowland said, turning to him. “I think that was simply an accident. It may have been some kind of wild animal that blundered into the contact area and found itself here without knowing what had occurred.”


  “And you feel,” the other man went on, “that you yourself were passing near that contact point in the night at the time you seemed to be smelling a swamp?” Dowland nodded. “Yes, sir, I do. Those smells might have been an illusion, but they seemed to be very distinct. And, of course, there are no swamps on the mesa itself.”


  CAMHORN said, “We’ll assume it was no illusion. It seems to fit into the general picture. But, lieutenant, on what are you basing your opinion that Paul Trelawney was a captive of these beings for some time?”


  “There were several things, sir,” Dowland said. “One of them is that when Miss Trelawney regained consciousness in the hospital she didn’t remember having made an attempt to get away from me.”


  Camhorn nodded. “That was reported.”


  “She made the attempt,” Dowland went on, “immediately after she had taken off her radiation suit to avoid being choked in the dust storm on the way down from the mesa. That is one point.”


  “Go ahead,” Camhorn said. “Another is that when I discovered Paul Trelawney early in the morning, he was wearing his radiation suit. Judging by his appearance, he had been in it for hours—and a radiation suit, of course, is a very inconvenient thing to be in when you’re hiking around in rough country.”


  “He might,” the stout man suggested, “have been afraid of running into a radioactive area.”


  Dowland shook his head. “No, sir. He had an instrument which would have warned him if he was approaching one. It would have made much more sense to carry the suit, and slip into it again if it became necessary. I didn’t give the matter much thought at the time. But then the third thing happened. I did not put that in the report because it was a completely subjective impression. I couldn’t prove now that it actually occurred.”


  Camhorn leaned forward. “Go ahead.”


  “It was just before the time periods separated and the creature that was approaching Miss Trelawney and myself seemed to drop through the top of the mesa—I suppose it fell back into the other period. I’ve described it. It was like a fifty-foot gray slug moving along on its tail . . . and there were those two rows of something like short arms. It wasn’t at all an attractive creature. I was frightened to death. But I was holding a gun—the same gun with which I had stopped another of those things when it chased me during the night. And the trouble was that this time I wasn’t going to shoot.”


  “You weren’t going to shoot?” Camhorn repeated.


  “No, sir. I had every reason to try to blow it to pieces as soon as I saw it. The other one didn’t follow up its attack on me, so it probably was pretty badly injured. But while I knew that, I was also simply convinced that it would be useless to pull the trigger. That’s as well as I can explain what happened . . .


  “I think these aliens can control the minds of other beings, but can’t control them through the interference set up by something like our AR fields. Paul Trelawney appeared in the other time period almost in their laps. He had a rifle strapped over his back, but presumably they caught him before he had a chance to use it. They would have examined him and the equipment he was carrying, and when they took off his radiation suit, they would have discovered he belonged to a race which they could control mentally. After that, there would have been no reason for them to guard him too closely. He was helpless.


  I THINK Trelawney realized this, and used a moment when his actions were not being controlled to slip back into the suit. Then he was free to act again. When they discovered he had escaped, some of them were detailed to search for him, and two of those pursuers came out here in our time on the mesa.


  “As for Miss Trelawney—well, obviously she wasn’t trying to get away from me. Apparently, she wasn’t even aware of what she was doing. She was simply obeying physically the orders her mind began to receive as soon as she stepped out of the radiation suit. They would have been to come to the thing, wherever it was at the moment—somewhere up to the north of the ranch area, judging from the direction in which she headed.”


  There was silence for some seconds. Then Camhorn’s companion observed, “There’s one thing that doesn’t quite fit in with your theory, lieutenant.”


  “What’s that, sir?”


  “Your report states that you switched off your AR field at the same time you advised Miss Trelawney to get out of her suit. You should have been equally subject to the alien’s mental instructions.”


  “Well,” Dowland said, “I can attempt to explain that, sir, though again there is no way to prove what I think. But it might be that these creatures can control, only one mind at a time. The alien may not have realized that I had . . . well . . . knocked Miss Trelawney unconscious and that she was unable to obey its orders, until it came to the spot and saw us. My assumption is that it wasn’t till that moment that it switched its mental attack to me.”


  * * *


  THE stout man—his name was Laillard White, and he was one of Research’s ace trouble-shooters in areas more or less loosely related to psychology—appeared morosely reflective as he and Camhorn left Solar Police Authority Headquarters, and turned toward the adjoining Overgovernment Bureau.


  “I gather from your expression,” Camhorn remarked, “that our lieutenant was telling the truth.”


  White grunted. “Of course, he was—as he saw it.”


  “And he’s sane?”


  “Quite sane,” White agreed absently.


  Camhorn grinned. “Then what’s the matter, Lolly? Don’t you like the idea of time-travel?”


  “Naturally not. It’s an absurdity.”


  “You’re blunt, Lolly. And rash. A number of great minds differ with you about that.” Laillard White said something rude about great minds in general. He went on, “Was the machine these Trelawneys built found intact?”


  Camhorn nodded. “In perfect condition. I found an opportunity to look it over when it and the others the Freeholders had concealed on Terra were brought in.”


  “And these machines are designed to make it possible to move through time?”


  “No question about that. They function in Riemann space, and are very soundly constructed. A most creditable piece of work, in fact. It’s only regrettable that the Trelawney brothers were wasted on it. We might have put their talents to better use. Though as it turned out . . .”


  He shrugged.


  White glanced over at him. “What are you talking about?” he asked suspiciously.


  “They didn’t accomplish time-travel,” Camhorn said, “though in theory they should have. I know it because we have several machines based on the same principles. The earliest was built almost eighty years ago. Two are now designed to utilize the YM thrust. The Trelawney machine is considerably more advanced in a number of details than its Overgovernment counterparts, but it still doesn’t make it possible to move in time.”


  “Why not?”


  “I’d like to know,” Camhorn said. “The appearance of it Is that the reality we live in takes the same dim view of time-travel that you do. Time-travel remains a theoretical possibility. But in practice—when, for example, the YM thrust is applied for that purpose—the thrust is diverted.”


  White looked bewildered. “But if Paul Trelawney didn’t move through time, what did he do?”


  “What’s left?” Camhorn asked. “He moved through space, of course.”


  “Where?”


  Camhorn shrugged. “They penetrated Riemann space,” he said, “after harnessing their machine to roughly nineteen thousand times the power that was available to us before the Ymir series of elements dropped into our hands. In theory, Lolly, they might have gone anywhere in the universe. If we’d had the unreasonable nerve to play around with multikilograms of YM—knowing what happened when fractional quantities of a gram were employed—we might have had a very similar experience.”


  “I’m still just a little in the dark, you know,” Laillard White observed drily, “as to what the experience consisted of.”


  “Oh, Lieutenant Dowland’s theory wasn’t at all far off in that respect. It’s an ironic fact that we have much to thank the Trelawneys for. There’s almost no question at all now what the race of beings they encountered were responsible for the troubles that have plagued us in the use of YM. They’re not the best of neighbors—neighbors in Riemann space terms, that is. If they’d known where to look for us, things might have become rather hot. They had a chance to win the first round when the Trelawneys lit that sixty-eight kilogram beacon for them. But they made a few mistakes, and lost us again. It’s a draw so far. Except that we now know about as much about them as they’ve ever learned about us. I expect we’ll take the second round handily a few years from now.”


  WHITE still looked doubtful.


  Was it one of their planets the Trelawneys contacted?”


  “Oh, no. At least, it would have been an extremely improbable coincidence. No, the machine was searching for Terra as Terra is known to have been in the latter part of the Pleistocene period. The Trelawneys had provided something like a thousand very specific factors to direct and confine that search. Time is impenetrable, so the machine had to find that particular pattern of factors in space, and did. The aliens—again as Lieutenant Dowland theorized—then moved through Riemann space to the planet where the YM thrust was manifesting itself so violently. But once there, they still had no way of determining where in the universe the thrust had originated—even though they were, in one sense, within shouting distance of Terra, and two of them were actually on its surface for a time. It must have been an extremely frustrating experience all around for our friends.”


  Laillard White said, “Hm-m,” and frowned.


  Camhorn laughed. “Let it go, Lolly,” he said. “That isn’t your field, after all. Let’s turn to what is. What do you make of the fact that Dowland appears to have been temporarily immune to the mental commands these creatures can put out?”


  “Eh?” White said. His expression turned to one of surprise. “But that’s obvious!”


  “Glad to hear it,” Camhorn said drily.


  “Well, it is. Dowland’s attitude showed clearly that he suspected the truth himself on that point. Naturally, he was somewhat reluctant to put it into words.”


  “Naturally. So what did he suspect?”


  White shook his head. “It’s so simple. The first specimen of humanity the aliens encountered alive was Paul Trelawney. High genius level, man! It would take that level to nullify our I.Q. tests in the manner he and his half-brother did. When those creatures were prowling around on the mesa, they were looking for that kind of mentality. Dowland’s above average, far from stupid. As you say, you like his theories. But he’s no Trelawney. Unquestionably, the aliens in each case regarded him as some kind of clever domestic animal. The only reason he’s alive is that they weren’t taking him seriously.”


  “THAT,” Camhorn said thoughtfully, “may have changed a number of things.”


  “It may, indeed.”


  “Do we have anything on hand that would block their specific psi abilities?”


  “Oh, surely. If an AR field can stop them, there’s nothing to worry about in that respect. Our human telepaths wouldn’t be seriously hampered by that degree of interference.”


  “Very good,” Camhorn said. “Do you have any theory about the partial sensory interpretation of the two areas which both Dowland and Miss Trelawney reported? The matter of being able to hear the river on the other planet from time to time.” White nodded. “There are several possible explanations for that. For one thing . . .”


  “Better save it for lunch, Lolly,” Camhorn interrupted, glancing at his watch. “I see I have two minutes left to make the meeting. Anything else you feel should be brought up at the moment?”


  “Just one thing,” White said. “If the Trelawneys’ machine is capable of locating a Terra-type planet anywhere in the universe . . .”


  Camhorn nodded. “It is.”


  “Then,” White said, “we’ve solved our exploding population problem, haven’t we?”


  “For the time being, we have,” Camhorn agreed. “As a matter of fact, Lolly, that’s precisely what the meeting I’m headed for is about.”


  “Then the Terran Freeholders can stop worrying about the political pressures that have threatened to turn Terra into another hygienically overcrowded slum-world.”


  “True enough,” Camhorn said. “In another few years, if things go right, every man, woman and child can become a Freeholder—somewhere.”


  “So the Trelawneys got what they wanted, after all . . .”


  “They did, in a way. If the brothers knew the whole score, I think they’d be satisfied. The situation has been explained to their niece. She is.”  THE END


  ONENESS


  At that, you know the power to enforce the Golden Rule would make a terrible weapon!


  Menesee felt excitement surge like a living tide about him as he came with the other directors into the vast Tribunal Hall. Sixty years ago, inexcusable carelessness had deprived Earth of its first chance to obtain a true interstellar drive. Now, within a few hours, Earth, or more specifically, the upper echelons of that great political organization called the Machine which had controlled the affairs of Earth for the past century and a half, should learn enough of the secrets of the drive to insure that it would soon be in their possession.


  Menesee entered his box between those of Directors Cornelius and Ojeda, immediately to the right of the Spokesman’s Platform and with an excellent view of the prisoner. When Administrator Bradshaw and Spokesman Dorn had taken their places on the platform, Menesee seated himself, drawing the transcript of the day’s proceedings towards him. However, instead of glancing over it at once, he spent some seconds in a study of the prisoner.


  The fellow appeared to be still young. He was a magnificent physical specimen, tall and strongly muscled, easily surpassing in this respect any of the hard-trained directors present. His face showed alert intelligence, giving no indication of the fact that for two of the three days since his capture he had been drugged and subjected to constant hypnotic suggestion. He had given his name as Rainbolt, acknowledged freely that he was a member of the group of malcontent deserters known in the records of the Machine as the Mars Convicts, but described himself as being a “missionary of Oneness” whose purpose was to bring the benefits of some of the principles of “Oneness” to Earth. He had refused to state whether he had any understanding of the stardrive by the use of which the Mars Convicts had made their mass escape from the penal settlements of the Fourth Planet sixty years before, though the drive obviously had been employed in bringing him out of the depths of interstellar space to the Solar System and Earth. At the moment, while the significance of the bank of torture instruments on his right could hardly have escaped him, his expression was serious but not detectably concerned.


  “Here is an interesting point!” Director Ojeda’s voice said on Menesee’s right.


  Menesee glanced over at him. Ojeda was tapping the transcript with a finger.


  “This Rainbolt,” he said, “hasn’t slept since he was captured! He states, furthermore, that he has never slept since he became an adult—”


  Menesee frowned slightly, failing to see any great significance in the fact. That the fellow belonged to some curious cult which had developed among the Mars Convicts following their flight from the Solar System was already known. Earth’s science had methods of inducing permanent sleeplessness but knew, too, that in most instances the condition eventually gave rise to very serious side effects which more than offset any advantages to be gained from it.


  He picked up his transcript, indicating that he did not wish to be drawn into conversation. His eyes scanned quickly over the pages. Most of it was information he already had. Rainbolt’s ship had been detected four days earlier, probing the outermost of the multiple globes of force screens which had enclosed Earth for fifty years as a defense both against faster-than-light missiles and Mars Convict spies. The ship was alone. A procedure had been planned for such an event, and it was now followed. The ship was permitted to penetrate the first two screens which were closed again behind it.


  Rainbolt’s ship, for all its incredible speed, was then a prisoner. Unhurriedly, it was worked closer to Earth until it came within range of giant scanners. For an instant, a large section of its interior was visible to the instruments of the watchers on Earth; then the picture blurred and vanished again. Presumably automatic antiscanning devices had gone into action.


  The photographed view was disappointing in that it revealed no details of the engines or their instruments. It did show, however, that the ship had been designed for the use of one man, and that it was neither armored nor armed. Its hull was therefore bathed with paralytics, which in theory should have left the pilot helpless, and ships of the Machine were then sent up to tow the interstellar captive down to Earth.


  At that point, the procedure collapsed. The ship was in atmosphere when an escape capsule was suddenly ejected from it, which later was found to contain Rainbolt, alert and obviously not affected by the paralysis beams. A moment later, the ship itself became a cloud of swiftly dissipating hot gas.


  The partial failure of the capture might have been unavoidable in any case. But the manner in which it occurred still reflected very poorly, Menesee thought, on the thoroughness with which the plans had been prepared. The directors who had been in charge of the operation would not be dealt with lightly—


  He became aware suddenly that the proceedings of the day had begun and hastily put down the transcript.


  Spokesman Dorn, the Machine’s executive officer, sitting beside Administrator Bradshaw at a transparent desk on the raised platform to Menesee’s left, had enclosed the area about the prisoner with a sound block and was giving a brief verbal resume of the background of the situation. Few of the directors in the Tribunal Hall would have needed such information; but the matter was being carried on the Grand Assembly Circuit, and in hundreds of auditoriums on Earth the first and second echelons of the officials of the Machine had gathered to witness the interrogation of the Mars Convict spy.


  The penal settlements on Mars had been established almost a century earlier, for the dual purpose of mining the mineral riches of the Fourth Planet and of utilizing the talents of political dissidents with a scientific background too valuable to be wasted in research and experimental work considered either too dangerous to be conducted on Earth or requiring more space than could easily be made available there. One of these projects had been precisely the development of more efficient spacedrives to do away with the costly and tedious maneuverings required for travel even among the inner planets.


  Work of such importance, of course, was supposed to be carried out only under close guard and under the direct supervision of reliable upper-echelon scientists of the Machine. Even allowing for criminal negligence, the fact that the Mars Convicts were able to develop and test their stardrive under such circumstances without being detected suggested that it could not be a complicated device. They did, at any rate, develop it, armed themselves and the miners of the other penal settlements and overwhelmed their guards in a surprise attack. When the next ship arrived from Earth, two giant ore carriers and a number of smaller guard ships had been outfitted with the drive, and the Mars Convicts had disappeared in them. Their speed was such that only the faintest and briefest of disturbances had been registered on the tracking screens of space stations near Mars, the cause of which remained unsuspected until the news came out.


  Anything which could have thrown any light on the nature of the drive naturally had been destroyed by the deserters before they left; and the few Machine scientists who had survived the fighting were unable to provide information though they were questioned intensively for several years before being executed. What it added up to was that some eighteen thousand sworn enemies of the Machine had disappeared into space, equipped with an instrument of unknown type which plainly could be turned into one of the deadliest of all known weapons.


  The superb organization of the Machine swung into action instantly to meet the threat, though the situation became complicated by the fact that rumors of the manner in which the Mars Convicts had disappeared filtered out to the politically dissatisfied on Earth and set off an unprecedented series of local uprisings which took over a decade to quell. In spite of such difficulties, the planet’s economy was geared over to the new task; and presently defenses were devised and being constructed which would stop missiles arriving at speeds greater than that of light. Simultaneously, the greatest research project in history had begun to investigate the possibilities of either duplicating the fantastic drive some scientific minds on Mars had come upon—chiefly, it was concluded, by an improbable stroke of good luck—or of matching its effects through a different approach. Since it had been demonstrated that it could be done, there was no question that in time the trained men of the Machine would achieve their goal. Then the armed might of the Machine would move into space to take control of any colony established by the Mars Convicts and their descendants.


  That was the basic plan. The task of developing a stardrive remained a huge one because of the complete lack of information about the direction organized research should take. That difficulty would be overcome easily only by a second unpredictable twist of fortune—unless one of the Mars Convicts’ FTL ships ventured close enough to Earth to be captured.


  The last had now happened. The ship had been destroyed before it could be investigated, so that advantage was again lost. The ship’s pilot, however, remained in their hands. The fact that he disclaimed having information pertinent to the drive meant nothing. So far as he knew, he might very well be speaking the truth. But he had piloted a ship that employed the stardrive, was familiar with instruments which controlled it, had been schooled in their use. A detailed investigation of his memories could not fail to provide literally hundreds of meaningful clues. And the Machine’s scientist’s, in their superficially still fruitless search for the nature of the drive, had, in fact, covered basic possibilities with such comprehensive thoroughness that a few indisputably valid clues would show them now what it must be.


  The prisoner, still demonstrating an extraordinary degree of obliviousness to what lay in store for him, appeared to welcome the opportunity to be heard by the directors of the Machine. Menesee, leaning back in his chair, studied the man thoughtfully, giving only partial attention to what was said. This was the standard opening stage of a Tribunal interrogation, an underplayed exchange of questions and answers. Innocuous as it seemed, it was part of a procedure which had become refined almost to an unvarying ritual—a ritual of beautiful and terrible precision which never failed to achieve its goals. Every man watching and listening in the Machine’s auditoriums across the world was familiar with the swift processes by which a normal human being was transformed into a babbling puppet, his every significant thought becoming available for the upper echelons to regard and evaluate.


  They would, of course, use torture. It was part of the interlocking mechanisms of interrogation, no more to be omitted than the preliminary conditioning by drug and hypnosis. Menesee was not unduly squeamish, but he felt some relief that it would not be the crude instruments ranked beside the prisoner which would be used. They were reserved as a rule for offending members of the organization, providing a salutary warning for any others who might be tempted to act against the interests of the Machine or fail culpably in their duties. This prisoner, as an individual, meant nothing to the Machine. He was simply a source of valuable information. Therefore, only direct nerve stimulation would be employed, in the manipulation of which Spokesman Dorn was a master.


  So far the Spokesman had restricted himself to asking the prisoner questions, his voice and manner gravely courteous. To Menesee’s surprised interest, he had just inquired whether two men of the last Earth ship to visit Mars, who had disappeared there, might not have been captured by Mars Convicts operating secretly within the Solar System.


  “Yes, sir,” Rainbolt replied readily, “they were. I’m happy to say that they’re still alive and well.”


  Menesee recalled the incident now. After the mass escape of the Mars Convicts the penal settlements had been closed down and the mining operations abandoned. To guard the desert planet against FTL raiders as Earth was guarded was technically infeasible. But twice each decade a patrol ship went there to look for signs that the Mars Convicts had returned. The last of these patrols had been conducted two years before. The missing men were believed to have been inspecting a deserted settlement in a ground vehicle when they vanished, but no trace of them or the vehicle could be discovered.


  Administrator Bradshaw, seated to the spokesman’s left, leaned forward as if to speak, but then sat back again. Menesee thought that Rainbolt’s blunt admission had angered him. Bradshaw, white-haired and huge in build, had been for many years the nominal head of the Machine; but in practice the powers of the administrator were less than those of the spokesman, and it would have been a breach of protocol for Bradshaw to intervene in the interrogation.


  Dorn appeared to have noticed nothing. He went on. “What was the reason for capturing these men?”


  “It was necessary,” Rainbolt explained, “to find out what the conditions on Earth were like at present. At the time we didn’t want to risk discovery by coming too close to Earth itself. And your two men were able to tell us all we needed to know.”


  “What was that?” the spokesman asked.


  Rainbolt was silent a moment, then said, “You see, sir, most of the past sixty years have been spent in finding new worlds on which human beings can live without encountering too many difficulties. But then—” Dorn interrupted quietly, “You found such worlds?”


  “Yes, sir, we did,” Rainbolt said. “We’re established, in about equal numbers, on planets of three star systems. Of course, I’m not allowed to give you more precise information on that at present.”


  “Quite understandable,” the spokesman agreed dryly. Menesee was conscious of a stir of intense interest among the listening directors in the hall. This was news, indeed! Mingled with the interest was surprised amusement at the prisoner’s artless assumption that he had any choice about what he would or would not tell.


  “But now that we’re established,” Rainbolt went on, apparently unaware of the sensation he had created, “our next immediate concern is to resume contact with Earth. Naturally, we can’t do that freely while your Machine remains in political control of the planet. We found out from the two captured men that it still is in control. We’d hoped that after sixty years government in such a form would have become obsolete here.”


  Menesee heard an astonished murmuring from the director boxes on his right, and felt himself that the fellow’s impudent last remark might well have been answered by a pulse of nerve stimulation. Spokesman Dorn, however, replied calmly that the Machine happened to be indispensable to Earth. A planetary economy, and one on the verge of becoming an interplanetary and even interstellar economy, was simply too intricate and precariously balanced a structure to maintain itself without the assistance of a very tightly organized governing class.


  “If the Machine were to vanish today,” he explained, “Earth would approach a state of complete chaos before the month was out. In a year, a billion human beings would be starving to death. There would be fighting . . . wars—” He shrugged. “You name it. No, my friend, the Machine is here to stay. And the Mars Convicts may as well resign themselves to the fact.”


  Rainbolt replied earnestly that he was not too well informed in economics, that not being his field. However, he had been told and believed that while the situation described by the spokesman would be true today, it should not take many years to train the populations of Earth to run their affairs quite as efficiently as the Machine had done, and without loss of personal and political liberties.


  At any rate, the Mars Convicts and their descendants did not intend to give up the independence they had acquired. On the other hand, they had two vital reasons for wanting to come to an agreement with Earth. One was that they might waste centuries in attempting to accomplish by themselves what they could now do immediately if Earth’s vast resources were made available to them. And the other, of course, was the obvious fact that Earth would not remain indefinitely without a stardrive of its own. If an unfriendly government was in control when it obtained one, the Mars Convicts would be forced either to abandon their newly settled planets and retreat farther into the galaxy or submit to Earth’s superior strength.


  Meanwhile, however, they had developed the principles of Oneness. Oneness was in essence a philosophy, but it had many practical applications; and it was in such practical applications that he, Rainbolt, was a trained specialist. He had, therefore, been dispatched to Earth to introduce the principles, which would in time bring about the orderly disintegration of the system of the Machine, to be followed by the establishment of an Earth government with which the Mars Convicts could deal without detriment to themselves.


  Menesee had listened with a sense of growing angry incredulity. The fellow couldn’t be as much of a fool as he seemed! Therefore, he had devised this hoax after he realized he would be captured, to cover up his real purpose which could only be that of a spy. Menesee saw that Administrator Bradshaw was saying something in a low voice to the spokesman, his face stony. Dorn glanced over at him. then looked back at the prisoner and said impassively, “So the goal of your missionary work here is the disintegration of the Machine?”


  Rainbolt nodded, with an air almost of eagerness. “Yes, sir, it is! And if I will now be permitted to—”


  “I am afraid you will be permitted to do nothing,” Spokesman Dorn said dryly, “except, of course, to answer the number of questions we intend to ask you.”


  “But, sir I—”


  Rainbolt checked himself, looking startled. The spokesman’s hand had moved very slightly on the desk before him, and Rainbolt had just had his first experience with direct nerve stimulation. He stood kneading his right hand with his left, staring up at the spokesman, mouth half open.


  Menesee smiled in grim amusement. It would have been a low-level pulse, of course; but even a low-level pulse, arriving unexpectedly, was a very unpleasant surprise. He had foreseen the spokesman’s action, had, in fact, felt a sympathetic imaginary twinge in his own right hand as the pulse reached the prisoner.


  Rainbolt swallowed, said in a changed voice, “Sir, we heard from the two captured men that the Machine has retained its practice of torture during interrogations. It isn’t necessary to convince me that you are serious about this. Do the questions you referred to have to do with the stardrive?”


  The spokesman nodded. “Of course.”


  Rainbolt said stubbornly, “Then, sir, it can do you no good at all to torture me. I simply don’t have such information. We do plan to make the stardrive freely available to Earth. But not while Earth is ruled by the organization of the Machine.”


  This time, Menesee did not observe the motion of the spokesman’s hand. Instead he saw Rainbolt jerk violently to the right. At the same moment, a blast of intense, fiery, almost unbearable pain shot up his own arm. As he grasped his arm, sweat spurting out on his face, he heard screams from the box on his left and realized it was Director Cornelius who screamed.


  There were answering screams from around the hall. Then the pain suddenly subsided.


  Menesee stared about, breathing raggedly. The pain-reaction had been severe enough to affect his vision; the great hall looked momentarily darker than it should have been. And although the actual pain had ended, the muscles of his right arm and shoulder were still trying to cramp into knots.


  There was no more screaming. From the right came Director Ojeda’s gasping voice. “What happened? Did something go wrong with the stimulating devices? We might all have been killed—!”


  Menesee didn’t reply. Wherever he looked, he saw faces whitened with shock. Apparently everyone in the Tribunal Hall, from the administrator and Spokesman Dorn on down to the directors’ attendants and the two guards flanking the prisoner’s area, had felt the same thing. Here and there, men who had collapsed were struggling awkwardly back to their feet. He heard a hoarse whisper behind him. “Sir, Director Cornelius appears to have fainted!”


  Menesee glanced around, saw Cornelius’ attendant behind the box, then Cornelius himself, slumped forward, face down and motionless, sprawling half across his table. “Let him lie there and keep quiet, fool!” Menesee ordered the man sharply. He returned his attention to the center of the hall as Spokesman Dorn announced in a voice which held more of an edge than was normal but had lost none of its strength and steadiness, “Before any moves are suggested, I shall tell you what has been done.


  “The Tribunal Hall has been sealed and further events in it will be monitored from without. No one will be able to leave until the matter with which we are now concerned here has been settled to the satisfaction of the Machine.


  “Next, any of you who believe that an instrument failure was involved in the experience we shared can disabuse themselves. The same effect was reported immediately from two other auditoriums on the Great Circuit, and it is quite possible that it was repeated in all of them.”


  Rainbolt, grimacing and massaging his right arm vigorously, nodded. “It was repeated in all of them, sir!”


  The spokesman ignored him, went on. “The Tribunal Hall has, therefore, been cut out of the Grand Assembly Circuit. How circuit energies could have been employed to transmit such physical sensations is not clear. But they will not be used in that manner again.”


  Menesee felt a flash of admiration. His own thoughts had been turning in the same direction, but he couldn’t have approached Spokesman Dorn’s decisive speed of action.


  Dorn turned his attention now to Rainbolt. “What happened,” he said, “apparently was caused by yourself.”


  Rainbolt nodded. “Yes, sir. It was. It was an application of Oneness. At present, I’m acting as a focal point of Oneness. Until that condition is changed, whatever I experience here will be simultaneously experienced by yourselves.”


  Menesee thought that the effects of the Machine’s discipline became splendidly apparent at that point. No one stirred in the great hall though it must have been obvious to every man present that Rainbolt’s words might have doomed them along with himself.


  Rainbolt went on, addressing Spokesman Dorn.


  “There is only one mistake in your reasoning, sir. The demonstrated effect of Oneness is not carried by the energies of the Grand Assembly Circuit, though I made use of those energies in establishing an initial connection with the other auditoriums and the people in them.


  “You see, sir, we learned from the two men captured on Mars about your practice of having the two highest echelons of your organization attend significant hearings in the Tribunal Hall through the Assembly Circuit. Our plan was based on that. We knew that if anything was to be accomplished with the Oneness principles on Earth, it would have to be through a situation in which they could be applied simultaneously to the entire leadership of the Machine. That has now been done, and the fact that you had the Tribunal Hall taken out of the Assembly Circuit did not change the Oneness contact. It remains in full effect.”


  Spokesman Dorn stared at him for an instant, said, “We can test the truth of that statement immediately, of course; and we shall!” His hand moved on the desk.


  Menesee felt pain surge through his left arm. It was not nearly as acute a sensation as the previous pulse had been, but it lasted longer—a good ten seconds. Menesee let his breath out carefully as it again ebbed away.


  He heard the spokesman saying, “Rainbolt’s claim appears to be verified. I’ve received a report that the pulse was being experienced in one of the auditoriums . . . and, yes . . . now in several.”


  Rainbolt nodded. “It was a valid claim, believe me, sir!” he said earnestly. “The applications of our principles have been very thoroughly explored, and the effects are invariable. Naturally, our strategem would have been useless if I’d been able to maintain contact only long enough to provide you with a demonstration of Oneness. Such a contact can be broken again, of course. But until I act deliberately to break it, it maintains itself automatically.


  “To make that clear, I should explain that distance, direction and intervening shielding materials do not change the strength of the contact. Distance at least does not until it is extended to approximately fifty thousand miles.”


  “And what happens then?” the spokesman asked, watching him.


  “At that point,” Rainbolt acknowledged, “Oneness contacts do become tenuous and begin to dissolve.” He added, almost apologetically, “However, that offers you no practical solution to your problem.”


  “Why not?” Dorn asked. He smiled faintly. “Why shouldn’t we simply lock you into a spaceship and direct the ship through the defense fields and out into the solar system on automatic control?”


  “I sincerely hope you don’t try it, sir! Experiments in dissolving contacts in that manner have been invariably fatal to all connected individuals.”


  The spokesman hesitated. “You and every member of the Machine with whom you are now in contact would die together if that were done?”


  “Yes, sir. That is certain what the results of those experiments show.”


  Administrator Bradshaw, who had been staring coldly at Rainbolt, asked in a hard, flat voice, “If you do nothing to break the contact, how long will this situation continue?”


  Rainbolt looked at him. “Indefintely, sir,” he said. “There is nothing I need to do about it. It is a static condition.”


  “In that case,” Bradshaw said icily, “this should serve to break the contact through you!”


  As his hand came up, leveling a gun, Menesee was half out of his chair, hands raised in alarmed protest. “Stop him!” Menesee shouted.


  But Administrator Bradshaw already was sagging sideways over the armrest of his chair, head lolling backwards. The gun slid from his hand, dropped to the platform.


  “Director Menesee,” Dorn said coolly from beside Bradshaw, “I thank you for your intended warning! Since the administrator and the spokesman are the only persons permitted to bear arms in the Tribunal Hall, I was naturally prepared to paralyze Administrator Bradshaw if he showed intentions of resorting to thoughtless action.” He looked down at Rainbolt. “Are Director Menesee and I correct in assuming that if you died violently the persons with whom you are in contact would again suffer the same experience?”


  “Yes, sir,” Rainbolt said. “That is implicit in the principles of Oneness.” He shrugged. “Under most circumstances, it is a very undesirable effect. But here we have made use of it—”


  “The situation,” Spokesman Dorn told the directors in the Tribunal Hall some minutes later, “is then this. There has been nothing haphazard about the Mars Convicts’ plan to coerce us into accepting their terms. Considering the probable quality of the type of minds which developed both the stardrive and the extraordinary ‘philosophy’ we have encountered today, that could be taken for granted from the start. We cannot kill their emissary here, or subject him to serious pain or injury, since we would pay a completely disproportionate penalty in doing it.


  “However, that doesn’t mean that we should surrender to the Mars Convicts. In fact, for all their cleverness, they appear to be acting out of something very close to desperation. They have gained no essential advantage through their trick, and we must assume they made the mistake of underestimating us. This gentleman they sent to Earth has been given thorough physical examinations. They show him to be in excellent health. He is also younger by many years than most of us.


  “So he will be confined to quarters where he will be comfortable and provided with whatever he wishes . . . but where he will not be provided with any way of doing harm to himself. And then, I believe, we can simply forget about him. He will receive the best of attention, including medical care. Under such circumstances, we can expect his natural life span to exceed our own.


  “Meanwhile, we shall continue our program of developing our own spacedrive. As the Mars Convicts themselves foresee, we’ll gain it eventually and will then be more than a match for them. Until then the defense fields around Earth will remain closed. No ship will leave Earth and no ship will be admitted to it. And in the long run we will win.”


  The spokesman paused, added, “If there are no other suggestions, this man will now be conducted to the hospital of the Machine where he is to be detained for the remainder of his days.”


  Across the hall from Menesee, a figure arose deliberately in one of the boxes. A heavy voice said, “Spokesman Dorn, I very definitely do have a suggestion.”


  Dorn looked over, nodded warily. “Go ahead, Director Squires!”


  Menesee grimaced in distaste. He had no liking for Squires, a harsh, arrogant man, notorious for his relentless persecution of any director or officer who, in Squires’ opinion, had become slack in his duties to the Machine. But he had a large following in the upper echelons, and his words carried weight.


  Squires folded his arms, said unhurriedly as if savoring each word, “As you pointed out, Spokesman Dorn, we cannot hurt the person of this prisoner. His immediate accomplices also remain beyond our reach at present. However, our hands are not—as you seem to imply—so completely tied that we cannot strike back at these rascals at once. There are camps on Earth filled with people of the same political stripe—potential supporters of the Mars Convicts who would be in fullest sympathy with their goals if they learned of them.


  “I suggest that these people serve now as an object lesson to show the Mars Convicts the full measure of our determination to submit to no threats of force! Let this prisoner and the other convicts who doubtless are lurking in nearby space beyond Earth’s defense fields know that for every day their obscene threat against the high officers of the Machine continues hundreds of malcontents who would welcome them on Earth will be painfully executed! Let them—”


  Pain doubled Menesee abruptly over the table before him. A savage, compressing pain, very different from the fiery touch of the nerve stimulators, which held him immobile, unable to cry out or draw breath.


  It relaxed almost as instantaneously as it had come on. Menesee slumped back in his chair, shaken and choking, fighting down bitter nausea. His eyes refocused painfully on Rainbolt, gray-faced but on his feet, in the prisoner’s area.


  “You will find,” Rainbolt was saying, “that Director Squires is dead. And so, I’m very much afraid, is every other member of the upper echelons whose heart was in no better condition than his. This was a demonstration I had not intended to give you. But since it has been given, it should serve as a reminder that while it is true we could not force you directly to do as we wish, there are things we are resolved not to tolerate.”


  Ojeda was whispering shakily near Menesee, “He controls his body to the extent that he was able to bring on a heart attack in himself and project it to all of us! He counted on his own superb physical condition to pull him through it unharmed. That is why he didn’t seem frightened when the administrator threatened him with a gun. Even if the spokesman hadn’t acted, that gun never would have been fired.


  “Menesee, no precautions we could take will stop that monster from killing us all whenever he finally chooses—simply by committing suicide through an act of will!”


  Spokesman Dorn’s voice seemed to answer Ojeda.


  “Director Squires,” Dorn’s voice said, still thinned by pain but oddly triumphant, “became a victim of his own pointless vindictiveness. It was a mistake which, I am certain, no member of the Machine will care to repeat.


  “Otherwise, this incident has merely served to confirm that the Mars Convicts operate under definite limitations. They could kill us but can’t afford to do it. If they are to thrive in space, they need Earth and Earth’s resources. They are aware that if the Machine’s leadership dies, Earth will lapse into utter anarchy and turn its tremendous weapons upon itself.


  “The Mars Convicts could gain nothing from a ruined and depopulated planet. Therefore, the situation as it stands remains a draw. We shall devote every effort to turn it into a victory for us. The agreement we come to eventually with the Mars Convicts will be on our terms—and there is still essentially nothing they or this man, with all his powers, can do to prevent it.”


  The Missionary of Oneness swung his bronzed, wellmuscled legs over the side of the hammock and sat up. With an expression of great interest, he watched Spokesman Dorn coming across the sun room towards him from the entrance corridor of his hospital suite. It was the first visit he’d had from any member of the organization of the Machine in the two years he had been confined here.


  For Spokesman Dorn it had been, to judge by his appearance, a strenuous two years. He had lost weight and there were dark smudges of fatigue under his eyes. At the moment, however, his face appeared relaxed. It might have been the relaxation a man feels who has been emptied out by a hard stint of work, but knows he has accomplished everything that could possibly have been done.


  Dorn came to a stop a dozen feet from the hammock. For some seconds, the two men regarded each other without speaking.


  “On my way here,” Dorn remarked then, “I was wondering whether you mightn’t already know what I’ve come to tell you.”


  Rainbolt shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “I think I could guess what it is—I pick up generalized impressions from outside—but I don’t really know.”


  Spokesman Dorn considered that a moment, chewing his lower lip reflectively. Then he shrugged.


  “So actual mind-reading doesn’t happen to be one of your talents,” he said. “I was rather sure of that, though others had a different opinion. Of course, considering what you are able to do, it wouldn’t really make much difference.


  “Well . . . this morning we sent out a general call by space radio to any Mars Convict ships which might be in the Solar System to come in. The call was answered. Earth’s defense fields have been shut down, and the first FTL ships will land within an hour.”


  “For what purpose?” Rainbolt said curiously.


  “There’s a strong popular feeling,” Spokesman Dorn said, “that your colleagues should take part in deciding what pattern Earth’s permanent form of government will take. In recent months we’ve handled things in a rather provisional and haphazard manner, but the situation is straightened out well enough now to permit giving attention to such legalistic details. Incidentally, you will naturally be free to leave when I do. Transportation is available for you if you wish to welcome your friends at the spaceport.”


  “Thank you,” said Rainbolt. “I believe I will.”


  Spokesman Dorn shrugged. “What could we do?” he said, almost disinterestedly. “You never slept. In the beginning you were drugged a number of times, as you probably know, but we soon discovered that drugging you seemed to make no difference at all.”


  “It doesn’t,” Rainbolt agreed.


  “Day after day,” Dorn went on, “we’d find thoughts and inclinations coming into our minds we’d never wanted there. It was an eerie experience—though personally I found it even more disconcerting to awaken in the morning and discover that my attitudes had changed in some particular or other, and as a rule changed irrevocably.”


  Rainbolt said, “In a sense, those weren’t really your attitudes, you know. They were results of the conditioning of the Machine, and was the conditioning I was undermining.”


  “Perhaps it was that,” Dorn said. “It seems to make very little difference now.” He paused, frowned. “When the first talk of initiating changes began in the councils, there were numerous executions. I know now that we were badly frightened men. Then those of us who had ordered the executions found themselves wanting similar changes. Presently we had a majority, and the changes began to be brought about. Reforms, you would call them—and reforms I suppose they actually were. There was considerable general disturbance, of course, but we retained the organization to keep that within reasonable bounds.”


  “We expected that you would,” Rainbolt said.


  “It hasn’t really been too bad,” Spokesman Dorn said reflectively. “It was simply an extraordinary amount of work to change the structure of things that had been imposed on Earth by the Machine for the past century and a half. And the curious part of it is, you know, that now it’s done we don’t even feel resentment! We actually wouldn’t want to go back to what we had before. You’ve obtained an incredible hold on our minds—and frankly I expect that when at last you do relinquish your control, we’ll commit suicide or go mad.”


  Rainbolt shook his head. “There’s been just one mistake in what you’ve said,” he remarked.


  Spokesman Dorn looked at him with tired eyes. “What’s that?” he asked.


  “I said I was undermining the conditioning of the Machine. I did—and after that I did nothing. You people simply have been doing what most of you always would have preferred to do, Spokesman. I relinquished control of the last of you over six months ago.”


  HAM SANDWICH


  It gets difficult to handle the problem of a man who has a real talent that you need badly—and he cannot use it if he knows it’s honest!


  There was no one standing or sitting around the tastefully furnished entry hall of the Institute of Insight when Wallace Cavender walked into it. He was almost half an hour late for the regular Sunday night meeting of advanced students; and even Mavis Greenfield, Dr. Ormond’s secretary, who always stayed for a while at her desk in the hall to sign in the stragglers, had disappeared. However, she had left the attendance book lying open on the desk with a pen placed invitingly beside it.


  Wallace Cavender dutifully entered his name in the book. The distant deep voice of Dr. Aloys Ormond was dimly audible, coming from the direction of the lecture room, and Cavender followed its faint reverberations down a narrow corridor until he reached a closed door. He eased the door open and slipped unobtrusively into the back of the lecture room.


  As usual, most of the thirty-odd advanced students present had seated themselves on the right side of the room where they were somewhat closer to the speaker. Cavender started towards the almost vacant rows of chairs on the left, smiling apologetically at Dr. Ormond who, as the door opened, had glanced up without interrupting his talk. Three other faces turned towards Cavender from across the room. Reuben Jeffries, a heavyset man with a thin fringe of black hair circling an otherwise bald scalp, nodded soberly and looked away again. Mavis Greenfield, a few rows further up, produced a smile and a reproachful little headshake; during the coffee break she would carefully explain to Cavender once more that students too tardy to take in Dr. Al’s introductory lecture missed the most valuable part of these meetings.


  From old Mrs. Folsom, in the front row on the right, Cavender’s belated arrival drew a more definite rebuke. She stared at him for half a dozen seconds with a coldly severe frown, mouth puckered in disapproval, before returning her attention to Dr. Ormond.


  Cavender sat down in the first chair he came to and let himself go comfortably limp. He was dead-tired, had even hesitated over coming to the Institute of Insight tonight. But it wouldn’t do to skip the meeting. A number of his fellow students, notably Mrs. Folsom, already regarded him as a black sheep; and if enough of them complained to Dr. Ormond that Cavender’s laxness threatened to retard the overall advance of the group towards the goal of Total Insight, Ormond might decide to exclude him from further study. At a guess, Cavender thought cynically, it would have happened by now if the confidential report the Institute had obtained on his financial status had been less impressive. A healthy bank balance wasn’t an absolute requirement for membership, but it helped . . . it helped! All but a handful of the advanced students were in the upper income brackets.


  Cavender let his gaze shift unobtrusively about the group while some almost automatic part of his mind began to pick up the thread of Dr. Al’s discourse. After a dozen or so sentences, he realized that the evening’s theme was the relationship between subjective and objective reality, as understood in the light of Total Insight. It was a well-worn subject; Dr. Al repeated himself a great deal. Most of the audience nevertheless was following his words with intent interest, many taking notes and frowning in concentration. As Mavis Greenfield liked to express it, quoting the doctor himself, the idea you didn’t pick up when it was first presented might come clear to you the fifth or sixth time around. Cavender suspected, however, that as far as he was concerned much of the theory of Total Insight was doomed to remain forever obscure.


  He settled his attention on the only two students on this side of the room with him. Dexter Jones and Perrie Rochelle were sitting side by side in front-row chairs—the same chairs they usually occupied during these meetings. They were exceptions to the general run of the group in a number of ways. Younger, for one thing; Dexter was twenty-nine and Perrie twenty-three while the group averaged out at around forty-five which happened to be Cavender’s age. Neither was blessed with worldly riches; in fact, it was questionable whether the Rochelle girl, who described herself as a commercial artist, even had a bank account. Dexter Jones, a grade-school teacher, did have one but was able to keep it barely high enough to cover his rent and car payment checks. Their value to the Institute was of a different kind. Both possessed esoteric mental talents, rather modest ones, to be sure, but still very interesting, so that on occasion they could state accurately what was contained in a sealed envelope, or give a recognizable description of the photograph of a loved one hidden in another student’s wallet. This provided the group with encouraging evidence that such abilities were, indeed, no fable and somewhere along the difficult road to Total Insight might be attained by all.


  In addition, Perrie and Dexter were volunteers for what Dr. Aloys Ormond referred to cryptically as “very advanced experimentation.” The group at large had not been told the exact nature of these experiments, but the implication was that they were mental exercises of such power that Dr. Al did not wish other advanced students to try them, until the brave pioneer work being done by Perrie and Dexter was concluded and he had evaluated the results . . .


  “Headaches, Dr. Al,” said Perrie Rochelle. “Sometimes quite bad headaches—” She hesitated. She was a thin, pale girl with untidy arranged brown hair who vacillated between periods of vivacious alertness and activity and somewhat shorter periods of blank-faced withdrawal. “And then,” she went on, “there are times during the day when I get to feeling sort of confused and not quite sure whether I’m asleep or awake . . . you know?”


  Dr. Ormond nodded, gazing at her reflectively from the little lectern on which he leaned. His composed smile indicated that he was not in the least surprised or disturbed by her report on the results of the week’s experiments—that they were, in fact, precisely the results he had expected. “I’ll speak to you about it later, Perrie,” he told her gently. “Dexter . . . what experiences have you had?”


  Dexter Jones cleared his throat. He was a serious young man who appeared at meetings conservatively and neatly dressed and shaved to the quick, and rarely spoke unless spoken to.


  “Well, nothing very dramatic, Dr. Al,” he said diffidently. “I did have a few nightmares during the week. But I’m not sure there’s any connection between them and, uh, what you were having us do.”


  Dr. Ormond stroked his chin and regarded Dexter with benevolence. “A connection seems quite possible, Dexter. Let’s assume it exists. What can you tell us about those nightmares?”


  Dexter said he was afraid he couldn’t actually tell them anything. By the time he was fully awake he’d had only a very vague impression of what the nightmares were about, and the only part he could remember clearly now was that they had been quite alarming.


  Old Mrs. Folsom, who was more than a little jealous of the special attention enjoyed by Dexter and Perrie, broke in eagerly at that point to tell about a nightmare she’d had during the week and which she could remember fully; and Cavender’s attention drifted away from the talk. Mrs. Folsom was an old bore at best, but a very wealthy old bore, which was why Dr. Ormond usually let her ramble on a while before steering the conversation back to the business of the meeting. But Cavender didn’t have to pretend to listen.


  From his vantage point behind most of the group, he let his gaze and thoughts wander from one to the other of them again. For the majority of the advanced students, he reflected, the Institute of Insight wasn’t really too healthy a place. But it offered compensations. Middle-aged or past it on the average, financially secure, vaguely disappointed in life, they’d found in Dr. Al a friendly and eloquent guide to lead them into the fascinating worlds of their own minds. And Dr. Al was good at it. He had borrowed as heavily from yoga and western mysticism as from various orthodox and unorthodox psychological disciplines, and composed his own system, almost his own cosmology. His exercises would have made conservative psychiatrists shudder, but he was clever enough to avoid getting his flock into too serious mental difficulties. If some of them suffered a bit now and then, it made the quest of Total Insight and the thought that they were progressing towards that goal more real and convincing. And meeting after meeting Dr. Al came up with some intriguing new twist or device, some fresh experience to keep their interest level high.


  “Always bear in mind,” he was saying earnestly at the moment, “that an advance made by any member of the group benefits the group as a whole. Thus, because of the work done by our young pioneers this week I see indications tonight that the group is ready to attempt a new experiment . . . an experiment at a level I frankly admit I hadn’t anticipated you would achieve for at least another two months.”


  Dr. Ormond paused significantly, the pause underlining his words. There was an expectant stirring among the students.


  “But I must caution you!” he went on. “We cannot, of course, be certain that the experiment will succeed . . . in fact, it would be a very remarkable thing if it did succeed at a first attempt. But if it should, you will have had a rather startling experience! You will have seen a thing generally considered to be impossible!”


  He smile reassuringly, stepping down from the lectern. “Naturally, there will be no danger. You know me well enough to realize that I never permit the group or individuals to attempt what lies beyond their capability.”


  Cavender stifled a yawn, blinked water from his eyes, watching Ormond walk over to a small polished table on the left side of the room in front of the rows of chairs. On it Mavis Greenfield had placed a number of enigmatic articles, some of which would be employed as props in one manner or another during the evening’s work. The most prominent item was a small suitcase in red alligator hide. Dr. Ormond, however, passed up the suitcase, took a small flat wooden plate from the table and returned to the center of the room.


  “On this,” he said, holding up the plate, “there rests at this moment the air of this planet and nothing else. But in a minute or two—for each of you, in his or her world of subjective reality—something else will appear on it.”


  The students nodded comprehendingly. So far, the experiment was on familiar ground. Dr. Ormond gave them all a good-humored wink.


  “To emphasize,” he went on, “that we deal here with practical, down-to-earth, real matters . . . not some mystical nonsense . . . to emphasize that, let us say that the object each of you will visualize on this plate will be—a ham sandwich!”


  There were appreciative chuckles. But Cavender felt a twinge of annoyance. At the moment, when along with fighting off fatigue he’d been trying to forget that he hadn’t eaten since noon, Dr. Al’s choice looked like an unfortunate one. Cavender happened to be very fond of ham.


  “Now here,” Ormond continued, putting the plate down, “is where this experiment begins to differ from anything we have done before. For all of us will try to imagine—to visualize as being on this plate—the same ham sandwich. And so there will be no conflict in our projections, let’s decide first on just what ingredients we want to put on it.” He smiled. “We’ll make this the finest ham sandwich our collective imagination can produce!”


  There were more chuckles. Cavender cursed under his breath, his mouth beginning to water. Suggestions came promptly.


  “Mustard?” Dr. Ormond said, “Of course—Not too sharp though, Eleanor?” He smiled at Mrs. Folsom. “I agree! A light touch of delicate salad mustard. Crisp lettuce . . . finely chopped gherkins. Very well!”


  “Put it all on rye,” Cavender said helplessly. “Toasted rye.”


  “Toasted rye?” Ormond smiled at him, looked around. “Any objections? No? Toasted rye it shall be, Wally. And I believe that completes our selection.”


  He paused, his face turning serious. “Now as to that word of caution I gave you. For three minutes each of you will visualize the object we have chosen on the plate I will be holding up before me. You will do this with your eyes open, and to each of you, in your own subjective reality, the object will become, as you know, more or less clearly discernible.


  “But let me tell you this. Do not be too surprised if at the end of that time, when the exercise is over, the object remains visible to you . . . does not disappear!”


  There was silence for a moment. Then renewed chuckles, but slightly nervous ones, and not too many.


  Dr. Ormond said sternly, “I am serious about that! The possibility, though it may be small tonight, is there. You have learned that, by the laws of Insight, any image of subjective reality, if it can be endowed with all the attributes of objective reality by its human creator, must spontaneously become an image in objective reality!


  “In this case, our collective ham sandwich, if it were perfectly visualized, could not only be seen by you but felt, its weight and the texture of each of its ingredients perceived, their appetizing fragrance savored”—Cavender groaned mentally—“and more: if one of you were to eat this sandwich, he would find it exactly as nourishing as any produced by the more ordinary methods of objective reality.


  “There are people in the world today,” Dr. Ormond concluded, speaking very earnestly now, “who can do this! There always have been people who could do this. And you are following in their footsteps, being trained in even more advanced skills. I am aware to a greater extent than any of you of the latent power that is developing—has developed—in this group. Tonight, for the first time, that power will be focused, drawn down to a pinpoint, to accomplish one task.


  “Again, I do not say that at the end of our exercise a ham sandwich will lie on this plate. Frankly, I don’t expect it. But I suggest very strongly that you don’t let it surprise or startle you too much if we find it here!”


  There was dead stillness when he finished speaking. Cavender had a sense that the lecture room had come alive with eerie little chills. Dr. Ormond lifted the plate solemnly up before him, holding it between the fingertips of both hands.


  “Now, if you will direct your attention here . . . no, Eleanor, with your eyes open!


  “Let us begin . . .”


  Cavender sighed, straightened up in his chair, eyes fixed obediently on the wooden plate, and banned ham sandwiches and every other kind of food firmly from his thoughts. There was no point in working his appetite up any further when he couldn’t satisfy it, and he would have to be on guard a little against simply falling asleep during the next three minutes. The cloudiness of complete fatigue wasn’t too far away. At the edge of his vision, he was aware of his fellow students across the room, arranged in suddenly motionless rows like staring zombies. His eyelids began to feel leaden.


  The three minutes dragged on, came to an end. Ormond slowly lowered his hands. Cavender drew a long breath of relief. The wooden plate, he noted, with no surprise, was still empty.


  “You may stop visualizing,” Ormond announced.


  There was a concerted sighing, a creaking of chairs. The students came out of their semitrances, blinked, smiled, settled into more comfortable positions, waiting for Dr. Al’s comments.


  “No miracles this time!” Ormond began briskly. He smiled.


  Mrs. Folsom said, “Dr. Al—”


  He looked over at her. “Yes, Eleanor?”


  Eleanor Folsom hesitated, shook her head. “No,” she said. “Go on. I’m sorry I interrupted.”


  “That’s all right.” Dr. Al gave her a warm smile. It had been, he continued, a successful exercise, a very promising first attempt, in spite of the lack of an immediate materialization, which, of course, had been only a remote possibility to start with. He had no fault to find with the quality of the group’s effort. He had sensed it . . . as they, too, presently would be able to sense it . . . as a smooth flow of directed energy. With a little more practice . . . one of these days . . .


  Cavender stifled one yawn, concealed another which didn’t allow itself to be stifled behind a casually raised hand. He watched Ormond move over to the prop table, put the wooden plate down beside the red suitcase without interrupting his encouraging summary of the exercise, hesitate, then pick up something else, something which looked like a flexible copper trident, and start back to the center of the room with it.


  Mrs. Folsom’s voice said shrilly, “Dr. Al—!”


  “Yes, Eleanor? What is it?”


  “Just now,” Mrs. Folsom said, her voice still holding the shrill note, “just a moment ago, on the plate over there, I’m certain . . . I’m almost certain I saw the ham sandwich!”


  She added breathlessly, “And that’s what I was going to say before, Dr. Al! Right after you told us to stop visualizing I thought I saw the sandwich on the plate! But it was only for a moment and I wasn’t sure. But now I’m sure, almost sure, that I saw it again on the plate on the table!”


  The old woman was pointing a trembling finger towards the table. Her cheeks showed spots of hectic red. In the rows behind her, the students looked at one another, shook their heads in resignation, some obviously suppressing amusement. Others looked annoyed. They were all familiar with Eleanor Folsom’s tendency to produce such little sensations during the meetings. If the evening didn’t promise to bring enough excitement, Eleanor always could be counted on to take a hand in events.


  Cavender felt less certain about it. This time, Mrs. Folsom sounded genuinely excited. And if she actually believed she’d seen something materialize, she might be fairly close to getting one of those little heart attacks she kept everyone informed about.


  Dr. Al could have had the same thought. He glanced back at the prop table, asked gravely, “You don’t see it there now, do you, Eleanor?”


  Mrs. Folsom shook her head. “No. No, of course not! It disappeared again. It was only there for a second. But I’m sure I saw it!”


  “Now this is very interesting,” Ormond said seriously. “Has anyone else observed anything at all unusual during the last few minutes?”


  There was a murmured chorus of dissent, but Cavender noticed that the expressions of amusement and annoyance had vanished. Dr. Al had changed the tune, and the students were listening intently. He turned back to Mrs. Folsom.


  “Let us consider the possibilities here, Eleanor,” he said. “For one thing, you should be congratulated in any case, because your experience shows that your visualization was clear and true throughout our exercise. If it hadn’t been, nothing like this could have occurred.


  “But precisely what was the experience? There we are, as of this moment, on uncertain ground. You saw something. That no one else saw the same thing might mean simply that no one else happened to be looking at the plate at those particular instances in time. I, for example, certainly gave it no further attention after the exercise was over. You may then have observed a genuine materialization!”


  Mrs. Folsom nodded vigorously. “Yes, I—”


  “But,” Ormond went on, “under the circumstances, the scientific attitude we maintain at this Institute demands that we leave the question open. For now. Because you might also, you understand, have projected—for yourself only—a vivid momentary impression of the image you had created during our exercise and were still holding in your mind.”


  Mrs. Folsom looked doubtful. The flush of excitement began to leave her face.


  “Why . . . well, yes, I suppose so,” she acknowledged unwillingly.


  “Of course,” Ormond said. “So tonight we shall leave it at that. The next time we engage in a similar exercise . . . well, who knows?” He gave her a reassuring smile. “I must say, Eleanor, that this is a very encouraging indication of the progress you have made!” He glanced over the group, gathering their attention, and raised the trident-like device he had taken from the table.


  “And now for our second experiment this evening—”


  Looking disappointed and somewhat confused, Eleanor Folsom settled back in her chair. Cavender also settled back, his gaze shifting sleepily to the remaining items on the prop table. He was frowning a little. It wasn’t his business, but if the old woman had started to hypnotize herself into having hallucinations, Dr. Al had better turn to a different type of meeting exercises. And that probably was exactly what Ormond would do; he seemed very much aware of danger signals. Cavender wondered vaguely what the red suitcase on the table contained.


  There was a blurry shimmer on the wooden plate beside the suitcase. Then something thickened there suddenly as if drawing itself together out of the air. Perrie Rochelle, sitting only ten feet back from the table, uttered a yelp—somewhere between surprise and alarm. Dexter Jones, beside her, abruptly pushed back his chair, made a loud, incoherent exclamation of some kind.


  Cavender had started upright, heart hammering. The thing that had appeared on the wooden plate vanished again.


  But it had remained visible there for a two full seconds. And there was no question at all of what it had been.


  For several minutes, something resembling pandemonium swirled about the walls of the lecture room of the Institute of Insight. The red suitcase had concealed the wooden plate on the prop table from the eyes of most of the students sitting on the right side of the room, but a number of those who could see it felt they had caught a glimpse of something. Of just what they weren’t sure at first, or perhaps they preferred not to say.


  Perrie and Dexter, however, after getting over their first shock, had no such doubts. Perrie, voice vibrant with excitement, answered the questions flung at her from across the room, giving a detailed description of the ham sandwich which had appeared out of nowhere on the polished little table and stayed there for an incredible instant before it vanished. Dexter Jones, his usually impassive face glowing and animated, laughing, confirmed the description on every point.


  On the opposite side of the room, Eleanor Folsom, surrounded by her own group of questioners, was also having her hour of triumph, in the warmth of which a trace of bitterness that her first report of the phenomenon had been shrugged off by everyone—even, in a way, by Dr. Al—gradually dissolved.


  Dr. Al himself, Cavender thought, remained remarkably quiet at first, though in the excitement this wasn’t generally noticed. He might even have turned a little pale. However, before things began to slow down he had himself well in hand again. Calling the group to a semblance of order, he began smilingly to ask specific questions. The witnesses on the right side of the room seemed somewhat more certain now of what they had observed.


  Dr. Ormond looked over at Cavender.


  “And you, Wally?” he asked. “You were sitting rather far back, to be sure—”


  Cavender smiled and shrugged.


  “Sorry, Dr. Al. I just wasn’t looking in that direction at the moment. The first suggestion I had that anything unusual was going on was when Perrie let out that wild squawk.”


  There was general laughter. Perrie grinned and flushed.


  “Well, I’d have liked to hear your squawk,” she told Cavender, “if you’d seen a miracle happen right before your nose!”


  “Not a miracle, Perrie,” Ormond said gently. “We must remember that. We are working here with natural forces which produce natural phenomena. Insufficiently understood phenomena, perhaps, but never miraculous ones. Now, how closely did this materialization appear to conform to the subjective group image we had decided on for our exercise?”


  “Well, I could only see it, of course, Dr. Al. But as far as I saw it, it was exactly what we’d . . . no, wait!” Perrie frowned, wrinkling her nose. “There was something added!” She giggled. “At least, I don’t remember anyone saying we should imagine the sandwich wrapped in a paper napkin!”


  Across the room, a woman’s voice said breathlessly, “Oh! A green paper napkin, Perrie?”


  Perrie looked around, surprised. “Yes, it was, Mavis.”


  Mavis Greenfield hesitated, said with a nervous little laugh, “I suppose I did that. I added a green napkin after we started the exercise.” Her voice quavered for an instant. “I thought the image looked neater that way.” She looked appealingly at the students around her. “This is really incredible, isn’t it.”


  They gave her vague smiles. They were plainly still floating on a cloud of collective achievement—if they hadn’t created that sandwich, there could have been nothing to see!


  It seemed to Cavender that Dr. Ormond’s face showed a flicker of strain when he heard Mavis’ explanation. But he couldn’t be sure because the expression—if it had been there—was smoothed away at once. Ormond cleared his throat, said firmly and somewhat chidingly. “No, not incredible, Mavis! Although—”


  He turned on his smile. “My friends, I must admit that you have surprised me! Very pleasantly, of course. But what happened here is something I considered to be only a very remote possibility tonight. You are truly more advanced than I’d realized.


  “For note this. If even one of you had been lagging behind the others, if there had been any unevenness in the concentration each gave to the exercise tonight, this materialization simply could not have occurred! And that fact forces me now to a very important decision.”


  He went over to the prop table, took the suitcase from it. “Mavis,” he said gravely, “you may put away these other devices. We will have no further need for them in this group! Dexter, move the table to the center of the room for me, please.”


  He waited while his instructions were hastily carried out, then laid the suitcase on the table, drew up a chair and sat down. The buzz of excited conversation among the students hushed. They stared at him in anticipatory silence. It appeared that the evening’s surprises were not yet over—and they were ready for anything now!


  “There is a point,” Dr. Ormond began in a solemn voice, riveting their eager attention on him, “a point in the orderly advance towards Total Insight at which further progress becomes greatly simplified and accelerated, because the student has now developed the capability to augment his personal efforts by the use of certain instruments.”


  Cavender thoughtfully reached inside his coat, brought out a cigarette case, opened it and slowly put a cigarette to his lips. About to flick on a lighter, he saw Ruben Jeffries watching him with an expression of disapproval from across the aisle. Jeffries shook his head, indicated the NO SMOKING sign on the wall. Cavender nodded, smiling a rueful apology for his absent-mindedness, and returned the cigarette to its case. He shoved his hands into his trousers pockets, slouched back in the chair.


  “I have told you,” Ormond was saying, “that the contributions many of you so generously made to the Institute were needed for and being absorbed by vital research. Tonight I had intended to give you a first inkling of what that research was accomplishing.” He tapped the suitcase on the table before him. “In there is an instrument of the kind I have mentioned. The beneficial forces of the Cosmos are harnessed by it, flow through it. And I believe I can say that my efforts in recent months have produces the most effective such device ever seen . . .”


  “Dr. Al,” Mrs. Folsom interrupted firmly, “I think you should let them know how the instrument cured my heart condition.”


  Faces shifted toward her, then back to Dr. Al. The middle-aged majority of the students pricked their ears. For each of them, conscious of the years of increasingly uncertain health to come, Mrs. Folsom’s words contained a personal implication, one that hit home. But in spite of the vindication of her claim to have seen a materialized ham sandwich, they weren’t quite ready to trust her about this.


  Dr. Ormond’s face was grave.


  “Eleanor,” he said reprovingly, “that was letting the cat out of the bag, wasn’t it? I hadn’t intended to discuss that part of the matter just yet.”


  He hesitated, frowning, tapping the table top lightly with his knuckles. Mrs. Folsom looked unabashed. She had produced another sensation and knew it.


  “Since it was mentioned,” Ormond said with deliberation at last, “it would be unfair not to tell you, at least in brief, the facts to which Eleanor was alluding. Very well then—Eleanor has served during the past several weeks as the subject of certain experiments connected with this instrument. She reports that after her first use of it, her periodically recurring heart problem ceased to trouble her.”


  Mrs. Folsom smiled, nodded vigorously. “I have not,” she announced, “had one single touch of pain or dizziness in all this time!”


  “But one should, of course,” Dr. Ormond added objectively, “hesitate to use the word ‘cure’ under such circumstances.”


  In the front row someone asked, “Dr. Al, will the instrument heal . . . well, other physical conditions?”


  Ormond looked at the speaker with dignity. “John, the instrument does, and is supposed to do, one thing. Providing, as I’ve said, that the student working with it has attained a certain minimum level of Insight, it greatly accelerates his progress towards Total Insight. Very greatly!


  “Now, as I have implied before: as one approaches the goal of Total Insight, the ailments and diseases which commonly afflict humanity simply disappear. Unfortunately, I am not yet free to show you proof for this, although I have the proof and believe it will not be long before it can be revealed at least to the members of this group. For this reason, I have preferred not to say too much on the point . . . Yes, Reuben? You have a question?”


  “Two questions, Dr. Al,” Reuben Jeffries said. “First, is it your opinion that our group has now reached the minimum level of Insight that makes it possible to work with those instruments?”


  Ormond nodded emphatically. “Yes, it has. After tonight’s occurrence there is no further question about that.”


  “Then,” Jeffries said, “my second question is simply—when do we start?”


  There was laughter, a scattering of applause. Ormond smiled, said, “An excellent question, Reuben! The answer is that a number of you will start immediately.


  “A limited quantity of the instruments—fifteen, I believe—are available now on the premises, stored in my office. Within a few weeks I will have enough on hand to supply as many of you as wish to speed up their progress by this method. Since the group’s contributions paid my research expenses, I cannot in justice ask more from you individually now than the actual cost in material and labor for each instrument. The figure . . . I have it somewhere . . . oh, yes!” Ormond pulled a notebook from his pocket, consulted it, looked up and said, mildly, “Twelve hundred dollars will be adequate, I think.”


  Cavender’s lips twitched sardonically. Three or four of the group might have flinched inwardly at the price tag, but on the whole they were simply too well heeled to give such a detail another thought. Checkbooks were coming hurriedly into sight all around the lecture room. Reuben Jeffries, unfolding his, announced, “Dr. Al, I’m taking one of the fifteen.”


  Half the students turned indignantly to stare at him. “Now wait a minute, Reuben!” someone said. “That isn’t fair! It’s obvious there aren’t enough to go around.”


  Jeffries smiled at him. “That’s why I spoke up, Warren!” He appealed to Ormond. “How about it, Dr. Al?”


  Ormond observed judiciously, “It seems fair enough to me. Eleanor, of course, is retaining the instrument with which she has been working. As for the rest of you—first come, first served, you know! If others would like to have Mavis put down their names . . .”


  There was a brief hubbub as this suggestion was acted on. Mavis, Dexter Jones and Perrie Rochelle then went to the office to get the instruments, while Dr. Ormond consoled the students who had found themselves left out. It would be merely a matter of days before the new instruments began to come in . . . and yes, they could leave their checks in advance. When he suggested tactfully that financial arrangements could be made if necessary, the less affluent also brightened up.


  Fifteen identical red alligator-hide suitcases appeared and were lined up beside Ormond’s table. He announced that a preliminary demonstration with the instrument would be made as soon as those on hand had been distributed. Mavis Greenfield, standing beside him, began to read off the names she had taken down.


  Reuben Jeffries was the fifth to come up to the table, hand Ormond his check and receive a suitcase from the secretary. Then Cavender got unhurriedly to his feet.


  “Dr. Ormond,” he said, loudly enough to center the attention of everyone in the room on him, “may I have the floor for a moment?”


  Ormond appeared surprised, then startled. His glance went up to Reuben Jeffries, still standing stolidly beside him, and his face slowly whitened.


  “Why . . . well, yes, Wally.” His voice seemed unsteady. “What’s on your mind?”


  Cavender faced the right side of the room and the questioning faces turned towards him.


  “My name, as you know,” he told the advanced students, “is Wallace Cavender. What you haven’t known so far is that I am a police detective, rank of lieutenant, currently attached to the police force of this city and in temporary charge of its bunco squad.”


  He shifted his gaze towards the front of the room. Ormond’s eyes met his for a moment, then dropped.


  “Dr. Ormond,” Cavender said, “you’re under arrest. The immediate charge, let’s say, is practicing medicine without a license. Don’t worry about whether we can make it stick or not. We’ll have three or four others worked up by the time we get you downtown.”


  For a moment, there was a shocked, frozen stillness in the lecture room. Dr. Ormond’s hand began to move out quietly towards the checks lying on the table before him. Reuben Jeffries’ big hand got there first.


  “I’ll take care of these for now, Dr. Al,” Jeffries said with a friendly smile. “The lieutenant thinks he wants them.”


  Not much more than thirty minutes later, Cavender unlocked the door to Dr. Ormond’s private office, went inside, leaving the door open behind him, and sat down at Ormond’s desk. He rubbed his aching eyes, yawned, lit a cigarette, looked about in vain for an ashtray, finally emptied a small dish of paper clips on the desk and placed the dish conveniently close to him.


  There had been an indignant uproar about Dr. Al’s arrest for a while, but it ended abruptly when uniformed policemen appeared in the two exit doors and the sobering thought struck the students that any publicity given the matter could make them look personally ridiculous and do damage to their business and social standing.


  Cavender had calmed their fears. It was conceivable, he said, that the district attorney’s office would wish to confer with some of them privately, in connection with charges to be brought against William Fitzgerald Grady—which, so far as the police had been able to establish, was Dr. Ormond’s real name. However, their association with the Institute of Insight would not be made public, and any proceedings would be carried out with the discretion that could be fully expected by blameless citizens of their status in the community.


  They were fortunate, Cavender went on, in another respect. Probably none of them had been aware of just how much Grady had milked from the group chiefly through quiet private contributions and donations during the two years he was running the Institute. The sum came to better than two hundred thousand dollars. Grady naturally had wasted none of this in “research” and he was not a spendthrift in other ways. Cavender was, therefore, happy to say that around two thirds of this money was known to be still intact in various bank accounts, and that it would be restored eventually to the generous but misled donors.


  Dr. Al’s ex-students were beginning to look both chastened and very much relieved. Cavender briefly covered a few more points to eliminate remaining doubts. He touched on Grady’s early record as a confidence man and blackmailer, mentioned the two terms he had spent in prison and the fact that for the last eighteen years he had confined himself to operations like the Institute of Insight where risks were less. The profits, if anything, had been higher because Grady had learned that it paid off, in the long run, to deal exclusively with wealthy citizens and he was endowed with the kind of personality needed to overcome the caution natural to that class. As for the unusual experiences about which some of them might be now thinking, these, Cavender concluded, should be considered in the light of the fact that Grady had made his living at one time as a stage magician and hypnotist, working effectively both with and without trained accomplices.


  The lecture had gone over very well, as he’d known it would. The ex-students left for their homes, a subdued and shaken group, grateful for having been rescued from an evil man’s toils. Even Mrs. Folsom, who had announced at one point that she believed she had a heart attack coming on, recovered sufficiently to thank Cavender and assure him that in future she would take her problems only to a reliable physician.


  Footsteps were coming down the short hall from the back of the building. Then Reuben Jeffries’ voice said, “Go into the office. The lieutenant’s waiting for you there.”


  Cavender stubbed out his cigarette as Dexter Jones, Perrie Rochelle and Mavis Greenfield filed into the office. Jeffries closed the door behind them from the hall and went off.


  “Sit down,” Cavender said, lighting a fresh cigarette.


  They selected chairs and settled down stiffly, facing him. All three looked anxious and pale; and Perrie’s face was tear-stained.


  Cavender said, “I suppose you’ve been wondering why I had Sergeant Jeffries tell you three to stay behind.”


  Perrie began, her eyes and voice rather wild, “Mr. Cavender . . . Lieutenant Cavender . . .”


  “Either will do,” Cavender said.


  “Mr. Cavender, I swear you’re wrong! We didn’t have anything to do with Dr. Al’s . . . Mr. Grady’s cheating those people! At least, I didn’t. I swear it!”


  “I didn’t say you had anything to do with it, Perrie,” Cavender remarked. “Personally I think none of you had anything to do with it. Not voluntarily, at any rate.”


  He could almost feel them go limp with relief. He waited. After a second or two, Perrie’s eyes got the wild look back. “But . . .”


  “Yes?” Cavender asked.


  Perrie glanced at Dexter Jones, at Mavis.


  “But then what did happen?” she asked bewilderedly, of the other two as much as of Cavender. “Mr. Cavender, I saw something appear on that plate! I know it did. It was a sandwich. It looked perfectly natural. I don’t think it could have possibly been something Mr. Grady did with mirrors. And how could it have had the paper napkin Mavis had just been thinking about wrapped around it, unless . . .”


  “Unless it actually was a materialization of a mental image you’d created between you?” Cavender said. “Now settle back and relax, Perrie. There’s a more reasonable explanation for what happened tonight than that.”


  He waited a moment, went on. “Grady’s one real interest is money and since none of you have any to speak of, his interest in you was that you could help him get it. Perrie and Dexter showed some genuine talent to start with, in the line of guessing what card somebody was thinking about and the like. It’s not too unusual an ability, and in itself it wasn’t too useful to Grady.


  “But he worked on your interest in the subject. All the other students, the paying students, had to lose was a sizable amount of cash . . . with the exception of Mrs. Folsom who’s been the next thing to a flip for years anyway. She was in danger. And you three stood a good chance of letting Grady wreck your lives. I said he’s a competent hypnotist. He is. Also a completely ruthless one.”


  He looked at Mavis. “As far as I know, Mavis, you haven’t ever demonstrated that you have any interesting extrasensory talents like Dexter’s and Perrie’s. Rather the contrary. Right?”


  She nodded, her eyes huge.


  “I’ve always tested negative. Way down negative. That’s why I was really rather shocked when that . . . Of course, I’ve always been fascinated by such things. And he insisted it would show up in me sometime.”


  “And,” Cavender said, “several times a week you had special little training sessions with him, just as his two star pupils here did, to help it show up. You were another perfect stooge, from Grady’s point of view. Well, what it amounts to is that Grady was preparing to make his big final killing off this group before he disappeared from the city. He would have collected close to thirty thousand dollars tonight, and probably twice as much again within the next month or so before any of the students began to suspect seriously that Dr. Al’s instruments could be the meaningless contraptions they are.


  “You three have been hypnotically conditioned to a fare-you-well in those little private sessions you’ve had with him. During the past week you were set up for the role you were to play tonight. When you got your cue—at a guess it was Mrs. Folsom’s claim that she’d seen the ham sandwich materialize—you started seeing, saying, acting, and thinking exactly as you’d been told to see, say, act, and think. There’s no more mystery about it than that. And in my opinion you’re three extremely fortunate young people in that we were ready to move in on Grady when we were.”


  There was silence for a moment. Then Perrie Rochelle said hesitantly, “Then Mrs. Folsom . . .”


  “Mrs. Folsom,” Cavender said, “has also enjoyed the benefits of many private sessions with Grady. She, of course, was additionally paying very handsomely for them. Tonight, she reported seeing what she’d been told to report seeing, to set off the hypnotic chain reaction.”


  “But,” Perrie said, “she said her heart attacks stopped after she started using the instrument. I really don’t see how that could have been just her imagination?”


  “Very easily,” Cavender said. “I’ve talked with her physician. Mrs. Folsom belongs to a not uncommon type of people whose tickers are as sound as yours or mine, but who are convinced they have a serious heart ailment and can dish up symptoms impressive enough to fool anyone but an informed professional. They can stop dishing them up just as readily if they think they’ve been cured.” He smiled faintly. “You look as if you might be finally convinced, Perrie.”


  She nodded. “I . . . yes, I guess so. I guess I am.”


  “All right,” Cavender said. He stood up. “You three can run along then. You won’t be officially involved in this matter, and no one’s going to bother you. If you want to go on playing around with E.S.P. and so forth, that’s your business. But I trust that in future you’ll have the good sense to keep away from characters like Grady. Periods of confusion, chronic nightmares—even chronic headaches—are a good sign you’re asking for bad trouble in that area.”


  They thanked him, started out of the office in obvious relief. At the door, Perrie Rochelle hesitated, looked back.


  “Mr. Cavender . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “You don’t think I . . . I need . . .”


  “Psychiatric help? No. But I understand,” Cavender said, “that you have a sister in Maine who’s been wanting you to spend the summer with her. I think that’s a fine idea! A month or two of sun and salt water is exactly what you can use to drive the last of this nonsense out of your mind again. So good night to the three of you, and good luck!”


  Cavender snapped the top of the squat little thermos flask back in place and restored it to the glove compartment of Jeffries’ car. He brushed a few crumbs from the knees of his trousers and settled back in the seat, discovering he no longer felt nearly as tired and washed out as he had been an hour ago in the lecture room. A few cups of coffee and a little nourishment could do wonders for a man, even at the tail end of a week of hard work.


  The last light in the Institute building across the street went out and Cavender heard the click of the front door. The bulky figure of Detective Sergeant Reuben Jeffries stood silhouetted for a moment in the street lights on the entrance steps. Then Jeffries came down the steps and crossed the street to the car.


  “All done?” Cavender asked.


  “All done,” Jeffries said through the window. He opened the door, eased himself in behind the wheel and closed the door.


  “They took Grady away by the back entrance,” he told Cavender. “The records in his files . . . he wasn’t keeping much, of course . . . and the stuff in the safe and those instruments went along with him. He was very co-operative. He’s had a real scare.”


  Cavender grunted. “He’ll get over it.”


  Jeffries hesitated, said, “I’m something of a Johnny-come-lately in this line of work, you know. I’d be interested in hearing how it’s handled from here on.”


  “In this case it will be pretty well standard procedure,” Cavender said. “Tomorrow around noon I’ll have Grady brought in to see me. I’ll be in a curt and bitter mood—the frustrated honest cop. I’ll tell him he’s in luck. The D. A.‘s office has informed me that because of the important names involved in this fraud case, and because all but around forty thousand dollars of the money he collected in this town have been recovered, they’ve decided not to prosecute. He’ll have till midnight to clear out. If he ever shows up again, he gets the book.”


  “Why leave him the forty thousand?” Jeffries asked. “I understood they know darn well where it’s stashed.”


  Cavender shrugged. “The man’s put in two years of work, Reuben. If we clean him, he might get discouraged enough to get out of the racket and try something else. As it is, he’ll have something like the Institute of Insight going again in another city three months from now. In an area that hasn’t been cropped over recently. He’s good in that line . . . one of the best, in fact.”


  Jeffries thoughtfully started the car, pulled out from the curb. Halfway down the block, he remarked, “You gave me the go-ahead sign with the cigarette right after the Greenfield girl claimed she’d put the paper napkin into that image. Does that mean you finally came to a decision about her?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Jeffries glanced over at him, asked, “Is there any secret about how you’re able to spot them?”


  “No . . . except that I don’t know. If I could describe to anyone how to go about it, we might have our work cut in half. But I can’t, and neither can any other spotter. It’s simply a long, tedious process of staying in contact with people you have some reason to suspect of being the genuine article. If they are, you know it eventually. But if it weren’t that men with Grady’s type of personality attract them somehow from ten miles around, we’d have no practical means at present of screening prospects out of the general population. You can’t distinguish one of them from anyone else if he’s just walking past you on the street.”


  Jeffries brought the car to a halt at a stop light.


  “That’s about the way I’d heard it,” he acknowledged. “What about negative spotting? Is there a chance there might be an undiscovered latent left among our recent fellow students?”


  “No chance at all,” Cavender said. “The process works both ways. If they aren’t, you also know it eventually—and I was sure of everyone but Greenfield over three weeks ago. She’s got as tough a set of obscuring defenses as I’ve ever worked against. But after the jolt she got tonight, she came through clear immediately.”


  The light changed and the car started up. Jeffries asked, “You feel both of them can be rehabilitated?”


  “Definitely,” Cavender said. “Another three months of Grady’s pseudoyoga might have ruined them for good. But give them around a year to settle out and they’ll be all right. Then they’ll get the call. It’s been worth the trouble. Jones is good medium grade—and that Greenfield! She’ll be a powerhouse before she’s half developed. Easily the most promising prospect I’ve come across in six years.”


  “You’re just as certain about Perrie Rochelle?”


  “Uh-huh. Protopsi—fairly typical. She’s developed as far as she ever will. It would be a complete waste of time to call her. You can’t train something that just isn’t there.”


  Jeffries grunted. “Never make a mistake, eh?”


  Cavender yawned, smiled. “Never have yet, Reuben! Not in that area.”


  “How did you explain the sandwich to them—and Greenfield’s napkin? They couldn’t have bought your stage magic idea.”


  “No. Told them those were Dr. Al’s posthypnotic suggestions. It’s the other standard rationalization.”


  They drove on in silence for a while. Then Jeffries cleared his throat.


  “Incidentally,” he said. “I should apologize for the slip with the sandwich, even though it turned out to our advantage. I can’t quite explain it. I was thinking of other matters at the moment, and I suppose I . . .”


  Cavender, who had been gazing drowsily through the windshield, shook his head.


  “As you say, it turned out very well, Reuben. Aside from putting the first crack in Mavis Greenfield’s defenses, it shook up Dr. Al to the point where he decided to collect as much as he could tonight, cash the checks, and clear out. So he set himself up for the pinch. We probably gained as much as three or four weeks on both counts.”


  Jeffries nodded. “I realize that. But . . .”


  “Well, you’d have no reason to blame yourself for the slip in any case,” Cavender went on. “The fact is I’d been so confoundedly busy all afternoon and evening, I forgot to take time out for dinner. When that sandwich was being described in those mouth-watering terms, I realized I was really ravenous. At the same time I was fighting off sleep. Between the two, I went completely off guard for a moment, and it simply happened!”


  He grinned. “As described, by the way, it was a terrific sandwich. That group had real imagination!” He hesitated, then put out his hand, palm up, before him. “As a matter of fact, just talking about it again seems to be putting me in a mood for seconds . . .”


  Something shimmered for an instant in the dim air wrapped in its green tissue napkin, a second ham sandwich appeared.


  1964


  UNDERCURRENTS


  First of Two Parts.


  Telzey didn’t know about the Agency—but they knew about her. And Telzey found out the hard way—which, for a telepath, can be both hard and complicated!


  I


  At the Orado City Space Terminal, the Customs and Public Health machine was smoothly checking through passengers disembarking from a liner from Jontarou. A psionic computer of awesome dimensions, the machine formed one side of a great hall along which the stream of travelers moved towards the city exits and their previously cleared luggage. Unseen behind the base of the wall—armored, as were the housings of all Federation psionic machines in public use—its technicians sat in rows of cubicles, eyes fixed on dials and indicators, hands ready to throw pinpointing switches at the quiver of a blip.


  The computer’s sensors were simultaneously searching for contraband and dutiable articles, and confirming the medical clearance given passengers before an interstellar ship reached Orado’s atmosphere. Suggestions of inimical or unregistered organisms, dormant or active, would be a signal to quarantine attendants at the end of the slideways to shepherd somebody politely to a detention ward for further examination. Customs agents were waiting for the other type of signal.


  It was a dependable, unobtrusive procedure, causing no unnecessary inconvenience or delay, and so generally established now at major spaceports in the Federation of the Hub that sophisticated travelers simply took it for granted. However, the machine had features of which neither Customs nor Health were aware. In a room across the spaceport, two men sat watchfully before another set of instruments connected to the computer’s scanners. Above these instruments was a wide teleview of the Customs hall. Nothing appeared to be happening in the room until approximately a third of the passengers from Jontarou had moved through the computer’s field. Then the instruments were suddenly active, and a personality identification chart popped out of a table slot before the man on the left.


  He glanced at the chart, said, “Telzey Amberdon. It’s our pigeon. Fix on her!”


  The man on the right grunted, eyes on the screen where the teleview pickup had shifted abruptly to a point a few yards ahead of and above a girl who had just walked into the hall. Smartly dressed and carrying a small handbag, she was a slim and dewy teen-ager, tanned, blueeyed, and brown-haired. As the pickup began to move along the slideway with her, the man on the right closed a switch, placed his hand on a plunger.


  Simultaneously, two things occurred in the hall. Along the ceiling a string of nearly microscopic ports opened, extruding needle paralyzers pointed at the girl; and one of the floating ambulances moored tactfully out of sight near the exits rose, shifted forward twenty feet and stopped again. If the girl collapsed, she would be on her way out of the hall in a matter of seconds, the event almost unnoticed except by the passengers nearest her.


  “If you want her, we have her,” said the man on the right.


  “We’ll see.” The first observer slipped the identification chart into one of his instruments, and slowly depressed a calibrated stud, watching the girl’s face in the teleview.


  Surprise briefly widened her eyes; then her expression changed to sharp interest. After a moment, the observer experienced a sense of question in himself, an alert, searching feeling.


  Words abruptly formed in his mind.


  “Is somebody there? Did somebody speak just now?”


  The man on the right grinned.


  “A lamb!”


  “Maybe.” The first observer looked thoughtful. “Don’t relax just yet. The response was Class Two.”


  He waited while the sense of question lingered, strengthened for a few seconds, then faded. He selected a second stud on the instrument, edged it down.


  This time, the girl’s mobile features showed no reaction, and nothing touched his mind. The observer shifted his eyes to a dial pointer, upright and unmoving before him, watched it while a minute ticked past, released the stud. Sliding the identification pattern chart out of the instrument, he checked over the new factors coded into it, and returned it to the table slot.


  Forty-two miles off in Orado City, in the headquarters complex of the Federation’s Psychology Service, another slot opened, and the chart slid out on a desk. Somebody picked it up.


  “Hooked and tagged and never knew it,” the first observer was remarking. “You can call off the fix.” He reached for a cigarette, added, “Fifteen years old. She was spotted—actually she revealed herself—for the first time two weeks ago . . .”


  In the Customs hall the tiny ports along the ceiling sealed themselves and the waiting ambulance slid slowly back to its mooring points.


  The visiting high Federation official was speaking in guardedly even tones.


  “I, as has everyone else,” he said, “have been led to believe that the inspection machines provided by the Psychology Service for Health and Customs respected the anonymity of the public.”


  He paused. “Obviously, this can’t be reconciled with the ability—displayed just now—of identifying individuals by their coded charts!”


  Boddo, director of the Psychology Service’s Department Eighty-four, laid the identification chart marked with the name of Telzey Amberdon down before him. He looked at it for a moment without speaking, his long, bony face and slanted thick brow’s giving him a somewhat satanic appearance. The visitor recently had been appointed to a Federation position which made it necessary to provide him with ordinarily unavailable information regarding the Psychology Service’s means and methods of operation. He had spent two days being provided with it, in department after department of the Service, and was showing symptoms, not unusual on such occasions, of accumulated shock.


  The policy in these cases was based on the assumption that the visitor possessed considerable intelligence, or he would not have been there. He should he given ample time to work out the shock and revise various established opinions. If he failed to do this, his mind would be delicately doctored before he left Headquarters, with the result that he would forget most of what he had learned and presently discover good reasons for taking another job—specifically one which did not involve intimate contacts with the Psychology Service.


  Boddo, not an unkind man, decided to do what he could to help this unwitting probationer over the hump.


  “The Customs computer isn’t supposed to be able to identify individuals,” he agreed. “But I believe you already know that many of the psionic machines we put out aren’t limited to the obvious functions they perform.”


  “Yes, I have learned that! I understand, of course, that complete candor can’t always be demanded of a government agency.” With an impatient wave of his arm, the visitor indicated the one-way screen through which they had looked in on the room at the spaceport. “But this is deliberate, planned deception! And more than that. If I understood correctly what happened just now, the so-called Customs machine—supposedly there simply to expedite traffic and safeguard the health of this world—not only identifies unsuspecting persons for you but actually reads their minds!”


  “The last to a rather limited extent,” Boddo said. “It’s far from being the best all-around device for that purpose.


  “Be that as it may! The presence of such a machine at the spaceport constitutes a violation of the public’s right to privacy of thought.”


  “Of course, it does,” Boddo said. “In practice a vanishingly small fraction of the public is affected. I couldn’t care less about having the thoughts of the average man or woman invaded; and if I wanted to, I wouldn’t have the time. Department Eighty-four is the branch of the Service’s intelligence which investigates, registers, records and reports on psis, and real or apparent psionic manifestations outside the Service. This office co-ordinates such information. We aren’t interested in anything else.”


  The visitor stared at him, face flushed, scowling undecidedly. It would be best to have him let off a little more steam before taking up the business for which he had been sent here. “I imagine,” Boddo suggested, “you’ve been told of the overall program to have advanced psionic machines in general use throughout the Hub in the not too distant future?”


  The official reddened further. “A monstrously expensive and wasteful project, sir! But that isn’t my concern. What appalls me are the dangers to the public that are inherent in such a plan.”


  Boddo thoughtfully cleared his throat.


  “The clandestine uses to which these machines are being put today,” the visitor went on, “certainly are undesirable enough. The fact that this practice apparently is condoned at the highest levels of Federation government does not make it any less disturbing! To the contrary. What is to insure that the further spread of your devices won’t lead to the transformation of the Federation into a police state with an utterly unbreakable hold on the minds of the population? The temptation . . . the possibility . . . will always be there.”


  Boddo began, “I believe—”


  The official stabbed an accusing finger at him.


  “But if that does not happen,” he said, “if instead the reckless plan to turn these instruments over in great numbers—and within a few decades—to virtually anyone who happens to want them actually is carried out, the situation will be as bad, or worse. Inevitably, the machines will multiply the tremendous problems already presented by organized crime, by power politics, by greed, stupidity and ignorance. Our civilization, sir, simply has not matured to the point where powers of that nature should be entrusted to it! The most disastrous abuses must follow as a matter of course.”


  “Well,” Boddo said, “you realize I’m not a policy maker. I’m not really qualified to argue such questions with you. Of course, the fact that the program has, as you remarked, the approval of the highest level of Federation government indicates that the reasoning behind it isn’t entirely unsound. As I’ve understood it, the gradual, orderly introduction of psionic machines is expected to solve the problems you’ve mentioned progressively as the program unfolds. When you have the complete picture on that, you may find your opinions changing.”


  The visitor’s mouth tightened.


  “The functions of a number of the Service’s other departments already have been explained to me,” he remarked. “I’ve heard nothing so far to cause me to change my opinion. As for your own office—the control of the so-called human psis—I may as well tell you frankly what I think of it.”


  “Please do,” Boddo said.


  The official smiled coldly. “You’re engaged in a witch hunt, my dear sir! Psionics is a sensitive subject nowadays. I’m not uninformed about the potentialities of dowsers, professional mind readers, fortunetellers, and the like. Their tricks are interesting, and may be useful, but have no real significance. However, a clever campaign to divert the public’s concern to such people might very well leave the psionic machines looking very innocuous by comparison.”


  “Hm-m-m . . .” Boddo pursed his lips, frowning. “As it happens,” he observed, “the purpose of this office is almost the reverse of what you suggest.”


  “I don’t follow that,” the visitor said shortly.


  Boddo said, “You are not in possession of sufficient facts in that area. That, of course, is why you’re here at the moment. I’m to supply you with facts. And to start with, I’ll say that the last thing in the world we’d want is to bring the information this office gathers to the public’s attention. The Service, of course, is conducting a continuous campaign on many fronts to reduce uneasiness and hostility about psionic machines. Our specific assignment is to prevent occurrences—arising from the activities of human psis—which might strengthen that feeling. Or, if they can’t be prevented, to provide harmless explanations for them, and to make sure they aren’t repeated—at least not by the psi in question.”


  The official scowled. “I still don’t see . . . What occurrences?”


  “We are not,” Boddo said patiently, “in the least worried about what dowsers, professional mind readers and fortunetellers might do. Not at all. The public’s familiar with them and regards them on the whole as harmlessly freakish. When the performance of such a person is sufficiently dependable, we call him or her a Class One psi. Class One falls into rather neat categories—eighteen, to be exact—and functions in a stereotyped manner. The Class One, in fact, is almost defined by his limitations.”


  “Then . . .”


  “Yes,” Boddo said, “there’s another type. The Class Two. A rare bird, as he apparently always has been. But recent breakthrough in psionic theory and practice make it easier to identify him. We feel that the most desirable place for a Class Two at present is in the Psychology Service. I’ll introduce you presently to a few of them.”


  “I . . . what kind of people are they?”


  Boddo shrugged. “Not too remarkable—except for their talents. If you met the average Class Two, you’d see a normal, perhaps somewhat unusually healthy human being. As for the talents, anything a Class One can do, the Class Two who has developed the same line does better; and he’s almost never restricted to a specialty, or even to two or three specialties. In that respect, his talent corresponds more closely to normal human faculties and acquired skills. It can be explored, directed, trained and developed.”


  “Developed to what extent?” the official asked.


  “It depends on the individual. You mentioned mind reading. In the Class Two who has the faculty it may appear as anything from a Class One’s general impressions or sensing of scattered specific details on up. Up to the almost literal reading of minds.” Boddo looked thoughtfully at the visitor. “A very few can tell what’s passing through any mind they direct their attention on as readily and accurately as if they were reading a tape. The existence of such people is one of the things we prefer not to have publicized at present. It might produce unfavorable reactions.”


  Doubt and uneasiness were showing in the visitor’s face. “That would not be surprising. Such abnormal powers leave the ordinary man at a severe disadvantage.”


  “True enough,” Boddo said. “But the ordinary man is under a similar disadvantage whenever he confronts someone who is considerably more intelligent or more experienced than himself, or who simply points a gun at him. And he’s much more likely to run into difficulties like that. It’s extremely improbable that he would come to the attention of a capable Class Two mind reader even once in his lifetime. If he did, the probability is again that the mind reader would have no interest in him. But if he did happen to take an interest in our ordinary man, there’s still no reason to assume it would be for any malevolent purpose.”


  The visitor cleared his throat. “But there are criminal psis?”


  “Of course there are,” Boddo said. “As a group, they show all normal human motivations, including the criminal ones. The Class Two tends to be a rather well-balanced individual, but we have compiled a sizable list of those who put their abilities to criminal use.”


  “And your office takes steps to protect the public against them?”


  Boddo shook his head.


  “Don’t misunderstand me,” he said. “It isn’t my business to look out for the public. I believe you know that the only category of crimes with which the Psychology Service concerns itself directly are those against the Federation or against humanity. That applies also where psis are involved. What a Class Two does becomes of interest to us only when it might have an adverse effect on the psionic program. Then it doesn’t matter whether he’s actually committing crimes or not. We close down on him very quickly. Indirectly, of course, that does protect the public.


  “Ordinarily, it isn’t a question of malice. A Class Two may get careless, or he begins to engage in horse play at the expense of his neighbors. He’s amusing himself. But as a result, he draws attention. Bizarre things have happened which seemingly can’t be explained by ordinary reasoning. At other times, such incidents would cause some speculation and then be generally forgotten. At present, they can have more serious repercussions. So we try to prevent them. If necessary, we provide cover explanations and do what is necessary to bring the offending psi under control.”


  “In what way do you control these people?” the visitor asked.


  Boddo picked up the personal identification chart of Telzey Amberdon.


  “Let’s consider the case of the young psi who came through the space terminal a short while ago,” he said. “It will illustrate our general methods satisfactorily.” He blinked at the codings on the chart for a moment, turned it over, thrust one end into a small glowing desk receptacle marked FOR OCCASIONAL OBSERVATION, withdrew it and dropped it into a filing slot.


  “We knew this psi would be arriving on Orado today,” he went on. “We’d had no previous contact with her, and only one earlier report which indicated she had acted as a xenotelepath—that is, she had been in mental communication with members of a telepathic nonhuman race. That particular ability appears in a relatively small number of psis, but its possessor is more often than not a Class One who fails to develop any associated talents.


  “The check made at the spaceport showed immediately that this youngster is not Class One. She is beginning to learn to read human minds, with limitations perhaps due chiefly to a lack of experience, and she has discovered the art of telephypnosis, which is a misnamed process quite unrelated to ordinary hypnotic methods, though it produces similar general effects. These developments have all taken place within the past few weeks.”


  The visitor gave him a startled look. “You make that child sound rather dangerous!”


  Boddo shrugged. “As far as this office is concerned, she is at present simply a Class Two, with a quite good, though still largely latent, potential. She picked up a scrambled telepathic impulse directed deliberately at her, but was not aware then that her mind was being scanned by our machine. A really accomplished Class Two would sense that. Neither did she realize that the machine was planting a compulsion in her mind.”


  “A compulsion?” the official repeated.


  Boddo considered, said, “In effect, she’s now provided with an artificial conscience regarding her paranormal talents which suggests, among other things, that she should seek proper authorization in using them. That’s the standard procedure we follow after identifying a Class Two.”


  “It prevents them from using their abilities?”


  “Not necessarily. It does tend to keep them out of minor mischief, but if they’re sufficiently self-willed and motivated, they’re quite likely to override the compulsion. That’s particularly true if they discover what’s happened, as some of them do. Still, it places a degree of restraint on them, and eventually leads a good number to the Psychology Service . . . which, of course, is what we want.”


  The visitor reflected. “What would you have done if the girl had realized the Customs machine was investigating her mind?”


  Boddo smiled briefly. “Depending on her reactions, the procedure might have become a little more involved at that point. The ultimate result would have been about the same—the compulsion would have been installed.”


  “Why not simply invite the Class Two psis you discover to join the Service?”


  Boddo shook his head. “If they refused, the invitation would have told them more about the Service than they should know while they remain at large. We rarely invite them unless we’re prepared to use forcible means of induction if necessary. A satisfactory percentage show up of their own accord.”


  “What do you do about the others?”


  “After they’re identified and classed, it depends largely on what they do. Ordinarily, an occasional check is made of their activities. If they don’t make a problem of themselves or show some development which requires closer study, we leave them alone.”


  There was a pause. The official looked thoughtful. He said finally, “You feel then that the Service’s method of supervising psis is adequate?”


  “It appears to keep the Class Two psis from causing trouble well enough,” Boddo said. “Naturally, it isn’t completely effective. For one thing, we can’t expect to get a record of all of them. Then there’s a divergent group called the unpredictables. Essentially they’re just that. You might say the one thing they show in common is a highly erratic development of psionic ability.


  “What do you do about them?”


  Boddo said, “We have no formula for handling unpredictables. It wouldn’t be worth the trouble to try to devise one which was flexible enough to meet every possibility. They’re very rarely encountered.”


  “So rarely that there’s no reason to worry about them?”


  Boddo scratched his cheek, observed, “The Service doesn’t regard an unpredictable as a cause for serious concern.”


  II


  Scowling with concentration, Telzey Amberdon sat, eyes closed, knees drawn up and arms locked about them, on the couch-bed in her side of duplex bungalow 18-19, Student Court Ninety-two, of Pehanron College. When she’d looked over last at the rose-glowing pointers of a wall clock on the opposite side of the room, they told her there wasn’t much more than an hour left before Orado’s sun would rise. That meant she had been awake all night, though she was only now beginning to feel waves of drowsiness.


  Except for the glow from the clock, the room was dark, its windows shielded. She had thought of turning on lights, but there was a chance that a spot check by the college’s automatic monitors would record the fact; and then Miss Eulate, the Senior Counselor of Section Ninety-two, was likely to show up during the morning to remind Telzey that a fifteen-year-old girl, even if she happened to be a privileged Star Honor Student, simply must get in her full and regular sleep periods.


  It would be inconvenient just now if such an admonishment was accompanied by a suspension of honor-student privileges. So the lights stayed out. Light, after all, wasn’t a requirement in sitting there and probing about in an unsuspecting fellow-creature’s mind, which was what Telzey had been engaged in during the night.


  If the mind being probed had known what was going on, it might have agreed with Miss Eulate. But it didn’t. It was the mind of a very large dog named Chomir, owned by Gonwil Lodis who occupied the other side of the duplex and was Telzey’s best college friend, though her senior by almost four years.


  Both Gonwil and Chomir were asleep, but Chomir slept fitfully. He was not given to prolonged concentration on any one subject, and for hours Telzey had kept him wearily half dreaming, over and over, about certain disturbing events which he hadn’t really grasped when they occurred. He passed most of the night in a state of vague irritation, though his inquisitor was careful not to let the feeling become acute enough to bring him awake.


  It wasn’t pleasant for Telzey either. Investigating that section of Chomir’s mind resembled plodding about in a dark swamp agitated by violent convulsions and covered by a smothering fog. From time to time, it became downright nerve-racking as blasts of bewildered fury were transmitted to her with firsthand vividness out of the animal’s memories. The frustrating side of it, however, was that the specific bits of information for which she searched remained obscured by the blurry, sporadic, nightmarish reliving which seemed to be the only form in which those memories could be made to show up just now. And it was extremely important to get the information because she suspected Chomir’s experiences might mean that somebody was planning the deliberate murder of Gonwil Lodis.


  She had got into the investigation almost by accident. Gonwil was one of the very few persons to whom Telzey had mentioned anything about her recently acquired ability to pry into other minds, and she had been on a walk with Chomir in the wooded hills above Pehanron College during the afternoon. Without apparent cause, Chomir suddenly had become angry, stared and sniffed about for a moment, then plunged bristling and snarling into the bushes. His mistress sprinted after him in high alarm, calling out a warning to anyone within earshot, because Chomir, though ordinarily a very well-mannered beast, was physically capable of taking a human being or somebody else’s pet dog apart in extremely short order. But she caught up with him within a few hundred yards and discovered that his anger appeared to have spent itself as quickly as it had developed. Instead, he was acting now in an oddly confused and worried manner.


  Gonwil thought he might have scented a wild animal. But his behavior remained a puzzle—Chomir had always treated any form of local wildlife they encountered as being beneath his notice. Half seriously, since she wasn’t entirely convinced of Telzey’s mind-reading ability, Gonwil suggested she might use it to find out what had disturbed him; and Telzey promised to try it after lights-out when Chomir had settled down to sleep. It would be her first attempt to study a canine mind.


  Chomir turned out to be readily accessible to a probe, much more so than the half-dozen nontelepathic human minds Telzey had looked into so far, where many preliminary hours of search had been needed to pick up an individual’s thought patterns and get latched solidly into them. With Chomir she was there in around thirty minutes. For a while, most of what she encountered appeared grotesquely distorted and incomprehensible; then something like a translating machine in Telzey’s brain, which was the xenotelepathic ability, suddenly clicked in, and she found herself beginning to change the dog’s sleep impressions into terms which had a definite meaning to her. It was a little like discovering the key to the operation of an unfamiliar machine. She spent an hour investigating and experimenting with a number of its mechanisms; then, deciding she could control Chomir satisfactorily for her purpose, she shifted his thoughts in the direction of what had happened that afternoon.


  Around an hour or so later again, she stopped to give them both a rest.


  The event in the hills didn’t look any less mystifying now, but it had begun to acquire definitely sinister overtones. If Chomir had known of the concept of unreality, he might have applied it to what had occurred. He had realized suddenly and with a blaze of rage that somewhere nearby was a man whom he remembered from a previous meeting as representing a great danger to Gonwil. He had rushed into the woods with every intention of tearing off the man’s head, but then the fellow suddenly was gone again.


  That was what had left Chomir in a muddled and apprehensive frame of mind. The man had both been there, and somehow not been there. Chomir felt approximately as a human being might have felt after an encounter with a menacing phantom which faded into thin air almost as soon as it was noticed. Telzey then tried to bring the earlier meeting with the mysterious stranger into view; but here she ran into so much confusion and fury that she got no clear details. There were occasional impressions of white walls—perhaps a large, white-walled room—and of a narrow-faced man, who somehow managed to stay beyond the reach of Chomir’s teeth.


  By that time, Telzey felt somewhat disturbed. Something out of the ordinary clearly had happened. And supposing the narrow-faced stranger did spell danger to Gonwil.


  Gonwil had told her, laughing, not believing a word of it, a story she’d been hearing herself since she was a child: how on Tayun, the planet from which she had come to Orado to be a student at Pehanron, there were people who had been responsible for the death of her parents when she was less than a year old, and who intended eventually to kill Gonwil as the final act of revenge for some wrong her father supposedly had done.


  Tayun appeared to have a well-established vendetta tradition, so the story might not be completely impossible. But as Gonwil told it, it did seem very unlikely.


  On the other hand, who else could have any possible reason for wanting to harm Gonwil?


  The instant she asked herself the question, Telzey felt a flick of alarmed shock. Because now that the possibility had occurred to her, she could answer the question immediately. She knew a group of people who might very well want to harm Gonwil, not as an act of vendetta but for the simple and logical reason that it would be very much to their material benefit if Gonwil died within the next few months.


  She sat still a while, barely retaining her contacts with Chomir while she turned the thought around, considered it and let it develop. If she was right, this was an extremely ugly thing, and she could see nothing to indicate she was wrong.


  Late last summer she had been invited to spend a few days with Gonwil as house guests of a lady who was Gonwil’s closest living relative and a very dear friend, and who would be on Orado with her family for a short stay before returning to Tayun. Socially speaking, the visit was not a complete success though Gonwil remained unaware of it. Telzey and the Parlin family—father, mother, and son—formed strong feelings of mutual dislike almost at sight, but stayed polite about it. Malrue Parlin was a handsome, energetic woman, who completely overshadowed her husband and son. She’d been almost excessively affectionate towards Gonwil.


  It was Malrue, from what Telzey had heard, who had always been deeply concerned that the hypothetical vendettists might catch up with Gonwil some day . . .


  When his parents left, Parlin Junior remained on Orado with the avowed intention of winning Gonwil over to the idea of becoming his bride. Gonwil, though moderately fond of Junior, didn’t care for the idea. But, more from fear of hurting Malrue’s feelings than his, she’d been unable to bring herself to brush Junior off with sufficient firmness. At least, he’d kept returning.


  And the thing, Telzey thought, it never had occurred to Gonwil, or to her, to speculate about was that Gonwil had inherited a huge financial fortune which Malrue Parlin was effectively controlling at present, and which she would go on controlling if Junior’s suit was successful . . . or again if Gonwil happened to die before she came of age, which she would in just three months time.


  In spite of Gonwil’s diffidence in handling Junior, it must have become clear to both Junior and his mother some while ago that the marriage plan had fizzled.


  One somehow didn’t consider that people one had met, even if one hadn’t liked them, might be planning murder. It seemed too unnatural. But murder was in fact the most common of major crimes anywhere in the Hub, and it was general knowledge that the more sophisticated murderers quite regularly escaped retribution. The Federation’s legal code made no more than a gesture of attempting to cope with them. It was a structure of compromises in everything but its essentials, with the primary purpose of keeping six hundred billion human beings living in more than a thousand semiautonomous sun systems away from wholesale conflicts while the area of generally accepted lawful procedure and precedent was slowly but steadily extended. In that, it was surprisingly effective. But meanwhile individual citizens could suddenly find themselves in situations where Federation Law told them in effect that it could do nothing and advised them to look out for themselves.


  Murder, aside from its more primitive forms, frequently provided such a situation. There was a legal term for it, with a number of semilegal implications. It was “private war.”


  Telzey’s impulse was to wake up Gonwil and tell her what had occurred to her. But she rejected the idea. She had only her report of Chomir’s experiences to add to things Gonwil already knew; and so far those experiences proved nothing even if Gonwil didn’t assume they existed in Telzey’s imagination rather than in Chomir’s memory. She would be incapable of accepting, even theoretically, that Malrue might want her dead; and in attempting to disprove it, she might very well do something that would precipitate the danger.


  The thing to go for first was more convincing evidence of danger. Telzey returned her attention to Chomir.


  Near morning, she acknowledged to herself she would get no further with the dog. He was responding more and more sluggishly and vaguely to her prods. She’d caught glimpses enough meanwhile to know his memory did hold evidence that wickedness of some kind was being brewed, but that was all. The animal mind couldn’t co-operate any longer.


  She should let Chomir rest for some hours at least. After he was fresh again, she might get at what she wanted without much trouble.


  She eased off her contacts with his mind, drew away from it, felt it fade from her awareness. She opened her eyes again, yawned, sighed, reached over to the end of the couch and poked at the window-control shielding. The room’s window’s appeared in the far wall, the shrubbery of the tiny bungalow garden swaying softly in the predawn quiet of the student court. Telzey turned bleary eyes towards the wall clock.


  In an hour and a half, her father would be at his office in Orado City. The city was just under an hour away by aircar, and she’d have to get his advice and assistance in this matter at once. If Gonwil’s death was planned, the time set for it probably wasn’t many days away. Malrue and her husband were supposed to be on their way back to Orado for another of their annual visits, and Chomir’s hated acquaintance had turned up again yesterday. The danger period could be expected with Malrue’s arrival.


  By the time she’d showered, dressed and breakfasted, she found herself waking up again. Sunshine had begun to edge into the court. Telzey glanced at her watch, slipped on a wrist-talker, clipped her scintillating Star Honor Student pass to her hat, and poked at the duplex’s interphone buzzer.


  After some seconds, Gonwil’s voice came drowsily from the instrument. “Uh . . . who . . .”


  “Me.”


  “Oh . . . Whyya up so early?”


  “It’s broad daylight,” Telzey said. “Listen, I’m flying in to Orado City to see my father. I’m starting right now. If anyone is interested, tell them I’ll be back for lunch, or I’ll call in.”


  “Right.” Gonwil yawned audibly.


  “I was wondering,” Telzey went on. “When did you say Mr. and Mrs. Parlin are due to land?”


  “Day after tomorrow . . . last I heard from Junior. Why?”


  “Got anything planned for the first part of the holidays?”


  “Well, just to stay away from Sonny somehow. He heard about the holidays.”


  “I’ve thought of something that will do exactly that,” Telzey said.


  “Fine!” Gonwil said heartily. “What?”


  “Tell you when I get back. You’re free to leave after lunch, aren’t you?”


  Gonwil clucked doubtfully, “There’re six more test tapes I’ll have to clean up, and Finance Eleven is a living stinker! I think I can do it. I’ll get at it right away . . . Hey, wait a minute! Did you find out anything about . . . uh, well, yesterday?”


  “We’re started on it.” Telzey said. “But I didn’t really find out much.”


  In the carport back of the duplex, she eased herself into the driver’s seat of a tiny Cloudsplitter and turned it into an enclosed ground traffic lane. The Star Honor Student pass got her through one of Pehanron’s guard-screen exits without question: and a minute later the little car was air-borne, streaking off towards the east.


  Twenty miles on, Telzey checked the time again, set the Cloudsplitter to home in on one of Orado City’s major traffic arteries, and released its controls. Her father should be about ready to leave his hotel by now. She dialed his call number on the car’s communicator and tapped in her personal symbol.


  Gilas Amberdon responded promptly. He had been, he acknowledged, about ready to leave; and yes, he would be happy to see her at his office in around forty-five minutes. What was it about?


  “Something to do with xenotelepathy,” Telzey said cautiously.


  “Let’s hear it.” His voice had changed tone only slightly.


  “That would take a little time, Gilas.”


  “I can spare the time.”


  He listened without comment while he told him about her attempt to explore Chomir’s memories, what she seemed to have found, and what she was concluding from it. It would be easy to persuade Gonwil to keep out of sight for a day or two, with the idea of avoiding Junior; after that, her loyalty to Malrue might create additional problems.


  Gilas remained silent for a little after she finished. Then he said, “I’ll do two things immediately, Telzey.”


  “Yes?”


  “I’ll have the Kyth Agency send over an operator to discuss the matter—Dasinger, if he’s available. If your mysterious stranger is remaining in the vicinity of Pehanron College, the agency should be able to establish who he is and what he’s up to. Finding him might not he the most important thing, of course.”


  Telzey felt a surge of relief. “You do think Malrue Parlin—”


  “We should have some idea about that rather soon. The fact is simply that if the situation between Gonwil and the Parlins is as you’ve described it in respect to the disposal of her holdings in case of death, it demands a close investigation in itself. Mrs. Parlin, while she isn’t in the big leagues yet, is considered one of the sharper financial operators on Tayun.”


  “Gonwil says she’s really brilliant.”


  “She might be,” Gilas said. “In any case, we’ll have a check started to determine whether there have been previous suggestions of criminality connected with her operations. We’ll act meanwhile on the assumption that the danger exists and is imminent. Your thought of getting Gonwil away from the college for a couple of days, or until we see the situation more clearly, is a very good one. We’ll discuss it when you get here.”


  “All right.”


  “I don’t quite see,” Gilas went on, “how we’re going to explain what we want done in the matter of the man the dog’s run into twice without revealing something of your methods of investigation.”


  “No. I thought of that.”


  He hesitated. “Well, Dasinger’s agency is commendably close-mouthed about its clients’ affairs. The information shouldn’t go any further. Are you coming in your own car?”


  “Yes.”


  “Set it down on my private flange then. Ravia will take you through to the office.”


  III


  Switching off the communicator, Telzey glanced at her watch. For the next thirty minutes, the Cloudsplitter would continue on automatic towards one of the ingoing Orado City air lanes. After it swung into the lane, she would make better time by taking over the controls. Meanwhile, she could catch up on some of the sleep she’d lost.


  She settled back comfortably in the driver’s seat and closed her eyes.


  At once a figure which gave the impression of hugeness began to appear in her mind. Telzey flinched irritably. It had been over a week since the Psionic Cop last came climbing out of her unconscious to lecture her; she’d begun to hope she was finally rid of him. But he was back, a giant with a stern metallic face, looking halfway between one of the less friendly Orado City air patrolmen and the humanized type of robot. In a moment, he’d start warning her again that she was engaging in activities which could lead only to serious trouble.


  She opened her eyes abruptly and the Cop was gone. But she might as well give up the idea of a nap just now.


  The compulsion against using telepathy somebody had thoughtfully stuck her with was weakening progressively, hut the long session with Chomir could have stirred it up enough to produce another series of nightmares in which the Psionic Cop chased her around to place her under arrest. Half an hour of nightmares wouldn’t leave her refreshed for the meeting with Gilas’ detectives.


  Telzey straightened up, sat frowning at the horizon. There had been no way of foreseeing complications like the Psionic Cop when the telepathic natives of Jontarou nudged her dormant talent into action, a little over eight weeks ago. The prospects of life as a psi had looked rather intriguing. But hardly had she stepped out of the ship at Orado City when her problems began.


  First, there’d been the touch of something very much like a strong other-mind impulse in the Customs Hall. Some seconds after it faded, Telzey realized it hadn’t been structured enough to he some other telepath’s purposeful thought. But she’d had no immediate suspicions. The Customs people used a psionically powered inspection machine, and she was within its field at the moment. Undoubtedly, she’d picked up a brief burst of meaningless psionic noise coming from the machine.


  She forgot about that incident then, because her mother met her at the spaceport. Federation Councilwoman Jessamine Amberdon had been informed of the events on Jontarou, and appeared somewhat agitated about them. Telzey found herself whisked off promptly to be put through a series of psychological tests, to make sure she had come to no harm. Only when the tests indicated no alarming changes in her mental condition, in fact no detectable changes at all, did Jessamine seem reassured.


  “Your father took immediate steps to have your part in the Jontarou matter hushed up,” she informed Telzey. “And . . . well, xenotelepathy hardly seems very important! You’re not too likely to run into telepathic aliens again.” She smiled. “I admit I’ve been worried, but it seems no harm has been done. We can just forget the whole business now.”


  Telzey wasn’t too surprised. Jessamine was a sweet and understanding woman, but she had the streak of conservatism which tended to characterize junior members of the Grand Council of the Federation. And discreet opinion-sampling on shipboard already had told Telzey that conservative levels of Hub society regarded skills like telepathy as being in questionable taste, if, indeed, they were not simply a popular fiction. Jessamine must feel it could do nothing to further the brilliant career she foresaw for her daughter if it was rumored that Telzey had become a freak.


  It clearly was not the right time to admit that additional talents of the kind had begun to burgeon in her on the trip home. Jessamine was due to depart from Orado with the Federation’s austere Hace Committee within a few days, and might be absent for several months. It wouldn’t do to get her upset all over again.


  With Telzey’s father, it was a different matter. Gilas Amberdon, executive officer of Orado City’s Bank of Rienne, could, when he chose, adopt a manner conservative enough to make the entire Hace Committee look frivolous. But this had never fooled his daughter much, and Gilas didn’t disappoint her.


  “You appear,” he observed in the course of their first private talk after her return, “to have grasped the principle that it rarely pays to give the impression of being too unusual.”


  “It looks that way,” Telzey admitted.


  “And of course,” Gilas continued, “if one does happen to he quite unusual, there might eventually be positive advantages to having played the thing down.”


  “Yes,” Telzey agreed. “I’ve thought of that.”


  Gilas tilted his chair back and laced his fingers behind his neck. It was his customary lecture position, though there appeared to be no lecture impending at the moment.


  “What are your plans?” he asked.


  “I want to finish law school first,” Telzey said. “I think I can be out of Pehanron in about two years—but not if I get too involved in something else.”


  He nodded. “Then?”


  “Then I might study telepathy and psionics generally. It looks as if it could be very interesting.”


  “Not a bad program,” Gilas observed absently. He brought his chair back down to the floor, reached for a cigarette and lit it, eyes reflective.


  “Psionics,” he stated, “is a subject of which I know almost nothing. In that I’m not unique. Whatever research worthy of the name is being done on it has been going on behind locked doors for some time. Significant data are not released.”


  Telzey frowned slightly. “How do you know?”


  “As soon as I learned of your curious adventures on Jontarou, I began a private investigation. A fact-finding agency is at present assembling all available information on psionics, sorting and classifying it. Because of the general aroma of secrecy in that area, they haven’t been told for whom they’re working. The results they obtain are forwarded to me through the nondirect mailing system.”


  Oh, very good! He couldn’t have arranged things better if she’d told him just what she wanted.


  “How useful the material we get in that manner will be remains to be seen,” Gilas concluded. “But we have two years to consider what other approaches are indicated.”


  Telzey took a selection of the tapes already forwarded to the bank by the fact-finding agency back to college with her. It had begun to he apparent on the return trip from Jontarou, when she was checking through the space liner’s library, that there was something distinctly enigmatic about the subject of psis in the Hub. It expressed itself in the lack of information. She discovered a good deal on the government-controlled psionic machines, but what it all added up to was that they were billion-credit gadgets with mystery-shrouded circuits, which no private organization appeared able to build as yet, though a variety of them had been in public service for years.


  About human psis, there was nothing worth the trouble of digging it out.


  In her rooms at Pehanron that evening, she went over the fact-finding agency’s tapes. Again there was nothing really new. The reflection that all this could hardly be accidental crossed her mind a number of times.


  Later in the night, Telzey had her first dream of the Psionic Cop. He came tramping after her, booming something about having received complaints about her; and for some reason it scared her silly. She woke up with her heart pounding wildly and found herself demonstrating other symptoms of anxiety. After getting a glass of water, she lay down again to think about it.


  It had been a rather ridiculous dream, but she still felt shaky. She almost never had nightmares. But in Psych Two she’d learned that a dream, in particular a nightmare, always symbolized something of significance to the dreamer, and there had been instructions in various self-help methods which could be used in tracking a disturbing dream down to its source.


  It took around an hour to uncover the source which had produced the dream-symbol of the Psionic Cop.


  There was no real question about its nature. She’d been given a set of suggestions, cunningly interwoven with various aspects of her mental life, and anchored to emotional disturbance points. When she acted against the suggestions, the disturbances were aroused. The result had been a menacing dream.


  She dug at the planted thoughts for a while, then decided to leave them alone. If the Psych texts were right, nothing in her mind that she had taken a really thorough look at was going to bother her too much again.


  The question was who had been interested in giving her such instructions. Who didn’t want her to experiment with psionics on her own or get too curious about it?


  From there on, the details began to fall into place . . .


  The odd burst of psionic noise as she came through the Customs hall at the space terminal in Orado City—Telzey considered it, edgy with a sense of apprehensive discovery.


  The Customs machine certainly wasn’t supposed to be able to affect human minds. But it belonged to the same family as the psionic devices of the rehabilitation centers and mental therapy institutions, which did read, manipulate, and reshape human minds. The difference, supposedly, was simply that the Customs machine was designed to do other kinds of work.


  But the authority which designed, constructed and maintained all psionic machines, the Federation’s Psychology Service, was at present keeping the details of design and construction a carefully guarded secret. The reason given for this was that experimentation with the machines must be carried further before such details could be offered safely to the public. Which meant that whatever the Psychology Service happened to want built into any of its machines could be built into it. And that might include something which transmitted to the mind of psis an order to either enter the Psychology Service or stop putting their special abilities to use.


  That was roughly what the suggestions they’d put into her mind amounted to.


  But what was the purpose?


  She couldn’t know immediately—and, probably, she was not supposed to be wondering. The dream had led her to discover their trick, and that had brought her to the edge of something they wouldn’t want known.


  It wasn’t a comfortable reflection. Telzey had listened to enough political shop talk among her mother’s colleagues to know that the Federation could act in very decisive, ruthless ways in a matter of sufficient importance. And here was something, some plan or policy in connection with psis and psionics, apparently important enough to remain unknown even to junior members of the Federation’s Grand Council! Jessamine would have expressed a very different kind of concern if she’d had any inkling that a branch of Federation government was interested in her daughter’s experience with xenotelepathy.


  Telzey rubbed her neck pensively. She could keep such thoughts to herself, but she couldn’t very well help having them. And if the Psychology Service looked into her mind again, they might not like at all what she’d been thinking.


  So what should she do?


  The whole thing was connected, of course, with their top-secret psionic machines. There was one of those—a supposedly very advanced type of mind reader, as a matter of fact—about which she could get detailed firsthand information without going farther than the Bank of Rienne. And she might learn something from that which would fill in the picture for her.


  The machine was used by Transcluster Finance, the giant central bank which regulated the activities of major financial houses on more than half the Federation’s worlds, and wielded more actual power than any dozen planetary governments. In the field of financial ethics, Transcluster made and enforced its own laws. Huge sums of money were frequently at stake in disputes among its associates, and machines of presumably more than human incorruptibility and accuracy were therefore employed to help settle conflicting charges and claims.


  Two members of the Bank of Rienne’s legal staff who specialized in ethics hearings were pleased to learn of Telzey’s scholarly interest in their subject. They explained the proceedings in which the psionic Verifier was involved at considerable length. In operation, the giant telepath could draw any information pertinent to a hearing from a human mind within minutes. A participant who wished to submit his statements to verification was left alone in a heavily shielded chamber. He sensed nothing, hut his mind became for a time a part of the machine’s circuits. He was then released from the chamber, and the Verifier reported what it had found to the adjudicators of the hearing. The report was accepted as absolute evidence; it could not be questioned.


  Rienne’s attorneys felt that the introduction of psionic verification had in fact brought about a noticeable improvement in ethical standards throughout Transcluster’s vast finance web. Of course it was possible to circumvent the machines. No one was obliged to make use of them; and in most cases, they were instructed to investigate only specific details of thought and memory indicated to them to confirm a particular claim. This sometimes resulted in a hearing decision going to the side which most skillfully presented the evidence in its favor for verification, rather than to the one which happened to be in the right. A Verifier was, after all, a machine and ignored whatever was not covered by its instructions, even when the mind it was scanning contained additional information with a direct and obvious bearing on the case. This had been so invariably demonstrated in practice that no reasonable person could retain the slightest qualms on the point. To further reassure those who might otherwise hesitate to permit a mindreading machine to come into contact with them, all records of a hearing were erased from the Verifier’s memory as soon as the case was closed.


  And that, Telzey thought, did in a way fill in the picture. There was no evidence that Transcluster’s Verifiers operated in the way they were assumed to be operating—except that for fifteen years, through innumerable hearings, they had consistently presented the appearance of being able to operate in no other manner. But the descriptions she’d been given indicated they were vaster and presumably far more complex instruments than the Customs machine at the Orado City space terminal; and from that machine—supposedly no telepath at all—an imperceptible psionic finger had flicked out as she passed to plant a knot of compulsive suggestions in her mind.


  So what were the Verifiers doing?


  One of them was set up, not at all far away, in the Transcluster Finance Central in Draise. The Central was the heart of Hub finance, a key point of the Federation. Every moment of the day, enormously important information was coming in to it from a thousand worlds—flowing through the vicinity of the Psychology Service’s mind-reading device.


  Could it really be restricted to scanning specific minute sections of the minds brought into contact with it in the ethics hearings?


  Telzey wondered what the two amiable attorney’s would say if she told them what she thought about that.


  But, of course, she didn’t.


  It was like having wandered off-stage, accidentally and without realizing it, and suddenly finding oneself looking at something that went on behind the scenery.


  Whatever the purpose of the something was, chance observers weren’t likely to be welcome.


  She could tiptoe away, but so long as the Psychology Service was theoretically capable of looking inside her head at any moment to see what she had been up to, that didn’t change anything. Sooner or later they’d take that look. And then they’d interfere with her again, probably in a more serious manner.


  So far, there seemed to be no way of getting around the advantage they had in being able to probe minds. Of course, there were such things as mind blocks. But even if she’d known how to go about finding somebody who would be willing to equip her with one, mind blocks were supposed to become dangerous to one’s mental health when they were retained indefinitely. And if she had one, she would have to retain it indefinitely. Mind blocks weren’t the answer she wanted.


  On occasion, in the days following her conversation with the ethics hearing specialists, Telzey had a very odd feeling that the answer she wanted wasn’t far away. But nothing else would happen; and the feeling faded quickly. The Psionic Cop popped up in her dreams now and then, each time with less effect than before; or, more rarely, he’d come briefly into her awareness after she’d been concentrated on study for a few hours. On the whole, the Cop was a minor nuisance. It looked as if the underlying compulsion had been badly shaken up by the digging around she’d done when she discovered it, and was gradually coming apart.


  But that again might simply prompt the Psychology Service to take much more effective measures the next time.


  That was how matters stood around the beginning of the third week after Telzey’s return from Jontarou. Then, one afternoon, she met an alien who was native to a nonoxygen world human listed by a cosmographic code symbol, and who possessed a we’ll-developed psionic talent of his own.


  She had spent several hours that day in one of Orado City’s major universities to gather data for a new study assignment and, on her way out, came through a hall containing a dozen or so live habitat scenes from wildly contrasting worlds. The alien was in one of the enclosures, which was about a thousand cubic yards in size and showed an encrusted jumble of rocks lifting about the surface of an oily yellow liquid. The creature was sprawled across the rocks like a great irregular mass of translucent green jelly, with a number of variously-shaped, slowly moving crimson blotches scattered through its interior.


  Strange as it appeared, she was in a hurry and wouldn’t have done more than glance at it through the sealing energy field which formed the transparent front wall if she hadn’t caught a momentary telepathic impulse from within the enclosure as she passed. This wasn’t so unusual in itself; there was, when one gave close attention to it, frequently a diffused psionic murmuring of human or animal origin or both around, but as a rule it was as unaware and vague as the sound somebody might make in breathing.


  The pulse that came from the alien thing seemed quite different. It could have been almost a softly whispered question, the meaningful probe of an intelligent telepath.


  Telzey checked, electrified, to peer in at it. It lay motionless, and the impulse wasn’t repeated. She might have been mistaken.


  She shaped a thought herself, a light, unalarming “Hello, who are you?” sort of thought, and directed it gently at the green-jelly mass on the rocks.


  A slow shudder ran over the thing; and then suddenly something smashed through her with numbing force. She felt herself stagger backwards, had an instant’s impression of another blow coming, and of raising her arm to ward it off. Then she was somehow seated on a bench at the far end of the hall, and a uniformed attendant was asking her concernedly how she felt. It appeared she had fainted for the first time in her life. He’d picked her up off the floor and carried her to the bench.


  Telzey still felt dazed, but not nearly dazed enough to tell him the truth. At the moment, she wasn’t sure just what had happened back there, but it definitely was something to keep to herself. She told him the first thing to come to her mind, which was that she had skipped lunch and suddenly began to feel dizzy. That was all she remembered.


  He looked somewhat relieved. “There’s a cafeteria upstairs.”


  Telzey smiled, nodded. “I’ll eat something and then I’ll be all right!” She stood up.


  The attendant didn’t let her get away so easily. He accompanied her to the cafeteria, guiding her along by an elbow as if she were an infirm old lady. After he’d settled her at a table, he asked what she would like, and brought it to her. Then he sat down across from her.


  “You do seem all right again!” he remarked at last. His anxious look wasn’t quite gone. “The reason this has sort of spooked me, miss,” he went on, “is something that happened about half a year ago.”


  “Oh? What was that?” Telzey asked carefully, sipping at the foamy chocolate-colored drink he had got for her. She wasn’t at all hungry, but he obviously intended to hang around until she downed it.


  There had been this other visitor, the attendant said, a well-dressed gentleman standing almost exactly where Telzey had been standing. The attendant happened to be glancing towards him when the gentleman suddenly began to stagger around, making moaning and screeching sounds, and dropped to the floor. “Only that time,” the attendant said, “he was dead before we got there. And, ugh, his face . . . well, excuse me! I don’t want to spoil your appetite. But it was a bad affair all around.”


  Telzey kept her eyes on her drink. “Did they find out what was wrong with him?”


  “Something to do with his heart, they told me.” The attendant looked at her doubtfully. “Well, I suppose it must have been his heart. It’s just that those are very peculiar creatures they keep in that hall. It can make you nervous working around them.”


  “What kind of creatures are they?” Telzey asked.


  He shook his head, said they didn’t have names. Federation expeditions brought them back from one place and another, and they were maintained here, each in its made-to-order environment, so the scientists from the university could study them. In his opinion, they were such unnatural beasts that the public should be barred from the hall; but he didn’t make the rules. Of course, there was actually no way they could hurt anybody from inside the habitat tanks, not through those force fields. But it had unnerved him today to see another visitor topple over before that one particular tank.


  He returned to his duties finally, and Telzey pushed her empty glass aside and considered the situation.


  By now, every detail of what happened there had returned to her memory. The green-jelly creature definitely did hurt people through the energy screens around its enclosure . . . if the people happened to be telepaths. In them it found mental channels through which it could send savage surges of psi force. So the unfortunate earlier visitor had been a psi, who responded as unsuspectingly as she did to the alien’s probing whisper, and then met quick death.


  She’d fallen into the same trap, but escaped. In the first instant of stunned confusion, already losing consciousness, she’d had a picture of herself raising her arm to block the creature’s blow’s. She hadn’t done it, of course: the blows weren’t physical ones, and couldn’t be blocked in that manner. But in the same reflexive, immediate manner, she’d done something else, not even knowing what she did, but doing it simply because it was the only possible defensive move she could have made at that instant, and in that particular situation.


  Now she knew what the move had been. Something that seemed as fragile as a soap bubble was stretched about her mind. But it wasn’t fragile. It was a curtain of psi energy she’d brought into instant existence to check the creature’s psi attack as her senses blacked out.


  It was still there, unchanged, maintaining itself with no further effort on her part. She could tell that it would, in fact, take a deliberate effort to destructure it again—and she had no intention of doing that until she was a good, long distance away from the hostile mind in the habitat tank downstairs.


  Although it needn’t be, Telzey thought, a particularly hostile creature. Perhaps it had simply acted as it would have done on its own world where other telepathic creatures might be a natural prey, to be tricked into revealing themselves as they came near, and then struck down.


  In a public park, ten minutes later, she sat down in a quiet place where she could make an undisturbed investigation of her psi bubble and its properties. After an hour or so, she decided she had learned enough about it for the moment, and went back to the hall of the live habitat scenes. There was a different attendant on duty now, and half a dozen other people were peering in at the occupant of one of the other tanks.


  Telzey settled down on a bench opposite the enclosure of the green-jelly alien. He lay unmoving on his rocks and gave no indication of being aware of her return. She opened a section of the bubble, and sent him a sharp “You, there!” thought. A definitely unfriendly thought.


  At once, he slammed back at her with a violence which seemed to shake the hall all around her. But the bubble was closed again, and there were no other effects. The attendant and the people farther down the hall obviously hadn’t sensed anything. This was a matter strictly between psis.


  Telzey let a minute or so pass before she gave the creature another prodding thought. This time, he was slower to react, and when he did, it was with rather less enthusiasm. He mightn’t have liked the experience of having his thrusts bounced back by the bubble.


  He had killed a human psi and tried to kill her, but she felt no real animosity towards him. He was simply too-different for that. She could, however, develop a hate-thought if she worked at it, and she did. Then she opened the bubble and shot it at him.


  The outworld thing shuddered. He struck back savagely and futilely. She lashed him with hate again, and he shuddered again.


  Minutes later, he suddenly went squirming and flowing down the rocks and into the oily yellow liquid that washed around them. He was attempting panicky flight, and there was nowhere to go. Telzey stood up carefully and went over to the enclosure, where she could see him bunched up against the far side beneath the surface. He gave the impression of being very anxious to avoid further trouble with her. She opened the bubble wider than before, though still with some caution, picked out his telepathic channels and followed them into his mind. There was no resistance, but she flinched a little. The impression she had—translated very roughly into human terms—was of terrified, helpless sobbing. The creature was waiting to be killed.


  She studied the strange mind a few minutes longer, then drew away from it, and left the habitat hall. It wouldn’t be necessary to do anything else about the green-jelly alien. He wasn’t very intelligent, but he had an excellent memory.


  And never, never, never, would he attempt to attack one of the terrible human psis again.


  Telzey had a curious feeling about the bubble. It was something with which she had seemed immediately more than half familiar. Letting it flick into being and out again soon was as automatic as opening and closing her eyes. And in tracing out the delicate manipulations by which its wispiest sections could be controlled and shifted, she had the impression of merely needing to refresh her memory about details already known . . . This, of course, was the way to go about that! That was how it worked . . .


  There had been that other tantalizing feeling recently. Of being very close to an answer to her problems with the Psychology Service, but not quite able to see it. Perhaps the bubble had begun to form in response to her need for an answer and the awareness of it would have come to her gradually if the alien’s attack hadn’t brought it out to be put to instant emergency use. It was a fluid pattern, drawing the psi energy that sustained it from unknown sources, as if there were an invisible ocean of psi nearby to which she had put out a tap. She had heard of soft-bodied, vulnerable creatures which survived by fitting themselves into the discarded hard shells of other creatures and trudging about in them. The bubble was a little like that, though the other way around—something she had shaped to fit her; not a part of herself, but a marvelously delicate and adjustable apparatus which should have many uses beyond turning into a solid suit of psi armor in emergencies.


  At the moment, for example, it might be used to prepare a deceptive image of herself to offer to future Psychology Service investigators.


  That took several days. Then, so far as Telzey could tell, any significant thinking she did about psionics, or the Psychology Service and its machines, would produce only the blurriest of faint traces under a telepathic probe. The same for her memories on the subject, back to the night when she’d been scared out of sleep by her first dream of the Psionic Cop. And the explanation was that the Cop had scared her so that she’d lost her interest in the practice of telepathy then and there.


  Since their suggestion had been to do just that, they might buy it. On the other hand, if they took a really careful look into her mind, the thought-camouflage might not fool them long, or even for an instant. But they’d have to start searching around then to find out what really had been going on; and if they touched any part of the bubble block, she should know it. She had made other preparations for that.


  In a rented deposit vault of the nondirect mailing system in Orado City there was a stack of addressed and arrival-dated microtapes, all with an identical content; and on Telzey’s wrist-talker were two new tiny control buttons keyed to the vault. Five minutes after she pressed down the first button, the tapes would be launched into the automatic mazes of the nondirect system, where nothing could intercept or identify them until they reached their individual destinations. She could stop the process by depressing the second button before the five minutes were up, but in no other manner. The tapes contained the thinking she’d done about the psionic machines. It might be only approximately correct, but it still was a kind of thinking the Psychology Service would not want to see broadcast at random to the news media of the Hub.


  It wasn’t a wholly satisfactory solution for a number of reasons, including the one that she couldn’t know just what she might start by pushing the button. But it would have to do until she thought of something better. If there were indications of trouble, simply revealing that she could push it should make everybody quite careful for the moment. And after completing her preparations, she hadn’t actually been expecting trouble, at least not for some while. She was behaving in a very innocuous manner, mainly busy with her legitimate studies; and that checked with the picture presented by the thought-camouflage. She’d talked about telepathy only to Gilas and Gonwil, telling Gonwil just enough to make sure she wouldn’t mention the esoteric tapes Telzey occasionally immersed herself in to somebody else.


  Now, of course, that might change to some extent. As Gilas had implied, they couldn’t risk holding back information from the detectives he was employing, because what they withheld might turn out to have been exactly the information the detectives had needed. If they were as discreet as Gilas thought, it probably wouldn’t matter much.


  Telzey twisted her mouth doubtfully, staring at the thin, smoky lines of air traffic converging far ahead on Orado City . . .


  Probably, it wouldn’t!


  IV


  Several hours after Telzey’s departure, Pehanron College’s buildings and grounds, spreading up the sun-soaked hills above the residential town of Beale, were still unusually quiet.


  Almost half the student body was struggling with midsummer examinations, and a good proportion of those who had finished had obtained permission to get off to an early start for the holidays. The carports extending along the backs of the student courts showed a correspondingly large number of vacancies, though enough gleaming vehicles remained to have supplied the exhibits for the average aircar show, a fair percentage running up into the price ranges of small interstellar freighters. Pehanron sometimes was accused of opening its lists only to the sons and daughters of millionaires; and while this wasn’t strictly true, the college did scout assiduously for such of them as might be expected to maintain the pace of its rugged curriculum. Pehanron liked to consider itself a select hatchery from which sprang a continuous line of leaders in many fields of achievement, and as a matter of fact, it did turn out more than its share of imposing names.


  There was no one in sight in Court Ninety-two when Senior Counselor Eulate turned into it, arriving from the direction of the managerial offices. Miss Eulate was a plump, brisk little woman whose normal expression when she felt unobserved was a vaguely worried frown. The frown was somewhat pronounced at the moment.


  At the gate of the duplex bungalow marked 18-19, the counselor came to an abrupt stop. In the center of the short garden path, head and pointed wolf ears turned in her direction, lay a giant white dog of the type known as Askanam arena hounds—a breed regarded, so Miss Eulate had been told, as the ultimate in reckless canine ferocity and destructiveness when aroused.


  The appearance of Chomir—a yellow-eyed, extravagantly muscled hundred-and-fifty-pounder—always brought this information only too vividly back to Miss Eulate’s mind. Not wishing to arouse the silently staring monster now, she continued to hesitate at the gate. Then, hearing the intermittent purr of a tapewriter from beyond the open door at the end of the path, she called out in a carefully moderate tone. “Gonwil?”


  The tapewriter stopped. Gonwil’s voice replied, “Yes . . . is that you, Miss Eulate?”


  “It is. Please keep an eye on Chomir while I come in.”


  “Oh, for goodness sake!” Gonwil appeared laughing in the door. She was eighteen; a good-looking, limberbodied, sunny-tempered blonde. “Now you know Chomir won’t hurt you! He likes you!”


  Miss Eulate’s reply was a skeptical silence. But she proceeded up the path now, giving the giant hound a wary four feet of clearance as she went by. To her relief, Chomir didn’t move until she was past; then he merely placed his massive head back on his forelegs and half closed his eyes. Airily ignoring Gonwil’s amused smile, Miss Eulate indicated the closed entrance door on the other side of the duplex as she came up. “Telzey isn’t still asleep?”


  “No, she left early. Did you want to see her?”


  Miss Eulate shook her head.


  “This concerns you,” she said. “It would be better if we went inside.”


  In Gonwil’s study, she brought a note pad and a small depth photo from her pocket. She held out the pad. “Do these names mean anything to you?”


  Gonwil took the pad curiously. After a moment, she shook her head.


  “No. Should they?”


  Looking as stern as her chubby features permitted, Miss Eulate handed her the photo. “Then do you know these two people?”


  Gonwil studied the two figures briefly, said, “To the best of my knowledge, I’ve never seen either of them, Miss Eulate. What is this about?”


  “The Tayun consulate in Orado City had the picture transmitted to us a short while ago,” Miss Eulate said. “The two persons in it—giving the names I showed you—called the consulate earlier in the morning and inquired about you.”


  “What did they want?”


  “They said they had learned you were on Orado and would like to know where you could he found. They implied they were personal friends of yours from Tayun.” The girl shook her head. “They may be from Tayun, but we aren’t even casually acquainted. I . . .”


  “The consulate,” Miss Eulate said grimly, “suspected as much! They secretly recorded the screen images of the callers, who were then requested to come to the consulate to be satisfactorily identified while your wishes in the matter were determined. The callers agreed but have failed to show up. The consulate feels this may indicate criminal intentions. I understand you have been placed on record there as being involved in a private war on Tayun, and . . .”


  “Oh, no!” Gonwil wrinkled her nose in sudden dismay. “Not that nonsense again! Not just now!”


  “Please don’t feel alarmed!” Miss Eulate told her, not without a trace of guilty relish. The counselor took a strong vicarious interest in the personal affairs of her young charges, and to find one of them touched by the dangerous glamour of a private war was undeniably exciting. “Nobody can harm you here,” she went on. “Pehanron maintains a very dependable security system to safeguard its students.”


  “I’m sure it does,” Gonwil said. “But frankly, Miss Eulate, I don’t need to be safeguarded and I’m not at all alarmed.”


  “You aren’t?” Miss Eulate asked, surprised.


  “No. Whatever reason these people had for pretending to be friends of mine . . . I can think of several perfectly harmless ones . . . they aren’t vendettists.”


  “Vendettists?”


  Gonwil smiled. “Commercial vendetta. An old custom on Tayun—a special kind of private war. A couple of generations ago it was considered good form to kill off your business competitors if you could. It isn’t being done so much any more, but the practice hasn’t entirely died out.”


  Miss Eulate’s eyebrows rose. “But then . . .”


  “Well, the point is,” Gonwil said, “that I’m not involved in any vendetta or private war! And I never have been, except in Cousin Malrue’s imagination.”


  “I don’t understand,” the counselor said. “Cousin Malrue . . . you’re referring to Mrs. Parlin?”


  “Yes. She isn’t exactly a cousin but she’s the closest relative I have. In fact, the only one. And I’m very fond of her. I practically grew up in the Parlin family . . . and, of course, they’ve more or less expected that Junior and I would eventually get married.”


  Miss Eulate nodded. “Rodel Parlin the Twelfth. Yes, I know.” She had met the young man several times on his visits to the college to see Gonwil and gained an excellent impression of him. It looked like an eminently suitable match, one of which Pehanron would certainly have approved; but regrettably Gonwil had not returned Rodel Parlin the Twelfth’s very evident affection in kind.


  “Now, Cousin Malrue,” Gonwil went on, “has always been afraid that one or the other of my father’s old business enemies on Tayun was going to try to have me killed before I came of age. My parents and my uncle—my father’s brother—founded Lodis Associates and made a pretty big splash in Tayun’s financial world right from the start. Malrue and her husband joined the concern before I was born, and then, when I was about a year and a half old, my parents and my uncle were killed in two separate accidents. Cousin Malrue was convinced it was vendetta action . . .”


  “Mightn’t it have been?” Miss Eulate asked.


  Gonwil shrugged. “She had some reason for suspecting it at the time. My parents and uncle apparently had been rather ruthless in the methods they used to build up Lodis Associates, and no doubt they had plenty of enemies. The authorities who investigated the matter said very definitely that the deaths had been accidental, but Malrue didn’t accept that.


  “Then, after the directors of a Tayun bank had been appointed my guardians, some crank sent them a message. It said my parents had died as a result of the evil they’d done, and that their daughter would never live to handle the money they had robbed from better people than themselves. You imagine what effect that had on Cousin Malrue!”


  “Yes, I believe I can.”


  “And that,” Gonwil said, “is really the whole story. Since then, every time it’s looked as if I might have come close to being in an accident or getting harmed in some way, Cousin Malrue has taken it for granted that vendettists were behind it. The thing has simply preyed on her mind!”


  Miss Eulate looked doubtful, asked, “Isn’t it possible that you are taking the matter too lightly, Gonwil? As you may remember, I met Mrs. Parlin on one occasion here. We had quite an extensive conversation, and she impressed me as being a very intelligent and levelheaded person.”


  “Oh, she is,” Gonwil said. “Don’t misunderstand me. Cousin Malrue is in fact the most intelligent woman I’ve ever known. She’s been running Lodis Associates almost singlehandedly for the past fifteen years, and the firm’s done very well in that time.


  “No, it’s just that one subject on which she isn’t reasonable. Nobody can argue her out of the idea that vendettists are lurking for me. It’s very unfortunate that those mysterious strangers, whoever they were, should have showed up just now. By Tayun’s laws I’ll become a responsible adult on the day I’m nineteen, and that’s only three months away.”


  Miss Eulate considered, nodded. “I see! You will then be able to handle the money left you by your parents. So if the vendettists want to make good on their threat, they would have to, uh, eliminate you before that day!”


  “Uh-huh,” Gonwil said. “Actually, of course, most of the money stays in Lodis Associates, but from then on I’ll have a direct voice in the concern’s affairs. The Parlin family and I own about seventy per cent of the stock between us. I suppose those nonexistent vendettists would consider that the same thing as handling my parents’ money.”


  Miss Eulate was silent a moment, “If the people who called the consulate were not the vendettists,” she said, “why should they have behaved in such a suspicious manner?”


  Gonwil laughed ruefully.


  “Miss Eulate, I do believe you could become almost as bad as Cousin Malrue about this! Why, they might have had any number of reasons for acting as they did. If they were from Tayun, they could know I’d soon be of age and they might have some business they’d like me to put money in. Or, perhaps they just didn’t express themselves clearly enough, and they’re actually friends of some friends of mine who asked them to look me up on Orado. Or, they could be from a Tayun news agency, looking for a story on the last member of the Lodis family. You see?”


  “Well, there are such possibilities, of course,” the counselor conceded. “However, I fail to understand then why you appear to he concerned about Mrs. Parlin’s reactions. If nothing comes of the matter, isn’t it quite unlikely that she’ll ever learn that somebody has inquired about you?”


  “Ordinarily, it would be,” Gonwil said glumly. “But she and Rodel the Twelfth are due to arrive on Orado at almost any moment. I’d been expecting them the day after tomorrow, but Junior called an hour ago to say the schedule had changed, and they’d be here today. Malrue is bound to find out what happened, and, to put it mildly, she’s going to be extremely upset!”


  “Yes, no doubt.” Miss Eulate hesitated, went on. “I dislike to tell you this, but it’s been decided that until a satisfactory explanation for the appearance of the two strangers at the consulate has been obtained, certain steps will have to be taken to insure your personal safety. You understand that the college has a contractual obligation to your guardians to see that no harm comes to you while you are a student.”


  Gonwil looked at her, asked, “Meaning I’m restricted to the campus?”


  “I’m afraid we’ll have to go a little farther than that. We are assigning guards to see to it that no unauthorized persons enter bungalow 18-19, and I must instruct you not to leave it for the next day or two.”


  “Oh, dear! And all because . . .” Gonwil shook her blond head. “Cousin Malrue will have kittens when she hears that!”


  The counselor looked surprised.


  “But why should Mrs. Parlin have, uh, kittens?” she inquired. “Surely she will see that the college is acting only to keep you out of possible danger!”


  “She simply won’t believe I’m not in danger here, Miss Eulate! When my guardians enrolled me at Pehanron, she didn’t at all like the idea of my coming to Orado by myself. That’s why the college has had to put up with that monster Chomir for the past two years! My guardians thought it would calm Malrue down if I kept one of the famous Askanam arena hounds around as a bodyguard. They sent all the way there to get one of the best.” Miss Eulate nodded. “I see. I . . .” Her voice died in her throat.


  Moving with ghostly quiet, Chomir had appeared suddenly in the doorway to the garden. He stood there, yellow eyes fixed on them. “He heard me use his name and came to see if I’d called him,” Gonwil said apologetically. “I’ll send him back out till we’re finished.”


  “No,” the counselor said with some firmness, “tell him to come in. I shouldn’t allow him to frighten me, and I know it. Now is as good a time as any to overcome that weakness!”


  Gonwil looked pleased. “Come on in, boy!”


  The Askanam came forward, moving lightly and easily in spite of his size. In the patch of sunlight from the door, an ivory handle pattern was faintly visible in the short white hair of his hide, the massive cables of surface muscle shifting and sliding beneath it. Miss Eulate, for all her brave words just now, felt her mouth go parched. Ordinarily she liked dogs, and Chomir was a magnificent dog. But there were those stories about his breed—merciless killers developed by painstaking geneticists to perform in the bloody arenas of Askanam and to provide the ruling nobility of that colorful and tempestuous world with the most incorruptible and savage of guards . . .


  “I imagine,” the counselor observed uncomfortably, “that Chomir would, in fact, be an excellent protector for you if it became necessary.”


  “No doubt about that,” Gonwil agreed. “And I very much hope it never becomes necessary. It would be a fearful mess! Have I told you what happened when they were going to teach him how to defend me?”


  “No, you haven’t,” Miss Eulate acknowledged, wishing she hadn’t brought up the subject.


  “It was just before I left for Orado. My guardians had hired an Askanam dog trainer. Chomir wasn’t much more than a pup then, but when they’re training arena dogs on Askanam, they don’t use human beings to simulate an attacker. They use special robots which look and move and smell like human beings.


  “I found out why! They turned two of those poor machines loose on me, and Chomir shook both of them to pieces before I could shout, ‘Stop!’ The trainer told me that when he’s really clamping his jaws down on something, he slams on close to two thousand pounds of pressure.”


  “Good heavens!” Miss Eulate said faintly.


  “Anyway,” Gonwil went on, unaware of the effect she was creating, “everyone decided right then that one thing Chomir didn’t need was attack training!” She prodded the dog’s hard flank affectionately with a shoe tip. “Of course, he does have a terrific pedigree to account for it. His sire was a famous arena dog who killed thirty-two men and all kinds of fighting animals. He must have been a pretty horrible beast! And on his dam’s side . . .”


  She broke off, having finally caught Miss Eulate’s expression, went on after a moment, “I don’t really mind so much being confined to quarters. But I’m hoping the mystery at the consulate will be solved before the Parlins arrive. There’s no possible way I could avoid seeing Malrue, and . . .”


  She checked herself for the second time, added in a different tone, “That’s Junior calling again now!”


  “Eh?” Miss Eulate asked. Then, following Gonwil’s gaze, she became aware of a faint, silvery tinkling from the table. A tiny, jewel-bright device stood there, out of which the sound evidently came. On closer inspection, it appeared to be a beautifully inlaid powder compact. Miss Eulate looked puzzledly back at the girl.


  “A personalized communicator,” Gonwil explained wryly. “A gift from Junior which came in the mail this morning. He has the twin to it, and the only use for the set is that Junior and I can talk together wherever either of us happens to be on Orado.” She gave Miss Eulate a small smile, added, “Junior is very difficult to discourage!”


  The miniature communicator stopped its tinkling for a few seconds, then began again. Gonwil still made no move towards it. Miss Eulate asked, “Aren’t you going to answer him?”


  “No. If I don’t switch it on, he’ll think I’m not around.”


  Miss Eulate sighed and arose.


  “Well,” she said, “I should get back to the office. We’ll trust this has been, as you feel, a false alarm. But until we’re quite certain of it, we must take whatever precautions seem indicated.”


  Gonwil grimaced resignedly.


  The counselor went on, “And since the Bank of Rienne is acting for your guardians on Orado, I’m also obliged to see to it that they are informed of the occurrence.”


  At that, Gonwil’s face suddenly brightened.


  “Miss Eulate,” she said, “when you make that call . . . and please make it at once . . . would you have it put through directly to Mr. Amberdon?”


  “Why, yes, I can do that. But why specifically Mr. Amberdon?”


  “He may be able to do something. Besides, Telzey’s gone to see him. She should be with him just about this time—and she can usually think of a way out of anything.”


  “I’m quite aware of it,” Miss Eulate said, rather shortly. Privately she regarded Telzey, in spite of her unquestioned scholastic brilliance, as something of a college problem. She added, “Well, I’ll see what can be done.”


  To be concluded.


  UNDERCURRENTS


  Part 2


  Frontiers tend to develop a rugged and ruthless philosophy. When half a galaxy is basically frontier—it develops a thoroughly hard-boiled approach to things!


  SYNOPSIS


  Telzey Amberdon, fifteen-year-old citizen of the Federation of the Hub and star honor-student at Pehanron College on Orado, returns to Orado from a vacation trip to the primitive world of Jontarou, where an encounter with a telepathic native species has brought her dormant and previously unsuspected psionic talents to life. Fascinated by the experience, she has begun to experiment cautiously with her new abilities.


  Unknown to her—and to all but a handful of people—is the fact that the Psychology Service, a formidable and rather mysterious branch of Federation Government, is engaged in a long-term project to bring psionic machines into general use throughout the Hub’s interstellar civilization. To further this goal, the Psychology Service is taking whatever measures seem required to prevent popular fears and suspicions about psionics from developing. One of its measures is to keep a controlling hand on the activities of human psis.


  On Telzey’s arrival at the Orado City space terminal, she is accordingly spotted by a camouflaged psionic machine, identified tenatively as a Class Two psi with definite potential, equipped with a minor unconscious compulsion designed to discourage her from acting in a manner which might create problems for the Psychology Service, and tagged for future occasional observation.


  Telzey is unaware of all this until a nightmare brings the planted compulsion into her consciousness. With the help of her father, Gilas Amberdon, executive officer of the Bank of Rienne in Orado City, she begins a survey of what is currently known about psis and psionics, and the survey soon indicates to her that the Psychology Service is the agent responsible for maintaining secret restraints on psis throughout the Hub. The idea of being restrained does not appeal to Telzey, but since the Psychology Service appears to be capable of checking over her thoughts whenever it chooses, she is temporarily baffled by the situation. Then a chance meeting with a telepathic alien leaves her equipped with a very effective mindshield. Concealed behind her shield, she feels the Psychology Service will leave her alone if she is reasonably careful not to draw its attention to her.


  At Pehanron College, however, she runs into an unexpected problem. Requested by a close friend, Gonwil Lodis, to find out what has caused the odd behavior of Gonwil’s huge dog, Chomir, Telzey investigates the animal’s mind one night and discovers indications that Gonwil’s distant relatives, the Parlin family, are planning to murder her for her share in Lodis Associates—a thriving financial house on the Hub world of Tayun. Since there is nothing to show how the murder is to be accomplished and Gonwil would never believe such a charge against the Parlins without definite evidence, Telzey does not inform her of her conclusions but flies to Orado City in the morning to get her father’s advice and help. Gilas Amberdon, in turn, enlists the services of Wellan Dasinger, the head of a detective agency which has done work for the Bank of Rienne on other occasions.


  V


  There had been enough general activity during the past two hours to leave Telzey unware, except for a fleeting moment now and then, that she had begun to feel some physical effects of having lost a night’s sleep.


  She couldn’t, she thought, have complained that her warning wasn’t taken seriously! Of course, the fact that Gonwil was a temporary ward of the bank would have required that it be given attention, even without the backing of the personal interest of Rienne’s executive officer and his daughter. A query regarding the internal structure of the Tayun concern of Lodis Associates had gone to Transcluster Finance Central almost immediately after her call to Gilas, and she had barely arrived at the bank when a reply came back.


  Transcluster’s records confirmed in every particular what she had gathered in casual talk with Gonwil from time to time and failed to give its proper significance. Lodis Associates basically had been set up in a manner which tended to leave control of the concern with the founding associates and their heirs. Shares could be sold only after being offered to all other associates at the original value. Since the original value had been approximately a twentieth of the present one, current sales to outsiders were, in effect, blocked. If a deceased associate left no natural heirs, his stock was distributed among the surviving associates in proportion to their holdings.


  Which meant that Gonwil’s death would, in fact, place the Parlin family in control of the concern . . .


  And that seemed enough to convince both Gilas and Wellan Dasinger, the chief of the Kyth Detective Agency, who had arrived before Telzey, that the danger was real. It puzzled her because it hardly looked like conclusive proof of anything, but she decided they were aware of possibilities in situations of that kind which she couldn’t know about. Within an hour, the Bank of Rienne and the Kyth Agency had initiated cluster-spanning activities on behalf of the bank’s temporary ward which would have stunned Gonwil if she’d been told about them.


  So much massive action should have been reassuring. But her father and Dasinger still looked worried; and presently Gilas appeared to realize again that she was around, and explained. It was a delicate situation. As Gonwil’s appointed local guardian, the bank could act with a certain amount of authority; but that advantage was based on a technicality which could be shattered in an instant by her guardians on Tayun. “And they’re aware, of course—at least in a general way—of Mrs. Parlin’s plan.”


  Telzey gave him a startled look. “Why should . . .”


  “Since Gonwil was a minor,” Gilas said, “her guardians could have taken legal steps to nullify the condition that her death would benefit the other members of Lodis Associates. And considering that business practices on Tayun remain close to the level of tribal warfare, they would have done it—automatically on assuming guardianship—unless it was to their own benefit to be a little negligent about the matter.”


  “Her own guardians would help Malrue kill Gonwil?” Telzey said incredulously.


  “Probably not directly. And of course if Gonwil had decided to marry the son, no one would have had any reason to kill her. But as it stands, we must expect that her guardians will try to hamper any obvious efforts now to protect her against Malrue Parlin. So we have to be very careful not to reveal our suspicions at present. Until we can get Gonwil’s formal request to represent her in the matter, we’ll be on very shaky legal ground if we’re challenged from Tayun. And from what I know of Gonwil, it’s going to be difficult for her to accept that she might be in danger from Mrs. Parlin.”


  Telzey nodded. “We’ll almost have to prove it first.”


  Dasinger put in, “Supposing—this is a theoretical question—this turned into a situation where Miss Lodis saw that in order to stay alive herself it might be necessary to have Mrs. Parlin killed. Knowing her as you do, do you think she could be brought to agree to the action?”


  Telzey stared at the detective, realized with some shock that he had been speaking seriously, that it wasn’t a theoretical question at all.


  She said carefully, “I can’t imagine her agreeing to any such thing, Mr. Dasinger! She just isn’t a . . . a violent person. I don’t think she’s ever intentionally hurt anybody.”


  “And of course,” the detective said, “the Parlin family, having known her since her infancy, is quite aware of that.”


  “Yes . . . I suppose so.” It was another disturbing line of thought.


  Gilas said quickly, smiling, “Well, we don’t intend to Jet it come to that. In a general way though, Telzey, Gonwil’s attitudes are likely to be a handicap here. We’ll see how well we can work around them for now.”


  She didn’t answer. There was, of course—as Gilas knew—a way to change Gonwil’s attitudes. But it didn’t seem necessary to mention that immediately.


  Wellan Dasinger, who might be Gilas’ junior by seven or eight years, had an easy tone and manner and didn’t seem too athletically built. But somehow one gradually got the impression that he was the sort of man who would start off each day with forty push-ups and a cold needle shower as a matter of course. Telzey didn’t know what his reaction had been when Gilas told him she’s been getting information from the mind of a dog, but he discussed it with her as if it were perfectly normal procedure. Kyth operatives had been dispatched to Beale to look around for the mysterious stranger of Chomir’s memories; and Dasinger went over every detail she had obtained, unhurriedly and thoughtfully, then questioned her at length about Gonwil’s relationship to the Parlins, the vendetta stories, the maneuvering to get Gonwil married to Junior.


  There seemed to be no question of Dasinger’s competence. And it was clear he didn’t like the situation.


  Information began flowing back from Tayun over interstellar transmitters from various contacts of the bank and Dasinger’s agency. One item seemed to provide all the evidence needed to indicate that caution was advisable in dealing with the Parlin family. During the past two decades, the number of shareholders in Lodis Associates had diminished by almost fifty per cent. The last three to go had dropped out simultaneously after transferring their holdings to Malrue Parlin, following a disagreement with her on a matter of company policy. Some of the others had taken the same route, but rather more had died in one way and another. There had never been any investigation of the deaths. The remaining associates appeared to be uniformly staunch supporters of Mrs. Parlin’s policies.


  Dasinger didn’t like that either.


  “Leaving out crude measures like counterviolence,” he told Telzey, “there probably are going to be just two methods to make sure your friend gets a chance to enjoy a normal life span. One of them is to route Mrs. Parlin into Rehabilitation. If she’s tamed down, the rest of the clique shouldn’t be very dangerous. She’s obviously the organizer.”


  Telzey asked uncertainly, “What’s the other method?”


  “Have Miss Lodis hand over her stock to Mrs. Parlin for whatever she’s willing to pay. I doubt it would be safe to argue too strongly about the price.”


  Telzey was silent a moment. “Supposing,” she said finally, “that Gonwil did agree to . . . well, counterviolence. That would be a private war—”


  “Yes, we’d have to register to make it legitimate.”


  “You . . . your agency . . . handles private wars?”


  “Occasionally we’ll handle one,” Dasinger said. “It depends on the client and the circumstances. I’d say this is such an occasion.”


  She looked at him. “Isn’t that pretty risky work?”


  The detective pursed his lips judiciously.


  “No, not too risky. It would be expensive and messy. Mrs. Parlin appears to be an old hand at this, but we’d restrict the main action to Orado. If she imported her own talent, they’d be at a severe disadvantage here. And the better local boys wouldn’t want any part of it after we got word around that the Kyth Agency was representing the other side. We should have the thing settled, without placing Miss Lodis in jeopardy, in about six months, even if we had to finish up on Tayun. But it appears Miss Lodis has a prejudice against such methods.”


  “Yes, she does,” Telzey said. After a moment, she added, “So do I.”


  “I don’t know about your friend, Miss Amberdon,” Dasinger said pleasantly, “but I expect you’ll grow out of it. At the moment though, it seems our line should be to try to manipulate Mrs. Parlin into Rehabilitation. We should know inside an hour about how good a chance we’ll have to do it. I’m waiting for a call.”


  The call came in ten minutes later. It was from the Kyth Agency.


  There appeared to be much Pehanron’s law courses hadn’t mentioned about the practical aspects of mind blocks.


  The Tayun connection’s report to the agency was that the Parlin family had been for years on the official list of those who were provided with mind blocks for general commercial reasons. These, Dasinger explained, were expensive, high-precision jobs which ordinarily did not restrict their possessor in any noticeable way. But when specific levels of stress or fatigue were developed, the block automatically cut in to prevent the divulging of information from the areas it was set to cover.


  “You see how it works,” Dasinger said. “You have the block installed, have its presence officially confirmed, and have the fact published. Thereafter, nobody who’s bothered to check the list will attempt to extort the information from you, because they know you can’t give it. The Rehabilitation machines supposedly can take down any block, but they might need a year. Otherwise, nothing I’ve ever heard of can get much through a solidly installed block . . . continuous questioning, drugs, mind probes, threats, torture, enforced sleeplessness, hypnotics . . . all that can be accomplished is to kill the blocked person eventually, and if that’s your goal there’re easier ways of going about it.”


  Apparently, too, the fancier type of block did not bring on the mental deterioration she’d heard about. Malrue Parlin’s faculties obviously hadn’t been impaired.


  “A commercial block of that nature,” Gilas said slowly, “presumably would cover plans to murder a business associate for profit in any case.” He looked as if he’d bitten into something sour. “When it comes to the Parlins, we can be sure it would cover them. There’ve been a number of occasions when Mrs. Parlin must have banked on that for protection if an investigation should catch up with her.”


  “Getting rid of unwanted fellow associates was a business matter, so the block would automatically cover any action to that end,” Dasinger agreed.


  Gilas rubbed his chin, took out a cigarette, lit it. He scowled absently at Telzey.


  “Then circumstantial evidence isn’t going to get us anywhere against the lady,” he said. “Either in Federation court or in a Transcluster hearing. It’s too bad, because in a few hours this morning we’ve accumulated almost enough evidence to force the Parlins to clear themselves through a subjective probe. After we’ve sorted it over, we might find we have enough. But a subjective probe would simply confirm that they’re equipped with blocks. Tampering with a recognized block is legally equivalent to manslaughter. That would end our case.” He looked at the detective. “So what do you suggest?”


  “A trap,” Dasinger said. “Now, before they find out they’re suspected. Later on they wouldn’t be likely to fall for it.”


  “And how do we go about it?”


  “My boys are trying to locate Junior. We’re not sure he’s in Orado City; at any rate, he hasn’t checked in at his hotel. But they should have his rooms tapped for view and sound by now, and when they find him, they’ll keep watch on him around the clock.


  “Two days from now, when his parents arrive, we should be able to have them under observation before they leave the spaceport. There’s no reason to think they’ll be taking extraordinary precautions at that time, so we should very shortly pick up enough of the conversation between them and Junior to know what their plans are.


  “If the plans include the immediate murder of Miss Lodis, we’ll go along with it. And with a little luck, we’ll catch either the Parlins themselves or somebody who can be proved to be their agent in the actual attempt to commit murder. If they’re to wind up in Rehabilitation, we shouldn’t try to settle for anything less definite.”


  He turned to Telzey. “Naturally, Miss Lodis won’t be the bait for our trap. We’ll have a decoy, someone who can impersonate her to the extent required. But meanwhile we may have a difficult problem in keeping her out of the way without tipping our hand—unless, of course, something can be done immediately to weaken her trust in Mrs. Parlin.”


  He’d said it very casually. But he might know more about what a psi could accomplish in that direction than he’d indicated. And she could do it. It would take some time; she had found making the initial contact with the mind of a nonpsi human an involved and rather difficult process—something very different from getting into an exchange with other telepaths, and more involved by a good bit than the same proceeding had been with Chomir. But then Gonwil wouldn’t realize she was being influenced in any way while her lifelong feelings about Cousin Malrue began to change . . .


  Telzey said, “I arranged with Gonwil that we’d start out on a holiday trip together after I get back to college today. We’ll take Chomir along. If we can find some place where there isn’t too much disturbance—”


  Dasinger smiled, nodded. “We’ll take care of that.”


  “Then,” Telzey said, “I think I could talk Gonwil into co-operating with us—before Mr. and Mrs. Parlin get here.”


  “That would be very helpful! And now the dog . . . you mentioned that you should be able to find out exactly why the dog considers that unidentified stranger to be an enemy.”


  “Yes,” Telzey said. Unless she was mistaken, Dasinger had a very fair picture of what she intended to do about Gonwil; and that explained, of course, why he’d accepted her account of Chomir’s adventures without question. He did know something about psis. “I think I could get that from him in another couple of hours,” she said. “We’d come pretty close to it before I had to stop this morning.”


  She left the office area a few minutes later to pick up the Cloudsplitter and start back to Pehanron. She had a plan of her own, but it would be best to wait until they had Gonwil under cover somewhere before mentioning it. Gilas mightn’t like it; but she’d talk to Dasinger first to find out if it might be feasible to plant her somewhere in the immediate vicinity of the Parlins after they arrived. Gonwil would be co-operating by that time; and while she didn’t know whether she could get into a mind that was guarded by a block, it would be worth trying it if she could remain unobserved around Malrue long enough to carry out the preliminary work.


  Because if she could do it, they’d do better than find out what the murder plans were. Without knowing why, Malrue would quietly give up her evil intentions towards Gonwil within a few hours, and remain incapable of developing them again or permitting her husband and son to carry on. And that would settle the whole matter in the simplest possible way.


  She was approaching the exits to the upper-level parking strip where she had left the Cloudsplitter when somebody addressed her.


  “Miss Amberdon! One moment, please!”


  It was one of the bank guards. Telzey stopped. “Yes?”


  “Mr. Amberdon’s secretary notified us just now to watch for you here,” the guard explained. “There’s an open line to her office in this combooth. She said to tell you a very important matter has come up, and you should hear about it before leaving the building.”


  Telzey slipped into the booth, frowning. Gilas could have reached her through her wrist-talker while she was in the bank . . . perhaps he didn’t want to chance being overheard by some stray beam-tapper. The door closed automatically behind her as she touched the ComWeb’s button, and Ravia, Gilas’ blue-haired, highly glamorous and highly efficient secretary, appeared in the screen.


  “I thought they might still catch you,” she said, smiling. “Your father would like to speak to you on a shielded line, Telzey. You’re on one now, and I’ll connect you with him.”


  Her image faded. Gilas came on, said briskly, “There you are! There’s been a change of schedule. Take your car down to the general parking area. You’ll find two of Dasinger’s men waiting for you with a carrier. They’ll load on your car and take you back to Pehanron with them. We’ll brief you on the way.”


  “What’s happened?” she asked, startled.


  “We’ve had a very unpleasant surprise. You’d barely left when two items of information came in. The first was that Mr. and Mrs. Parlin were found listed among the passengers of a ship which berthed at the space terminal something over an hour ago. We’re having the Orado City hotels checked, but we don’t know where the pair is at present. And Junior hasn’t been found yet.” Telzey swallowed.


  “Then,” Gilas went on, “I had a call from Pehanron College. I’ll give you the details on that a little later. What it seems to amount to is that the Parlins have succeeded in creating an atmosphere of alarm and confusion regarding Gonwil’s safety, which should serve to keep suspicions turned well away from them if something actually happens to her. One result is that special measures will be needed now to get Gonwil away from Pehanron without dangerous delay. You probably could handle that part of it better than any outsider. Do you want to try it?”


  Telzey discovered the hand that rested on the screen button was trembling a little.


  “Yes, of course,” she said.


  “All right.” Gilas gave her a brief smile. “I’ll tell you the rest of it after you’re in the carrier.”


  The screen went blank.


  “And all I’ve been trying to do all morning,” Gonwil exclaimed, somewhere between laughter and dismay, “was to settle down quietly without interruptions to get those grisly Finance Eleven tapes cleaned up! You’d think everybody had gone out of their minds!”


  Telzey looked sympathetic. Gonwil’s lunch had been delivered to her in the duplex, on Miss Eulate’s instructions; and a few college guards in civilian clothes loafed around outside, trying to look as if they’d just happened to wander into the area and weren’t really much interested in anything here. Gonwil filled Telzey in on the morning’s events while she ate lunch and Telzey thoughtfully sipped a mug of milk. The first thing Malrue Parlin and her husband had done after landing at Orado City’s spaceport was to check in at the Tayun Consulate. The first thing the consul general there, an old acquaintance, had done was to tell them about the ominous strangers who had inquired about Gonwil Lodis early in the day. And the fat was in the fire.


  “Cousin Malrue went into a howling tizzy!” Gonwil reported, shuddering. “She said she’d always known it was too risky for me to be studying on Orado. So she wanted to get me away from here now, with the Parlin family, where I’d be safe. Naturally, Pehanron said, ‘No!’—and am I glad! Old Eulate’s bad enough about this, but Malrue . . .!”


  “Think she might pop in on you here?”


  Gonwil nodded. “The whole family plans to show up at Pehanron this evening. Malrue will be battling with Eulate—and I’ll be in the middle! And there’s no way I can stop it.”


  “You wouldn’t be in the middle,” Telzey observed, “if you weren’t here.”


  “If I weren’t . . .” Gonwil glanced sharply over at her, lowered her voice to a whisper. “How . . . when Eulate’s got those people staring at my front and back doors? I’m confined to quarters.”


  “First step,” Telzey whispered back, “we move your tapes and stuff to my side. Eulate said under the circumstances it’d be all right if I helped you a little on the tests.”


  “They can see your front and back doors, too, dopey!” Gonwil pointed out. “What good will that do?”


  “They can’t see inside my carport,” Telzey whispered.


  “Huh? No!” Gonwil grinned. “The shower window . . .” She looked doubtfully at Chomir. “Can we boost Musclehead through it?”


  “We can try. Want to?”


  “Ha! When?”


  “Right now. Before Eulate realizes you’ve got a loophole left.”


  “I should leave her a note,” Gonwil remarked. “Something reassuring. I simply had to get away for a few days—or suffer a nervous breakdown . . .”


  “Sounds fine,” Telzey approved.


  “Then, perhaps I should call Malrue and tell her, so she . . .”


  “Are you out of your mind?”


  Gonwil looked reluctant. “You’re right. Me being at Pehanron is bad, but going off by myself would be worse. If we didn’t agree to wait till she could pick us up outside, she’d be perfectly capable of tipping off Eulate!”


  Some minutes later, Telzey came out the back door on her side of the bungalow, dressed for a town trip again. The two Pehanron guards stationed across the traffic lane eyed her as she started towards the enclosed carport, but made no move. They hadn’t been instructed to keep watch on Telzey.


  Inside the stall and out of their sight, she slid behind the Cloudsplitter’s hood, roared the main engine experimentally a few times, glanced up. The shower window already stood open. Chomir’s big white head appeared in it now, pointed ears tipped questioningly forward, broad brow wrinkled in concentration. He had grasped that something unusual was required of him—but what? To look out of Telzey’s shower window?


  Telzey beckoned.


  “Down here, Brainless!”


  She couldn’t hear Gonwil’s voice above the noise of the engine, but Chomir’s air of well-meaning bewilderment increased. Why, his eyes inquired of Telzey, was Gonwil shoving around at his rear? Then his forepaws came into view, resting on the window sill. Telzey gestured violently, pointing at the ground below the window.


  Urged on from in front and behind, Chomir suddenly got the picture. He grinned, lolled out his tongue, sank back, came up and out in a flowing, graceful leap, clearing the window frame by a scant half-inch on all sides. He landed and waved his tail cheerfully at Telzey.


  She caught his collar and patted him, while Gonwil, red-faced from her effort to lift more than her own weight in dog straight up, came wriggling through the shower window after him with an overnight bag containing the Finance Eleven tapes and her tapewriter. Telzey slid open the Cloudsplitter’s luggage compartment.


  A minute later, she turned the little car out into the traffic lane. She had barely been able to shove the luggage compartment’s door shut on her two passengers; but they were safely out of sight. The two guards stared thoughtfully after the car as it went gliding down the lane. They could hear the music of a newsviewer program within the duplex. It might be a good half-hour before they got the first proddings of suspicion about Telzey and her aircar.


  Coming up to the force-screen exit she’d used in the morning, Telzey snapped the Star Honor-Student pass back on her hat. The guards we’re screening incoming visitors with unusual care today, but students going out were a different matter. They glanced at the pass, at her, waved her through.


  As she lifted the car over the crest of the wooded hills north of the college area, a big green airvan veered out of the direction in which it was headed and turned north ahead of her, picking up speed. Fifteen miles on and a few minutes later, Telzey followed the van down to the side of an isolated farm building. En route, there had been a few cautiously questioning knocks from the inside of the luggage compartment, but Telzey ignored them and Gonwil, puzzled, no doubt, about the delay in being let out but trustful as ever, had subsided again.


  In the shadow of the farm building, Telzey set the Cloudsplitter down behind the van. Gilas Amberdon clambered out of the front section of the big vehicle and met her beyond hearing range of the luggage compartment.


  “Any problems?”


  “Not so far,” Telzey said. “They’re both inside. Has the Kyth Agency found out where the Parlins are?”


  “No,” Gilas said. “The calls they’ve made were routed through Orado City but apparently didn’t originate there. The chances are they aren’t hiding deliberately and will disclose their whereabouts as soon as they hear Gonwil had disappeared from the college.”


  He studied her a moment. “I realize we’re working you a little hard, Telzey. If you take six hours off and catch up on some sleep after we get to the Kyth hideout, it shouldn’t make any difference.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t feel particularly tired. And I want to finish up with Chomir. I’ve got a hunch what he knows will be really important when we get it figured out.”


  Gilas considered. “All right. Dasinger would like to have that. We’ll be there shortly. You’ll get separate quarters as you specified—close enough to Gonwil and Chomir to let you work your mental witchcraft on them. And you’ll be completely undisturbed.”


  “That will be fine,” Telzey said.


  Her father smiled. “Then let’s go!”


  He started towards the front of the van. Telzey walked back to the Cloudsplitter and slipped into her seat. Half a minute later, the end of the van opened out. She slid the car up and inside and shut off its engines. Benches lined this section of the vehicle. Aside from that, it was empty.


  The loading door slammed shut again and the section lights came on overhead. Telzey waited until she felt the van lift creakily into the air. Then she opened the luggage compartment and let her rumpled passengers emerge.


  “What in the world,” Gonwil inquired bewilderedly, straightening up and staring around as Chomir eased himself muttering out of the Cloudsplitter behind her, “are we doing in this thing?”


  “Being scooted off to a safe hiding place,” Telzey said. “That was all arranged for in advance.”


  “Arranged for . . . safe . . .” Gonwil’s voice was strained. “Telzey! Whose idea was this?”


  “The Bank of Rienne’s.”


  The room they’d put her in here, Gonwil acknowledged, was, though not very large, comfortable and attractively furnished. If, nevertheless, it gave her a somewhat oppressive feeling of being imprisoned, that could be attributed to the fact that it was windowless and lacked means of outside communication.


  The only way to leave would be to go through a short corridor and open a door at the far end, which let into an office where a number of people were working. So she couldn’t have slipped away unnoticed, but there was no reason to think the people in the office would try to detain her if she did decide to leave. She’d simply been asked to stay here long enough to let the Bank of Rienne determine whether there could be any sinister significance to the appearance of the inquisitive strangers at the Tayun Consulate that morning.


  During the brief ride in the airvan, Telzey had explained that the bank felt its investigation would be greatly simplified if it could be carried out in complete secrecy. Pehanron College did not seem a safe place to leave Gonwil if somebody did intend to harm her: and to avoid revealing that it was taking a hand in the matter, the bank had called on Telzey through her father to spirit Gonwil quietly away from the campus.


  Allowing for the fact that at the moment everybody appeared obsessed by the notion that Tayun vendettists were after her, it wasn’t an unreasonable explanation. The Bank of Rienne did have some grounds to consider itself responsible for her here. “But why,” Gonwil had asked, “didn’t you tell me all this before we left?”


  “Would you have come along if I had?” Telzey said.


  Gonwil reflected and admitted that she probably wouldn’t have come along. She didn’t want to appear ungrateful; and she had now begun to feel the first touches of apprehension. When so many people, including Telzey’s eminently practical father, were indicating concern for her safety, the possibility couldn’t be denied that there was more to the old vendettist stories than she’d been willing to believe. Cousin Malrue, after all, was no fool; perhaps she had done Malrue an inexcusable injustice in belittling her warnings! Gonwil had only a vague idea of the methods a capable murderer might use to reach his victim; but it was generally accepted that he had a frightening array of weapons to choose from, and that every precaution must be taken in such situations.


  At any rate, she was perfectly safe here. The door to the room was locked; she had one key to it, Gilas Amberdon another. She was to let no one but Telzey in, and to make sure that no one else attempted to enter, Chomir was on guard in the corridor outside. It was comfortable to remember now that if Chomir was no shining light when it came to the standard doggy tricks, the protection of a human being was as solidly stamped into his nature as the gory skills of the arena. While he could move, only Gonwil or Telzey would open that door until one of them convinced him he could stop being a watchdog again.


  And now she was alone, Gonwil thought, there was something she should take care of promptly.


  Opening the overnight bag she had taken from the college, she arranged her study materials on a desk shelf, then brought out the miniature camouflaged communicator which had come with the mail in the morning. She had dropped Junior’s unwanted token of affection in with the tapewriter and other items, intending to show it to Telzey later on.


  She studied the tiny instrument a moment, pensively biting her lip. There had been no opportunity to tell Telzey about it, so no one here knew she had the thing. The lack of communicators among the room furnishings might mean that they’d rather she didn’t send messages outside. But they hadn’t said so.


  And it seemed only fair to send Malrue a reassuring word through Junior now. There would be no need to mention the Bank of Rienne’s investigation. She could tell Junior a very harmless story, one designed only to keep his mother from becoming completely distraught when she heard from Pehanron College that Gonwil had chosen to disappear.


  Gonwil glanced back a moment at the door. Then she placed the communicator in the palm of her left hand, and shifted the emerald arrowhead in its cover design a quarter turn to the right. That, according to the instructions which had come with it, made it ready for use. She placed it on the desk shelf, and pressed down with a fingertip on the golden pinhead stud in the center of the cover.


  A slender fan of golden light sprang up and out from around the rim of the communicator, trembled, widened, and held steady. It was perhaps three feet across, not much over two high, slightly concave. This was the vision screen.


  Now, if she turned the little arrowhead to the third notch, and Junior’s communicator was set to receive, he should hear her signal.


  She turned it over carefully.


  Some ten or twelve seconds passed. Then Rodel Parlin the Twelfth’s handsome, narrow face was suddenly there in the fan-shaped golden light screen before her.


  “Well, at last!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been trying to call you but . . .”


  “I didn’t switch it on until just now,” Gonwil admitted. “Busy as all that with your tests?” Junior’s gaze shifted past her, went around the room. “What’s this?” he inquired. “Did Pehanron actually change your quarters because of the vendettist scare?”


  So the Parlins hadn’t been told she was gone. Gonwil smiled.


  “Pehanron didn’t!” she said. “I did. The fuss was getting too much for my nerves, so I sneaked out!”


  For a moment, Junior looked startled. “You’ve left the college?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Well, I . . . where are you now?”


  “I’m not telling anybody,” she said. “I’ve gone underground, so to speak, and I intend to stay out of sight until the thing blows over.”


  “Well, uh, Malrue . . .”


  “I know. That’s why I called the first chance I had. I don’t want Malrue to worry unnecessarily, so you tell her I’m in a perfectly safe place. Nobody here knows me, so nobody—including vendettists—can find out where I’ve gone. Tell Malrue I’m being very careful, and whenever you all decide there’s no more danger, I’ll come out again.”


  Junior studied her, frowning doubtfully.


  “Malrue,” he observed, “isn’t going to like that very much!”


  “Yes, I . . . just a moment!” Gonwil turned towards the door. Sounds of scratching came from it, then a deep whine. “That’s Chomir! He heard us talking, and I’d better let him in before he arouses the neighborhood. It’s difficult enough to be inconspicuous with him around!”


  “I can imagine.”


  Gonwil unlocked the door and opened it partly, glancing up the hall as Chomir slid through into the room, ears pricked. The door at the far end of the corridor was closed; he hadn’t been heard in the office. She locked the door quietly again. Chomir stared for an instant at the image in the viewfield, took a sniff at the air to confirm that while he’d heard Junior’s voice, Junior was not physically present. Chomir was familiar with the phenomenon of communicator screens and the ghosts that periodically appeared in them. Satisfied, he sat down beside the door.


  “I was wondering whether you’d left him behind,” Junior remarked as Gonwil came back.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t do that to Chomir! About Malrue—”


  He grinned. “I know! She does carry on rather badly at times like this! I’ll be tactful in what I tell her.”


  “Thanks,” Gonwil said gratefully. “I wouldn’t want her to feel that Pm avoiding her in particular. But would you please not tell her about sending me a personal communicator? Say I was just using a regular ComWeb in making this call. Otherwise, she’d want to argue me out of this, and I’d hate to have to refuse her.”


  “You can depend on me. When will you call again?”


  “Sometime early tomorrow?”


  “I’ll be waiting.” He turned his head to the left, appeared to listen. Then he looked back at her.


  “I believe I hear Malrue coming,” he said quietly. “Good-by, Gonwil!”


  “ ’By, Junior!”


  His face vanished. Still smiling, Gonwil bent over the communicator, searching for the pinhead stud. Junior had been on his best behavior this time; she was very glad she’d decided to make the call.


  She pushed down the stud, and the light screen disappeared.


  From the far end of the corridor outside came the sound of a violently slammed door.


  Startled, Gonwil swung about. Footsteps were pounding up the short corridor now, but she wasn’t aware of them. She stood dead-still, staring.


  The white shape crouched across the room, ears back and down, huge teeth bared, could hardly be recognized as Chomir. He might have been listening to the approaching steps. But then the snarling head moved. The eyes found Gonwil, and instantly he was coming towards her in a flat, long spring, jaws wide.


  As she watched Chomir move off beside Gonwil through the entrance tunnel to the Kyth hideout where the airvan had stopped, Telzey put out a tentative probe towards him.


  This time, she was inside the dog’s mind at once and so definitely that she could sense him striding along and the touch of the hard flooring beneath his pads. Satisfied, she withdrew. The contacts established during the night’s work hadn’t faded; she could resume her investigation immediately.


  Left alone in the room reserved for her, less than fifty feet from the one to which they had conducted Gonwil, Telzey settled into an armchair and closed her eyes. Chomir still seemed to be moving about, but that made no difference. At this stage, she could work below his awareness without disturbing him or interfering with his activities.


  She picked up the familiar memory chains within seconds, and then hesitated. Something had changed here. There was a sense of being drawn quietly, but positively, away from the memories towards another area of mind.


  She didn’t know what it meant. But since psi seemed sometimes to work independently on problems in which one was involved, this might turn out to be a short cut to the information for which she had been digging throughout the night. Telzey let herself shift in the indicated direction. There was a momentary odd feeling of sinking, then of having made a transition, of being somewhere else.


  And it had been a short cut. This was an aspect of mind she hadn’t explored before, but it wasn’t difficult to understand. A computer’s processes might have presented a somewhat similar pattern: impersonal, unaware, enormously detailed and busy. Its universe was the living animal body that generated it, and its function was essentially to see to it that its universe remained physically in good operating condition. As Telzey grasped that, her attention shifted once more—now to a disturbance point in the Chomir universe. Something was wrong there. The body-mind knew it was wrong but was unable to do anything about it.


  Telzey studied the disturbance point absorbedly. Suddenly its meaning became clear; and then she knew this was the information she had come to find. And it was very ugly and disturbing information.


  She opened her eyes. Her thoughts seemed sluggish, and for some seconds the room looked hazy and blurred about her. Then, as the body-mind patterns faded from her awareness, she discovered she was back in the ordinary sort of contact with Chomir—very clear, strong contact. She had a feeling of catching Gonwil’s voice impressions through him.


  The voice impressions ended. There was a moment’s pause. A sharp surge of uneasiness passed through Chomir.


  What did that . . .


  Telzey felt the blood drain from her face as she scrambled abruptly out of the chair, reaching for the room communicator. Then her breath caught. She stopped in mid-motion, stood swaying. Electric shivers were racing over her skin. The air seemed to tingle. Psi energy was building up swiftly, oppressively; and she was its focal point.


  Fury swept towards her, mindless, elemental, like a roaring wind. She seemed to move, and the room flicked out of existence. Something raged, and about her spun a disk of noise, of shock-distorted faces, of monstrously straining muscles. She moved again, and everything was still and clear.


  She was looking into another room, a day-bright room where a man in a yellow suit stood beside a window, studying the small device he held in one hand. Beyond the window, sunlit parkland stretched away in long, rising slopes; and in the far distance, high on the slopes, was the glassy glitter of a familiar cluster of buildings.


  Something appeared to startle the man. His face turned quickly towards her; and as she registered the details of the sharp features and wispy blond mustache, his eyes became round, white-rimmed holes of intense fright.


  The room vanished. Then there was one more sensation, remarkably like being slammed several times on top of the head by a giant fist; and a wave of blackness rolled over Telzey and swept her down.


  VI


  “Oh, he’s admitted it, all right!” Dasinger said, frowning at the solidopic of the man with the thin blond mustache. “In fact, as soon as he was told why he’d been picked up, he became anxious to spill everything he knew.


  But his confession isn’t going to be of much use against the Parlins.”


  “Why not?” Telzey asked.


  “Because one thing he didn’t know was who his employers were.” The detectives nodded at the tapeviewer he’d put on the table before her. “You can get the details from the report faster than I could give them to you. I have some questions myself, by the way.”


  “What about, Mr. Dasinger?”


  “It seems,” Dasinger said, “that when you sensed the dog was turning on Miss Lodis, you did three things almost simultaneously. You pinned the animal down in some manner . . .”


  Telzey nodded. “I kept locking his muscles on him. That’s what it felt like.”


  “That’s what it looked like,” Dasinger agreed. “When we got into the room, he was twisting around on the floor and seemed unable to close his jaws. Even so, he gave us one of the most startling demonstrations of animal athletics I’ve seen. It was a good half minute before somebody could line up on him long enough to feed him a stunner! Besides keeping Miss Lodis from getting killed in there, you’ve probably also saved the lives of three or four of my men . . . a detail which the Kyth Agency will remember. Now, as you clamped down on the dog, you also blasted a telepathic warning to your father to let us know Miss Lodis needed immediate help.”


  “Uh-huh. I didn’t realize till afterwards I’d done it.”


  “Meanwhile again,” Dasinger said, indicating the solidopic, “you were putting in a personal appearance in the city of Beale, a good thousand miles away, in the room where this gentleman was operating the instrument which was supposed to be accomplishing the murder of Miss Lodis.”


  Telzey hesitated, said. “I seemed to be there, for just a few moments. He looked scared to death, and I was wondering if he could see me.”


  “He saw something,” the detective said, “and he’s described it. The description fits you. The fellow hadn’t been told who the intended victim was, and up to that moment he hadn’t particularly cared. But his conclusion was that the accusing wraith of the person he’d just helped murder had appeared in the room. That left his nerves in pitiable condition, I’m happy to say, and has made him very easy to handle.


  “On the other hand, of course, this experience again limits his usefulness to us. We don’t want him to talk about it, because we don’t want to start speculations about you personally.”


  “No, I see.”


  “I’m assuming,” Dasinger went on, “that it was also a rather unusual experience as far as you were concerned. If you could do that kind of thing regularly, you obviously wouldn’t need assistance in solving Miss Lodis’ problems.”


  Telzey hesitated. It seemed to her there had been, in that instant, a completely improbable combination of factors, resulting in something like a psychic explosion. The fury pouring out of the dog’s mind might have set it off; and she’d been simply involved in it then, doing what she urgently wished to do, hut not at all controlling the fact that she was doing it, or how it was done.


  It had worked out very well; Gonwil and some other people and Chomir would be dead now if it hadn’t happened in just that way. But she wasn’t eager for another experience of the kind. The next time it might as easily work out very badly.


  She explained it to Dasinger as well as she could. He listened attentively, frowning now and then. At last, he said, “Perhaps you’d better look over the report on Mrs. Parlin’s assassin. Then I’ll explain what the situation seems to be now’.”


  Whether or not she’d actually gone to Beale in any physical sense during those few seconds, she hadn’t relaxed her mental hold on Chomir while she was doing it. And while that had saved lives, it had one drawback. When someone finally poured a stunblast into the big dog, the connection between them was strong enough to transmit echoes of the pounding shock to her brain. It knocked her out, but since she hadn’t absorbed the stunner physically the Kyth operatives brought her around again within minutes.


  Then, after she’d barely finished giving them the description of the man in Beale, along with the information that Pehanron College could be seen at a certain angle, roughly five miles away, from the window of the room he was in, some well-meaning character slipped her a sedative in a glass of water without stopping to inquire whether she wanted one. Conceivably, she appeared a little feverish and wild-eyed, as who wouldn’t, under such circumstances? At any rate, she was unconscious again before she knew what had occurred.


  The next time she awoke, eighteen hours had passed and she was in one of the cabins of the spacecruiser maintained by the Bank of Rienne for Gilas Amberdon’s use. They were in space, though not far from Orado: she was in bed, and a large woman in a nurse’s uniform was sitting next to the bed. The large woman informed her firmly that she would remain in bed until Mr. Amberdon’s physician had come out from the planet to examine her again. Telzey, with equal firmness, dismissed the nurse from the cabin, got dressed, and went out to learn what had taken place meanwhile.


  In the passage she encountered Dasinger, looking harried. The Kyth chief told her Gilas and Gonwil were in the communications cabin, involved in a ship-to-planet conference with Rienne’s legal department, and offered to bring her up to date.


  It appeared that the Kyth operatives dispatched to Beale early yesterday to look for Chomir’s menacing stranger had picked up their quarry very shortly after receiving Telzey’s description of him and of the area where he could be found. It had been a lucky break; he was on his way to the nearest spaceport by then. They learned his name was Vingarran, that he was a native of Askanam where he had some reputation as a trainer of arena animals; and that he had received an extremely attractive financial offer to come to Orado and apply for work in a high-priced veterinarian establishment in the town of Beale, where he presently would carry out a specific assignment. The vet’s was the place where Gonwil left Chomir regularly for his checkup and shots.


  In due time, acting on instructions, Vingarran drugged the big dog and planted a device in his brain, of a type sometimes used on Askanam fighting animals when the betting was heavy. Essentially, it was a telecontrolled miniature instrument which produced at will anything from a brief surge of anger to sustained insane fury. Animals so manipulated rarely lost a fight in which they were otherwise evenly matched, and cheating was almost impossible to prove because the instrument dissolved itself after fulfilling its function, leaving only microscopic scars in the brain tissue. After arousing Chomir from his drugged sleep, Vingarran tested his device and found it in good working order.


  Some months passed without further action. Then Vingarran received instructions to check the dog’s response again at the first available opportunity. He had done this from an aircar while Gonwil and Chomir were on one of their customary hikes in the hills. Following his report that the dog had reacted satisfactorily to minimum stimulus, he was told to wait for a signal which would be his cue to employ the instrument at full output for a period of five minutes, after which it was to be destroyed in the usual manner. This would conclude the services for which he had been hired.


  Vingarran had no real doubt that at least one person would be slaughtered by the white hound during those five minutes, that this was calculated murder. But he was being paid well enough to tell himself that what happened when he pushed down the control plunger was not his responsibility but that of his employers. And a few hours later, he would be on his way back to Askanam, and need never hear what the result of his action had been.


  The vendettist scare at the Tayun Consulate followed. Professionally, Dasinger regarded it as an unnecessary touch; the authorities investigating Gonwil’s death were certain to conclude that her giant pet had gone berserk and destroyed her with the savagery that could be expected of a fierce fighting breed. But the Parlins evidently preferred to have an alternate explanation ready if there were any questions. When Junior established that Gonwil was for the moment alone in a locked room with the dog, the signal was flashed to Vingarran to carry out his orders.


  It was a complete picture, except for the unfortunate fact mentioned by Dasinger: the man from Askanam simply did not have the faintest notion who had hired him or from what source his pay had come. He did not know the Parlins, had never seen one of them or heard their voices. He had been told what to do through the impersonal medium of a telewriter. The Kyth Agency would keep him under wraps; but there seemed to be no practical possibility of using him as a witness.


  Telzey asked, “Does Malrue know it didn’t work . . . that Gonwil didn’t get killed or hurt?”


  “She knows she couldn’t have been hurt seriously enough to incapacitate her,” Dasinger said. “She also knows we’re aware it was attempted murder, and who was behind it.”


  “Oh . . . how did she find out?”


  “Indirectly, from us. It couldn’t very well be avoided. Miss Lodis responded in a very level-headed manner after the situation had been explained to her and she was over the first feeling of shock about it. Junior’s call immediately before the dog’s attack fitted in too well with the rest of it to let her retain doubts about Mrs. Parlin’s guilt. She agreed at once to apply to become the legal ward of the Bank of Rienne. That made it possible for us to act freely on her behalf; but when her guardians on Tayun were notified of the move, it told them, of course, that Mrs. Parlin’s plans had miscarried and that they themselves were suspected of complicity. They must have warned the Parlins immediately.”


  “They didn’t argue about the bank becoming Gonwil’s guardian?” Telzey asked.


  “No. The thing had come into the open, and they realized it. Which is why we’re in space. It’s one way to make sure Miss Lodis is safe for the moment.”


  Telzey had a sinking feeling. “For the moment? You don’t think the Parlins might give up?”


  The detective shook his head. “Not after what we’ve learned about Mrs. Parlin. She’s playing for high stakes here. She’s planned for years to get Miss Lodis’ share in the company in her hands, and she won’t stop now simply because it can’t be done quietly any more. It’s reasonable to suppose she won’t be involved in future murder attempts herself, since that might get her into trouble. But all she has to do is set a high enough price on your friend’s head to attract professional sharpshooters. From now on, that’s what we’ll have to look for.”


  “But then . . .” Telzey paused. “Then what are we going to do?”


  “At present,” Dasinger said, “the matter is in the hands of Rienne’s attorneys. They’ll investigate all legal possibilities. That may take some days. That the Parlins are anticipating moves in that area is indicated by the fact that they’re assembled a legal staff of their own. But I don’t think they’re greatly worried by that approach.”


  He considered, added, “We’ll see what develops. I haven’t, of course, suggested to Miss Lodis that we might turn the situation into a registered private war. She’s still pretty badly shaken up by the treachery of the Parlin family, and particularly of Mrs. Parlin.”


  “You’re waiting to let her find out there’s nothing else she can do?” Telzey asked.


  “Perhaps I am,” Wellan Dasinger answered thoughtfully.


  Telzey shook her head.


  “She still won’t do it,” she said. “Not if it means killing Malrue Parlin.”


  “It would mean that,” Dasinger said. “We might simply frighten the lady into backing off. But it wouldn’t settle anything. Miss Lodis would never be safe from her again. Unless, of course, she simply turned her stock over to Mrs. Parlin, on Mrs. Parlin’s terms.”


  “She’d sooner do that,” Telzey said. Her skin was crawling.


  “Would you like to see it happen?”


  “No,” Telzey admitted.


  “Well, let’s let it rest there,” Dasinger said. “The lawyers may come up with something. Incidentally, you might see what you can do about Chomir, Miss Amberdon. He’s in rather bad shape.”


  “I thought he was all right again!” Telzey said, startled.


  “Oh. the stunner didn’t harm him, of course. I’ll take you there, and we’ll see what you think. If it weren’t ridiculous, I’d say he was suffering from a psychotic collapse, brought on by guilt. When Miss Lodis tries to talk to him, he looks away and pretends she isn’t there.”


  Dasinger’s diagnosis was accurate enough. Telzey found Chomir lost in a black stew of despondency. His memory of what had occurred after the rage stimulus began to blaze through his brain was a horrid muddle of impressions; but he knew the evil stranger had been nearby in his insubstantial way, and that he, Chomir, had done dreadful things. And the stranger had again escaped. Chomir felt miserably unable to face Gonwil.


  It might be possible actually to delete unpleasant memories from a mind, but Telzey hadn’t found out how to do it. However, it wasn’t difficult to blur out some remembered event until it was barely discernible, and then to shift over other little chunks of memory and imagination from here and there and work them together until, so far as the owner of the mind was concerned, a completely new memory had been created in place of the obscured one.


  After about an hour and a half, Chomir wasn’t even aware that he had been glooming about something a short while ago. When Gonwil showed up, having heard that Telzey had awakened and was with the dog, he was plainly back to normal behavior.


  Other problems, unfortunately, weren’t going to be as simple to solve. Gonwil felt that after the first round of conferences with the Bank of Rienne’s legal department the lawyers’ initial attitude of cautious optimism was beginning to fade. The possibility of bringing charges against the Parlin family in Federation court had been ruled out almost at once. A conviction could be obtained against Vingarran; but not, while their mind blocks protected them from subjective probes, against the Parlins. And there was, of course, no point in prosecuting Vingarran alone. It would be preferable to leave the Parlins unaware for the present of what had happened to their hireling from Askanam.


  Rienne’s attorneys regarded the prospects of a Transcluster Finance ethics hearing as somewhat more promising, though one would have to give detailed consideration to the evidence which might be presented for verification before forming a definite conclusion. If it could be shown in an ethics hearing that the Parlins had planned the murder of a business associate for profit, the results would be almost as satisfactory as a court conviction. Transcluster’s adjudicators could not route them through Rehabilitation, but they could order the confiscation of their holdings in Lodis Associates and block them for life from again playing an open role in the Hub’s financial world.


  The alternative—not infrequently chosen in such cases—was voluntary Rehabilitation. Rienne’s attorneys hoped that some connection could be established between the Parlin family and the death of various other members of Lodis Associates who had been known to be in opposition to them. Added to evidence obtained from the attempted murder of Gonwil Lodis, it might give them a case, though a most difficult one to prepare. The Verifier gave no consideration to probabilities and did not evaluate evidence aside from reporting that the mental information made available to it had showed a specific claim to be true or false, or had failed to show either its truth or falsity. Any facts obtained must, therefore, be carefully arranged into a pattern which would condemn the Parlins when confirmed by the mind machine. And that would take time.


  The truth of the matter probably was, Telzey thought, that a Verifier or its operators were capable of sizing up the merits of a case almost as soon as an ethics hearing began—if her calculations about the function and potential of the Psychology Service’s machines had come anywhere near the mark. But in dealing with them it could make no practical difference, because they wouldn’t admit to seeing more than they were supposed to see, even if it meant letting a hearing end in favor of someone like Malrue Parlin. Of course, they couldn’t have maintained their big secret otherwise. But it seemed very unlikely that the lawyers were going to dig up something in Malrule’s past which could coax a damaging report out of the machine. Malrue would have been as cautious about leaving no direct evidence of earlier murderous activities as she had been in her plans for Gonwil.


  The lawyers obviously weren’t counting on it either. Another matter they would investigate was the possibility of breaking the clause which effectively prevented Gonwil from selling her stock in Lodis Associates to anyone but another associate. If the Bank of Rienne acquired the stock, it would put an end to Malrue’s maneuverings. At the moment, however, it looked as if six or eight years of wrangling in Tayun courts might be required to force a favorable decision on the point.


  All in all, Telzey reflected, Dasinger’s pessimism was beginning to appear justified. And the mere fact that they were at present confined to the spacecruiser was an intimation of what it could be like to live for years on guard against some unknown assassin’s stroke, or hiding somewhere, shut off from normal existence. Dasinger might, as a matter of fact, have arranged the temporary retreat from Orado in part to demonstrate just that.


  When they gathered for dinner, she learned that Pehanron College, after being privately briefed by Rienne officials on the current state of affairs, had sent word it was co-operating by placing both Gonwil and Telzey on technical sick leave for as long as might be necessary.


  That seemed somehow the most decisive move of the day.


  After dinner, she retired early to her cabin. It was possible, as Dasinger had suggested, that the attorneys would still come up with a practical solution. But one clearly couldn’t depend on it.


  She sent out a thread of thought for Chomir, located him in the cruiser’s lounge with Gonwil and Gilas, and slipped back into his mind. It was as easy now as walking into a house to which one owned the key. When ship-night was sounded an hour or so later, she was with him as he followed Gonwil to her cabin. And quite a little later again, she knew Gonwil finally had found troubled sleep.


  Telzey withdrew from Chomir and put out the drifting telepathic probe which by and by would touch one of Gonwil’s sleeping thoughts and through it establish the first insubstantial bridge between their minds. Then, in a day or two, she would be in control of Gonwil’s mental activities, in the same unsuspected and untraceable way and as completely, as she was of Chomir’s.


  She felt uncomfortable about it. It hadn’t disturbed her at all to tap the minds of strangers, just to see what was in there and to experiment a little. Intruding on the private thoughts of a friend, secretly and uninvited, somehow seemed a very different matter.


  But the way things appeared to be going made it necessary now.


  It was a week before the subject of registering for a private war came up again; and now it wasn’t Dasinger’s suggestion. The bank’s attorneys recommended the move, though with obvious reluctance, to Gilas and Gonwil, as an apparently necessary one if Mrs. Parlin’s designs on Gonwil’s share in Lodis Associates were to be checked.


  By then, nobody, including Gonwil, was really surprised to hear it. It had been a frustrating week for the legal staff. While they felt they weren’t at the end of their resources, it was clear that Malrue Parlin had been prepared for years to face a day of reckoning. The investigators on Tayun reported many suspicious circumstances about her activities, but produced no scrap of evidence to connect the Parlins to them. Malrue had few allies with whom she had worked directly; and all of them had protected themselves as carefully as she did.


  Other approaches had brought equally negative results.


  The rule barring members of Lodis Associates from selling shares to outsiders before their fellows were given an opportunity to purchase them at a prohibitively low price was found to be backed in full by Tayun law. While Gonwil was still a child, the rule could have been set aside with relative ease, but there appeared to be no way around it now that she would be a legally responsible adult within a few months. The minor shareholders in the concern had declined offers of her stock at something approximating its present value, and indicated they would have no interest in it at any price. They clearly didn’t intend to get into Malrue Parlin’s game.


  The Parlins were still on Orado, equipped with a formidable bodyguard and an equally formidable corps of lawyers, both imports from Tayun who evidently had preceded Malrue and her husband here, to be brought into action if needed. But Malrue had made no immediate moves. She might be satisfied to let Gonwil’s supporters find out for themselves that her legal position was unassailable.


  Telzey had remained a detached observer of these developments, realizing they were running uncomfortably close to Dasinger’s predictions. She was giving most of her time to Gonwil. Her previous investigations of human minds had been brief and directed as a rule to specific details, but she felt there was reason to be very careful here.


  What was going on inside Gonwil’s blond head nowadays wasn’t good. Harm had been done, and Telzey was afraid to tamper with the results, to attempt the role of healer. It wasn’t a simple matter of patching up a few memories as with Chomir; there was too much she didn’t understand. Gonwil would have to do her own healing, at least at the start, and to an extent she was doing it. During the first day or two, her thoughts had a numbed quality to them. Outwardly she acquiesced in everything, was polite, smiled occasionally. But something had been shattered; and she was waiting to see what the people about her would do, how they intended to put all the pieces together again. When she thought of Cousin Malrule’s treachery, it was in a puzzled, childish manner.


  Then, gradually, she began to understand that the pieces weren’t simply going to be put together again now. This ugliness could go on indefinitely, excluding her meanwhile from normal human life.


  The realization woke Gonwil up. Until then, most of the details of the situation about her had been blurred and without much meaning. Now she started to look them over carefully, and they became obvious enough.


  The efforts of Rienne’s lawyers to find a satisfactory solution had begun to bog down because this was a matter which the Federation’s laws did not adequately cover. She had been one of the Hub’s favored and pampered children but in part that was now the reason she was being forced towards the edge of a no man’s land where survival depended on oneself and one’s friends. Unless something quite unexpected happened, she, Gonwil, would soon have to decide exactly what the future would be like.


  The thought startled her, but she accepted it. There was a boy in the Federation Navy, a cadet, she’d met the previous summer, who played a part in her considerations. So did Telzey, and Dasinger and his agency, and Malrue and her husband and Junior, and the group of professional gunmen they’d brought in from Tayun to be their bodyguards. All of them would be affected in one way or another by what she agreed to. She must be very careful to make no mistake.


  Gonwil, seen directly in her reflections and shifts of feeling now that she’d snapped out of the numbed shock, seemed more likable than ever to Telzey. But she didn’t like at all what was almost surely coming.


  It came. Mainly perhaps for the purpose of having it on record, Rienne’s legal department had notified the Parlin’s lawyers in Orado City that Miss Lodis desired to dispose of her stock in Lodis Associates. A reply two days later stated that Malrue Parlin, though painfully affected by Miss Lodis’ estrangement from herself and her family, was willing to take over the stock. She was not unmindful of her right to purchase at the original value, but would pay twice that, solely to accommodate Miss Lodis.


  In Telzey’s opinion, the legal department flipped when it read the reply. It had, of course, been putting up with a good deal during the week. It called promptly for a planet-to-ship general conference, and pointed out that the sum Malrue offered was approximately a tenth of the real value of Gonwil’s share in the concern. In view of the fact that an attempt to murder Miss Lodis already had been made, Mrs. Parlin’s reply must be considered not a bonafide offer but a form of extortion. A threat was implied.


  However, Mrs. Parlin might be showing more confidence than she felt. If violence again entered the picture, she was now not invulnerable. To some extent, at least, she was bluffing. To counter the bluff, she should be shown unmistakably that Miss Lodis was determined to defend herself and her interests by whatever means were necessary.


  The legal department’s advice at this point must be to have Miss Lodis register the fact that against her wishes she had become involved in a private war with the Parlin family, and that she was appointing the Kyth Agency to act as her agent in this affair. The events and investigations of the past week provided more than sufficient grounds for the registration, and its purpose would go beyond making it clear to the Parlins that from now on they would be in jeopardy no less than Miss Lodis. It had been discovered that while the rule which prevented the sale of Lodis Associates stock outside the concern could not be broken in court, it could be rescinded by a two-thirds majority vote of the shareholders, and Miss Lodis and the Parlin family between them controlled more than two thirds of the stock. No doubt, forcible means would be required to persuade the Parlins to agree to the action; but the agreement would be valid if obtained in that manner under the necessities of a registered private war. Miss Lodis could then sell her shares at full value to the Bank of Rienne or a similar institution, which would end the Parlins’ efforts to obtain them, and take her out of danger.


  Registration, the legal department added, was a serious matter, of course, and Miss Lodis should give it sufficient thought before deciding to sign the application they had prepared. On the other hand, it might be best not to delay more than a day or two. The Parlins’ attitude showed she would be safe only so long as they did not know where she was.


  “Has she discussed it with you?” Dasinger asked.


  Telzey looked at him irritably. Her nerves had been on edge since the conference ended. Things had taken a very unsatisfactory turn. If Malrue Parlin would only drop dead—


  She shook her head. “She’s been in her room. We haven’t talked about it yet.”


  Dasinger studied her face. “Your father and I,” he remarked, “aren’t entirely happy about having her register for a private war.”


  “Why not? I thought you . . .”


  He nodded. “I know. But in view of what you said, I’ve been watching her, and I’m inclined to agree now that she might be too civilized for such methods. It’s a pleasant trait, though it’s been known to be a suicidal one.”


  He hesitated, went on. “Aside from that, a private war is simply the only practical answer now. And it would be best to act at once while the Parlin family is together and on Orado. If we wait till they scatter, it will be the devil’s own job roping them in again. I think I can guarantee that none of the three will be physically injured. As for Miss Lodis’ feelings about it, we—your father and I—assume that your ability to handle emotional disturbances isn’t limited to animals.”


  Telzey shifted uneasily in her chair. Her skull felt tight; she might be getting a headache. She wondered why she didn’t tell the detective to stop worrying. Gonwil had found her own solution before the conference was over. She wouldn’t authorize a private war for any purpose. No matter how expertly it was handled, somebody was going to get killed when two bands of armed men came into conflict, and she didn’t want the responsibiiltv for it.


  Neither did she want to run and hide for years to keep Malrue from having her killed. The money wasn’t worth it.


  So the logical answer was to accept Malrue’s offer and let her have the stock and control of Lodis Associates. Gonwil could get along very well without it. And she wouldn’t have consented to someone’s death to keep it.


  Gonwil didn’t know why she hadn’t told them that at the conference, though Telzey did. Gonwil had intended to speak, then suddenly forgot her intention. Another few hours, Telzey had thought, to make sure there wasn’t some answer as logical as surrender but more satisfactory. A private war didn’t happen to be it.


  She realized she’d said something because Dasinger was continuing. Malrue Parlin appeared to have played into their hands through overconfidence . . .


  That, Telzey thought, was where they were wrong. The past few days had showed her things about Gonwil which had remained partly unrevealed in two years of friendship. But a shrewd and purposeful observer like Malrue Parlin, knowing Gonwil since her year of birth, would be aware of them.


  Gonwil didn’t simply have a prejudice against violence; she was incapable of it. Malrue knew it. It would have suited her best if Gonwil died in a manner which didn’t look like murder, or at least didn’t turn suspicion on the Parlins. But she needn’t feel any concern because she had failed in that. The shock of knowing that murder had been tried, of realizing that more of that kind of thing would be necessary if Malrue was to be stopped, would be enough. It wasn’t so much fear as revulsion—a need to draw away from the ugly business. Gonwil would give in.


  Cousin Malrue hadn’t been overconfident. She’d simply known exactly what would happen.


  Anger was an uncomfortable thing. Telzey’s skin crawled with it. Dasinger asked a question, and she said something which must have made sense because he smiled briefly and nodded, and went on talking. But she didn’t remember then w-hat the question had been or what she had replied. For a moment, her vision blurred and the room seemed to rock. It w-as almost as if she’d heard Malrue Parlin laughing nearby, already savoring her victory, sure she’d placed herself beyond reprisal.


  Malrue winning out over Gonwil like that w-as a thing that couldn’t be accepted, and she’d prevented Gonwil from admitting it. But she was unable to do what Gilas and Dasinger expected now: change Gonwil’s opinions around until she agreed cheerfully to whatever arrangements they made—and if people got killed during her private war, well, that would be too bad but it had been made inevitable by the Parlins’ criminal greed and the Federation’s sloppy laws, hadn’t it?


  It was quite possible to do, but not by changing a few of Gonwil’s civilized though unrealistic attitudes. It could be done only by twisting and distorting whatever was Gonwil. And that, of course, wouldn’t ever be undone again.


  Malrue laughed once more, mocking and triumphant, and it was like pulling a trigger. Dasinger still seemed to be talking somewhere, but the room had shifted and disappeared. She was in a darkness where laughter echoed and black electric gusts swirled heavily around her, looking out at a tall, handsome woman in a group of people. Behind Telzey, something rose swiftly, black and towering like a wave about to break, curving over towards the woman.


  Then there was a violent, wrenching effort of some sort.


  She was back in her chair, shaking, her face wet with sweat, with a sense of having stopped at the last possible instant. The room swam past her eyes and it seemed, as something she half recalled, that Dasinger had just left, closing the door behind him, still unaware that anything out of the ordinary was going on with Telzey. But she wasn’t completely alone. A miniature figure of the Psionic Cop hovered before her face, gesticulating and mouthing inaudible protests. He looked ridiculous, Telzey thought. She made a giggling noise at him, shaking her head, and he vanished.


  She got out a handkerchief and dabbed at her face. She felt giddy and weak. Dasinger had noticed nothing, so she hadn’t really gone anywhere physically, even for a second or two. Nevertheless, on Orado half a million miles away, Malrue Parlin, laughing and confident in a group of friends or guests, had been only moments from invisible, untraceable death. If that wave of silent energy had reached her, she would have groaned and staggered and fallen, while her companions stared, sensing nothing.


  What created the wave? She hadn’t done it consciously—but it would be a good thing to remember not to let hot, foggy anger become mixed with a psi impulse again! She wasn’t Gonwil, but to put somebody to death in that manner would be rather horrid. And the weakness in her suggested that it mightn’t be healthy for the psi who did it, unless he had something like the equipment of that alien in the university’s habitat museum.


  At any rate, her anger had spent itself now. The necessity of doing something to prevent Gonwil’s surrender remained.


  And then it occurred to Telzey how it might be done.


  She considered a minute or two, and put out a search-thought for Chomir, touched his mind and slipped into it. Groping about briefly, she picked up the artificial memory section she’d installed to cover the disturbing events in the Kyth Agency’s hideout.


  She had worked the section in rather carefully. Even if Chomir had been a fairly introspective and alert human being, he might very well have accepted it as what had happened. But it wasn’t likely that an intruding telepath who studied the section at all closely would be fooled. She certainly wouldn’t be. It seemed a practical impossibility to invest artificial memories with the multitudinous, interconnected, coherent detail which characterized actual events. Neither was the buried original memory really buried when one began to search for it. It could be brought out and developed again.


  And if such constructions couldn’t fool her, could they fool a high-powered psionic mind-reading device, built for the specific purpose of finding out what somebody really thought, believed and remembered . . . such as, for instance, Transcluster Finance’s verifying machines?


  They couldn’t, of course.


  Telzey sat still again a while, biting her lip, frowning, mentally checking over a number of things. Then she went to look for Gilas.


  “It’s a completely outrageous notion!” her father said a short while later, his tone still somewhat incredulous. He glanced over at Dasinger, who had been listening intently, cleared his throat. “However, let’s look at it again. You say you can manufacture ‘memories’ in the dog’s mind which can’t be distinguished from things he actually remembers?”


  “I can’t tell any difference,” Telzey said. “And I don’t see how a Verifier could.”


  “Possibly it couldn’t,” Gilas said. “But we don’t really know what such a machine is doing.”


  “Well, we know what it does in an ethics hearing,” Telzey said. “Supposing it did see they were fake memories. What would happen?”


  Gilas hesitated, said slowly: “The Verifier would report that it had found nothing to show that the Parlins were connected in any way with the attempt to use Chomir to commit murder. It would report nothing else. It can produce relevant evidence, including visual and auditory effects, to substantiate a claim it has accepted. But it can’t explain or show why it is rejecting a claim. To do that would violate the conditions under which it operates.”


  Dasinger said quietly, “That’s it. We can’t lose anything. And if it works, we’d have them! Vingarran is the only one who can prove the Parlins never came near his device. But we’re keeping him out of sight, and the Parlins can’t admit they know he exists without damning themselves! And they can’t obtain verification for their own claims of innocence . . .”


  “Because of their mind blocks!” Gilas concluded. His mouth quirked for an instant; then his face was sober again. “We will, of course, consider every last detail of this scheme from every possible angle before we make a decision. Telzey, go and get Gonwil. We want her in on it, and no one else.” He looked at Dasinger. “What will we tell the lawyers?”


  Dasinger considered. “That we feel an ethics hearing should be on the record to justify declaring a private war,” he said. “They won’t like it, of course . . . they know it isn’t necessary.”


  “No,” Gilas agreed, “but it’s a good enough excuse. And if they set it up for that purpose, it will cover the steps we’ll have to take.”


  VII


  “The statements made by this witness have been neither confirmed nor disproved by verification.”


  The expressionless face of the chief adjudicator of the Transcluster ethics hearing disappeared from the wall screen of the little observer’s cubicle before Telzey as he ended his brief announcement. She frowned, turned her right hand over, palm up, glanced at the slender face of the timepiece in the strap of her wrist-talker.


  It had taken less than two minutes for Transcluster’s verification machine to establish that it could find nothing in the mind of Rodel Parlin the Twelfth relevant to the subject matter it had been instructed to investigate, and to signal this information to the hearing adjudicators. Junior, visible in the Verifier’s contact chamber which showed in the far left section of the screen, had not reacted noticeably to the announcement. It could hardly have been a surprise to him. His parents had preceded him individually to the chamber to have their claims of being innocent of homicidal intentions towards Gonwil Lodis submitted to test, with identical results. Only the stereotyped wording of the report indicated in each case that the machine had encountered mental blocks which made verification impossible. From the Parlins’ point of view, that was good enough. The burden of proof rested with their accusers; and they simply had no proof. The demand for an ethics hearing had been a bluff, an attempt perhaps to get a better price for Gonwil’s capitulation. If so, it had failed.


  The central screen view was shifting back to the hexagonal hall where the Verifier was housed. It appeared almost empty. A technician sat at the single control console near the center, while the machine itself was concealed behind the walls. When he brought it into operation, the far end of the hall came alive with a day-bright blur of shifting radiance, darkening to a sullen red glow as he shut the machine off again. So far, that and the reports of the chief adjudicator had been the only evidence of the Verifier’s function; and the play of lights might be merely window dressing, designed to make the proceedings more impressive. It had to be that, Telzey thought, if her speculations about the machine were right. It wasn’t really being switched on and off here, but working round the clock, absorbing uncensored information constantly from hundreds or thousands of minds, and passing it on.


  But watching the hall darken again as the technician turned away from the console and began to talk into a communicator, Telzey acknowledged to herself that she felt a shade less certain now of the purpose for which the Psychology Service was quietly distributing its psionic machines about the Hub. Gilas was in the observation cubicle next to hers, with two of Rienne’s attorneys; while Gonwil waited with Dasinger and a few Kyth men in some other section of the great Transcluster finance complex for a summons from the adjudicators to take Chomir to the contact chamber. The hearing had been under way for a little over an hour.


  That was the puzzling point. She had come in nervously ready for an indication that the Verifier and the human minds behind it knew what she had been up to before the hearing even began. Her own thoughts were camouflaged; but Gonwil, Gilas and Dasinger were unconsciously broadcasting the information that she was a psi who had manipulated the memories of a hearing witness in a manner calculated to trick the verification machine into making a false report.


  While it was the only way left to get at Malrue, the Psychology Service certainly must consider it as flagrant a violation of their rules against the independent use of psionics as could be imagined. But, so far as Telzey could tell, nothing happened then . . . nothing, at any rate, that didn’t conform in every detail to what was generally assumed to happen at an ethics hearing. The hearing got off to an unhurried and rather dull start. One of Rienne’s attorneys formally presented the general charge against the Parlins—they had planned and attempted to carry out the murder of Gonwil Lodis for financial gain. He brought out background data on Lodis Associates to show the motive, displayed the device used to throw Chomir into a killing rage, explained the purpose for which similar instruments were employed on Askanam. A description of the occurrence in the Kyth Agency’s hideout followed, including Gonwil’s preceding conversation with Junior by the personalized communicator he had sent her, though naturally excluding Telzey’s role in checking the dog’s attack until a guard had been able to stun him.


  Then the specific charge was made. The Parlins had caused the demonstrated device to be used on the dog at a moment when they could assume it would result in Gonwil Lodis’ death, leaving no indication that her death had been planned.


  From what Telzey had heard, it was the standard sort of introduction. An ethics hearing developed like a game of skill, unfolding from formalized beginnings, and it wasn’t until after a few moves and countermoves had been made that significant revelations could be expected. On this occasion, however, the Parlins’ attorneys evidently felt they could afford to skip such cautious preliminaries. It was clear now that Vingarran had been captured before he could leave Orado and had talked; but while he presumably would appear as a witness, nothing he knew could endanger the Parlins’ position. The attorneys announced that their three principals denied the charges and wished to testify to their innocence under verification if the commercial mind blocks they employed would permit this.


  Having demonstrated then that the mind blocks, as a matter of fact, did not permit it, the Parlins had retired to wait out the rest of the hearing unchallenged.


  Which meant that the next witness up should be Chomir.


  The use of an animal as a verification witness had been cleared in advance with the adjudicators. It was not without precedent; Chomir would be admitted even if, for some reason, the opposing attorneys objected, and objections weren’t expected. The Verifier would be instructed only to establish whether anything could be found in the dog’s memory to show the Parlin family had been directly responsible for the murder device planted in his brain.


  It was what she had planned. But she had expected to have some intimation by now of what the Verifier’s reaction to their doctored witness would be. And there’d been nothing . . .


  Telzey leaned forward suddenly and switched off the central screen and voice transmitters. It might still be several minutes before Chomir was taken to the contact chamber. They’d been told he would be doped first to keep him quiet while the machine carried out its work.


  She shifted in the chair, laid her hands, palms down, on the armrests, and closed her eyes. The psi bubble about her mind opened. Her awareness expanded out cautiously into the Transcluster complex.


  It wasn’t quiet there. Psi whispered, murmured, muttered, in an incessant meaningless trickling from the swarms of humanity which crowded the vast Central. But that seemed to be all. The unaware insect buzz of thousands of minds faded, swelled, faded monotonously; and nothing else happened. She could detect no slightest hint of an active telepath, mechanical or human, nearby.


  She didn’t know what it meant. She opened her eyes again, nerves on edge; and as the psi whisperings receded from her awareness, the side screen showed her Chomir already standing in the contact chamber, looking sleepy and bored. She reached out quickly, switched the center screen back on.


  Pitch-blackness appeared before her, gleaming with a suggestion of black glass. After a puzzled instant, Telzey realized she must be looking at the projection field within which the Verifier sometimes produced impressions connected with the search it was conducting. The field hadn’t come into action when the Parlins were in the chamber; there had been nothing to show. Its appearance in the screen now indicated the machine had begun its work on the dog.


  Too late to stop it; she could give Gilas no plausible reason for interrupting the hearing at this point. She watched the screen, waiting, her hands gripping the chair.


  There was a sudden strong impression of somebody looking at her. Automatically, Telzey glanced around at the blank wall of the cubicle. No one was there, but the feeling persisted.


  Then she knew Transcluster’s Verifier had found her.


  Her left hand made a panicky flick to her wrist-talker, jabbed down a tiny button. Why had she imagined it would be similar to a human mind, the mind of any living being? This was like being stared at by the sea. And like a vast, cold sea wave it was coming towards her. The bubble snapped tight.


  Ordinarily, it might give only a splinter of its attention to the ethics hearings for which it was supposedly here, and to the relatively unimportant people involved in them; so perhaps it wasn’t until this moment that it had become aware some telepathic meddler had been at work on the animal mind it was to investigate . . . and that the meddler was present at the hearing. In any event, it was after the meddler now.


  The cold psi wave reached the bubble, rolled over it, receded, came again. An unprotected mind must have been flooded in an instant. As it was, Telzey stayed untouched. It closed over the bubble again, and now it remained.


  It might have lasted only for seconds. There was a sense of weight building up, of slow, monstrous pressures, shifting, purposefully applied. Then the pressures relaxed and withdrew.


  The machine mind was still there, watching. She had the feeling that others watched through it.


  She brought out the thought record she had prepared for them, and flicked the bubble shielding away from it. And if that let them see she had never been so scared in her life, the thought record still spoke for itself.


  “Take a good look!” she invited.


  Almost instantly, she was alone.


  Her eyes fastened, somewhat blurrily, on the projection field in the screen. Colors were boiling up in it. Then there was a jarring sensation of opening alien eyes and looking out from them.


  How it was done Telzey couldn’t imagine. But she, and presumably everyone else watching the verification field at that moment, was suddenly aware of being inside Chomir’s head. There came a reddish flash, then a wave of rage building up swiftly to blazing fury. The fury receded again.


  A picture came into being, in glimpsed fragments and scraps of almost nightmarish vividness, of the white-walled room in which Chomir had found himself when he awoke with the microscopic Askanam device freshly inserted in his brain. As he had done then, he was pacing swiftly and irritably about the room, the walls and a semitransparent energy barrier at one end flowing past him in the projection field.


  Again came the red flash, followed by the surge of rage. The dog stopped in mid-stride, head swinging towards the barrier. A figure moved vaguely behind the barrier. He hurled himself at it.


  The barrier flung him back, once, twice. As he came smashing up against it for the third time, the scene suddenly froze.


  At this distance, only inches away, the energy field was completely transparent. Three people stood in the section of the room beyond, Rodel Parlin the Twelfth a few feet ahead of his parents, right hand holding an instrument, a small but readily recognizable one. His thumb was on a plunger of the instrument, pressing it down. All three stared at the dog.


  The projection field went blank.


  For a second, Telzey had the feeling of somebody’s screams echoing through her thoughts. It was gone immediately, so she couldn’t be sure. But precisely how Malrue Parlin was reading to what she had just seen in the Verifier’s projection field was obviously of no particular importance now.


  Telzey put the tip of her left forefinger on the second of the two little buttons she’d had installed recently in her wrist-talker, and pushed it gently down.


  A ComWeb chimed persistently. Half awake, Telzey frowned. She had been dreaming, and there seemed to have been something important about the dream because she was trying to hang on to it. But it faded from her awareness like a puff of thin smoke, and she couldn’t recall what it had been. She woke up all the way just as the ComWeb went silent.


  And where was she? Couch in the semidark of a big, comfortable room, rustic type, with the smell of pine trees . . . The far wall was a single window and it was night outside. Moving pinpoints of light and a steadier radiance glittered through a pale, ghostly swirling . . .


  Tor Heights . . .


  Of course! Tor Heights, the mountain sports resort . . . in starshine with a snowstorm moving past. With the hearing over, Gilas had suggested she go ahead with Chomir and rent a cabin here, so she and Gonwil could relax from recent stresses for a few days before returning to Pehanron College. He and Gonwil would stay on until the posthearing arrangements with the Transcluster adjudicators and the Parlins’ attorneys had been concluded, and then follow. After she’d secured the cabin and fed Chomir, she found herself getting sleepy and curled up for a nap.


  That might have been a couple of hours ago.


  As she climbed off the couch, the ComWeb began chiming again in the adjoining room. This time the summons was accompanied by Chomir’s attention-requesting rumble. Glancing at her watch, Telzey ran to take the call. She switched on the instrument, and Gonwil’s face appeared in the screen, eyes big and sober.


  “Hi!” she said. “Your father and I are leaving Draise in about twenty minutes, Telzey. Thought I’d let you know.”


  “Everything over?” Telzey asked.


  “Not quite. They still have a lot of details to settle, but they don’t need us around for that. What made it all very simple was that Malrue and Rodel Senior signed up for voluntary rehabilitation, rather than take Transcluster’s penalties.” She hesitated. “I almost feel sorry for them now.”


  “Don’t be an idiot,” Telzey said thoughtfully. “They’ve had it coming for years.”


  “I know. But still . . . well, I couldn’t have done it! Not to keep from losing the money.”


  Telzey admitted she couldn’t have done it either. “What about Junior?”


  Gonwil smiled briefly. “He wasn’t having any! He told the adjudicators losing his Lodis holdings still would leave him enough to be a playboy the rest of his life, and he couldn’t care less about getting placed on Transcluster’s black list. The adjudicators said he was practically frothing! Apparently, they were all in a severe state of shock when the hearing ended.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Telzey said. She didn’t find herself feeling in the least sorry for the Parlins. “How will you like having Malrue back in Lodis Associates after they let her out of Rehabilitation?”


  “I don’t know just how I would feel about it,” Gonwil said, “but I won’t be there when she comes back. That ruling’s been canceled, and I’m selling to the Bank of Rienne. I decided I’m not really cut out to he a Tayun financier. Besides, I’ve . . . oh, started to develop other interests.”


  “Like in the Federation Navy?” Telzey asked.


  Gonwil colored slightly. “Perhaps.”


  After she had switched off, Telzey found and pushed the button which started the big fireplace in the main room going, then another button which let the sound of the soft, roaring rush of the storm pass through the cabin. She got a glass of milk and sat down reflectively with it before the fire.


  Of course, the Parlins had realized they’d lost the hearing as soon as they saw themselves in the projection field. They must have nearly gone out of their minds for a while. But they couldn’t prove they’d never been in such a room with Chomir, and to dispute a Verifier’s report was useless. What had happened seemed impossible! But they were trapped, and they knew it.


  Nevertheless, Telzey thought, it was very unlikely the senior Parlins would have preferred rehabilitation to losing their Lodis stock—if it had been left up to them. That was what had jolted Gonwil: she knew such a decision didn’t really go with the kind of people they were. But it couldn’t be explained to her, or to anybody else, that the decision hadn’t been their own.


  Telzey sipped meditatively at her milk. Clear and obvious in the thought record she’d displayed to the Verifier, and to whatever Psychology Service agents were studying her through their machine, was the information that unless a certain thing was done and certain other things were not done, vast numbers of copies of a report she’d deposited in an nondirect mailing vault would be dumped into the nondirect system within minutes, tagged with randomly selected delivery dates extending up to fifteen years in the future.


  On any day, during that fifteen-year period, there might show up at some of the Hub’s more prominent news services a concise statement, with data appended, of every significant fact she had deducted or suspected concerning psis and psionics in the Hub, and particularly of the role the Psychology Service and its psionic machines appeared to be playing. The first such missive to reach its destination should make quite a splash throughout the Hub.


  So she’d blackmailed a department of the Overgovernment, and while they mightn’t relish it much, frankly, it felt good. Among the things they weren’t to do was to try to take control of her, mentally or physically. And the thing to be done, of course, was to see to it that the Parlins were found guilty at the ethics hearing of the crime they’d planned, even though the method of convicting them might be open to question.


  Considering the Verifier’s ability to scan minds at large, they must have been aware by then that the Parlins were guilty, though they wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help out Gonwil if they hadn’t been forced to it. Being forced to it, they turned in a fast, artistic job, using Telzey’s fabrication but adding a number of lifelike touches she couldn’t have provided, and presenting it in a convincing dramatic manner.


  Then they’d had to take immediate additional action to keep the stunned Parlins from wailing loudly enough to raise doubts about the infallibility of the ethics hearing procedures. As she knew from experience, the psionic machies were very good at installing on-the-spot compulsions.


  So Malrue and her husband had applied for rehabilitation. The machines in the rehabilitation center would take it from there. The Psychology Service might have exempted Junior as being too much of a lightweight to worry about, but they certainly had seen to it that he wouldn’t do any talking.


  So far, so good, Telzey thought. She put down the glass of milk and slipped off her shoes. Chomir had strolled in from the next room and settled himself in front of her, and she placed her feet on his back now, kneading the thick, hard slabs of muscle with toes and heels. He grunted comfortably.


  Gonwil’s difficulties were over. And now where did she stand with the Psychology Service?


  She considered it a while. Essentially, they seemed to be practical people, so they shouldn’t be inclined to hold grudges. But she would look like a problem to them.


  She’d reduced the problem as much as possible. Letting somebody look into sections of your mind was a good deal more satisfactory than making promises when you were out to create an atmosphere of confidence. If they could see what you really intended, they didn’t worry about cheating.


  The Psychology Service knew now she wouldn’t give away any of their secrets unless they forced her to it—which again was a practical decision on her part. She couldn’t talk about them to Gonwil or her parents or Dasinger because their minds would be an open book any time they came near a psionic machine, and if she had told them too much, they might be in trouble then.


  And in her own interest, she had no intention of telling people in general what she knew about psis—not, at least, until she understood a great deal more of what she’d be talking about.


  Again, so far, so good.


  Then there was the matter of having threatened to use the nondirect mailing system to expose them. She hadn’t let them see whether she intended to give up that arrangement or not. As a matter of fact, the package of prepared reports had been destroyed shortly before she set off for Tor Heights, because of the risk of something going wrong accidentally and, not inconceivably, changing the course of Federation history as a result. They probably had expected her to do it, but they couldn’t be sure. And even if they were, they didn’t know what else she might have cooked up.


  So the probability was they would decide it was wisest to leave her alone as long as she didn’t disturb their plans. For her part, she would be very happy to leave them alone providing they didn’t start trying to run her life again. No doubt, they could have taught her what she wanted to know about psionics; but their price looked like more than she was willing to pay. And she didn’t seem to be doing too badly at teaching herself.


  The Federation of the Hub was a vast area, after all. Aside from occasional contacts with their mechanized spy network, there was no real reason, Telzey concluded, why she and the Psychology Service should ever run into each other again.


  Satisfied, she reached around for a couch cushion, placed it behind her neck, wriggled into a different position, laid her head back and closed her eyes. Might as well go on napping until Gilas and Gonwil arrived. On checking in here, she’d been told that float-ski conditions were perfect, so tomorrow should be a quite strenuous day . . .


  Abruptly, she found herself sitting bolt upright again, eyes wide open, while Chomir grumbled at her feet about all this shifting around.


  She had drifted straight back into the dream out of which the ComWeb had roused her twenty minutes before. It had been another dream about the Psionic Cop. He’d appeared almost completely faded out, hardly more than a transparent outline of what he’d been; and Telzey had informed him, perhaps a trifle smugly, that he might just as well vanish for good now. Since she’d let the Psychology Service know she could block out snoopers, there was no further point in his hanging around her.


  And the ghostly Cop had nodded very seriously, and said, “Yes, we were greatly pleased to discover you had been able to develop such an effective defensive measure, Miss Amberdon! It was one of the things we had to find out about you. You see, it will be necessary . . .”


  Telzey bit her lip uneasily, staring at the quietly dancing fire, listening to the soft moan of the snow winds over Tor Heights. An eerie little chill began to slide up and down her spine.


  It has been just a dream—probably! It didn’t have to mean anything.


  But supposing it hadn’t been just a dream . . .


  Necessary—what?


  CLEAN SLATE


  If you wipe off a cluttered blackboard, there is lots of room to imprint new information. Can a human brain be treated the same way? Can you make a superman if you start with a . . .


  DR. Eileen Randall put the telephone down, said to George Hair, “It will still be a few minutes, I’m afraid, Mr. Hair.” She smiled ruefully. “It’s very embarrassing that the Director of ACCED should have to let his own employer, the government’s Administrator of Education, wait to see him! But Dr. Curtice didn’t know you were coming until an hour ago, of course.”


  “I quite understand, Dr. Randall,” George Hair said politely. Eileen Randall, he thought, was not in the least embarrassed by the situation; and it was not the first time he had waited here to see Curtice. But her attitude interested him. She was belligerently loyal to Curtice, and her manner toward himself, on the other occasions they had met, had been one of cool hostility.


  Today, there was an air of excitment about her, and something else which had drawn Hair’s attention immediately. She was a lean, attractive, blackhaired woman in her thirties, normally quiet, certainly not given to coy ruefulness with visitors. But he would have said that during the fifteen minutes he had been here, Dr. Randall had been playing a game with him, at least from her point of view. Back of it was a new level of self-assurance. She felt, he decided, somewhat contemptuous of him today.


  It meant the ACCED group believed they had gained some very significant advantage against him . . .


  “What did you think of the dog?” she asked, smiling.


  “An amazing animal!” Hair said. “I would not have believed such a performance was possible. I’m taking it for granted, of course, that the uncanny intelligence it demonstrated in carrying out your instructions is again a result of combined SELAM and ACCED techniques . . . Or perhaps Dr. Curtice has developed an entirely new educational approach?”


  “New in the extent to which selective amnesia was carried in the dog, Mr. Hair,” Dr. Randall told him. “In this case, the memory impressions of every experience it had had since its birth were deleted from its brain before retraining began. The training methods otherwise were exactly the ones we have used on dogs for the past six years. The results, as you saw, go far beyond anything we have accomplished with animals before, due to the preliminary complete amnesia.”


  “Indeed?” Hair said. “I’m sure I’ve had the impression from Dr. Curtice that it was impossible to induce a complete and permanent amnesia by the use of instruments without actually destroying brain tissue.”


  Dr. Randall gave him a look of gleeful malice. “It was impossible until early this year, Mr. Hair! That’s when Dr. Curtice made the first full-scale tests of several new instruments he’s had under development for some time. It’s quite possible now.” She put her hand out to the telephone. “Should I call the main laboratory again? Of course, they will let us know as soon as he . . .


  “Of course,” George Hair said. “No, no need to call them again, Dr. Randall.” He smiled. “And it isn’t really necessary, you know, for you to entertain me while I’m waiting, although I appreciate your having taken the time for it. If there’s something else you should be doing, please don’t let the fact that I’m here interfere with your work.”


  THIS was, George Hair told himself, looking out of the fourth-story window of the ACCED Building at the river below, a bad situation. A very bad situation.


  It was clear that Curtice intended to use the complete amnesia approach on human subjects next, and Eileen Randall would not have spoken and behaved as she had if the ACCED group weren’t already certain they had Wirt Sebert’s backing for their plan—possibly even Mallory’s.


  And he would have to voice his unequivocal opposition to it. He could not do anything else. ACCED had never served any useful purpose but that of a political tool and the purpose had been achieved at an inexcusable expense in distorted fives. When applied to human beings, it was a failure, a complete failure. And now the fact could no longer be covered up by new developments and accomplishments with dogs.


  Politically, of course, a promising new development in the program, if it could be presented in a convincing manner, was almost required now. It would be a very poor time to acknowledge failure openly. Governor Wingfield had been using rumors about ACCED as another means of weakening the Administration’s position and creating a general demand for new elections; and this year, for the first time in the fifteen years since the Takeover, the demand might grow too strong to be ignored. A public admission that the ACCED program had not produced, and could not produce, the results which had been expected of it might make the difference, as Wingfield understood very well.


  ACCED—accelerated education—had been Wirt Sebert’s idea to begin with. Or rather, many ideas for it had been around, but they had never been systematized, coordinated, or applied on a large scale; and Sebert had ordered all that done. After the Takeover, the need for a major evolution of the educational system was obvious. The working details of Earth’s civilization had become so complex that not enough people were able to understand them well enough to avoid continuous breakdowns. Immediate changes in simplifying organization, in centralizing communication had been made, which had helped. But they could not be expected to remedy matters indefinitely. What was needed in the long run was an army of highly trained men and women capable of grasping the multifactored problems of civilization as they arose, capable of intelligent interaction and of making the best possible use of one another’s skills and knowledge.


  ACCED was to have been the answer to that. Find the way, Wirt Sebert had said, to determine exactly what information was needed, what was essential, and then find the way to hammer it into young brains by the hundreds of thousands. Nothing less would do.


  So ACCED came into being. It was a project that caught the public’s imagination. For three years, a succession of people headed it. Then Richard Curtice was brought in, a man selected personally by Sebert; and Curtice quickly took charge.


  At that time, indications of weakness in the overall ACCED approach already were apparent to those conducting the project. George Hair didn’t know about them then. He was still Secretary of Finance—in his own mind and that of the public the second man of the Big Four, directly behind President Mallory. True, Wirt Sebert was Secretary of State, but Hair was the theorist, the man who had masterminded the Takeover which Mallory, Sebert, and Wingfield, men of action, had carried out. He was fully occupied with other matters, and ACCED was Sebert’s concern.


  Sebert, no doubt, had been aware of the difficulties. ACCED, in the form which had been settled on for the project, was based on the principle of reward and punishment; but reward and punishment were expressed by subtle emotional conditions of which the subject was barely conscious. Combined with this was a repetitive cramming technique, continuing without interruptions through sleep and waking periods. With few exceptions, the subjects were college and high school students, and the ACCED process was expected to accomplish the purpose for which it had been devised in them within four to five years.


  Throughout the first two years, extraordinary results of the process were reported regularly. They were still being reported during the third year, but no mention was made of the severe personality problems which had begun to develop among the subjects first exposed to ACCED.


  IT was at this point that Dr. Curtice was brought into the project, on Wirt Sebert’s instructions. Curtice was then in his late thirties, a man with a brilliant reputation as a psychiatric engineer. Within a year, he was ACCED’s director, had selected his own staff, and was engaged in the series of modifications in the project which, for the following decade, would keep the fact that ACCED was essentially a failure from becoming general knowledge. SELAM was Curtice’s development, had preceded his appointment to ACCED. He applied the selective amnesia machines immediately to the treatment of the waves of emotional problems arising among ACCED’s first host of recruits. In this, as George Hair learned later, SELAM was fairly effective, but at the expense of erasing so much of the ACCED-impressed information that the purpose of the project was lost.


  Dr. Curtice and his colleagues had decided meanwhile that the principal source of the troubles with ACCED was that the adolescent and postadolescent subjects first chosen for it already had established their individual personality patterns to a degree which limited the type of information which could be imposed on them by enforced learning processes without creating a destructive conflict. The maximum age level for the initiation of the ACCED approach therefore was reduced to twelve years; and within six months, the new phase of the project was underway on that basis, and on a greatly extended scale.


  Simultaneously, Curtice had introduced a third phase—the transfer of infants shortly after their birth to ACCED nurseries where training by selected technicians could be begun under conditions which were free of distorting influences of any kind. The last presently was announced as the most promising aspect of the ACCED project, the one which eventually would produce an integrated class of specialists capable of conducting the world’s economic affairs with the faultless dependability of a machine.


  The implication that the earlier phases were to be regarded as preliminary experiments attracted little immediate attention and was absorbed gradually and almost unnoticed by the public.


  IT was during the seventh year of the ACCED project that George Hair’s personal and political fortunes took a turn for which he was not in the least prepared. There had been a period of sharp conflict within the Administration, President Mallory and the Secretary of State opposing Oliver Wingfield, the perennial Vice President. Hair recognized the situation as the power struggle it essentially was. While his sympathies were largely with Mallory, he had attempted to mediate between the two groups without taking sides. But the men of action were not listening to Hair, the theorist, now. Eventually Wingfield was ousted from the government, though he had too strong and well-organized a following to be ousted from public life.


  And shortly afterwards, Mallory explained privately to George Hair that his failure to throw in his full influence against Wingfield had created so much hostility for him, particularly in Sebert’s group, that it was impossible to retain him as Secretary of Finance. Mallory made it clear that he still liked Hair as a person but agreed with Sebert that he should play no further major role in the Administration.


  It was a bad shock to Hair. Unlike Wingfield and the others, he had developed no personal organization to support him. He had, he realized now, taken it for granted that his continuing value as an overall planner was so obvious to Mallory and Wirt Sebert that nothing else could be needed to secure his position beside them. For a time, he considered retiring into private life; but in the end, he accepted the position of Administrator of Education offered him by Mallory, which included among other matters responsibility for the ACCED Project.


  Hair’s first encounter with Dr. Curtice left him more impressed by ACCED’s director than he had expected to be. He was aware that the project had been much less successful than was generally assumed to be the case, and his mental image of Curtice had been that of a glib operator who was willing to use appearances in place of facts to strengthen his position. But Curtice obviously had an immense enthusiasm for what he was doing, radiated self-assurance and confidence in ACCED’s final success to a degree which was difficult to resist. There was nothing in his manner to suggest that he resented Hair’s appointment as his superior; it was the attitude of Eileen Randall and, to a less extent, that of Dr. Longdon, Curtice’s two chief assistants, which made it clear from the start that Hair was, in fact, resented.


  There were also indications that Wirt Sebert was not pleased with the appointment; and Hair suspected there had been a touch of friendly malice in Mallory’s move—a reminder to Sebert that Mallory, although he had agreed to Hair’s ouster from Finance, was still the Big Man of the original Big Four. Hair himself had enough stubbornness in him to ignore Sebert’s continuing antagonism and the lack of cooperation he could expect from Sebert’s proteges in ACCED. He had been somewhat startled when his first survey of the new situation in which he found himself showed that other activities of the Department of Education were of no significance except as they pertained again to the ACCED project. Dr. Curtice evidently had been running the Department very much as he pleased in recent years. It seemed time, George Hair thought, to establish whether ACCED was worth anywhere near the support it was getting from the government.


  The Project was now in its seventh year. The initial experiment involving high school and college age groups was no longer mentioned and had almost dropped from the public mind. Hair’s check brought him the information that a considerable number of the original subjects were still undergoing remedial psychiatric treatment at ACCED institutions. The others had merged back into the population. It was clear that the ACCED process had not had a single lasting success in that group.


  Hair visited a number of the ACCED-run schools next where the process had been in use for the past three years. The age level here varied between ten and thirteen. He was shown records which indicated the ACCED students were far in advance of those to whom standard educational methods had been applied. The technicians assured him that, unlike their older predecessors, the present subjects were showing no undesirable emotional reactions to the process. Hair did not attempt to argue with the data given by their instruments. But he saw the children and did not like what he saw. They looked and acted, he thought, like small, worried grown-ups.


  His inspection of two of the nursery schools was made against Dr. Randall’s coldly bitter opposition: the appearance of a stranger among ACCED’s youngest experimental subjects was unscheduled and would therefore create a disturbance; nobody had been allowed there before. But Hair was quietly insistent. It turned into a somewhat eerie experience. The students were between two and four years old and physically looked healthy enough. They were, however, remarkably quiet. They seemed, Hair thought, slower than children at that age should be, though as a bachelor he admittedly hadn’t had much chance to study children that age.


  Then one of the taciturn attendants conducting him through the school caught his eye and indicated a chubby three-year-old squatting in a cubicle by himself, apparently assembling a miniature television set. Hair watched in amazement until the assembly was completed, tested, and found satisfactory; whereupon the small mechanic lay down beside the instrument and went to sleep.


  They had another trump card waiting for him. This was a girl, perhaps a year older, who informed Hair she understood he had been Secretary of Finance and wished to ask him some questions. The questions were extremely pertinent ones, and Hair found himself involved in a twenty-minute defense of the financial policies he had pursued during the twelve years he held the office. Then his inquisitor thanked him for his time and wandered off.


  ONE could not object to ACCED as an experiment, George Hair concluded. An approach capable of producing such remarkable results was worth pursuing, within sensible limitations. The trouble with ACCED was chiefly that it was neither regarded nor handled as a limited experiment. Curtice and his assistants seemed completely indifferent to the fact that by now the processes had been applied to well over fifty thousand cases, only a handful of which had been under their immediate supervision. The number was increasing annually; and if the second and third groups were to show delayed negative responses similar to those of the first, the damage might not become apparent for several more years but would then be enormously more significant than the development of a relatively few precocious geniuses.


  Hair took his figures to Mallory, pointed out the political dangers of failure if ACCED was continued on its present scale, recommended cutting it back sharply to the level of a controlled experiment until Curtice’s group was able to show that the current stages of their work would not bog down in the same type of problems as the first had done. This would release department funds for the investigation of other approaches to the educational problem which could be brought into development if it appeared eventually that ACCED had to be written off.


  Mallory heard him out, then shook his head.


  “I’ve been aware of what you’ve told me, George,” he said. “The trouble is that neither you nor I have the background to understand fully what Curtice is up to. But the man has a fantastic mind. There’s nobody in his field to approach him today. He feels he needs the kind of wide, general experimentation he’s getting through ACCED and his work with SELAM to produce the information he’s after. I’ve seen some of the results of both, and I’m betting on him!”


  He added thoughtfully, “If you’re right in suspecting that the approach has an inherent weakness in it which will make it ultimately unusable, it’ll show up within another few years. Time enough then to decide what to do. But until we do have proof that it isn’t going to work, let’s let the thing ride.”


  He grinned, added again, “Incidentally, I’ll appreciate being kept informed on what’s going on in the department. ACCED is Wirt’s baby, of course, but there’s no reason it should be his baby exclusively . . .


  Which made Hair’s role clear. Mallory was curious about Sebert’s interest in ACCED, had wanted a dependable observer who would be associated closely enough with the project to detect any significant developments there. Hair was now in a position to do just that. But he was not to interfere with Curtice because that would defeat Mallory’s purpose.


  Hair accepted the situation. He could not act against Sebert’s wishes unless he had Mallory’s authority behind him; and if Mallory had decided to wait until it was certain Curtice had failed, his role must remain that of an investigator. In time, the evidence would present itself. The reports he was receiving from the ACCED Building could not be considered reliable, but he was installing his own observers at key points in the project; and if that did not increase his popularity with Curtice and his colleagues, it would insure, Hair thought, that not too much of what was done escaped his attention. In addition, there was an obvious pattern to the manner in which the various project activities were stressed or underemphasized which should serve to guide him now.


  THE emphasis during the next two years shifted increasingly to SELAM. After the first wave of acute psychoneurotic disturbances had subsided, Curtice’s selective amnesia machines had played a limited role in the ACCED project itself; but they had been used experimentally in a variety of other ways. SELAM, when it was effective, produced a release of specific tensions by deleting related portions of the established neural circuitry and thereby modifying the overall pattern of the brain’s activity. It had a record of successful applications in psychiatric work, the relief of psychosomatic problems, some forms of senility, in the rehabilitation of criminals, and finally in animal experiments where the machines could be used to their fullest scope. The present limiting factor, according to Curtice, lay in the difficulty and the length of time required to train a sufficient number of operators up to the necessary level of understanding and skill in handling the machines. Most of SELAM’s more spectacular successes had, in fact, been achieved by himself and a handful of his immediate associates.


  The story was now that this problem was being overcome, that a corps of SELAM experts soon would be available to serve the public in various ways, and that the average citizen could expect a number of direct benefits for himself, including perhaps that of a virtual rejuvenation, in the foreseeable future. George Hair did not give such attention to these claims. They were, he thought, another distraction; meanwhile, ACCED could receive correspondingly less publicity. And ACCED, as a matter of fact, if it had not yet encountered a renewed serious setback, was, at least, being slowed down deliberately in order to avoid one. A number of the teen-age schools had quietly closed, the students having been transferred to country camps where the emphasis was on sports and recreation, while accelerated education had been reduced to a few hours a day. Curtice admitted privately that certain general danger signals had been noted and that a pause in the overall program was indicated until the difficulties had been analyzed and dealt with. He did not appear unduly concerned.


  It was during the third year following Hair’s attempt to persuade Mallory to have ACCED cut back at once to the level of experimental research that Oliver Wingfield launched his first public attacks on the project. Wingfield was then campaigning for the governorship he was to win with startling ease a few months later, while continuing his crusade for the general elections he hoped would move him into the top spot in the Administration. The detailed nature of his charges against ACCED made it evident that he had informants among the project personnel.


  It put George Hair in a difficult position. If it was a choice between supporting Wingfield and supporting Mallory, he much preferred to support Mallory. This was due less to his remaining feelings of friendship for Mallory than to the fact that Oliver Wingfield’s policies had always had an aspect of angry destructiveness about them. As one of the Big Four, he had been sufficiently held in check; his pugnaciousness and drive had made him extremely useful then. If he was allowed to supplant Mallory, however, he would be a dangerous man.


  In all reason, Hair thought, they should have closed out ACCED before this. The political damage would have been insignificant if the matter was handled carefully. To do it now, under Wingfield’s savage criticism, would be a much more serious matter. The government would appear to have retreated under pressure, and Wingfield’s cause would be advanced. But he was not sure the step could be delayed much longer.


  Then he had his first reports of six-year-old and seven-year-old psychotics in several of the nursery schools. They were unofficial reports coming from his own observers; and the observers were not entirely certain of their facts; the local school staffs had acted immediately to remove the affected children, so that the seriousness of their condition could not be ascertained. It looked bad enough; it was, in fact, what Hair had expected and, recently, had feared. But he told himself that these might be isolated cases, that there might not be many more of them. If that turned out to be true, the matter conceivably could be ignored until the political climate again became more favorable to the government.


  Unless, of course, Oliver Wingfield heard of it . . .


  Wingfield apparently didn’t hear of it. His attacks during the next few weeks were directed primarily at the camps for ACCED’s teen-age subjects. Curtice’s group had volunteered no information on the incidents to Hair; and Hair did not press them for it. For a while, there was a lull in the reports of his observers.


  Then the reports began to come in again; and suddenly it was no longer a question of isolated incidents. An epidemic of insanity was erupting in the ACCED nursery schools, and Hair knew he could wait no longer.


  HE had come to the ACCED Building expecting to find Curtice and his associates evasive, defensive, perhaps attempting to explain away what could no longer be explained away. That they might have the gall even now to think that giving the project another shift would avert the storm of public criticism due to burst over ACCED as soon as Wingfield’s informants learned of the swiftly rising number of psychotic children in the nursery schools would never have occurred to him if he had not been warned by Eileen Randall’s manner. Even so, he felt shocked and amazed.


  The ACCED group might delude itself to that extent, he thought. But Wirt Sebert must be standing behind them in this. And how could Sebert show such incredibly bad judgment? Further, at so critical a time, Sebert would have conferred with Mallory before committing himself to giving Curtice further support, and Mallory must have agreed to it.


  He could not believe that of Philip Mallory. Unless . . . George Hair stood frowning out of the window of the ACCED Building at the river curving through the valley below. Unless, he thought, Curtice had, this time, come up with a genuine breakthrough, something indisputable and of great and exciting significance, something that could not be challenged. Because that might still do it, stifle Wingfield’s declamations and dim the picture of lunatic children in the public’s mind. The public forgot so easily again.


  “Mr. Hair,” Eileen Randall’s voice purred from the doorway.


  Hair turned. Her mouth curved into a condescending smile.


  “Will you come with me, please? They’re waiting to see you now . . .”


  A hundred feet down the hallway, she opened the door to Curtice’s big office for him. As Hair stepped inside, he was barely able to suppress a start of surprise. Beside Curtice and Dr. Longdon, there was a third man in the office whose presence, for a moment, seemed completely incongruous.


  “Good morning, Felix,” Hair said. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”


  Felix Austin, Chief Justice and President Mallory’s right-hand man for the past five years, smiled briefly. He was tall and sparse, in his late fifties, almost exactly Hair’s age.


  “As a matter of fact, George,” he said, “I hadn’t expected to meet you today either. But I happened to be in the building, and when I heard you wanted to speak to Dr. Curtice, I thought I might sit in on the discussion. If you’d rather I’d leave, I shall do it at once, of course.”


  Hair shook his head. “No, you’re quite welcome to stay.” He took a seat, laid the briefcase he had brought with him on his knees. Eileen Randall sat down across the room from him, not far from Curtice.


  Hair’s fingers were trembling, though not enough to be noticed by anyone but himself, as he opened the briefcase and drew out three copies of a resume made up from the reports of his ACCED observers during the past six weeks. Austin’s presence, of course, was not a coincidence; and he wasn’t expected to believe that it was. He was being told that he should not count on Mallory backing him against Curtice today. He had suspected it, but the fact still dumbfounded him because he could not see Mallory’s motive. He looked at Eileen Randall.


  “Dr. Randall,” he said, “I have here three copies of a paper I should like the group to see. Please give one each to Dr. Curtice and the Chief Justice. Perhaps you and Dr. Longdon will be willing to share the third.”


  Eileen Randall hesitated an instant, then stood up, came over and took the papers from him. Austin cleared his throat.


  “We’re to read this immediately, George?” he asked.


  “Please do,” Hair said.


  HE watched them while they read. Austin frowned thoughtfully; Curtice seemed completely uninterested. Longdon and Eileen Randall exchanged occasional glances. Curtice finished first, waited until the others put down their copies.


  He said then, “These figures are remarkably accurate, Mr. Hair. Of course, we’ve known you had good men working for you. The current incidence is perhaps a trifle higher than shown.” He looked over at Dr. Longdon. “About eight per cent, wouldn’t you say, Bill?”


  “Approximately,” Longdon agreed.


  “We understand and appreciate your concern, Mr. Hair,” Curtice went on with apparent sincerity. “But as it happens”—his forefinger tapped the resume—“this is not a matter which need give any of us concern, although you were not in a position to know it. The situation was anticipated. We have been sure almost from the beginning that immature brains would not be able to absorb the vast volume of information forced on them by ACCED indefinitely, and that the final result would be the acute stress and confusion expressed in these figures.”


  “You were sure of it almost from the beginning?” Hair repeated.


  “I became convinced of it personally within a few months after I was brought into the project,” Curtice said.


  George Hair stared at him. “Then, in Heaven’s name, why—if you were certain of eventual failure—did you continue with these monstrous experiments for years?”


  “Because,” Curtice said patiently, “they were producing a great deal of information—information we absolutely needed to have, absolutely needed to test in practice.”


  “For what purpose?” Hair demanded. He looked over at Austin. “Felix, you’re informed of what these people have been doing?”


  Austin nodded. “Yes, I am, George.” His voice and face were expressionless.


  “Then supposing you . . .”


  “No, let Dr. Curtice tell it, George. He can answer your questions better than I can.”


  It appeared, Hair thought, that Austin was deferring deliberately to Curtice, to make it clear that Curtice was now to be considered the equal of either of them.


  “We needed the information,” Curtice continued, as if there had been no interruption, “for a purpose it would not have been advisable to make public at the time. It would have made much of the research we were planning virtually impossible, particularly since we had no way of proving, even to ourselves, that what we wanted to do could be accomplished. Even today, less than two dozen people are fully informed of the plan.


  “Our purpose, Mr. Hair, was and is the creation of a genuine superman—a man who will be physically and mentally as fully developed as his genetic structure permits. I have had this goal in mind for many years—it has been the aim of all my experiments with SELAM. When ACCED was formed, I saw the possibilities of incorporating its methods into my own projects. I went to Secretary Sebert and informed him of my plans. That was why I was made Director of the ACCED project. All ACCED’s activities since that day have been designed solely to supply us with further information.”


  “And how,” Hair asked, making no attempt to keep the incredulous distaste he felt out of his voice, “do you propose to go about creating your superman?”


  Curtice said, “An adult brain, and only an adult brain, has the structural capacity to assimilate the information supplied by the accelerated educational processes as it streams in. A child’s brain is not yet structured to store more than a limited amount of information at a time. It is developing too slowly to meet our purpose.


  “But, as the first experiments with ACCED showed, an adult brain, even the brain of a young adult, already has accumulated so much distorted information that the swift, orderly inflow of ACCED data again produces disastrous conflicts and disturbances. Hence the work with SELAM techniques during these years. We know now that a brain fully developed and mature, but with all memory, all residual traces of the life experiences which brought about its development removed from it, can be taught everything ACCED can teach, perhaps vastly more—it will be able to absorb and utilize the new information completely.”


  THERE was a long pause. Then Hair said, “And that is the story you will tell the public? That you can delete all a man’s present memories, subject him to the ACCED processes, and finally emerge with a new man, an ACCED-trained superman—who happens to have been the goal of the project all along?”


  “Essentially that,” Curtice said.


  Hair shook his head. “Dr. Curtice,” he said, “I don’t believe that story! Oliver Wingfield won’t believe it. And, this time finally, the public won’t believe it. You’re just looking for another lease of time to continue your experiments.”


  Curtice smiled without rancor, glanced at Austin.


  “Felix,” he said, “perhaps you’d better talk to him, after all.”


  Austin cleared his throat.


  “It’s true enough, George,” he said. “Dr. Curtice has proof that he can do exactly as he says.” Hair looked back at Curtice. “Does that mean,” he asked, “that you actually have produced such a superman?”


  “No,” Curtice said. He laughed, apparently with genuine amusement now. “And with very good reason! We know we can remove all memory traces from a human brain and leave that brain in undamaged condition and in extremely good working order. We have done it with subjects in their seventieth year of life as well as with subjects in their fifth year of life, and with no greater basic difficulty. We also have applied modified ACCED methods to the five-year-old subjects and found they absorbed information at the normal rate of a newly born infant—much too slowly, as I have explained, for our purpose, but we have not applied ACCED methods of instruction to the adult memoryless subjects. We want supermen, but we want them to be supermen of our selection. That’s the next and the all-important stage of the project.”


  “Then,” George Hair said flatly, “I still do not believe you, and the public will not believe you. Your story will be put down as another bluff.”


  Curtice smiled faintly again.


  “Will it?” he asked. “If the Director of ACCED becomes the first subject to undergo the total process?”


  Hair’s mouth dropped open. “You are to be . . .”


  “And if,” Curtice went on, “Chief Justice Felix Austin has volunteered to be the second subject?”


  Hair looked in bewilderment from one to the other of them.


  “Felix, is this true?”


  “I fully intend to be the second subject,” Austin told him seriously. “This is a big thing, George—a very big thing! The third and fourth subjects, incidentally, following Dr. Curtice and myself by approximately two years, will be President Mallory and Secretary Sebert . . .”


  GEORGE HAIR sat in his study, watching the public reaction indicator edge up above the seventy-two mark on the positive side of the scale. Two hours before, just after the official announcement of the government’s Rejuvenation Program was made, the indicator had hovered around forty. The response had been a swift and favorable one, though no more favorable than Hair had expected.


  It was a little over five weeks since his meeting with Curtice and Felix Austin in the ACCED Building. Mallory’s and Sebert’s publicity staffs had been in full action throughout that time, operating indirectly except for an occasional, carefully vague release which no more than hinted at a momentous development to come. The planted rumors were far more direct. “Rejuvenation” was a fully established concept in the public mind days before the actual announcement; the missing details, however, were the sensational and unexpected ones—precisely the explosive touch required to swing the skeptical and merely curious over to instant support of the official program.


  Curtice’s goal of the ACCED-trained mental superman was being played down at present; it was less tangible, of far less direct interest, than the observable response of an aging body to the complete SELAM process. Hair had seen the seventy-year-old subjects of whom Curtice had told him. They were old men still, but old men from whom the physical and emotional tensions of a lifetime had been drained together with the memory traces of a lifetime. The relaxed, sleeping bodies had fleshed out again, become strong and smooth-skinned, presenting the appearance of young maturity. They gave credibility to Curtice’s claim, based on comparable work with animals, that SELAM now offered humanity a life extension of at least sixty healthy years.


  The public had seen those same rejuvenated bodies in the tridi screens today. It had listened while Curtice explained the developments in his SELAM machines which had brought about the miracle, and watched him walk smiling into the laboratory where he was to become the first human being to whom the combined SELAM and ACCED techniques would be fully applied.


  Those were compelling arguments. The superman theme had been barely introduced but would grow in significance as the implications of Felix Austin following Curtice within a few months, and Mallory and Sebert following Austin within two years, were considered. What the leaders wanted for themselves, the public wanted. Unofficially, the word already was out that when the President and Secretary received the Rejuvenation treatment, a hundred deserving citizens would receive it with them, that SELAM and ACCED would become available to all whose personal records qualified them for the processes as quickly as Dr. Curtice’s intricate machines could be duplicated and technicians trained in their use.


  There was no question, George Hair thought, that the bait was being swallowed. And the thought appalled him. On the one occasion he’d spoken with Philip Mallory during the past weeks, he had brought up the subject of loss of individuality, of personality, by the SELAM process and in the subsequent period when, within a year and a half, a new mentality would be created by machines in the emptied, receptive brain, perhaps a vastly more efficient mentality but nevertheless . . .


  And Mallory had looked at him shrewdly, and laughed.


  “The old Phil will be there again, George—don’t worry!” he’d said. “Pm not suddenly rushing into this thing, you know. We can’t talk about everything Dick Curtice has done with SELAM, but I’ve seen enough of his half-way jobs to go ahead.” He gave Hair a conspiratorial dig with his elbow. “If Curtice weren’t as far along as he is, Wingfield would have had our skins before summer! That’s part of it. The other part of it is that I’m sixty-four and Sebert’s sixty-six. You’re fifty-eight yourself. We can all use some freshening up if we’re to stay on top of the pile . . .”


  That had been the lure for Mallory. If it hadn’t been for. the pressures being built up by Wingfield, Hair thought, Mallory need have felt no concern about remaining on top for another twenty years. But he’d seen the developing threat and prepared quietly to more than match it with a bold, overwhelming move of his own. A new Big Four was in the making, a Big Four of supermen, with Curtice in Hair’s position as thinker and theorist, Felix Austin in Wingfield’s, while Mallory and Sebert remained the central two, the leaders. Hair had no illusions about his own prospects in the new era. As Administrator of Education, he had remained a popular, almost legendary figure; but it was clear now that it had been a popularity skillfully maintained by Mallory’s publicity machine to give ACCED additional respectability in the transition period ahead. Thereafter, the legend would be allowed to fade away, and he with it.


  He didn’t, Hair decided, really want it otherwise. He did not share Mallory’s will to stay on top at all costs . . . definitely not at the cost of allowing his personality to be dissolved in Curtice’s Rejuvenation process, even if the opportunity were offered him, although he was already quite certain it would not be offered. The new ruling group would have no further need of him.


  He could resign now; but it would be awkward and change nothing. The psychotic children in ACCED’s nursery schools were no longer an issue. They had been mentioned, casually, as a detail of the experiments, now concluded, which had been required to produce Rejuvenation, with the additional note that their rehabilitation would be undertaken promptly. The statement had aroused few comments . . . He might as well, George Hair told himself finally, watch the thing through to the end.


  DURING the next three months, he found himself involved frequently in the publicity connected with the Rejuvenation program, although he refused interviews and maintained the role of a detached spectator. Oliver Wingfield, stunned into silence no more than a few days, shifted his attack from ACCED to the new government program, lashed out savagely at Hair from time to time as one of the planners of what he described as an attempt to foist the rule of robot minds on normal men. Hair, not too sure he wasn’t in some agreement with Wingfield on the latter point, held his peace; but Mallory’s publicity experts happily took up the battle.


  Despite Wingfield’s best efforts, the Rejuvenation program retained its high level of popularity. The successful conclusion of the SELAM phase of the process on Richard Curtice was announced by Dr. Langdon. For the next sixty days, Curtice would be kept asleep to permit physical regeneration to be well advanced before ACCED was introduced by degrees to the case. Tridi strips taken at ten-day intervals showed the gradual transformation of a middle-aged scientist in moderately good condition to a firmmuscled athlete apparently in his early twenties. Attention began to shift to Felix Austin as the next to take the step, six weeks after Curtice’s ACCED training had begun; and the continuing denunciations by Wingfield and his followers acquired a note of raging hysteria.


  Three months and ten days after Curtice had submitted himself to his SELAM machines, George Hair came back to the ACCED Building, now the center of the new Rejuvenation complex. He was not at all sure why he should be there, but Longdon had called him that morning, told him there had been a very important development and asked him to come as soon as he possibly could. There had been a degree of urgency in the man’s voice which had made it difficult to refuse. Hair was conducted to a part of the building he had not seen before and into a room where Longdon was waiting for him.


  Longdon’s appearance underlined the urgency Hair had sensed in his voice when he called. His eyes were anxious; his face looked drawn and tired. He said, “Mr. Hair, thank you very much for coming so promptly! Dr. Randall and I are faced with a very serious problem here which I could not discuss on the telephone. It’s possible that you will be able—and willing—to help us. Let me show you what the trouble is.”


  He opened a door to another room, motioned to Hair to enter, and followed him inside, leaving the door open.


  Hair recognized this room immediately. He had seen it several times in the tridi screen during demonstrations of the changes being brought about in Curtice’s physical condition by SELAM. As he had been then, Curtice was lying now on a sunken bed in a twelve by twelve foot depression in the floor, his tanned, muscular body clothed only in white trunks. His face was turned toward the door by which they had entered and his eyes were half opened. Then, as they came toward him, his right hand lifted, made a slow, waving motion through the air, dropped to his side again.


  “Our subject is exceptionally responsive today!” Dr. Longdon commented, an odd note of savage irony in his voice.


  Hair looked quickly at him, frowning, asked, “What is the problem you wanted to discuss?”


  LONGDON nodded at the figure sprawled across the sunken bed.


  “There is the problem!” he said. “Mr. Hair, as you know, our calculations show that an adult brain, freed completely by SELAM techniques of the clutter of memories it has stored away, can absorb the entire volume of ACCED information within a period of less than two years. At the end of that time, in other words, we again would have a functioning adult, and one functioning in a far more integrated manner, far more efficiently, than is possible to the normally educated human being, and on the basis now of a vastly greater fund of accurate information than a normal human mind can acquire in a lifetime . . .”


  “I know, of course that that was your goal,” Hair said. “Apparently, something has gone wrong with it.”


  “Very decidedly!” Longdon said. “This is the forty-third day since we began to use ACCED training methods on Curtice. In child subjects—children whose memories were completely erased by SELAM at the age of five—forty-three days of modified ACCED produced a vocabulary equivalent to that of an average two-year-old. Curtice, in the same length of time, has acquired no vocabulary at all. Spoken words have no more meaning to him today than when we started.”


  A door had opened and closed quietly behind Hair while Longdon was speaking. He guessed that Eileen Randall had come into the room but did not look around. He was increasingly puzzled by Longdon’s attitude. Curtice’s failure to develop speech might be a very serious problem—might, in fact, be threatening the entire Rejuvenation program. But he did not see what it had to do with him, or how they expected him to help them.


  He asked, “Have you discovered what the difficulty is?”


  “Yes,” Longdon said, “we know now what the difficulty is.” He hesitated, scowling absently down at Curtice for a few seconds, went on. “A child, Mr. Hair, a young child, wants to learn. Not long after birth, it enters a phase where learning might appear to be almost its primary motivation. Later in life, it may retain the drive to learn or it may lose it. It has been assumed that this depended on whether its life experiences were of a nature to encourage the learning urge, or to suppress and eventually to stifle it.


  “Now it appears that this is only partly true. Later life experiences may indeed foster and even create a learning urge of their own. But the natural drive, the innate drive, apparently is present only for a comparatively short time in childhood. It is not, in itself, a permanent motivation in man.


  “Dr. Curtice’s biological age is nearly fifty years. Before SELAM wiped the effects of his life experiences from him, he was, of course, a man intensely interested in learning, intensely curious. But his curiosity and interest were based on the experiences he has lost, and were lost with them. And he is decades past the age where the innate drive to learn could still motivate him.


  “We can teach him almost nothing because he is inherently uninterested in learning anything. We have used every conceivable method to stimulate interest and curiosity in him. Intense pleasure or severe pain will produce corresponding reactions, but when the sensations end, he appears to forget them quickly again.


  “There is, however, a barely detachable learning curve, which can be projected. In twenty years, by the consistent use of brutally drastic methods, we should be able to train Dr. Curtice’s brain to the point where he could comprehend very simple instructions. By that time, of course, the training process itself would have produced such severe physical and emotional stresses that the rejuvenating effect of SELAM would have been lost, and he would be showing—at the very least—his actual physical age.”


  Dr. Longdon shrugged, spread his hands, concluded, “So at best, Mr. Hair, we might wind up eventually with a very stupid, very dull old man of seventy.


  EILEEN RANDALL’S voice said harshly behind Hair, “Mr. Hair, it is not nearly as hopeless as that! Not nearly!” She went on vehemently, as he turned to look at her. “We simply need time! Time to understand what really has happened here . . . to decide what must be done about it. If Richard weren’t helpless, he would tell us what to do! He would never—” Her voice broke suddenly.


  Longdon said patiently, giving Hair an apologetic glance, “Eileen, you know we’ve gone endlessly over all calculations, tried everything! We . . .”


  “We have not!” Eileen Randall began to weep.


  George Hair looked in something like irritated amazement from one to the other of them. He said carefully, “This is, of course, a very serious matter, but I am hardly qualified to assist you in it. It’s no secret to you that my connection with the program has been and is a purely figurative one. The only suggestion I can make is that President Mallory should be informed immediately of the problems you’ve encountered here.”


  Longdon said tonelessly, “President Mallory is aware of the problem, Mr. Hair.”


  “What?” Hair said sharply. “When was he told?”


  “Over a month ago. As soon as it became evident that Dr. Curtice was not responding normally to the ACCED approach for de-memorized subjects.” Longdon cleared his throat. “President Mallory’s instructions were to maintain absolute secrecy while we looked for a solution. Now, however . . . He shrugged.


  Over a month ago . . . Hair’s mind seemed to check for an instant at the words; then his thoughts were racing as Longdon went on. For more than a month after Mallory and Sebert had realized that the Rejuvenation program might end in humiliating public failure before it had well begun, the build-up had continued, Oliver Wingfield and his adherent were being scientifically needled into a crescendo of baffled rage, and Felix Austin—yes, only five days from now, Chief Justice Austin was scheduled to undergo the SELAM techniques which evidently had destroyed Curtice! Hair felt a sudden chill prickling the back of his neck . . .


  “Mr. Hair, you must help us!” Eileen Randall was staring desperately at him, tears streaming down her face.


  “There’s no way I could help you, Dr. Randall.”


  “But you can—you must! They’ll murder Richard if you don’t! They’ve said so! You—your influence with President Mallory—his old friend . . .” The words drowned in a choked wailing.


  HAIR felt his breath shorten.


  Curtice had to die, of course—die plausibly and conveniently so that his condition need never be revealed. But Mallory and Sebert weren’t stupid enough to think that Curtice’s death alone would be sufficient.


  “It isn’t necessary!” Eileen Randall was babbling shrilly again. “Even—even if the program has to end, we could take him away quietly, take care of him somewhere. They could say he was dead—no one would ever know! We . . .” She clapped her hands to her face, turned and ran from the room, making muffled, squalling sounds.


  “I should see she’s taken care of, Mr. Hair,” Longdon said shakily. “If you’ll excuse me a minute . . .” He started for the door.


  “Dr. Longdon!”


  Longdon stopped, looked back. “Yes?”


  “Who suggested to you that I should use my influence with President Mallory on Curtice’s behalf?”


  Longdon’s eyes flickered. “Chief Justice Austin.”


  “I see,” Hair said. “When did he suggest it?”


  “This morning,” Longdon told him, with a brief, frightened grimace. “He was here shortly before I called you. I could not avoid acknowledging that Dr. Curtice’s case was hopeless. The Chief Justice advised us then that only your personal appeal to President Mallory could save Curtice’s life, that we should attempt to get in touch with you immediately . . .”


  He hurried out of the room. Hair stood staring after him a moment, then turned, glanced at the mindless thing on the sunken bed, went quickly over to the other door through which he and Longdon had entered. There had been, he recalled, a telephone in the outer room.


  He dialed the number of his office, waited, listening to the soft purr on the line. Then, suddenly, the line went dead.


  That was that, Hair told himself. He replaced the receiver, went over to the window and looked out at the newly erected buildings of the Rejuvenation complex. His thoughts seemed to be moving sluggishly. Perhaps it was fear; but perhaps it simply had been too long a time since he had been involved in an operation of this kind. After the Takeover, it no longer had seemed necessary; and he Had a feeling that what was going on now was somehow unreal.


  But it was real enough. Mallory, the man of action, the practical man who intended to remain on top, hadn’t forgotten the lessons of the past. He might have been betting on Curtice’s genius, but he had been preparing for years to hedge on the bet if necessary. Perhaps he’d never expected ACCED or the Rejuvenation program to come to anything. Either way, he could turn the projects to his advantage in the end.


  Hair’s gaze shifted for a moment to the sky above the buildings. It would come from there in all likelihood, and in an instant of ravening fury the Rejuvenation complex would be obliterated. The buildings, the personnel, the machines, the records—anything that would have left the slightest possibility of beginning the program again . . . and George Hair, the thinker, the theorist, the living legend, whom Mallory had not forgiven for failing to throw in his influence openly against Wingfield in their first struggle for control.


  Wingfield would be blamed for it, and they could make it stick. Wingfield was finished . . .


  Hair turned at a sound behind him. Longdon had come into the room.


  “Mr. Hair,” he said, grinning apologetically, “you must forgive Eileen! She has always been in love with Curtice, of course. If she is only allowed to take care of him, she will be satisfied. I hope you can persuade President Mallory to leave her that much . . .”


  Hair looked at Longdon’s anxious eyes. Longdon hadn’t grasped everything, of course, but he had grasped enough to be aware that not only Curtice’s life was in danger.


  For an instant, Hair wondered how Longdon would react if he were told that communications from the building to the world outside already were being intercepted, and that therefore neither of them—nor anyone else within half a mile of where they stood—could have more than a very few minutes still to live.


  But although he had never liked Longdon in the least, that seemed a pointless cruelty now.


  “I’ll see what I can do, Dr. Longdon,” he agreed.


  THE END


  THE MACHMEN


  Total co-operation and communication between men is a wonderful thing. Nothing like it! But it does, also, have certain slight flaws . . .


  The fauna traps set up the previous day in the grasslands east of the Planetary Survey Station on Lederet had made a number of catches; but all of them represented species with which the two biologists of the survey team already were sufficiently familiar. Jeslin removed the traps, revived the captured animals from a safe distance with a stimulant gun, and shifted to a point a hundred and eighty miles northwest of the station, where he set the traps up again, half a mile apart. Here a tall forest spread over rolling hills, with stretches of dense undergrowth below; and the animal population could be expected to be of a somewhat different type.


  Around midday, Jeslin had completed his preparations. He checked the new location of the traps on his charts, lit a cigarette and turned the Pointer back toward the station. He was a stocky, well-muscled man, the youngest member of the team, who combined the duties of wildlife collector with those of the team’s psychologist. Privately, he preferred the former work, enjoying his frequent encounters with curious and beautiful beasts on his way to and from the trap areas. And if the beasts were of a new variety, there would be a quick, stimulating chase in the Pointer, a versatile vehicle equally capable of hunting down game through thickest growth and of flying up to five times its own weight in captured specimens back to the station in undamaged condition.


  Today was uneventful in that respect. There was game afoot but Jeslin was in a reflective mood, inclined to observe rather than pursue it. The station’s cages were well supplied, and the traps, in their new location, would fill them up again before the biologists had completed their studies of the present occupants. He covered much of the stretch skimming over the forest at treetop level, emerged from it finally at a point twelve miles north of the station.


  This was arid bush country, the ground below dotted with thorny growth. The Pointer flew across it, small things darting away from its shadow, vanishing with a flick into the thickets. Presently, Jeslin turned on the communicator, tapped the station’s call button. Lederet was nearly a month’s travel away from the nearest civilized world; and small groups working on such remote outworlds observed certain precautions as a matter of course. One of them was having every incoming vehicle identify itself before it arrived.


  The screen lit up and the round-cheeked, freckled face of a middle-aged woman appeared in it. It was Aid, the team’s dietician. She smiled pleasantly, said in an even voice, “Hello, Jeslin,” went on in the same quiet, unemphasized tone, “Crash, machmen—”


  The screen went blank.


  Jeslin instantly reached out, grasped the Pointer’s chase controls, spun the machine about and sent it racing back toward the forest. Flicking on the full set of ground-and air-search screens, he studied them briefly in turn. His heart was pounding.


  There was nothing in sight at the moment to justify Aid’s warning. But the word “crash,” used under such circumstances, had only one meaning. The station had been taken . . . he was to keep away from it, avoid capture and do whatever he could to help.


  Machmen—Aid had been able to bring in that one additional word before they shut her off. Jeslin knew the term. Human beings surgically modified, equipped with a variety of devices to permit them to function freely in environments which otherwise would be instantly deadly to a man lacking the protection of a spacesuit or ship. They were instrumented men: machine men—machmen. Jeslin had not heard of recent experiments of the kind, but there were fairly numerous records of transitions to the machman condition, carried out with varying degrees of success.


  His mind shifted back for an instant to a report received several days before from the Navy patrol boat assigned to Lederet for the protection of the survey station and its personnel. The boat had been contacted by a small I-Fleet vessel, requesting permission to carry out limited mining operations on the planet. After checking with the station, permission had been given. The I-Fleets were space vagrants, ordinarily harmless; and the mining party might be able to provide valuable information about the planet, with which they were evidently quite familiar.


  The mining ship had begun its operations in a dry lake bed approximately a thousand miles from the station. Presumably, if machmen had captured the station, they had come over from the ship. With a heavily armed patrol boat circling the planet, it seemed an incredibly bold thing to do. Unless—


  At that moment, Jeslin saw the figure in the search screen. It was human, appeared naked at first glance. Stretched out horizontally in the air about a hundred feet above the ground, arms laid back along its sides like a diver, it was approaching from the right, evidently with the intention of heading off the Pointer before the machine reached the forest.


  And it was moving fast enough to do it . . .


  Jeslin stared at the apparition for an instant, more in amazement than alarm. He saw now that the fellow was wearing trunks and boots and held some dark object in his left hand. Possibly the last was a flight device of some kind. Jeslin could make out nothing else to explain this headlong rush through the air. What did seem explained, he thought, was the manner in which the station had been taken. A handful of half-naked I-Fleet miners approaching on foot, apparently not even armed, would have aroused no concern there. The visitors would have been invited inside.


  Jeslin glanced at the forest ahead, checked the search screens again. In the air far to the left were three tiny dots, which might be similar figures approaching. If so, it would take them several minutes to get here, and the Pointer would be lost in the forest by then. The machman moving up on the right apparently intended to attack by himself to prevent the escape—and that, Jeslin thought, was something he might turn to his advantage.


  He drew a pack of plastic contact fetters out of a compartment, peeled off an eighteen-inch length, thrust it into his pocket. He patted another pocket on the right side of his jacket to make sure the gun he carried for last-ditch protection against overly aggressive Lederet wildlife was inside, then switched on the Pointer’s stungun and turned the vehicle in a wide, swift curve toward the approaching machman.


  The figure shot up at a steep slant before the gun could straighten out on it. In the screens, Jeslin watched it dart by perhaps two hundred yards overhead, come arcing down again behind the machine. He swung the Pointer’s nose back to the forest, not more than a quarter of a mile ahead now, went rushing toward it, watching the machman close the gap between them, coming level with the ground a hundred yards away . . . then eighty . . . sixty . . .


  The machman brought his left hand sweeping forward, the dark object held out in it. Jeslin braked hard. The Pointer, designed to change direction instantly to match the tactics of elusive game, pivoted end for end within its own length. As the stungun came around to the left of the pursuing figure, Jeslin pulled the trigger.


  Caught by the outer fringe of the stunfield, the machman swerved sideways. The dark object—not a flight mechanism, after all, but some weapon—dropped from his hand. He went rolling limply on through the air, settling toward the ground.


  The Pointer picked him up before he got there.


  “My name,” the machman said presently, “is Hulida. I’m aware of yours. It’s quite possible, incidentally, that we’ve met before.”


  Jeslin glanced over at him. He’d fastened the fellow in the seat next to his own, wrists locked behind his back by a contact fetter, another fetter clamping a cloth blindfold over his eyes, seat belt drawn tight. For the past minute or two, he had been giving indications of recovering from stunshock, and it was no surprise to hear him speak. But a casually polite introduction, Jeslin thought, was hardly what he’d expected to hear.


  “If we have,” he said dryly, “I don’t remember the occasion.”


  The blindfolded head of the man who called himself Hulida turned briefly toward him. He was not large; beside Jeslin, he seemed almost slight. But the oliveskinned body was firmly muscled, gave an impression of disciplined strength.


  “It’s only a possibility,” Hulida said. “We happen to have been graduated from the University of Rangier in the same year. My degree was in medicine.”


  “It seems regrettable that you didn’t continue your professional career,” Jeslin told him.


  “Oh, but I did. I’m one of the results of a machman experiment, but I also had a considerable part in bringing that experiment to its remarkably successful conclusion.” Jeslin grunted, returned his attention to the search screens. Successful the experiment certainly seemed to have been. When he went out to free Hulida from the Pointer’s snaring tentacles, he had expected to find at least some indications of the profound changes worked on a human body to enable it to pursue him through the air. But whatever the changes might be, they weren’t outwardly visible. A hasty search of the man’s few articles of clothing had revealed no instrument to explain such an ability either; but until Hulida acknowledged the fact, Jeslin hadn’t been certain that Aid’s description of the nature of the station’s attackers was correct. Earlier work of that kind had produced shapes in which functional plastic and metal was obviously united with the necessary proportion of living flesh.


  He looked at the clock in the instrument panel, checked the screens once more, swung the Pointer around toward a chart section due west of his present location, some three hundred miles away. Not once during the past twenty minutes while he was pursuing a constantly changing, randomly erratic course through the forest had one of the flying men appeared in the search screens. He could assume that for the present he had lost them. Meanwhile he had a prisoner who seemed willing to give him at least part of the information he wanted.


  He said, “How many machmen are there on Lederet?”


  “At the moment, about forty,” Hulida said promptly. “The rest of our group—there are a hundred and ninety-five of us in all—are on a spaceship which is approaching the planet and will reach it shortly.”


  “That hundred and ninety-five,” Jeslin asked, “is the total number of those who were transformed into machmen in your experiment?”


  “Not entirely. There were a number of deaths at first, before we learned to perfect our methods.”


  “What will the spaceship do when it runs into our patrol boat?”


  Hulida laughed. “It will simply take the crew on board, Jeslin. What else? Naturally, we captured the boat before we attempted to capture the station.”


  Jeslin already had been almost sure of it. Three times during his flight through the forest he had attempted to signal the patrol boat, had received no response.


  “How was it done?”


  “We took the mining ship up and sent them a distress message,” Hulida said. “There had been an accident—we had injured men on board. Obligingly, they came to our help at once. When they set up a locktube, we released gas bombs in both ships. We don’t breathe normally, of course. It was very simple.”


  He added. “But you need feel no concern for either the crew or your colleagues at the station. None of them has been harmed. That was not our intention.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Jeslin said. “Now what’s the purpose of this business? Apparently, your experiment resulted in an important scientific achievement. If it had been conducted openly, I would have heard of it. Why the secrecy? And why—” He checked himself. “How many deaths were there in the first stage of the experiment, while you were still perfecting your methods?”


  The machman hesitated, said, “Fifty-two.”


  “I see. You weren’t working strictly with volunteers.”


  “Of course not,” Hulida said. “We were—and are still—a small group. The work was obviously dangerous, and none of us could be spared as subjects until the element of danger had been removed. But that was not the reason we worked secretly, published nothing after results were assured, and eventually left civilization together. After all, we need not have recorded those early failures.”


  “Then what was the reason?” Jeslin asked.


  “Our realization that the machmen we were creating and presently would become is a higher order of being than the merely human one. At one stroke, he is rid of four-fifths of the body’s distresses and infirmities. He can expect a vastly lengthened life span. He thinks more clearly, is less subject to emotional disturbances. He is tremendously more efficient on the physical level . . . independent of environmental circumstances as no ordinary human ever could be. And we are only at the beginning of this, the pioneers . . .


  “Jeslin, we did not become machmen in order to be better able to toil on airless worlds or in space for our benefit or that of others. We made the choice because it is the greater manner of living. We are Homo Superior, the mankind of the future. And the ranks of Homo Superior are not to be opened to any low-grade fool who can pay to have the transformation carried out on him. Neither do we intend to subject our plans to the manipulations of government. We are a select group and shall remain it. That is why we detached ourselves from the Federation.”


  “And that,” Jeslin asked, “adds up to a justification of piracy? One would think a couple of hundred of machmen geniuses might find it no more difficult to make a living in space than an ordinary I-Fleet composed of ordinarily competent human beings.”


  Hulida said, “Our purpose goes beyond looting the survey station, Jeslin. Its equipment and personnel, of course, are valuable prizes in themselves, and so, to a lesser extent, are the patrol boat and its crew.”


  Jeslin looked over at him. “The personnel—”


  “The personnel,” Hulida explained, “and the crew will be transformed into machmen, naturally. They have highly trained minds, experience and skills which we can use to good advantage. Their consent isn’t required. Not all of those who are machmen now underwent the transformation willingly, but their objections vanished as their experiences made its advantages fully apparent to them. They are as loyal to the group and its goals now as any of the others. And so will you be.”


  Jeslin felt a surge of cold anger; Mind-conditioning, of course. And it could be done . . .


  “But our plan goes much farther than that,” the machman was continuing. “This is a matter which has been very carefully investigated and prepared, Jeslin. The immediate consequence of your transformation will be that you will resume your work here as if nothing had happened—and, in fact, nothing else will have happened. You will continue to return favorable reports on Lederet to your department in the Hub. Within a year, the decision will be made to open precolonial operations on the planet.


  “That is what we want. Equipment and supplies will be moved out here on a scale otherwise unobtainable by a small group such as ours. And with it will come technicians and scientists from whom we can select further recruits to round out our ranks. We will work carefully and quietly, but when we leave the planet, it will be to go forever beyond the Federation’s reach with everything we need to found our own machman colony.”


  Jeslin was silent a moment, asked, “Why are you telling me all this?”


  “To make it clear,” the machman said, “that we simply cannot allow someone who knows about us to remain at large here. The possibility that you would still be alive and in a position to interfere with our plans when the Hub shipments begin to arrive may be slight, but we aren’t ignoring it. Every other member of the survey team was accounted for during the morning. If necessary, we could turn all our resources now for months on end to the single purpose of hunting you down.”


  “You’re inviting me to surrender?”


  Hulida said, “I’m appealing to your reason. You have the opportunity of participating voluntarily in one of mankind’s greatest adventures. If you reject it, it may not be possible to avoid killing you.”


  “At the moment,” Jeslin said mildly, “it seems that I have one of the group’s more important members as my hostage.”


  Hulida shook his blindfolded head. “No one of us is important enough to stand in the way of the group’s goals. The fact that I’m your prisoner will be given every consideration, of course. But if it becomes necessary, we will both die.”


  Jeslin’s gaze shifted to the course chart above the panel. He studied it a moment.


  “I won’t argue,” he remarked, “with your claim that being transformed into a machman is a better way to live or the coming way to live. Possibly it’s both. It’s your methods I object to.”


  “They are our methods out of necessity,” Hulida said.


  “Perhaps. I’ll think about it. And since you seem to have presented your case completely now, I’ll appreciate it if you keep quiet for a while.”


  The machman smiled, shrugged, remained silent. After some minutes, Jeslin slowed the Pointer’s advance. There was a valley ahead, a wide, sandy river bed winding along it. His route led across the river. At this point, there was forest again on the other side, but there was no way he could avoid coming out from under the shelter of the trees for a distance of at least half a mile.


  He had been watching the search screens constantly and did not think he was being followed. It would have been almost impossible for even a single machman to keep the fleeing Pointer in sight in the forest without coming into view occasionally in the screens. The sky was a different matter. Jeslin could not check for them there without showing himself above the forest. For all he knew, there were machmen directly overhead at the moment.


  But he had to get over the river before the hunt for him became organized, and this was his best opportunity to do it. Now he could see sunlit patches of the valley ahead, between the trunks and undergrowth and he slowed the Pointer again. Prowl up to the edge of the open ground, he thought; then if there were no pursuers immediately in sight, make a quick dash across. It would be too bad if he was seen, but once he reached the forest on the other side of the valley, he should be able to lose them again . . .


  He heard a sound from Hulida, an abrupt, soft intake of breath, looked over at him and saw the knotted jaw muscles, the tight, fixed grin of the machman’s mouth. Immediately, almost before he could form a conscious thought of why he should do it, Jeslin was spinning the Pointer away from the valley, back into the forest, and slamming on speed.


  Behind him, the forest crashed. In the rear search screen, he saw the thing sweep after him . . . a vertical torrent, fifteen feet across, composed of earth, brush, uprooted and shattered trees rushing into the air, sucked up by a tractor beam. Beyond it, a group of flying figures darted into the forest, fanned out.


  In thick growth, Jeslin turned the Pointer left again, raced on, hugging the ground, for a hundred yards, swung sharply to the right. For perhaps a minute, he saw nothing in the screens except the thickets the machine was slashing through. Then there was a glimpse of two machmen weaving around tree trunks above the undergrowth. The roar of the tractor beam had lessened, now grew stronger again. The Pointer flashed into another thicket.


  “Useless, Jeslin!” Hulida was shouting. “They’ve found you and you can’t shake them off!”


  For a while, it seemed Hulida was right. The fliers couldn’t match the Pointer’s speed in the forest; they would be there for instants, coming down through the crowns, fall behind as Jeslin swerved off, and vanish again. But they could rise back up through the trees and overtake him in the open air, and were doing it. He didn’t know how many they were in all, but half the time he seemed to be in momentary view of one or the other of them.


  And the tractors followed the fliers. There must be at least two of the machines moving across the forest after him, guided by the flying scouts. Suddenly the roar of the beam would arise, shredding the growth as it rushed in towards him; sometimes a second one appeared almost simultaneously from the other side. Once he nearly ran the Pointer directly into one of the dark, hurtling columns of forest debris; as he slewed away from it, the vehicle shuddered as if it were being shaken apart, and Hulida uttered a short, hoarse cry.


  And then everything was quiet again. The Pointer rushed on—a minute, two minutes, three, four; and no pursuer appeared in the screens. Jeslin saw a gully ahead, a narrow, dry water bed, dropped into it, moved along it a quarter of a mile until it turned into a deep, rocky ravine almost enclosed by dense undergrowth above. There he stopped the machine.


  The timepiece in the instrument panel told him twelve minutes had passed since he reached the edge of the valley. He would have said he had been running from the tractors for nearly an hour.


  He rubbed his sweating palms along his thighs, looked over at Hulida’s slumped form. There was no particular satisfaction in knowing that the chase had unnerved the machman more than it had him.


  “Now talk,” he said unsteadily, “if you care to go on living. What happened?”


  Hulida straightened slowly but did not answer at once. Then he said, speaking carefully and obviously struggling to recover his self-possession, “Several of the survey team members were given truth drugs and questioned as soon as we secured the station. They told us of the long-range transmitter which was to be used to call for help if the station was disabled or overwhelmed by a hostile force. When you were warned off and escaped, it was assumed that that was where you would try to go. The transmitter has been located and is, of course, being guarded. We ran into the group which was watching the route you were most likely to take.”


  Jeslin had a sense of heavy, incredulous dismay. He hadn’t expected that particular piece of information to get to the machmen so quickly. It had been the one way left open now to defeat their plans.


  After a moment, he asked, “Where did those tractors come from?”


  “They are part of our ship’s equipment. The machines were sent ahead to help in your capture.”


  Jeslin grunted. “If one of the beams had touched us,” he said, “there’s a good chance we would have been torn apart before they made a capture! You’re right about your group not caring who stands in the way when they’re out to do something.” He saw Hulida’s cheeks go gray below the blindfold, added, “Just before they jumped us, you knew it was coming. You machmen have a built-in communication system of some kind—”


  Hulida hesitated, said, “Yes, we do.”


  “How does it operate?”


  “I could attempt to describe it to you,” Hulida said, “but the description would have meaning only to another machman. The use of the system cannot be taught until it can be experienced.”


  “At any rate,” Jeslin said, “your friends know we have stopped running and have settled down somewhere.”


  Hulida shook his head.


  “I have not told them that.” He managed a brief, shaky grin. “After all, Jeslin, I prefer to go on living . . . and there is no reason why either of us should die. You can do nothing more, and you’ve had a demonstration of what your life as a fugitive would be like. The group won’t give up the hunt until they have you. You can calculate your final odds for yourself. But surrender to me—now—and all will still be well.”


  There had been a growing urgency in his voice. Jeslin watched him, not answering. The machman’s mouth worked. Fear, Jeslin thought. More fear than Hulida should be feeling at the moment. His own skin began to crawl. Here at the bottom of the ravine, the search screens showed him nothing.


  He reached out quietly, switched on the Pointer’s stungun.


  “Jeslin . . .”


  Jeslin remained silent.


  “Jeslin, there is no time to lose!” Hulida’s voice was harsh with desperation. “I did not tell you the truth just now. I can conceal nothing from the group. There are multiple direct connections between the brains, the nervous systems, of all of us. Our communication is not wholly a mechanical process—we function almost as units of a group mind. They know you are hiding in the area and have been searching for you. At any instant—”


  Jeslin turned the Pointer’s nose upward, triggered the gun. The stunfield smashed up out of the ravine, the machine following it. Man-shapes swirled about limply among the trees like drifting leaves, and something came thundering along the floor of the gully toward the place where the Pointer had been hiding.


  Then the nightmare chase began again . . .


  An endless period later, Jeslin realized he was clear of the pursuit for a second time. He kept the Pointer hurtling forward on a straight line, staying below the trees where he could, but flicking through open stretches and over stream beds without pausing. Once the screen showed him two figures wheeling high against the sky; he thought they were machmen but was under cover again before he could be sure.


  Then something smashed against the Pointer’s engine section in the rear. Jeslin swung the machine about, saw a figure gliding away behind a massive tree trunk, sent it spinning with the stungun, turned again and rushed on. A minute later, there was a distant crashing in the forest; then silence.


  The Pointer began to vibrate heavily, and presently the speed indicator dropped. Jeslin looked at the location chart, chewing his lip. His arm muscles ached; he was trembling with tension and fatigue. He found himself trying to urge the machine onward mentally, made a snorting sound of self-derision.


  Then there was warm, golden sunlight ahead among the trees. Jeslin brought a folded black hood out from under the instrument panel, laid it beside him. He reached over and unfastened Hulida’s seat belt. The machman sagged sideways on the seat. His mouth moved as if he were speaking, but he seemed dazed.


  Jeslin brought the Pointer to the ground, turned off the laboring engine. He picked up the black hood, dropped it over his head, its lower folds resting on his shoulders. From within, it seemed transparent, showing a glassy glitter around the edges of objects.


  He took his gun from his pocket, hauled open the side door and stepped out. Ahead something slid quickly through a sunlit opening in the tree tops. Jeslin sent two bolts ripping through the foliage behind it, reached back into the Pointer and hauled Hulida out by the arm. He swung the staggering machman around, started at a halfrun toward the area of open ground fifty yards away, thrusting Hulida ahead of him.


  “Jeslin—” It was a hoarse gasp.


  “Keep moving! They’ll have a tractor on our machine in a moment.” He felt the figure lighten suddenly, warned, “Don’t try to leave me! I’ll blow your head off before you’re ten feet away.”


  “You’re insane! You can’t escape now!”


  Tractor beams roared suddenly among the trees behind them, and Hulida screamed. They stumbled through a thicket, out into the sunlight of a wide glade. Machman figures darted above the tree tops of the far side, two hundred yards away. Jeslin ripped the blindfold from Hulida’s face, seized his arm again, ran forward with him into the glade.


  From the center of the open area came a single deep bell note, a curiously attention-binding sound. Jeslin stopped, hurled Hulida forward, away from him. The machman rolled over, came swaying almost weightlessly to his feet.


  The bell note sounded again. Hulida’s head turned toward it. He went motionless.


  Here it comes, Jeslin thought . . .


  And it came. Under the shielding hood, he was experiencing it, as he had many times before, as a pulsing, dizzying, visual blur. Outside, wave after wave of radiation was rushing out from the animal trap concealed in the center of the clearing, a pounding, numbing pattern of confusion to any mind within its range, increasing moment by moment in intensity.


  After ten seconds, it stopped.


  Hulida slumped sideways, settled slowly to the ground.


  A man-shape streaked down out of the sky, turning over and over, crashed into the tree tops beyond the glade.


  Something else passed through the thickets behind Jeslin, sucking noisily at the earth, and moved off into the distance, dirt and other debris cascading back down into the trees behind it. A similar din was receding through the forest to the south. The tractors were continuing on their course, uncontrolled.


  Overhead, Jeslin saw other machman fliers drifting gradually down through the air.


  He moved forward, picked up Hulida and drew back with him out of the trap’s range. It would reset itself automatically now for any moving thing of sufficient size to trigger its mechanisms.


  He wasn’t sure he would find anything left of the Pointer, but the beams hadn’t come within fifty feet of it. As he came up, he heard the communicator signal inside. He put Hulida down hastily, climbed in and switched on the instrument.


  The face of Govant, the team’s geophysicist, appeared in the screen.


  “Jeslin, what the devil’s happened?” he demanded. “The machmen who took over the station all collapsed at the same instant just now! Aid says she’s sure you caused it in some manner. They’re alive but unconscious.”


  “I know,” Jeslin said. “I suggest you disarm them and dump them into one of the cages.”


  “That’s being done, of course!” Govant said irritably. “We’re not exactly stupid. But—”


  “You’re yelling for help from any navy units around?”


  “Naturally.” Govant looked aside, away from the screen, added, “Apparently, we’ve just had a response! But it may be weeks before help arrives, and the machmen said they had a spaceship which—”


  “Their ship won’t be a problem,” Jeslin said. “Get a few airtrucks over here, will you? I’ll give you my location. In a rather short time, I’m going to have a great many machmen around to transport back to the station’s cages.”


  Govant stared at him. “What did you do to them?”


  “Well,” Jeslin said, “for all practical purposes, I’ve blown out their cortical fuses. I walked one of them into a hypnoshock trap here, and it hit the others through him. I’ll give you the details when I get back. At present, they’re simply paralyzed. In a few hours, they’ll be able to move again; but for days after that, they won’t make any move that somebody hasn’t specifically told them to make. By that time, we should have the last of them locked up.”


  He stepped out of the Pointer after Govant had switched off and went back to Hulida, mentally shaping the compulsive suggestions which presently would shut off the wandering tractors, round up the tranced fliers, and bring the captured patrol boat and the machman spaceship gliding obediently down to the planet.


  1965


  A NICE DAY FOR SCREAMING


  Sometimes, in deep space, it may be hard to tell the cargo from the owners of a ship . . .


  As soon as the Marsar Shift began, Adacee newscaster Keth Deboll had the feeling that he wasn’t going to like this assignment. In part, it might be simply a reaction to the pitch-blackness which closed down instantly on the pseudospace ship. He knew the lights in the personnel section around him were on. Yet not the faintest glow was visible anywhere—not even from Furnay’s control console directly before him. It was the deadest, emptiest black he had ever experienced . . . the kind of black that might be left after the Universe ended. The thought came suddenly that, if he had to stay in it for any length of time, it would drain everything out of him and leave him sitting here, an empty, black shell, as dead as the rest of it.


  However, the shift wouldn’t last long. The Navy men with whom Keth Deboll had talked during his briefing the day before had emphasized the eerie aspects of Space Three, no doubt deliberately. Keth knew he wasn’t welcome on board, and he couldn’t have cared less. It had taken a great deal of maneuvering and string-pulling by the Adacee News Viewer System to get him the assignment on one of the fourteen pseudospace ships presently in operation. The Navy wanted more money for its enormously expensive Space Three projects; and in the end the argument had prevailed that the best way to get popular support for their wishes was to have a popular newscaster provide an enthusiastic, first-hand projected report on one of the sorties into pseudospace. And there were simply no more popular newscasters in the Federation that year than Keth Deboll.


  But the men he would actually be on shipboard with hadn’t liked the arrangement much, especially the provision that Keth was to have the run of the ship insofar as he didn’t interfere with operations. And like many other people who dealt with him in person, they might not have cared much for Keth. He was undersized and thin, still on the young side but already—since he lived well—sporting a small, round paunch. A point which seemed to irk the Navy scientists in particular was that he hadn’t bothered to take notes on the information they had given him for the telecast. Keth never did take notes, of course; he had nearly perfect recall. But they didn’t know that.


  There was a brief, sharp tingling in the palm of his right hand—a signal from Furnay, his technician, that the telecast, which would be transmitted to normspace by special Navy communicators, was beginning; and Keth automatically began to talk . . .


  As usual, he didn’t pay much attention to what he was saying. It wasn’t necessary. The relevant material was stored in his mind, already arranged into a number of variant patterns. Depending on the circumstances, it would emerge in one sequence or another, always coherently, smoothly, effectively. He discovered he had started now with the statement that this was another milestone in newscasting history—the first direct report from pseudospace or Space Three. They were shifting at the moment into the field of an entirely new class of energies, a region where space appeared to exist only as a useful symbol, or as an illusionary medium in the recording instruments. The discovery of pseudospace five years ago had been a triumph of human ingenuity; its existence had been established by the calculations of Navy mathematicians, and the means of contacting it derived from those same calculations. Since then two new mathematical systems already had been developed to provide even a theoretical understanding of the problems encountered in the further exploration of this weird new stratum of the Universe.


  He turned briefly to technicalities. They would remain in pseudospace for the period of one hour less a few minutes, in a Navy ship especially designed and constructed to permit even temporary existence there. Aside from the standard drives, it was equipped with an engine which made the shift possible. This engine would be shut off as soon as the shift was accomplished, would be turned on again ten minutes before the scheduled return because it took five minutes to build up the required power for the shift. One hour was at present the maximum period a ship could remain safely in Space Three.


  The shift engine would be shut off for the curious reason that although motion in Space Three was impossible, motion relative to normal space and subspace while in Space Three was not only possible but greatly augmented. What produced it was any use of energy by the intruding vessel. The result was that a pseudospace ship always emerged into normspace again at a point removed from its point of entry—and at a distance far greater than it could otherwise have covered by the full use of standard drive engines in the same period of time. The potential value of this phenomenon for space travel was obvious; but at present there was no fixed ratio between the energy expended by a ship and the distance it moved, and the direction in which it would move was equally unpredictable. Many of the multiple studies programed for today’s one-hour shift were designed to yield additional information on precisely those points.


  Their shift had been initiated in the vicinity of Orado. They would release an exceptional amount of energy because of a demonstration graciously prepared by the Navy to illustrate certain interesting qualities of pseudospace to Adacee’s billions of viewers. So all they knew definitely was that when they emerged again, they would find themselves somewhere within the space boundaries of the Federation. The exact location would be determined after they had arrived.


  Keth Deboll came to that point at the instant the Marsar Shift ended and the ship lights reappeared. He hadn’t consciously planned it that way; but he’d been told how long the shift would take, and the material stored in his mind had re-sorted itself so that he’d have the preliminary explanations cleared up when the moment came.


  He went on without a break into the next part. In a moment the vision screens would go on. He and Furnay had been provided with a smaller duplicate of the main screen at the far end of the personnel section; and Adacee’s viewers would get the first live look afforded the general public of the instruments’ rendition of a nonspatial energy field. They would be seeing something no eyes had seen, or could have seen, before Man’s supreme intelligence, determination and courage found a way to begin to map Space Three—perhaps eventually to make use of it.


  The illusionary medium of Space Three appeared abruptly. Keth’s stomach seemed to turn over twice. He had the feeling that he was being pulled painlessly but inexorably apart. His mouth went on talking but he hadn’t the faintest idea now of what he said. The medium was a bright pink and white, gave the impression of vast but unstable depth. The colors shifted in slowly changing patterns. Something like a transparent vapor streamed by from right to left—Keth had the impression it was a considerable distance away—like clouds moving across a summer sky. Of course, “distance” had no actual meaning here.


  And neither, his voice reminded the viewers, did the word “cold” retain its familiar meaning in Space Three. It was cold beyond any previous understanding of the term, not merely in the sense of an utter absence of heat, but cold on the ascending scale, so to speak—cold above cold above cold.


  This was the great hazard of Space Three, the factor which would have made it impenetrable, if its existence had been known, to life before Man. For the reason Man could penetrate it was the great discovery of the Marsar Field . . .


  This whole universe-of-the-moment, Keth decided, was being twisted slowly in two directions at once! Not only Space Three in the screen, but the pseudospace ship itself, and he and Furnay in the seat beside him. He couldn’t actually see anything to tell him why he knew that, but he knew it, and it was an extraordinarily unpleasant thing to know. He heard Furnay swallowing noisily—no harm done, the filters would catch it—and began to wish he had eaten a less healthy breakfast an hour ago . . .


  The Marsar Energy Field, his voice was continuing smoothly, coated the outer boxlike hull of the pseudospace ship. The personnel section in the center of the ship, where they now were, was another box, separated from the other compartments of the ship by gravity pressors. In other words, the personnel section was suspended, floating free within the ship; and it also was coated with the Field.


  This was a very necessary precaution because the Marsar Field was the only thing which stood now between them and the ultimate cold of Space Three—and it would be demonstrated immediately what that ultracold did to objects from normal space which lacked the Field’s protection . . .


  Keth had come to his feet, still speaking, and was moving along an open aisle toward an adjoining part of the personnel section. He wasn’t concerned about getting beyond the range of the instruments; it was Furnay’s department to cover him wherever he was in the ship, and Furnay would do it. He stopped at another screen where two Navy technicians were sitting. The expectancy in their faces as he approached had told him they were hoping for signs that Space Three was churning the unwelcome guest’s brain along with assorted other innards; so he flashed them the famous Keth Deboll grin without interrupting his easy flow of talk. They swung back disappointedly to their switches and buttons.


  “And these are the two gentlemen selected to carry out the demonstration . . .” Keth gave their full names, which shook them a little, went on explaining each move they made as they made it, never at a loss, never hesitant, enjoying his control of the situation and of the continuing awful feeling of internal and external distortion . . .


  The pseudospace ship had brought another vessel into Space Three with it—a chunky, old-fashioned siege boat, of no greater length than a destroyer but covered with armor of the densest, toughest workable material known, designed to move in against the fire of heavy planet-based guns and remain operational. Unmanned because it was to be sacrificed now for the benefit of Adacee’s viewers, it hung in the screen, gradually increasing in size. The two ships were in motion relative both to normal space and to each other, Keth explained—the siege boat only because its Marsar Field and the shift engine with which it had been equipped were giving off energy while the pseudospace ship was additionally using its standard drives to maneuver closer to the intended victim . . . but not too close because any contact with another solid object would collapse its Marsar Field-


  Two devices had appeared in the screen about midway between the two ships, and Keth’s description slid over to them, quickening. Telecontrolled projectile guns, each balancing a detached four-inch steel sphere in its launching field, spheres and guns both shielded by the Marsar effect, of course . . . and now one had veered about, his voice announced, rising in excitement, had aimed at the doomed siege boat, and the sphere was launched.


  Close-up of a steel ball seemingly motionless against the frozen pink and white of pseudospace, then the armored flank of the siege boat swinging into view, swinging in toward it. The four-inch missile struck and adhered.


  The close-up flowed out, became the previous picture, now including the projected image of a huge transparent time dial, a second hand sweeping around through its ten marked sections. As the hand touched the tenth mark, the dial vanished, the other projectile gun swerved, and the second steel ball was launched. Keth abruptly stopped speaking.


  This time, there was no close-up. A moment passed; and then the siege boat shattered.


  It was not a violent process but an awesomely quiet one. Cracks flicked about the massively armored hull, joined and deepened. The boat began to drift apart in sections, each section splitting again and again as it came separate. For an instant, the shift engine showed, protected by its own Marsar and pressor fields from the debacle around it, then vanished, on its way back to normspace. Keth felt a stab of annoyance. The Navy had insisted on salvaging the engine, and its intact appearance meant a fractional loss in overall effect.


  But otherwise the picture of absolute destruction was complete. Chunks of battle-armor capable of resisting the pounding of ultrabeams continued to crack into fragments, fragments splintered into dust, Keth’s voice quietly accompanying the siege boat’s destruction. For a moment, a glittering fog, which still retained a suggestion of the vessel’s outlines, was visible; then Space Three was clear again. Probably not one in a million of Adacee’s viewers had noticed the simultaneous dissolution of the projectile guns, triggered off from the pseudospace ship.


  And this was the explanation for the dual protection given the personnel section, Keth continued. If, for any reason, their ship’s outer Marsar Field should fail . . . and Marsar Fields had been known to fail for reasons never explained . . . the rest of the ship would, within seconds, become a homogenous, brittle-frozen mass. But the personnel section would remain intact within its own field, and since it contained the shift engine, it could be brought back by itself to normal space to await the arrival of rescue ships.


  In spite of such precautions, one pseudospace ship not too long ago had simply stopped communicating and disappeared during a shift. Space Three remained a medium of both unfathomed opportunities and unfathomed dangers, and until . . .


  Keth again stopped listening to what he was saying. It was familiar ground: a pitch for money. The Navy was getting what it had paid for by providing the stage for a Deboll newscast while Keth moved toward the instrument room at the far end of the section. There he would introduce several scientists, question them individually about their specialties, then switch back to a few minor demonstrations . . . and, blessedly, the gruesome hour would be over.


  A sharp whisper suddenly beside his left ear. “Keth! Get back here!”


  What did Furnay want? Keth turned, started back toward the technician, not too hurriedly, mind racing. His commentary veered off from the interviews toward which it had been leading, took a new tack which would provide an opening for whatever had caught Furnay’s attention. Whatever had caused that interruption could be no minor matter.


  As he slid into his seat before the screen, Furnay’s filtered voice said hurriedly on his left, “That dot in the upper right corner! It appeared just a moment ago and it’s getting larger fast—”


  Keth’s eyes flicked over the screen, found the dot. More than a dot . . . an irregular little dark blotch against the blazing white of Space Three, changing shape constantly and expanding visibly as he stared at it. For an instant, he felt cold fury. They hadn’t mentioned anything like this in yesterday’s briefing, and in seconds he’d have to be talking about it, explaining it glibly! His hand already had pressed a button on the little intercom rod in his pocket which would connect him with one of the observers at the big screen, the man who was standing by to fill in if Keth felt unable to interpret what the screens showed.


  He hadn’t expected to use that button . . . and now the fool didn’t respond! He pressed again, repeatedly, ragingly.


  A loud voice announced:


  “Emergency stations! Repeat—emergency stations! Unidentified object approaching . . .”


  Keth drew a sharp breath. They didn’t know what it was! A new Space Three phenomenon in the middle of the newscast—what a break! WHAT a break! He swung into the situation instantly, opening the pickup filters, which had been blurring out irrelevant sounds, and every intercom, catching commands and responses crossing the personnel section his voice running along with them, expanding, improvising . . . The drive engines came on with a muted roar; the pseudospace ship moved away, out of the course of the unknown object which had been headed directly towards them—and which, thirty seconds later, again was headed directly towards them. The ship suddenly picked up speed in dead earnest.


  They had turned on the shift engine, Keth announced to Adacee’s viewers, voice shaking with excitement; but of course, it would take five minutes for the engine to develop enough power to permit their return to normal space. Meanwhile the blob, the blotch—the unidentified object—now four or five inches across in the screen—was sliding sideways out of sight as the ship turned away from it. It was still vague . . . objects more than two miles apart in normspace terms could not be clearly defined in pseudospace; but there was a suggestion, more than a suggestion, of bunched tentacles trailing from that shifting shape. It definitely, almost definitely, was following them—


  Furnay was stabbing buttons desperately, as the object vanished from the screen, to get them switched over to another one where it would be visible again. The Adacee feedback tinkle sounded in Keth’s left ear; a jubilant voice whispered, “Terrific, Deboll! Terrific! None of us can imagine how you did it, but keep the thing running! The interest indicator jumped to absolute top in less than thirty seconds and is staying right there. You sound scared to death!”


  He was scared to death, Keth discovered. His knees rattled together whenever they came within four inches of each other . . . And now the screen blinked twice and shifted to a slightly different view of pseudospace.


  “AWK!” Furnay said hoarsely.


  The pursuing object couldn’t be much more than two miles behind them now because its details were trembling on the verge of becoming discernible. Only two miles, Keth repeated, stunned, to himself—with the ship roaring along on its space drive!


  And with that, the personnel section went black.


  Keth heard a thump beside him, put out his hand and found Furnay collapsed forward on the control console. He wasn’t sure whether the technician had fainted or not, and he started shaking him by the shoulder. The intercom was still full of voices and his own voice was continuing automatically. “We have begun the Marsar Shift! Apparently, we escaped with only seconds to spare! What this . . .”


  “Mr. Deboll,” the intercom told him sharply, “the newscast was cut off twenty seconds ago! Communications is pre-empting all channels until we have completed the shift to normspace and established our new location there.”


  Twenty seconds ago would have been the instant they entered the shift! Oh, not bad, Keth thought giddily. Not bad at all! The last impression Adacee’s viewers had been given was of that horrific unknown pursuer closing in. And now minutes of silence before the ship’s escape was confirmed—it would be the sensation of the month!


  “Shift ending,” the intercom said. “Remain at your stations . . .”


  The lights came on. The screen before Keth remained black for an instant. Then something flickered in it, and he was looking out at clouds and rivers of blazing stars.


  Somebody cheered. After that, there was a dead stillness for perhaps half a second . . .


  Somebody else yelled hoarsely. Keth shot up half out of his seat, stayed crouched, bent forward, staring at the screen.


  The stars on the right were being obscured by a darkness which came flowing out over them . . . a darkness which extended broad, whipping tendrils and grew, covering half the screen, two thirds of it. Voices were shouting, and at the last moment, before the screen was completely blanked out, Keth glimpsed something like a section of a huge, rubbery tube swinging down toward him through space.


  The personnel section seemed to slue around. The deck came up under Keth, threw him stumbling half across Furnay. He grasped the technician’s shoulders to right himself.


  “Main drive dead!” the intercom bellowed incredulously.


  There was the sluing motion again, this time in reversed direction. For a moment, stars reappeared in one corner of the screen, racing through it—as if, Keth thought, the ship were spinning wildly through space. The deck heaved. He staggered, pitched forward, then back, tripped and went down. Something hard slammed the side of his head, and his mind went blank.


  “He’s coming around now,” Furnay’s voice was saying. “Hey, Keth, wake up!”


  Keth opened his eyes. He was lying in the seat before the screen, tilted backward. Furnay was on one side of him, somebody else stood on the other side. He jerked his head up to look at the screen. It was full of stars.


  “What’s happened?” he gasped.


  “We’re no longer in danger, Mr. Deboll,” the other man said reassuringly. He was in his shirt sleeves and closing a flat container full of medical instruments. “Exactly what did happen isn’t at all clear, but we should know shortly.”


  “Captain Roan,” the intercom said, “please come to Station Three at once!”


  The man smiled at Keth, said to Furnay “He’ll be all right now,” and hurried off with his container.


  “That’s the doctor,” Furnay said. “You cut your head pretty bad, but he sealed it.” Furnay looked pale and shaken. “That thing, whatever it was, went back to Space Three. Or at least, it’s gone. I came to in the middle of it all, while it was coming aboard . . .”


  “Coming aboard?” Keth repeated blankly. “You were hallucinating, Furnay. That thing was a hundred times bigger than this ship! I saw part of it close up.”


  “Well, something came on board,” Furnay said doggedly. “Ask anybody. First there was an awful banging over the intercom from somewhere else on the ship. Then somebody yelled that all three ship locks were being opened.”


  “From outside?”


  Furnay looked at him. “Keth, nobody here was opening them, believe me! Then there was more banging here and there for a while. They were trying to find out what was going on out there, of course, but the intership screens were too blurred to make out anything. That went on for a while.” Furnay wet his lips. “Then the lock to the personnel section began to open . . .


  “Huh?”


  “That’s right,” Furnay said. “It came right in here.”


  “What came right in here?” Keth demanded savagely. The technician spread his hands. “Nobody really got a look at it, Keth! The air sort of got thick—not to breathe; it was more like you were trying to look through syrup. Same thing that had been blurring the intership screens apparently. It only lasted about a minute. Then the air turned clear and the lock here closed. Maybe a minute later, the ship screens cleared, and the three big locks all closed together. Nobody had seen anything. Right after that, everything went black again.”


  “Marsar Shift black, you mean?”


  Furnay nodded. “We were shifting to Space Three. That seems to be why it came in here—to start the shift engine. But somebody reversed the field right away and we came back to normspace. The thing was gone, and the main problem now seems to be that our space drive is almost out. We’re barely able to move. But the transmitters started working again . . .”


  “They were out?” Keth asked.


  “They went blank about the time the drive engines stopped,” Furnay said. “Then, as soon as the thing left, they started up again. The communication boys called for help, and there’s a Space Scout squadron four days away headed toward us now . . .”


  “Four days away?”


  “Well, we’re way outside of the Hub. That five-minute run on full drive, while the shift engine was warming up, brought on the biggest Space Three jump ever recorded . . . Where are you going?”


  Keth was climbing to his feet. “Where do you think? We still have a newscast running. I’m going to get hold of the brass, find out exactly what they know, and get Communication to release a channel so we can start beaming it back. This is the biggest . . .”


  “Wait a minute, Keth!” Furnay looked worried. “This is a Navy ship and we’re operating under emergency regulations at the moment.” He nodded at the open per-sound section lock fifty feet away. “The brass is outside in the ship, checking things over. Everyone else has been ordered to remain at their stations. And they figure this is our station.”


  Keth grunted irritably, looked around. A gold-braided jacket and cap lay across a chair a few feet away. He went over, glanced around again, put them on.


  “They’re the doctor’s,” Furnay said.


  “He won’t miss them. Sit tight here.”


  Keth walked down the aisle toward a food dispenser fifteen feet from the open lock. The borrowed jacket and cap were decidedly too big for him, and from moment to moment he was in partial view of various groups in the section; but everyone was too involved in discussing recent events to pay him much attention. He paused at the dispenser, punched a button at random and received a tube of liquid vitamins. Half turning, he flicked a glance from under the cap brim about the part of the section he could see, moved on to the lock and stepped quietly through it.


  There was no one in sight on the other side. He turned to the right along the passage through which he and Furnay had been conducted to the personnel section a little over an hour ago. The main entrance lock was just beyond its far end, out of sight. He might find something there to tell him how to get to the engine room. Since they were having trouble with the drives, that was presumably where the investigating senior officers would be.


  At the end of the passage, he stopped, startled. The lock room was almost entirely filled with an assortment of items he found himself unable to identify. One wall was lined to the ceiling with luminous hexagonal boxes arranged like a honeycomb. Against them leaned bundled extrusions which looked like steel with bubbles of light trickling slowly through it. Completely blocking the lock was a great mass of rainbow-colored globes two feet in diameter, which appeared to be stuck together. The weirdest item was stacked by the hundreds along the left wall . . . transparent plastic blocks, each containing something which looked partly like a long-haired gloomy monkey and partly like a caterpillar.


  Keth blinked at the arrangement, mouth open, for a moment, went over and touched a finger gingerly against one of the globes. It felt warm—around a hundred and ten degrees, he decided. Scowling and muttering to himself, he went off down another passage.


  He passed a closed door, hesitated, returned and opened it. The area beyond was filled about equally by transparent sacks, bulging with what looked like white diamonds, and large, dark-red cylinders. The cylinders were groaning softly. Keth closed the door, opened another one thirty feet farther on, glanced in and hurriedly slammed it shut. He walked on, shaking his head, his mouth working nervously.


  A minute or two later, he saw a sign which said ENGINE ROOM-MAINTENANCE above an opened lock. Keth entered, found himself on the upper level of the engine room with a spider web of catwalks running here and there about the machinery. From below came the sound of voices.


  He edged out on one of the catwalks, peered down. Half a dozen men, two of them in uniform, stood about an open hatch from which another uniformed man, the engineering officer, was just emerging. These were the ship’s senior officers, and every one of them, Keth reminded himself, was also one of the Federation Navy’s top scientists. They were too far off to let him understand what they were talking about, but if he got within hearing range without being discovered, he should gather information they wouldn’t volunteer for the purposes of a newscast. He drew back out of sight, located a ladder along the wall and climbed down to the main level.


  Guided by their voices, he threaded his way among the machines toward the group. There was a sudden, loud slam—the hatch being closed again. Then the voices were coming toward him on the other side of the massive steel bole along which he had been moving. Keth flattened himself quickly into a shallow niche of the machine, stayed still.


  They came out into an intersection of passages on Keth’s left and stopped there. He held his breath. If they looked over at him now, they couldn’t miss seeing him. But the engineering officer was speaking and their attention was on him.


  “Up to a point,” he was saying, “the matter is now clear! It removed our fuel plates and replaced them with its own . . .”


  Keth’s ears seemed to flick forwards. What was that? His thoughts began to race.


  “Those plates,” the man went on, “are producing energy. In fact, they have a really monstrous output. But the energy doesn’t do much for our drives. In some way, almost all of it is being diverted, dissipated, shunted off somewhere else.


  “There’s no immediate explanation for that, but it isn’t a practical problem. We’ll simply shut off the drives, pull out the plates and put our own back again. We’ll be docking at the station in a week. If we had to use this stuff, it would take us half a dozen years to crawl back to the Hub under our own power.”


  “In normspace,” another man said.


  “Yes, in normspace. In pseudo, naturally, it would be a very different matter.”


  The ship captain scratched his chin, remarked, “In pseudo, if your figures on the output are correct, those plates might have carried us out of the galaxy in a matter of hours.”


  “Depending on the course we took,” the engineering officer agreed.


  There was a pause. Then somebody said, “When we were maneuvering to get the siege boat in range, we may have been moving along, or nearly along, one of the scheduled courses. That and our slow speed would have been the signal.


  “It seems to explain it,” the engineering officer said. He added, “A point I still don’t understand is why we didn’t lose our atmosphere in the process! We’re agreed that the fact we were aboard would have had no meaning for the thing—it was a detail it simply wouldn’t register. Yet there has been no drop in pressure.”


  Another man said dryly, “But it isn’t quite the same atmosphere! I’ve found a substantially higher oxygen reading. I think it will be discovered that some of the objects it left on board—I suspect those in the lock room in particular—contain life in one form or another, and that it’s oxygen-breathing life.”


  “That may have been a very fortunate circumstance for us,” the captain said. “And . . .” His eyes had shifted along the passage, stopped now on Keth. He paused. “Well,” he said mildly, “it seems we have company! It’s the gentleman from the newscast system.”


  The others looked around in surprise.


  “Mr. Deboll,” the captain went on thoughtfully, “I take it you overheard our discussion just now.”


  Keth cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said. He took off the medical officer’s cap.


  “You came down here by way of the main lock passage?”


  “Yes.”


  There was silence for a moment. Then the engineering officer said, “As I see it, no harm has been done!” He looked rather pleased.


  “Quite the contrary, in my opinion!” said the captain. He smiled at Keth. “Mr. Deboll please join our group! In observing you during yesterday’s briefing, I was struck by your quickness in grasping the essentials of a situation. No doubt, you already have realized what the explanation for this extraordinary series of events must be.”


  “Yes, I have,” Keth said hoarsely.


  “Excellent. Our instructions are that we must not interfere in any way with your report to the public. Now I have a feeling that what you will have to say may be a definite upset to those who have maintained the exploratory Space Three projects should be limited or abandoned because of their expense, and because no information of practical value could possibly be gained from them.”


  “My guess is you’ll get anything you want for them now,” Keth told him.


  The captain grinned. “Then let’s return to the personnel section and get that newscast going!”


  They started back to the engine room entrance Keth mentally phrasing the manner in which he would explain to Adacee’s waiting billions of viewers that the pseudospace ship—one of Man’s great achievements—had been halted, engulfed, checked, fueled, loaded up and released by somebody else’s automatic depot and service station for intergalactic robot cargo carriers.


  PLANET OF FORGETTING


  On this world men could not live, for here you forgot everything—even forgot you were forgetting!


  I


  At best, Major Wade Colgrave decided, giving his mud-caked boot tips a brooding scowl, amnesia would be an annoying experience. But to find oneself, as he had just done, sitting on the rocky hillside of an unfamiliar world which showed no sign of human habitation, with one’s think-tank seemingly in good general working order but with no idea of how one had got there, was more than annoying. It could be fatal.


  The immediate situation didn’t look too dangerous. He might have picked up some appalling local disease which would presently manifest itself, but it wasn’t likely. A foreign-duty agent of Earth’s military intelligence was immunized early in his career against almost every possible form of infection.


  Otherwise, there was a variety of strange lifeforms in sight, each going about its business. Some looked big enough to make a meal of a human being and might, if they noticed him. But the gun on Colgrave’s hip should be adequate to knock such ideas out of predators who came too close.


  He’d checked the gun over automatically on discovering a few minutes before that he had one. It was a standard military type, manufactured by upward of a dozen Terran colonies and excolonies. There were no markings to indicate its origin; but more important at the moment was the fact that the ammocounter indicated that it contained a full charge.


  What could have happened to get him into this position?


  The amnesia, however he’d acquired it, took a peculiar form. He had no questions about his identity. He knew who he was. Further, up to a point . . . in fact, practically up to a specific second of his life . . . his memory seemed normal. He’d been on Earth, had been told to report at once to the office of Jerry Redman, his immediate superior. And he was walking along a hall on the eighteenth floor of the headquarters building, not more than thirty feet from the door of Redman’s office, when his memory simply stopped. He couldn’t recall a thing between that moment and the one when he’d found himself sitting there.


  Presumably Redman had prepared a new assignment for him: and presumably he’d been briefed on it and set off. If he could extend his memory even thirty minutes beyond the instant of approaching the door, he might have a whole fistful of clues to what had gone on during the interval. But not a thing would come to mind. It wasn’t a matter of many years being wiped out; if he’d aged at all, he couldn’t detect it. Some months, however, might easily have vanished, or even as much as two or three years . . .


  Had somebody given him a partially effective memory wipeout and left him marooned here? Not at all likely. A rather large number of people unquestionably would be glad to see Intelligence deprived of his talents, but they wouldn’t resort to such roundabout methods. A bullet through his head, and the job would have been done.


  The thought that he’d been on a spaceship which cracked up in attempting a landing on this planet, knocking him out in the process, seemed more probable. He might have been the only survivor and staggered away from the wreck, his wits somewhat scrambled. If that was it, it had happened very recently.


  He was thirsty, hungry, dirty, and needed a shave. But neither he nor his clothing suggested he had been an addled castaway on a wild planet for any significant length of time. The clothes were stained with mud and vegetable matter but in good general condition. He might have stumbled into a mud hole in the swamps which began at the foot of the hills below him and stretched away to the right, then climbed up here and sat down until he dried off. There was, in fact, a blurred impression that he’d been sitting in this spot an hour or so, blinking foggily at the landscape, before he suddenly grew aware of himself and his surroundings.


  Colgrave’s gaze shifted slowly about the panorama before him, searching for the glitter of a downed ship or any signs of human activity. There was no immediate point in moving until he could decide in which direction he should go. It was a remarkable view of a rather unremarkable world. The yellow sun disk had somewhat more than Sol’s diameter. Glancing at it, he had a feeling it had been higher above the horizon when he noticed it first, which would make it afternoon in this area. It was warm but not disagreeably so; and now that he thought of it, his body was making no complaints about atmospheric conditions and gravity.


  He saw nothing that was of direct interest to him. Ahead and to the left, a parched plain extended from the base of the hills to the horizon. In tire low marshland on the right, pools of dark, stagnant water showed occasionally through thick vegetation. Higher up, lichen-gray trees formed a dense forest sweeping along the crests of the hills to within a quarter-mile of where Colgrave sat. The rock-cluttered hillside about him bore only patches of bushy growth.


  The fairly abundant animal life in view was of assorted sizes and shapes and, to Colgrave’s eyes, rather ungainly in appearance. Down at the edge of the marshes, herds of several species mingled peacefully, devoting themselves to chomping up the vegetation. An odd, green, bulky creature, something like a walking vegetable and about the height of a man, moved about slowly on stubby hind legs. It was using paired upper limbs to stuff leaves and whole plants into its lump of a head Most of the other animals were quadrupeds Only one of the carnivorous types was active . . . a dogsized beast with a narrow rod for a body and a long, weaving neck tipped by a round cat head. A pack of them quartered the tall grass between marsh and plain in a purposeful manner, evidently intent on small game.


  The other predators Colgrave could see might be waiting for nightfall before they did something about dinner. Half a dozen heavy leonine brutes lay about companionably on the open plain, evidently taking a sunbath. Something much larger and dark squatted in the shade of a tree on the far side of the marsh, watching the browsing herds but making no move to approach them.


  The only lifeforms above the size of a lizard on the slopes near Colgrave were a smallish gray hopper, which moved with nervous jerkiness from one clump of shrubs to another. They seemed to be young specimens of the green biped in the marsh. There was a fair number of those downhill on the slopes, ranging between one and three feet in height. They were more active than their elders; now and then about two or three would go gamboling clumsily around a bush together, like fat puppies at play. After returning to the business of stripping clumps of leaves from the shrubbery they would stuff them into the mouth-slits of their otherwise featureless heads. One of them, eating steadily away, was about twenty feet below him. It showed no interest whatever in the visitor from Earth.


  However he considered the matter, he couldn’t have been stumbling around by himself on this world for more than fifteen hours. And he could imagine no circumstances under which he might have been abandoned here deliberately. Therefore there should be, within a fifteen-hour hike at the outside, something—ship, camp, Intelligence post, settlement—from which he had started out.


  If it was a ship, it might be a broken wreck. But even a wreck would provide shelter, food, perhaps a means of sending an SOS call into space. There might be somebody else still alive on it. If there wasn’t, studying the ship itself should give him many indications of what had occurred, and why he was here.


  Whatever he would find, he had to get back to his starting point—


  Colgrave stiffened. Then he swore, relaxed slightly, sat still. There was a look of intense concentration on his face.


  Quietly, unnoticed, while his attention was fixed on the immediate problem, a part of his lost memories had returned. They picked up at the instant he was walking along the hall toward Redman’s office, ran on for a number of months, ended again in the same complete, uncompromising manner as before.


  He still didn’t know why he was on this world. But he felt he was close to the answer now—perhaps very close indeed.


  II


  The Lorn Worlds, Imperial Rala—the Sigma File—Imperial Rala, the trouble maker, two centuries ago the most remote of the scattered early Earth colonies, now a compact heavy-industry civilization which had indicated for some time that it intended to supplant Earth as the leading interstellar power. It had absorbed a number of other ex-colonies of minor status, turned its attention then on the nearby Lorn Worlds as its first important target of conquest. Colgrave had been assigned to the Lorn Worlds some years previously. At that time the Lornese were attempting to placate Rala and refused all assistance to Earth’s intelligence agencies.


  Redman had called him to the office that day to inform him there had been a basic shift in Lornese policies. He was being sent back. A full-scale invasion by Imperial Rala was in the making, and the Lorn Worlds had asked for support. Earth’s military forces could not be redeployed in sufficient strength to meet a massive thrust in that distant area of space in time to check the expected invasion. When it came, the Lorn Worlds would fight a delaying action, giving ground as slowly as possible until help arrived. Until it did arrive, they would remain sealed off from Earth almost completely by superior Ralan strength.


  Colgrave worked with Lornese intelligence men for almost three months, setting up the Sigma File. It contained in code every scrap of previously withheld information they could give against Rala. For decades the Lornese had been concerned almost exclusively with the activities of their menacing neighbor and with their own defensive plans. The file would be of immense importance in determining Earth’s immediate strategy. For Rala, its possession would be of equal importance.


  Colgrave set off with it finally in a Lornese naval courier to make the return run to Earth. The courier was a very fast small ship which could rely on its speed alone to avoid interception. As an additional precaution, it would follow a route designed to keep it well beyond the established range of Ralan patrols.


  A week later, something happened to it. Just what, Colgrave didn’t yet know.


  Besides himself there had been three men on board; the two pilot-navigators and an engineering officer. They were picked men and Colgrave had no doubt of their competence. He didn’t know whether they had been told the nature of his mission, the matter was not brought up. It should have been an uneventful, speedy voyage home.


  When one of the Lornese pilots summoned Colgrave to the control room to tell him the courier was being tracked by another ship, the man showed no serious concern. Their pursuer could be identified on the screen; it was a Ralan raider of the Talada class, ten times the courier’s tonnage but still a rather small ship. More importantly, a Talada could produce nothing like the courier’s speed.


  Nevertheless, Colgrave didn’t like the situation in the least. He had been assured that the odds against encountering Ralan vessels in this area of space were improbably high. By nature and training he distrusted coincidences. However, the matter was out of his hands. The pilots already were preparing to shift to emergency speed and, plainly, there was nothing to be done at the moment.


  He settled down to watch the operation. One of the pilots was speaking to the engineering officer over the intercom; the other handled the controls.


  It was this second man who suddenly gave a startled shout.


  In almost the same instant, the ship seemed to be wrenched violently to the left. Colgrave was hurled out of his seat, realized there was nothing he could do to keep from smashing into the bulkhead on his right . . .


  At that precise point, his memories shut off again.


  “Fleegle!” something was crying shrilly. “Fleegle! Fleegle! Fleegle!”


  Colgrave started, looked around. The small green biped nearest him downhill was uttering the cries. It had turned and was facing him frontside. Presumably it had just become aware of him and was expressing alarm. It waved its stubby forelimbs excitedly up and down. Farther down the slope several of its companions joined in with “Fleegle!” pipings of their own. Others stood watchfully still. They probably had eyes of a sort somewhere in the wrinkled balls of their heads; at any rate, they all seemed to be staring up at him.


  “Fleegle! Fleegle! Fleegle!”


  The whole hillside below suddenly seemed alive with the shrilling voices and waving green forelimbs. Colgrave twisted half around, glanced up the slope behind him.


  He was sliding the gun out of its holster as he came quietly to his feet, completing the turn. The thing that had been coming down toward him stopped in mid-stride, not much more than forty feet away.


  It was also a biped, of a very different kind, splotchy gray-black in color and of singularly unpleasant appearance. About eight feet tall, it had long, lean, talon-tipped limbs and a comparatively small body like a bloated sack. The round, black head above the body looked almost fleshless, sharp bone-white teeth as completely exposed as those of a skull. Two circular yellow eyes a few inches above the teeth stared steadily at Colgrave.


  He felt a shiver of distaste. The creature obviously was a carnivore and could have become dangerous to him if he hadn’t been alerted by the clamor of the fleegle pack. In spite of its scrawny, gangling look, it should weigh around two hundred and fifty pounds, and the teeth and talons would make it a formidable attacker. Perhaps it had come skulking down from the forest to pick up one of the browsing fleegles and hadn’t noticed Colgrave until he arose. But he had its full attention now.


  He waited, unmoving, gun in hand, not too seriously concerned—a couple of blasts should be enough to rip that pulpy body to shreds—but hoping it would decide to leave him alone. The creature was a walking nightmare, and tangling with unknown lifeforms always involved a certain amount of risk. He would prefer to have nothing to do with it.


  The fleegle racket had abated somewhat. But now the toothy biped took a long, gliding step forward and the din immediately set up again. Perhaps it didn’t like the noise, or else it was interested primarily in Colgrave; at any rate, it opened its mouth as if it were snarling annoyedly and drew off to the right, moving horizontally along the slope with long, unhurried spider strides, round yellow eyes still fixed on Colgrave. The fleegle cries tapered off again as the enemy withdrew. By the time it had reached a point around sixty feet away, the slopes were quiet.


  Now the biped started downhill, threading its way deliberately among the boulders like a long-legged, ungainly bird. But Colgrave knew by then it was after him; and those long legs might hurl it forward with startling speed when it decided to attack. He thumbed the safety off the gun.


  With the fie ogles silent, he could hear the rasping sounds the thing made when it opened its mouth in what seemed to be its version of a snarl . . . working up its courage, Colgrave thought, to tackle the unfamiliar creature it had chanced upon.


  As it came level with him on the hillside, it was snarling almost incessantly. It turned to face him then, lifted its clawed forelegs into a position oddly like that of a human boxer, hesitated an instant and came on swiftly.


  A shrill storm of fleegle pipings burst out along the slope behind Colgrave as he raised the gun. He’d let the thing cut the distance between them in half, he decided, then blow it apart . . .


  Almost with the thought, he saw the big biped stumble awkwardly across a rock. It made a startled, bawling noise, its forelimbs flinging out to help it catch its balance; then it went flat on its face with a thump.


  There was instant stillness on the hillside. The fleegles apparently were watching as intently as Colgrave was. The biped sat up slowly. It seemed dazed. It shook its ugly head and whimpered complainingly, glancing this way and that about the slope. Then the yellow eyes found Colgrave.


  Instantly, the biped leaped to its feet, and Colgrave hurriedly brought the gun up again. But the thing wasn’t resuming its charge. It wheeled, went plunging away up the slope, now and then uttering the bawling sound it had made as it stumbled. It appeared completely panicked.


  Staring after it, Colgrave scratched his chin reflectively with his free hand. After a moment, he resafetied the gun, shoved it back into the holster. He felt relieved but puzzled.


  The biped, plainly, was not a timid sort of brute. It must possess a certain amount of innate ferocity to have felt impelled to attack a creature of whose fighting ability it knew nothing. Then why this sudden, almost ludicrous flight? It might be convinced he had knocked it down in some manner as it came at him, but still—


  Colgrave shrugged. It was unimportant, after all. The biped had almost reached the top of the slope by now, was angling to the left to reach the lichen-gray forest a few hundred yards away. Its pace hadn’t lessened noticeably. He was rid of it.


  Then, as Colgrave’s gaze shifted along the boulder-studded top of the hill, something like a half-remembered fact seemed to nudge his mind. He stared, scowling abstractedly. Was there something familiar about that skyline? Something he should . . . he made a shocked sound.


  An instant later, he was climbing hurriedly, in something like a panic of his own, up the rocky slope.


  Beyond that crest, he remembered now, the ground dropped away into a shallow valley. And in that valley—how many hours ago?—he had landed the Ralan Talada’s lifeboat, with the Sigma File on board. Every minute he had spent wandering dazedly about the area since then had brought him closer to certain recapture—


  III


  He had been slammed against the bulkhead on the Lornese courier with enough violence to stun him. When he awoke, he was a prisoner under guard on the Talada, lying on a bunk to which he was secured in a manner designed to make him as comfortable as possible. The cabin’s furnishings indicated it belonged to one of the ship’s officers.


  It told Colgrave among other things that they knew who he was. Raiders of the Talada class had a liquid-filled compartment in their holds into which several hundred human beings could be packed at a time, layered like so many sardines, and kept alive and semiconscious until the ship returned to port. An ordinary prisoner would simply have been dumped into that vat.


  His suspicions were soon confirmed. A swarthy gentleman, who addressed Colgrave by name and introduced himself as Colonel Ajoran, an intelligence agent of Imperial Rala, came into the cabin. He waved out the attendant guard, offered Colgrave a cigarette, outlined his situation briefly to him.


  Rala had obtained information of his mission on the Lorn Worlds and arranged to have the courier which would take him back to Earth with the Sigma File intercepted along any of the alternate routes it might take. The courier’s engineering officer was a Ralan agent who had jammed the emergency drive to block their escape, then, as an additional measure, released a paralysis gas to keep Colgrave and the Lornese pilots helpless until the courier could be boarded. Colgrave already had been knocked out by the jolt given the ship by the jammed drive, but the pilots had some seconds left in which to act.


  One of them had shot himself in preference to becoming a Ralan prisoner. The other had shot the engineering officer, had been captured with Colgrave and was at present being tortured to death in retribution for his ill-considered slaying of a Ralan agent.


  Colonel Ajoran offered Colgrave another cigarette, made a few philosophical remarks about the fortunes of war, and came out with his proposition.


  He wanted Colgrave’s help in decoding and transcribing the Sigma File immediately. In return he would see to it that when they reached Imperial Rala, Colgrave would be treated as a reasonable man who understood that the only course open to him was to serve Ralan interests as effectively as he previously had served those of Earth. In that event, he would find, Ajoran assured him, that Rala was generous to those who served it well.


  Implying that their discussion would be continued after dinner, the colonel then excused himself, called the guard back in and left the cabin.


  During the next hour Colgrave put in some heavy thinking. He had made one observation which presently might be of use to him. At the moment, of course, he could do nothing but wait. Colonel Ajoran’s plan was a bold one but made sense. Evidently he held a position fairly high up in the echelons of Ralan intelligence. Knowing the contents of the Sigma File in detail, he immediately would become an important man to rival government groups to whom the information otherwise would not be readily available. He could improve his standing by many degrees at one stroke.


  At the end of the hour, dinner was served to Colgrave in his cabin by a woman who was perhaps as beautiful, in an unusual way, as any he had seen. She was very slender; her skin seemed almost as pure a white as her close-cropped hair, and her eyes were so light a blue that in any other type they would have appeared completely colorless. She gave, nevertheless, an immediate impression of vitality and contained energy. She told Colgrave her name was Hace, that she was Ajoran’s lady, and that she had been instructed to see to it that he was provided with every reasonable comfort while he considered Ajoran’s proposal.


  She went on chatting agreeably until Colgrave had finished his dinner in the bunk. The colonel then joined them for coffee. The discussion remained a very indirect one, but Colgrave presently had the impression that he was being offered an alliance by Ajoran. He was one of Earth’s top military agents, possessed unique information which the colonel could put to extremely good use on Rala. Colgrave would, in effect, remain on Ajoran’s staff and receive every consideration due a valuable associate. He gathered that one of the immediate shipboard considerations being proffered for his cooperation was the colonel’s lady.


  When the pair left him, Ajoran observing that the Talada’s sleep period had begun, the thing had been made clear enough. Neither of the two guards assigned to Colgrave reappeared in the cabin—which he had learned was a section of Ajoran’s own shipboard suite—and the door remained closed. Presumably he was to be left undisturbed to his reflections for the next seven hours.


  Colgrave did not stay awake long. He had a professional’s appreciation of the value of rest when under stress; and he already had appraised his situation here as thoroughly as was necessary.


  He had a minimum goal—the destruction of the Sigma File—and he had observed something which indicated the goal might be achieved if he waited for circumstances to favor him. Beyond that, he had an ascending series of goals with an ascending level of improbability. They also had been sufficiently considered. There was nothing else he cared to think about at the moment He stretched out and fell asleep almost at once.


  When he awoke some time later with the hairs prickling at the base of his skull, he believed for a moment he was dreaming of the thing he had not cared to think about. There was light on his right and the shreds erf a voice . . . ghastly whispered exhalations from a throat which had lost the strength to scream. Colgrave turned his head to the right, knowing what he would see.


  Part of the wall to one side of the door showed now as a vision screen; the light and the whispers came from there. Colgrave told himself he was seeing a recording, that the Lornese pilot captured with him had been dead for hours. Colonel Ajoran was a practical man who would have brought this part of the matter to an end without unreasonable delay so that he could devote himself fully to his far more important dealings with Colgrave, and the details shown in the screen indicated the pilot could not be many minutes from death.


  The screen slowly went dark again and the whispers ended. Colgrave wiped sweat from his face and turned on his side. There was nothing at all he could have done for the pilot. He had simply been shown the other side of Ajoran’s proposition.


  A few minutes later, he was asleep again.


  When he awoke the next time, the cabin was lit. His two guards were there, one of them arranging Colgrave’s breakfast on a wall table across from the bunk. The other simply stood with his back to the door, a nerve gun in his hand, his eyes on Colgrave. Fresh clothes, which Colgrave recognized as his own, brought over from the courier, had been placed on a chair. The section of wall which ordinarily covered the small adjoining bathroom was withdrawn.


  The first guard completed his arrangements and addressed Colgrave with an air of surly deference. Colonel Ajoran extended his compliments, was waiting in the other section of the suite and would like to see Major Colgrave there after he had dressed and eaten. Having delivered the message, the guard came over to unfasten Colgrave from the bunk, his companion shifting to a position from which he could watch the prisoner during the process. That done, the two withdrew from the room, Colgrave’s eyes following them reflectively.


  He showered, shaved, dressed, and had an unhurried breakfast. He could assume that Ajoran felt the time for indirect promises and threats was over, and that they would get down immediately now to the business on hand.


  When Colgrave came out of the cabin, some thirty minutes after being released, he found his assumption confirmed. This section of the suite was considerably larger than the sleep cabin; the colonel and Hace were seated at the far right across the room, and a guard stood before a closed door, a little left of the section’s center line. The door presumably opened on one of the Talada’s passages. The guard was again holding a nerve gun, and a second gun of the same kind lay on a small table beside Ajoran. Hace sat at a recording apparatus just beyond the colonel Evidently she doubled as his secretary when the occasion arose.


  At the center of the room, on a table large enough to serve as a work desk, was writing material, a tape reader and, near the left side of the table, the unopened Sigma File.


  Colgrave absorbed the implications of the situation as he came into the room. The three of them there were on edge, and the nerve guns showed his present status—they wouldn’t injure him but could knot him up painfully in an instant and leave him helpless for minutes. He was being told his actions would have to demonstrate that he deserved Ajoran’s confidence.


  Almost simultaneously, the realization came to him that the favorable circumstances for which he had decided to wait were at hand.


  He went up to the table, looked curiously down, at the Sigma File. It was about the size and shape of a briefcase set upright. Colgrave glancing over at Ajoran, said, “I’m taking it for granted you’ve had the destruct charge removed.”


  Ajoran produced a thin smile.


  “Since it could have no useful purpose now,” he said, “I did, of course, have it removed.”


  Colgrave gave him an ironic bow. His left hand, brushing back, struck the Sigma File, sent it toppling toward the edge of the table.


  He might as well have stuck a knife point into all three of them. A drop to the floor could not damage the file, but they were too keyed up to check their reactions. Ajoran started to his feet with a sharp exclamation; even Hace came half out of her chair. The guard moved more effectively. He leaped forward from the wall, bending down, still holding the nerve gun, caught the file with his wrist and free hand as it went off the table, turned to place it back on the table.


  Colgrave stepped behind him.


  In the back of the jackets of both guards he had seen a lumpy bulge near the hip, indicating each carried a second gun, which could be assumed to be a standard energy type. His left hand caught the man by the shoulder, his right found the holstered gun under the jacket, twisted it upward and fired as he bent the guard over it. His left arm tingled—Ajoran had cut loose with the nerve gun, trying to reach him through the guard’s body. Then Colgrave had the gun clear, saw Ajoran coming around on his right and snapped off two hissing shots, letting the guard slide to the floor. Ajoran stopped short, hauled open the sleep cabin door and was through it in an instant, slamming it shut behind him.


  Across the room, Hace, almost at the other door, stopped, too, as Colgrave turned toward her. They looked at each other a moment, then Colgrave stepped around the guard and walked up to her, gun pointed. When he was three steps away, Hace closed her eyes and stood waiting, arms limp at her sides. His left fist smashed against the side of her jaw and she dropped like a rag doll.


  Colgrave looked back. The guard was twisting contortedly about on the floor. His face showed he was dead, but it would be a minute or two before the nerve charge worked itself out of his body. The coloners lady wouldn’t stir for a while. Ajoran himself . . . Colgrave stared thoughtfully at the door of the sleep cabin.


  Ajoran might be alerting the ship from in there at the moment, although there hadn’t been any communication device in view. Or he could have picked up some weapon he fancied more than a nerve gun and was ready to come out again. The chances were good, however, that he’d stay locked in where he was until somebody came to inform him the berserk prisoner had been dealt with. It wasn’t considered good form in Rala’s upper echelons to take personal risks which could be delegated to subordinates.


  Whatever happened, Colgrave told himself he could achieve his minimum goal any time he liked now. A single energy bolt through the Sigma File would ignite it explosively. And its destruction, getting it out of Ralan hands, had been as much as he reasonably could expect to accomplish in the situation.


  He glanced at the closed door to the sleep cabin again, at the door which should open on one of the Talada’s passages, and decided he didn’t feel reasonable.


  He took the Sigma File from the table, carried it over to the passage door and set it down against the wall. He’d expected to see the second guard come bouncing in through the door as soon as the commotion began in here. The fact that he hadn’t indicated either that he’d been sent away or that Ajoran’s suite was soundproofed. Probably the latter . . .


  Colgrave raised the gun, grasped the door handle with his left hand, turned it suddenly, hauled the door open.


  The second guard stood outside, but he wasn’t given time to do much more than bulge his eyes at Colgrave.


  Colgrave went quickly along the passage, the Sigma File in his left hand, the gun ready again in his right. Now that it was over he felt a little shaky. By the rules he should, in such circumstances, have been satisfied with his minimum goal and destroyed the file before he risked another encounter with an armed man. If he’d been killed just now, it would have been there intact for Rala to decode.


  But the other goals looked at least possible now, and he couldn’t quite bring himself to put a bolt through the file before it became clear that he’d done as much as he could.


  He moved more cautiously as he approached the corner of the passage. This was officer’s country, and his plans were based on a remembered general impression of the manner in which the Talada raiders were constructed. The passageway beyond the corner was three times the width of this one . . . it might be the main passage he was looking for.


  He glanced around the corner, drew back quickly. About thirty feet away in the other side of the passage was a wide doorspace, and two men in officer’s uniform had been walking in through it at the moment he looked. Colgrave took a long, slow breath. His next goal suddenly seemed not at all far away.


  He waited a few seconds, looked again. Now the passage was clear. Instantly he was around the corner, running down to the doorspace. As he stepped out before it, he saw his guess had been good. He was looking down a short flight of steps into the Talada’s control room.


  Looking and firing . . . The gun in his hand hissed like an angry cat, but several seconds passed before any of the half-dozen men down there realized he was around. By then two of them were dead. They had happened to be in the gun’s way. The drive control panels, the gun’s target, were shattering from end to end. Colgrave swung the gun toward a big communicator in a corner. At that moment, somebody discovered him.


  The man did the sensible thing. His hand darted out throwing one of the switches before him.


  A slab of battle-steel slid down across the doorspace, settling the control room away from the passage.


  Colgrave sprinted on down the passage. The emergency siren came on.


  The Talada howled monstrously like a wounded beast as it rolled and bucked. Suddenly he was in another passage, heard shouts ahead, turned back, stumbled around a corner, went scrambling breathlessly up a steep, narrow stairway.


  At its top, he saw ahead of him, like a wish-dream scene, the lit lock, two white-faced crewmen staggering on the heaving deck as they tried to lift a heavy boxed item into it.


  Colgrave came roaring toward them, wild-eyed, waving the gun. They looked around at him, turned and ran as he leaped past them into the lock.


  The man at the controls of the Talada’s lifeboat died before he realized somebody was running up behind him. Colgrave dropped the Sigma File, hauled the body out of the seat, slid into it . . .


  He was several minutes’ flight away from the disabled raider before he realized he was laughing like a lunatic.


  He was clear. And now the odds, shifting all the way over, were decidedly in his favor. The question was how long it would take them to repair the damage and come after him. With enough of a start, they couldn’t know which way he’d headed and the chance of being picked up before he got within range of the Earth patrols became negligible. But first there was the matter of getting the lifeboat fueled for the long run. It used iron, the standard medium; and he had, Colgrave calculated, enough for fifteen hours’ flight on hand.


  Which wasn’t too bad. It would have been nicer if he could have given the two crewmen time to dump another few boxes of ingots on board before he took off. But a scan of the stellar neighborhood showed two planets respectively seven and eight hours away indicating conditions which should allow a man to stay a short time without serious damage or discomfort. The lifeboat had the standard iron location and refining equipment on board. A few hours on either of those worlds; and he’d be ready.


  After dropping the body of the Ralan pilot into space, he decided the seven hour run gave him a slight advantage. Once the Talada got moving, it had speed enough to check over both worlds without losing a significant amount of time. They could figure out his fuel requirements as well as he. If they arrived before he was finished and gone, the raider’s scanning devices were almost certain to spot the lifeboat wherever he tried to hide it.


  The chances seemed very good that they simply wouldn’t get there soon enough. But the minimum goal remained a factor. Colgrave decided to cache the Sigma File in some easily identifiable spot as soon as he touched ground, take the boat to another section of the planet to do his mining, come back for the file when he was prepared to leave. It would cut the risk of being surprised with it to almost nothing . . .


  IV


  How many hours had passed since then? Clawing his way up through the boulders and shrubbery, slipping in loose soil, Colgrave glanced back for a moment at the sun. It was noticeably lower in the sky again, appeared to be dropping almost visibly toward the horizon. But that told him nothing. He remembered the landing now; it had been daylight and he had come down to hide the Sigma File . . . had hidden it, his memory corrected him suddenly. And then, for the next six or ten or fourteen hours, he appeared to have simply waited around here, in some mental fog, for the Talada to come riding its fiery braking jets down from the sky.


  The raider might arrive at any moment. Unless . . . Colgrave blocked off the rest of that thought. The slope had begun to level off as he approached the top; he covered the last stretch in a rush, lungs sobbing for breath. He clambered on hastily through a jagged crack in the back of the ridge. For an instant, he saw the shallow dip of the valley beyond.


  He dropped flat immediately. They were already here.


  It was a shock but one he realized he had half expected. After a few seconds, he crept up to the shelter of a rock from where he could look into the valley without exposing himself.


  The Talada had set down about a hundred yards back of the lifeboat, perhaps no more than half an hour ago. The smaller vessel’s lock stood open; a man came climbing out of it, followed by two others. The last of the three closed the lock and they started back toward the raider, from which other men were emerging. Ajoran had ordered the lifeboat searched first, to make sure the Sigma File wasn’t concealed on it. Without that delay they should have caught him while he was still climbing up the slope . . . the group coming out of the Talada now was a hunting party; most of them had quick-firing rifles slung across their backs.


  They lined up beside the ship while a wedge-shaped device was maneuvered out of the lock. It remained floating a little above the ground near the head of the line, about twenty feet long, perhaps a dozen feet across at its point of greatest width. Colgrave had seen such devices before.


  It was a man-tracker, a type used regularly in Ralan expeditions against settlements on other planets. Its power unit and instruments were packed into the narrow tip; most of its space was simply a container, enclosed and filled with the same kind of numbing liquid preservative as that in the prisoner vats in the Talada ships. It could be set either to hunt down specific individuals or any and all human beings within its range, and to either kill them as they were overtaken or pick them up with its grapplers and deposit them unharmed in the container. They could use it to follow him now; the clothing he had left on the ship would give it all the indications it needed to recognize and follow his trail.


  Before men had come out behind the machine, including one in a spacesuit. Colonel Ajoran apparently was assigning almost the entire complement of the Talada to the search for Colgrave and the Sigma File.


  Colgrave decided he’d seen enough. If he had been observed on the hillside as the Talada was descending, they would have gone after him immediately. Instead, they would now follow their man-tracker over the ridge and down to the swamp where the herds of native animals were feeding. It gave him a little time.


  He crawled backward a dozen feet into the narrow crevasse, rose and retraced his way through it to the other side of the ridge. Beyond the plain, the sun was almost touching the horizon. The gray forest into which the aggressive biped had retreated began a few hundred yards to his right. He’d have better shelter there than among the tumbled rocks of the ridge.


  He went loping toward it, keeping below the crest-line. His eyes shifted once toward the swamp. One great tree stood there, towering a good hundred feet above the vegetation about it. The Sigma File was wedged deep among the giant’s root, a few feet below the water. He’d seen the tree from the air, put the lifeboat down in the little valley, hurried down to the swamp on foot. Twenty minutes later, the file was buried and he’d started wading back out of the swamp. What had happened between that moment and die one when he found himself sitting on the hillside he still didn’t know . . .


  He reached the forest, came back among the trees over the top of the ridge until he saw the valley again. During the few minutes that had passed, the ridge’s evening shadow had spread across half the lower ground. It had seemed possible that when they realized how close it was to nightfall here, the hunt for him would be put off till morning. But Ajoran evidently wanted no delay. The man in the spacesuit still stood near the open lock of the ship, but the search party was coming across the valley behind their tracking machine. They headed for a point of the open ridge about a quarter-mile away from Colgrave. They’d have lights to continue on through the night if necessary.


  The chase plan was simple but effective. If the man-tracker hadn’t flushed him into view before morning, the Talada could take the lifeboat aboard, move after the search party and put down again. They could work on in relays throughout the following day, half of them resting at a time on the ship, until he was run down.


  The Sigma File was safest where he’d left it. The tracker’s scent perceptors were acute enough to follow his trail through the stagnant swamp, getting signs from the vegetation he’d brushed against or grasped in passing, even from lingering traces in the water itself. And it might very well detect the file beneath the surface. But—ironically, considering Ajoran’s purpose—the discovery would be meaningless to the machine except as another indication that the man it was pursuing had been there. It would simply move on after him.


  The worst thing he could attempt at the moment would be to get down to the swamp ahead of the searchers and destroy the file. He would almost certainly be sighted on the open slopes below the forest; and either the tracker or the man in the spacesuit could be overhead instants later.


  Colgrave’s gaze shifted back to the spacesuited figure. He would have to watch out for that one. His immediate role presumably was to act as liaison man between the ship and the hunters, supplementing the communicator reports Ajoran would be getting on the progress of the search. But he was armed with a rifle; and if Colgrave was seen, he could spatter the area around the fugitive with stun-gas pellets while remaining beyond range of a hand weapon. He had floated back up to the Talada’s lock for a moment, was now heading out to the ridge, drifting about fifty feet above the ground.


  It wasn’t a graceful operation.


  Maneuvering a suit designed for weightless service in space near the surface of a planet never was. But the fellow was handling himself fairly well, Colgrave thought. He came up to the ridge as the troop began filing across it, hovered above the line a few seconds, then swung to the left and moved off in a series of slow, awkward bounces above the hillside. He seemed to be holding something up to his helmet, and Colgrave guessed he was scanning the area with a pair of powerful glasses. After some minutes, he came back.


  Colgrave had crossed over to the other side of the ridge to follow the progress of the column. It had swung to the right as it started down, was angling straight toward the swamp along the route he had taken with the file. He watched, chewing his lip. If the man-tracker happened to cross his return trail on the way, he might be in trouble almost immediately . . .


  The man in the spacesuit drifted after the search party, passed above them some two hundred feet in the air, then remained suspended and almost unmoving. Colgrave glanced over at the horizon. The sun was nearly out of sight; its thin golden rim shrank and disappeared as he looked at it. Night should follow quickly here, but as yet he couldn’t see any advantage the darkness would bring him.


  The man in the spacesuit was coming back to the ridge. He hovered above it a moment, settled uncertainly toward the flat top of a boulder, made a stumbling landing and righted himself. He turned toward the plain and the swamp, lifting the object that seemed to be a pair of glasses to the front of his helmet again. Evidently he’d had enough of the suit’s airborne eccentricities for a while.


  Colgrave’s throat worked. The man was less than two hundred yards away . . .


  His eyes shifted toward a tuft of shrubs twenty feet beyond the edge of the forest growth.


  Some seconds later, he was there, studying the stretch of ground ahead. Other shrubs and rocks big enough to crouch behind . . . but they would give him no cover at all if for some reason the fellow decided to lift back into the air. The fading light wouldn’t help then. Those were space glasses he was using, part of the suit, designed to provide clear vision even when only the gleam of distant stars was there for them to absorb.


  But perhaps, Colgrave told himself, Spacesuit would not decide to lift back into the air. In any case, no other approach was possible. The far side of the ridge was controlled by the Talada‘s night-scanners, and they would be in use by now.


  He moved, waited, gathered himself and moved again. Spacesuit was directing most of his attention downhill, but now and then he turned for a look along the ridge in both directions. Perhaps, as the air darkened, the closeness of the forest was getting on his nerves. Native sounds were drifting up from the plain, guttural bellowing and long-drawn ululations. The meat eaters were coming awake. Presently there was a series of short, savage roars from the general direction of the swamp; and Colgrave guessed the search party had run into some big carnivore who had never heard about energy rifles. When the roaring stopped with a monstrous scream, he was sure of it.


  He had reduced the distance between them by almost half when the spacesuit soared jerkily up from the boulder. Colgrave had a very bad moment. But it lifted no more than a dozen feet, then descended again at a slant which carried it behind the boulder. The man had merely changed his position. And the new position he had selected took them out of each other’s sight.


  Colgrave was instantly on his feet, running forwards. Here the surface was rutted with weather fissures. He slipped into one of them, drawing out his gun, moved forward at a crouch. A moment later, he had reached the near side of the boulder which Spacesuit had stood.


  Where was he now? Colgrave listened, heard a burst of thin, crackling noises. They stopped for some seconds, came briefly again, stopped again. The suit communicator . . . the man must have taken off the helmet, or the sound wouldn’t have been audible. He couldn’t be far away.


  Colgrave went down on hands and knees, edged along the side of the boulder to the right. From here he could see down the hillside. On the plain, the night was gathering; the boundaries between the open land and the swamp had blurred. But the bobbing string of tiny light beams down there, switching nervously this way and that, must already be moving through the marsh.


  The communicator noises came again, now from a point apparently no more than fifteen feet beyond the edge of the boulder ahead of Colgrave. It was as close as he could get. It was important that the man in the space suit should die instantly, which meant a head shot. Colgrave rose up, stepped out quietly around the boulder, gun pointed.


  The man stood faced half away, the helmet tipped back on his shoulders. In the last instant, as Colgrave squeezed down on the trigger, sighting along the barrel, the head turned and he saw with considerable surprise that it was Colonel Ajoran.


  Then the gun made its spiteful hissing sound.


  Ajoran’s head jerked slightly to the side and his eyes closed. The spacesuit held him upright for the second or two before he toppled. Colgrave already was there, reaching under the collar for one of the communicator’s leads. He found it, gave it a sharp twist, felt it snap.


  V


  In the Talada, the man watching the night-scanners saw Colonel Ajoran’s spacesuit appear above the ridge and start back to the ship. He informed the control room and the lock attendant.


  The outer lock door opened as the suit came up to it. Colgrave made a skidding landing inside His performance in the suit had been no improvement on Ajoran’s. He shut off the suit drive, clumped up to the inner door, left arm raised across the front of the helmet, hand fumbling with the oxygen hose. It would hide his face for a moment from whoever was on the other side of the door. His right hand rested on his gun.


  The door opened. The attendant stood at rigid attention before the control panel six feet away, rifle grounded, eyes front. Mentally blessing Ralan discipline, Colgrave stepped up beside him, drew out the gun and gave the back of the man’s skull a solid thump with the barrel.


  When the attendant opened his eyes again a few minutes later, his head ached and there was a gag in his mouth. His hands were tied behind him, and Colgrave was wearing his uniform.


  Colgrave hauled him to his feet, poked a gun muzzle against his back.


  “Lead the way to the control room,” he said.


  The attendant led the way. Colgrave followed, the uniform cap pulled down to conceal his face. Ajoran’s handgun and a stunner he had taken from the attendant were stuck into his belt. The attendant’s energy rifle and the one which had been strapped to the spacesuit were concealed in a closet near the lock. He had assembled quite an arsenal.


  When they reached the wide main passage in the upper level of the ship, he halted the lock attendant. They retraced their steps to the last door they had passed. Colgrave opened it. An office of some kind . . . he motioned the attendant in and followed him, closing the door.


  He came out a few seconds later, shoved the stunner back under his belt, and stood listening. The Talada seemed almost eerily silent. Not very surprising, he thought. The number of men who had set out after him indicated that only those of the crew who were needed to coordinate the hunt and maintain the ship’s planetary security measures had remained on board. That could be ten or twelve at most; and every one of them would be stationed at his post at the moment.


  Colgrave went out into the main passage, walked quietly along it. Now he could hear an intermittent murmur of voices from the control room. One of them seemed to be that of a woman, but he wasn’t sure. They were being silent again before he came close enough to distinguish what was being said.


  There was nothing to be gained by hesitating at this point. The control room was the nerve center of the ship, but there couldn’t be more than four or five of them in it. Colgrave had a gun in either hand as he reached the open doorspace. He turned through it, started unhurriedly down the carpeted stairs leading into the control room, eye and mind photographing the details of the scene below.


  Ajoran’s lady was nearest, seated at a small table, her attention on the man before the communicator set in a corner alcove on the left. This man’s back was turned. A gun was belted to his waist. Farther down in the control room sat another man, facing the passage but bent over some instrument on the desk before him. The desk shielded him almost completely, which made him the most dangerous of the three at the moment. No one else was in view, but that didn’t necessarily mean that no one else was here.


  Hace became aware of him as he reached the foot of the stairs. Her head turned sharply; she seemed about to speak. Then her eyes were wide with shocked recognition.


  He’d have to get the man at the desk the instant she screamed, But she didn’t scream. Instead, her right hand went up, two fingers lifted and spread. She nodded fiercely at the communicator operator, next at the man behind the desk.


  Only two of them? Well, that probably was true. But he’d better use the stunner on Hace before attempting to deal with two armed men.


  At that moment, the communicator operator looked around.


  He was young and his reactions were as fast as Hace’s. He threw himself sideways out of the chair with a shout of warning, hit the floor rolling over and clawing for his gun. The man behind the desk had no chance. As he jerked upright, startled, an energy bolt took him in the head. The operator had no real chance, either. Colgrave swung the gun to the left, saw for an instant eyes fixed on him, bright with hatred, and the other gun coming up, and fired again.


  He waited a number of seconds, then, alert for further motion. But the control room remained quiet. So Ajoran’s lady hadn’t lied. She stayed where she was, unstirring, until he turned toward her. Then she said quietly, her expression still incredulous, “It seemed like magic! How could you get into the ship?”


  Colgrave looked at the dark, ugly bruise his fist had printed along the side of her jaw, said, “In Ajoran’s spacesuit, of course.”


  She hesitated. “He’s dead?”


  “Quite dead,” Colgrave said thoughtfully.


  “I wanted,” Hace said, “to kill him myself. I would have done it finally, I believe . . .” She hesitated again. “It doesn’t matter now. What can I do to help you? They’re in trouble down in the swamp.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “That isn’t clear. It began two or three minutes ago, but we haven’t been able to get an intelligible report from the two communicator men. They were excited, shouted, almost irrational.”


  Colgrave scowled. After a moment, he shook his head. “Let’s clean up the ship first. How many on board?”


  “Nine besides those two . . . and myself.”


  “The man in the lock’s taken care of,” Colgrave said. “Eight. On the lifeboat?”


  “Nobody. Ajoran had a trap prepared for you there, in case you came back before they caught you. You could have got inside, but you couldn’t have started the engines, and you would have been unable to get out again.”


  Colgrave grunted. “Can you get the men in the ship to come individually to the control room?”


  “I see. Yes, I think I can do that.”


  “I’ll want to check you over for weapons first.”


  “Of course.” Hace smiled slightly, stood up. “Why should you trust me?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Colgrave said.


  They came in, unsuspecting, one by one; and, one by one, the stunner brought them down from behind. Shortly afterwards, a freight carrier floated into the Talada’s vat room. Hace stood aside as Colgrave unlocked the cover of the drop hole in the deck and hauled it back. A heavy stench surged up from the vat. Colgrave looked down a moment at the oily black liquid eight feet below, then dragged the nine unconscious men in turn over from the carrier, dropped them in, and resealed the vat.


  A man’s voice babbled and sobbed. Another man screamed in sudden fright; then there was a sound of rapid, panicky breathing mingled with the sobs Colgrave switched off the communicator, looked over at Hace. “Is this what it was like before?” She moistened her lips. “No. this is insanity!” Her voice was unsteady. “They’re both completely incapable of responding to us now. What could there be in that swamp at night to have terrified them to that extent? At least some of the others should have come back to the ship . . .” She paused. “Colgrave, why do we stay here? You know what they’re like—why bother with them? You don’t need any of them to handle the ship. One person can take it to Earth if necessary.”


  “I know,” Colgrave said. He studied her, added, “I’m wondering a little why you’re willing to help me get to Earth.”


  Anger showed for an instant in the pale, beautiful face.


  “I’m no Ralan! I was picked up in a raid on Beristeen when I was twelve. I’ve never wanted to do anything but get away from Rala since that day.”


  Colgrave grunted, rubbed his chin. “I see . . . Well, we can’t leave immediately. For one thing, I left the Sigma File in that swamp.”


  Hace stared at him. “You haven’t destroyed it?”


  “No. It never quite came to that point.”


  She laughed shortly. “Colgrave, you’re rather wonderful! Ajoran was convinced the file was lost, and that his only chance of saving his own skin was to get you back alive so he could find out what you had learned on the Lorn Worlds . . . No, you can’t leave the file behind, of course! I understand that. But why don’t we lift the ship out of atmosphere until it’s morning here?” She nodded at the communicator. “That disturbance—whatever they’ve aroused down there—should have settled out by then. The swamp will be quiet again. Then you can work out a way to get the file back without too much danger.”


  Colgrave shook his head, got to his feet. “No, that shouldn’t be necessary. The man-tracker was being monitored from the ship, wasn’t it? Where is the control set kept?”


  Hace indicated the desk twenty feet behind her where the second man had sat when Colgrave came into the control room.


  “It’s lying over there. That’s what he was doing.”


  Colgrave said, “Let’s take a look at it. I want the thing to return to the ship.” He started toward the desk.


  Hace stood up, went over to the desk with him. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you how to operate it.”


  “I should be able to do it,” Colgrave said. “I played around a few hours once with a captured man-tracker which had been shipped back to Earth. This appears to be a very similar model.” He looked down at the moving dark blurs in the screen which formed the center of the control set, twisted a knob to one side of it. “Let’s see what it’s doing now before I have it return to the ship.”


  The screen cleared suddenly.


  The scene was still dark, but in the machine’s night-vision details were distinct. A rippling weed bed was gliding slowly past below; a taller leafy thicket ahead moved closer. Then the thicket closed about the tracker.


  Hace said, “The operator was trying to discover through the tracker what was happening to the men down there, but it moved out of the range of their lights almost as soon as the disturbance began. Apparently the devices, once set, can’t be turned around.”


  “Not unless you’re riding them,” Colgrave agreed. “Telemonitoring starts them off and observes what they’re doing. They either go on and finish their business, or get their sensors switched off and return to their starting point. It’s still following my trail. Now . . .”


  “What’s that light?” Hace asked uneasily. “It looks like the reflection of a fire.”


  The tracker had emerged from the thicket, swung to the left, and was gliding low over an expanse of open water, almost touching it. There were pale orange glitters on the surface ahead of it.


  Colgrave studied them, said, “At a guess it simply means there’s a moon in the sky.” He pushed a stud on the set, and the scene vanished. “That wiped out the last instructions it was given. It will come back to the ship in a minute or two.” Hace looked at him. “What do you have in mind?”


  “I’m riding it down to the swamp.”


  “Not now! In the morning you . . .”


  “I don’t think I’ll be in any danger. Now let’s find a place where I’m sure you’ll stay locked up until I get back. As you said, one person can do all that’s needed to lift this ship off the planet and head away . . .


  VI


  Five hundred feet above the ground, the man-tracker’s open saddle was not the most reassuring place to be in. But the machine was considerably easier to maneuver than the spacesuit had been and the direct route by air to the giant tree beneath which he’d concealed the Sigma File was the shortest and fastest. Colgrave was reasonably certain nothing had happened to the file, but he wouldn’t know until he held it in his hands again.


  The orange moon that had pushed above the horizon was a big one, the apparent diameter of its disk twice that of the vanished sun. Colgrave was holding the tracker’s pace down. But no more than a few minutes passed before he could make out the big tree in the vague light, ahead and a little to his right. He guided the machine over to it, circled its crown slowly twice, looking down, then lowered the tracker down to a section of open water near the base of the tree, turned it and went gliding in toward the tangled root system of the giant. He turned the control set off, remained in the saddle a few moments, looking about and listening.


  The swamp was full of sound, most of it of a minor nature . . . chirps, twittering, soft hoots. Something whistled piercingly three times in the tree overhead. Behind him, not too far off, was a slow, heavy splashing which gradually moved away. At the very limit of his hearing was something else. It might have been human voices, faint with distance, or simply his imagination at work.


  Nearby, nothing moved. Colgrave pulled the control set out of its saddle frame, slid down from the saddle, clinging to it with one hand, finally dropped a few inches into a layer of mud above the mass of tree roots. He climbed farther up on the roots, found a dry place under one of them where he shoved the control set in out of sight. Then he went climbing cautiously on around the great trunk, slipping now and then on the slimy root tangle beneath the mud . . .


  And here was where he had concealed the Sigma File. A little bay of water extended almost to the trunk itself about five feet deep. Colgrave slipped down into it. There was firm footing here. He moved forward to the tip of the bay, took a deep breath and crouched down. The warm water closed over his head. He groped about among the root shelves before him, touched the file, gripped it by its handle and drew it out.


  He clambered up out of the water, started back around the tree . . .


  And there the thing stood.


  Colgrave stopped short. This was almost an exact duplication of what happened after he brought the Sigma File down here and concealed it. It had been daylight then, and what he saw now as a bulky manlike shape in the shadow of the tree had been clearly visible. It was a green monstrosity, heavy as a gorilla, with a huge, round bobbing ball of a head which showed no features at all through its leafy appendages. It was bigger than it had looked at a distance from the hillside, standing almost eight foot tall.


  The first time, it had been only a few yards away, moving toward him around the tree, when he saw it. His instant reaction had been to haul out his gun . . .


  Now he stayed still, looking at it. His heart beat had speeded up noticeably. But this was, he told himself, an essentially vegetarian creature. And it was peaceable because it had a completely effective means of defense. It could sense the impulse to attack in an approaching carnivore, and it could make the carnivore forget its purpose.


  As often as was necessary.


  Colgrave made himself start forwards. He had no intention, his mind kept repeating, of harming this oversized fleegle, and it had no intention of harming him. It did not move out of his path as he came toward it, but turned slowly to keep facing him as he clambered past over the roots a few feet away.


  Colgrave didn’t look back at it and heard no movement behind him. He saw the man-tracker floating motionless above the mud ahead, put the file down and pulled the tracker’s control set out from under the root where he had left it. A minute or two later, he was back in the machine’s saddle, out in the moonlight away from the big tree, the Sigma File fastened to his belt.


  He tapped it pattern of instructions into the control set, checked them very carefully, slid the set into the saddle frame and switched it on.


  The man-tracker swung about purposefully, went gliding away through the swamp. A hundred yards on, it encountered three fleegles, somewhat smaller than the one under the tree, wading slowly leg-deep through the mud. They stopped as the machine appeared, and Colgrave thought friendly and admiring things about fleegles until they were well behind him again. Perhaps a minute later, the man-tracker stopped in the air above the first of the Talada’s lost crew.


  He had crawled into a thicket and was blubbering noisily to himself. When two of the machine’s grapplers flicked down into the thicket and locked about him, he bawled in horror. Colgrave looked straight ahead, not particularly wanting to watch this. There was a click behind him as the preservative tank opened. For a moment, his nostrils were full of the stink of the liquid. Then there was a splash, and the bawling stopped abruptly. The tank clicked shut.


  The man-tracker swung around on a new point, set off again. Its present instructions were to trail and collect every human being within the range of its sensory equipment, except its rider.


  They’d been on edge to begin with here, Colgrave told himself. Their rifles already had brought down one brute which came roaring monstrously at them in the dusk; and presumably the rifles could handle anything else they might encounter. But they hadn’t liked the look of the swamp the man-tracker was leading them into. Wading through pools, slipping in the mud, flashing their lights about at every menacing shadow, they followed the machine, mentally cursing the order that had sent them after the Earth intelligence agent as night was closing in.


  And then a great green ogre was standing in one of the light beams . . .


  Naturally, they tried to shoot it.


  And as they made the decision, they began to forget.


  Progressive waves of amnesia . . . first, perhaps, only a touch. The men lifting rifles forgot they were lifting them. Until they saw the fleegle again—


  The past few hours might be wiped out next. They stood in a swamp at night, not knowing how they’d got there or why they were there. But they had rifles in their hands, and an ogrish shape was watching them.


  Months forgotten now. The fleegle could keep it up.


  About that point, they’d begun to stampede, scattered, ploughed this way and that through the swamp. But the fleegles were everywhere. And as often as a gun was lifted in panic, another chunk of memory would go. Until the last of the weapons was dropped.


  The man-tracker wasn’t rounding up men but children in grown-up bodies, huddled in hiding on a wet, dark nightmare world, dazed and uncomprehending, unable to do more than wail wildly as the machine picked them up and placed them in its tank.


  VII


  Colgrave came out of the compartment where the man-tracker was housed, locked the door and turned off the control set.


  “You haven’t closed the vat yet,” Hace said.


  He nodded. “I know. Let’s go back.”


  “I’m still not clear on just what did happen,” she went on, walking beside him up the passage. “You say they lost their memories . . .?”


  “Yes. It’s a temporary thing. I had the same experience when I first got here, though I don’t seem to have been hit as hard as most of them were. If they weren’t floating around in that slop now, they’d start remembering within hours.”


  He opened the door to the vat room, motioned her inside. Hace wrinkled her nose in automatic distaste at the odor of the preservative, said, “It’s very strange. How could any creature affect a human mind in that manner?”


  “I don’t know,” Colgrave said. “But it isn’t important now.” He followed her in, closing the door behind him, went on, “Now this will be rather unpleasant, so let’s get it over with.”


  She glanced back at him. “Get what over with, Colgrave?”


  “You’re getting the ride to Earth you said you wanted,” Colgrave told her, “but you’re riding along with the crew down there.”


  Hace whirled to face him, her eyes wild with fear.


  “Ah—no! Colgrave . . . I . . . you couldn’t . . .”


  “I don’t want you awake on the ship,” he told her. “Though I might have thought of some other way of making sure you wouldn’t be a problem if my pilot hadn’t died as he did.”


  “What does that have to do with me?” Her voice was shrill. “Didn’t I try to help you in the control room?”


  “You played it smart in the control room,” Colgrave said. “But you would have gone into the vat with the first group if I hadn’t thought you might be useful in some way.”


  “But why? Am I to blame for what Ajoran did?”


  Colgrave shrugged. “I’m not sorry for what happened to Ajoran. But I’m not stupid enough to think that a Ralan intelligence agent would go out in a spacesuit to help look for me, leaving the ship in charge of a couple of junior officers. Ajoran went out because he was ordered to do it. And there were a few other things. What they add up to, lady, is that you were the senior agent in this operation. And it would suit you just fine to get back to Rala with the Sigma File, and no one left alive to tell how you almost let it get away from you.”


  Hace wet her lips, her eyes darting wildly about his face.


  “Colgrave, I . . .” she started to plead.


  “No,” Colgrave said. He placed his hand flat against her chest, shoved hard. Hace went stumbling backward toward the open drop hole of the vat. There was a scream and a splash. He walked over and looked down. The oily surface was smooth again. He slammed the cover down over the drop hole, sealed it and left the room.


  A bout two hours had passed.


  The Talada hung in space near the fringes of the solar system which contained the fleegle world. Colgrave had completed his studies of the ship’s navigational system. It was a standard setup for long-range vessels, self-locating, self-focussing. Once he got the raider under way, there would be less for him to do than there would have been on the lifeboat.


  But there was one more matter to take care of before he left. On the planet he hadn’t dared let himself think about it.


  The Talada’s computers knew where the ship was but weren’t registering the fact. For most navigational purposes, it was meaningless. You only had to know where you wanted to go. Carrying out a location check was a separate operation which would take him at least another hour.


  The time wouldn’t be wasted, Colgrave thought. Recording the ship’s exact coordinates here might turn out to be as important as getting the Sigma File to Earth—more so . . .


  It had been at the other end of the swamp, shortly before he returned to the ship, while the tracker was picking up a man who had got farther than most, that he suddenly had become aware of a glow of greenish luminescence on his left and turned in the saddle to look at it.


  There was a wide opening in the forested hillside above the level of the swamp. Colgrave had stared at it with a feeling almost of superstitious fear. A group of fleegles was streaming slowly into it; a few others were emerging. There was a sense of something ordered and arranged stretching far back into the dim green light under the hill. The equivalant of human buildings, he had thought. And beyond them, taller than the structures, he could make out vague, green figures moving hugely about His skin was crawling when the tracker deposited its last captive in the tank, turned and went gliding back toward the center of the swamp. He had a strong conviction he should do nothing whatever to draw attention to himself here. But as the machine came up to a dense thicket which would have shut off his view, Colgrave looked back. The opening in the hill had vanished.


  An underground civilization of some kind, and intelligence . . . In all the time man had been in space, there had been no previous recorded contact with another intelligent race.


  Perhaps we’ve never taken the time to really look for them, Colgrave thought. Our main business somehow always seems to be fighting among ourselves.


  As the coming war with Rala would prevent any immediate action being taken on the report he would make. But some day a scientific expedition would start out from Earth to settle down on the fleegle world and make contact—


  Colgrave leaned forward in his chair, pulled the Talada’s locator toward him, snapped it into the computing system, and placed his hand on the activating switch.


  Then he went still, head raised, tilted sideways a little in an attitude of listening.


  From somewhere, very far away, a huge, quiet voice was addressing him.


  “FORGET IT,” it said.


  Colgrave gave the locator a puzzled look, pulled it out of the system, stood up and restored it to its casing.


  He returned, studied the focal chart which contained Earth briefly once more, then reached out and cut in the main drive. The Talada began to move.


  Colgrave settled back in his chair, watching a not very remarkable yellow sun slide slowly away from him in the screen. There was a momentary uneasy feeling that something else was also sliding away . . . something very important that now would be forever lost. Then he forgot it.


  THE PORK CHOP TREE


  There’s the old saying that “hard work never hurt anyone.” Now the inverse corollary of that . . .


  In Research Laboratory 3230 of the Planetary Quarantine Station two thousand miles out from the world of Maccadon, Professor Mantelish of the University League stood admiringly before the quarantine object which had been unloaded from his specimen boat some hours ago. It had been aroused from the state of suspended animation in which he had transported it back to the Hub from its distant native world.


  It was a plant-form and a beautiful one, somewhere between a tree and a massive vine in appearance, its thick, gray-sheened trunk curving and twisting up to a point about twenty-five feet above the conditioning container in which it was rooted. Great, heart-shaped leaves of a deep, warm green sprang from it here and there, and near the top was a single huge, white flower cup. A fresh and pleasant fragrance filled the research laboratory.


  Mantelish, an immense old man, scratched his scalp reflectively through his thick white hair, his gaze shifting from this point to that about the plant. Then his attention centered on a branch immediately above him where something had begun to move. A heavy, tightly coiled tendril swung slowly out from the branch, unwinding with a snaky motion until it lay flat in the air. Simultaneously, three new leaves, of a lighter green and smaller than the mature ones about them, unfolded along the tendril’s length and spread away from it.


  “So it started right in growing again as soon as you woke it up,” a voice said behind Mantelish.


  He looked around. A slim, red-headed, good-looking girl in shorts had entered the laboratory and was coming over to him.


  “Yes, it did, Trigger,” he said. “As I suspected, it will speed up or slow down its growth and reproduction processes in accordance with the area it finds available to it.”


  “Until it’s covered most of a planet,” Trigger said. “Pretty ambitious for a tree!”


  “It certainly is a highly prolific and adaptable life form,” Mantelish agreed. He added, “Do you happen to know where Commissioner Tate is at the moment?”


  “Dissecting one of the specimens from the other boat,” Trigger said, studying the tree. “I stopped by there just now, and he told me not to come in . . . what he was doing was pretty gooey and I wouldn’t want to see it. He said he’d be along in a few minutes. There was something he wanted to find out about the thing.” She nodded at the tree. “Have you fed pretty baby those slow-down hormones you were talking about?”


  The professor consulted his watch, said, “An hour and a half ago. They’re having the expected effect. The new branch you saw it put out is the only indication of growth it’s given during the past twelve minutes.”


  He put the watch away, added, “Of course, we have to be absolutely certain that its growth can be controlled at will before the species is released for the general use of the public. And, more importantly, that the steps I have in mind to deprive it of its methods of random proliferation—in particular its propagation through the release of air-borne seeds—are completely dependable. Otherwise, our beautiful tree might become a definite nuisance on any Hub world to which it is introduced.”


  Trigger smiled. “I can see it wouldn’t be at all convenient to have it around full size in most places! But it’s impossible for me to imagine anyone considering it a nuisance.”


  Mantelish scratched his chin. “Nooo-oo,” he said slowly. “Nonetheless, it would be unwise to allow it to spread to the point where it began to crowd out native species. And, in many instances, it would undoubtedly be capable of doing just that.


  “Everybody who has a garden is going to want to have one of them,” Trigger said. “You hear that, pet?” She stepped out on the conditioning container, and ran her palms lightly up along the tree’s trunk. “You’re not only about the most completely edible thing around,” she told it, “and you’re not only beautiful—you also have a wonderful personality! You’re going to be a great big fad everywhere in the Federation.”


  The professor laughed. “You’re crooning to it, Trigger!”


  “I feel like crooning to it,” Trigger said. “I feel very affectionate toward it! Did I tell you that on the trip back, when it was in stasis and I couldn’t go near it, I’d dream about the trees every few nights?”


  “No.”


  “Well, I did. There I’d be climbing around in that wonderful forest again, or stretching out for a nap on one of the really big leaves—and they curl up around you so nicely when you lie down on them!” She smiled at Mantelish. “Matter of fact, I think I’ll climb up on baby right now!”


  He chuckled. “Go ahead. I, uh, was aware of similar inclinations several times this morning. However, with my weight—”


  “If you ate just what you got from the tree for a while,” Trigger told him, “you’d trim down fast!” She bent at the knees, looking upward, leaped, caught one of the branches above her and swung over to a level section of the main trunk. She stood up, grinned back at Mantelish. “See, professor . . . it’s easy!”


  “For you, Trigger!” Mantelish said enviously. “I’m afraid I lack the agility.”


  Trigger walked along the trunk till it curved up again, then put a hand on either side of it and went up all-fours style like a cat to the next level point. She straightened, reached for the big white flower cup overhead, drew it gently down toward her.


  “When did the bud open?” she asked.


  “Almost immediately after I brought it out of stasis,” Mantelish said, watching her. “Is it in seed?”


  Trigger peered into the cup.


  “Full of seeds,” she reported. “But they’re still soft and unfeathered . . . Poor baby! They’re not going to let you puff those away on the wind. You have to become civilized now! Aha!” She reached suddenly back of the flower, plucked something away from it.


  “What is it?” Mantelish asked.


  Trigger held up a shiny black globe between forefinger and thumb.


  “A bunch of the black cherry things! My favorites!” She released the flower, sat down sideways on the trunk, legs dangling, a dozen of the cherry things in her left hand. She popped one into her mouth, munched, eyes blissfully half closed.


  “Very good!” she observed. “Oh, by the way . . .”


  “The reports on the samples I sent back?” Mantelish asked. “Yes, they’re here. They confirm officially what we already knew . . . almost every part of the tree has a high nutritional value for the human organism. Even the trunk is given a rating equivalent to that of the noble fungi; but, of course, it is greatly surpassed in that respect by various types of the blossoms and fruits.”


  “And if you’re thirsty,” Trigger said, “you can drink sap from the creepers. Then, every few days, there’s something new coming out, so you could get your meals from one tree all your life and never get tired of the diet! The food industry is going to hate this, I think . . .”


  Mantelish grinned, said, “There are also other attractions.”


  “Yes. It’s very decorative. It makes temporary hammocks out of its leaves for you, and the big trees even have cubbyholes in the trunk where you can sit when it’s raining too hard outside. The special thing though is that you have the feeling you’re welcome to everything—that the trees like people and want them to be around.”


  “Well . . .” Mantelish cleared his throat. “I have had that feeling on occasion. Or thought I had. And others have reported it. However . . .”


  Trigger said, “I had the feeling very strongly all the time we were there.” She patted the trunk beside her. “And I’m getting it—very strongly—from baby right now. It’s glad I’m sitting up here with it again.”


  “That seems a little fanciful, Trigger,” Mantelish said. “Feelings of that nature can be produced by the imagination, you know.”


  “Yes, I do know that,” Trigger said. “But I don’t think it’s imagination in this case. And it wouldn’t be too surprising, would it? There the trees are, the most highly evolved form of life on their world—in fact, probably the only form of life there you could call highly evolved. Everything else we saw was about as dull as a creature can get.”


  “Compared to their counterparts on more competitive worlds, those other organisms might seem uninteresting,” Mantelish conceded. “However, they are simply overspecialized. They show the apparent simplicity of true parasites. With the tree’s forests almost covering the planet, there would be no need, of course, for other species to develop beyond the point where they could obtain their nourishment from it.”


  Trigger said, “And the trees don’t seem to mind feeding all the rest of the planet, or they wouldn’t be so edible. But I think they would like more interesting guests around for a change, and that’s why they try to let us know we’re welcome. The Federation should make that whole world a vacation land, professor! They could put big, fast ships on the run and bring people in by the thousands for a month or so. Families with children, honeymooners, and especially people who feel run-down or tensed up—it would be wonderful for everybody! The meals would be free, and the trees would love it . . .”


  She looked over at the entrance door, smiled, said, “Hi, Holati! We were discussing . . . anyway I was . . . what could be done with the tree world.”


  “That’s a good question,” said Commissioner Tate.


  Trigger stood up and half walked, half slid down along the tree’s thick serpent trunk to the ground while Holati Tate came across the laboratory toward them. The commissioner was a small, lean, elderly man, deeply tanned and nattily dressed, who had organized and headed the Federation expedition investigating the planet of the trees. He’d accompanied Professor Mantelish and Trigger back to the Hub in the expedition’s second specimen boat, crammed with assorted organisms for the biologists. “Got several bits of news for you,” he said.


  “What about?” Mantelish asked expectantly.


  The commissioner glanced up at the tree. “In a way,” he said, “about our little friend here. A transmitter call reached my boat from Expedition HQ while we were coming in on Maccadon, around six hours ago. One thing they reported was that three members of the paleontological team we left digging around down there have walked off the job.”


  “Walked off the job?” Trigger said.


  “Yes,” said Holati Tate. “That was a few days ago. They left a note which said, in effect, not to bother them. They’d decided they’d found the world of their dreams, and they weren’t coming back.”


  “You can hardly blame them,” Trigger said.


  “No. However, I’ve notified the Space Scout Patrol Command. They have a squadron cruising about they can get over to the planet in under a week with instructions to pick up our three strays and bring them back to the Hub. They won’t have gone far, of course.” He smiled briefly. “All they want to do is prowl around the trees and be happy. They’ll be found somewhere within a mile of the camp.”


  “I suppose so,” Trigger said hesitantly. She paused, frowning, went on. “But do we really have any right, legal or otherwise, to interfere with them if that’s their decision? It’s not an off-limits world. Why shouldn’t they just be considered the first settlers there? After all, human beings would get everything they needed from the trees to live as well as they could anywhere else.”


  The commissioner said thoughtfully, “So they could. Well, there’s the second part of the report I had. Tho paleontologists haven’t been looking for anything of the kind, of course, but they came across a couple of ruins and have begun to uncover them.”


  “Ruins?” Mantelish repeated, surprised.


  “Yes,” said the commissioner. “Those three wouldn’t be the first human settlers on that world, Trigger. The ruins are about eight hundred years old, and there’s enough to show quite definitely that they were once occupied by human beings.


  “I started thinking about that. It would be one of the groups which pushed out from the Old Territory during the period the Hub was being settled. Interstellar drives and transmitters weren’t too efficient at the time, so I got in contact with the Space Charting Bureau and had them run me a check on an area around the trees’ world representing a week’s cruising range for us. An early colonial group that wanted to settle a number of worlds but still stay in contact among themselves shouldn’t have scattered any farther than that.


  “A couple of hours ago, the Bureau called me back. They had the information I wanted. The charting work done in that sector indicates two other terratype planets within the area I had inquired about are also covered with a blanket of apparently homogeneous forest vegetation.”


  Mantelish nodded. “With its inherent growth capacity unchecked, it would be likely to cover the land areas of any world where it could live very rapidly. There is no question about that.”


  “But why the ruins?” Trigger asked, a touch of uneasiness in her voice. “I can see that the colonists who found the tree would have planted it on the other two worlds where they had settled. But even eight hundred years ago, they must have had any number of ways to keep It out of areas where they didn’t want it to be.”


  “Of course,” Holati Tate agreed.


  She looked at him, her face troubled. “You’re thinking of the three men who walked off the job back there?”


  “What else? They’d never be settlers in any sense, Trigger. They’ve simply gone native . . . or would if we let them do it. The colonists did the same thing. They deserted their settlements, went to live among the trees.”


  “But not all of them!” Trigger said protestingly. “Some people might want to spend their lives like that, and if that’s what they like, why not? But a whole group of colonists doesn’t simply leave everything they’ve built up and go away!”


  “Not under normal circumstances,” the commissioner said. He pursed his lips, was silent a moment. “That feeling of yours that the trees want us around,” he went on. “The evidence is that you’re right. They want us around, and they do something about it. It hadn’t occurred to me to look for the symptoms before, but I’d say now that in the short period of time we were there, all of us who were in regular contact with the trees—eating the fruit and so on—have become somewhat addicted to them.”


  “Addicted?” Trigger repeated. She looked up at the tree, back at the commissioner, her face startled, then turning reflective.


  “Yes,” she said slowly at last. “I’ve become addicted to them, anyway! Slightly. Not just the fruit. It’s liking to be near them, the feeling that they like you to be there, that they’re beautiful, friendly things . . .”


  “I know,” he said. “In the case of our AWOL paleontologists, those feelings simply grew strong enough to override their ordinary good sense, and the colonists, who were constantly surrounded by the trees, had no chance of escaping the effect indefinitely. We’ll have to assume they all succumbed to it.”


  Trigger said after a moment, “Then I wonder what happened to them. You’d think with the trees to look after them, their descendants would still have been there when we arrived.”


  The commissioner made a small grimace.


  “I wondered about that, too,” he said. “And then there was the question of whether the tree was native to the world where we found it, or brought there from one of the other two.”


  Mantelish frowned.


  “The tree is native there, obviously, Holati,” he said. “The fauna is so completely adapted to it that—” He paused, scowling at the commissioner. “Unless . . .”


  “Yes,” said Holati Tate, “that was my thought. In eight hundred years, the assortment of creatures we found there couldn’t have adapted so completely to living with the trees as it has, become so dependent on them, unless the life form which likes to have other life forms around has methods beyond simple addiction to keep them with it permanently.


  “I took three of the specimens in the other boat apart on a hunch. The third of them was the thing which looks a good deal like a limp, gangly, hundred-pound frog. It’s practically blind and it has about the same amount of brains as a frog. Of course, it doesn’t need much intelligence to crawl from leaf to leaf and along the branches. But most of its internal arrangements are still essentially human.”


  There was silence for a moment. Then Trigger said faintly, “But that’s horrible!”


  “From our point of view,” the commissioner said. “From its own, if it had any, the creature probably would feel it was leading a very comfortable and satisfactory existence.” He shrugged. “The planet will be quarantined at once, of course. So will the other two worlds if the trees are found on them. I’m rather sure they will be.”


  Trigger looked up at the tree again, swallowed, said, “Do you think they’ll all have to be killed?”


  “There may be another answer to the problem than exterminating them or keeping their worlds quarantined indefinitely,” the commissioner said. “I’d like to see one found. After all, the only charge against the trees is that they’re entirely too hospitable to every other kind of life.”


  BALANCED ECOLOGY


  It’s sometimes hard to define the term “pet”—and to decide which is whose pet. Let’s just say “symbiote” and let it go . . .


  The diamondwood tree farm was restless this morning.


  Ilf Cholm had been aware of it for about an hour but had said nothing to Auris, thinking he might be getting a summer fever or a stomach upset and imagining things and that Auris would decide they should go back to the house so Ilf’s grandmother could dose him. But the feeling continued to grow, and by now Ilf knew it was the farm.


  Outwardly, everyone in the forest appeared to be going about their usual business. There had been a rainfall earlier in the day; and the tumbleweeds had uprooted themselves and were moving about in the bushes, lapping water off the leaves. Ilf had noticed a small one rolling straight towards a waiting slurp and stopped for a moment to watch the slurp catch it. The slurp was of average size, which gave it a tongue-reach of between twelve and fourteen feet, and the tumbleweed was already within range.


  The tongue shot out suddenly, a thin, yellow flash. Its tip flicked twice around the tumbleweed, jerked it off the ground and back to the feed opening in the imitation tree stump within which the rest of the slurp was concealed. The tumbleweed said “Oof!” in the surprised way they always did when something caught them, and went in through the opening. After a moment, the slurp’s tongue tip appeared in the opening again and waved gently around, ready for somebody else of the right size to come within reach.


  Ilf, just turned eleven and rather small for his age, was the right size for this slurp, though barely. But, being a human boy, he was in no danger. The slurps of the diamondwood farms on Wrake didn’t attack humans. For a moment, he was tempted to tease the creature into a brief fencing match. If he picked up a stick and banged on the stump with it a few times, the slurp would become annoyed and dart its tongue out and try to knock the stick from his hand.


  But it wasn’t the day for entertainment of that kind. Ilf couldn’t shake off his crawly, uncomfortable feeling, and while he had been standing there, Auris and Sam had moved a couple of hundred feet farther uphill, in the direction of the Queen Grove, and home. He turned and sprinted after them, caught up with them as they came out into one of the stretches of grassland which lay between the individual groves of diamondwood trees.


  Auris, who was two years, two months, and two days older than Ilf, stood on top of Sam’s semiglobular shell, looking off to the right towards the valley where the diamondwood factory was. Most of the world of Wrake was on the hot side, either rather dry or rather steamy; but this was cool mountain country. Far to the south, below the valley and the foothills behind it, lay the continental plain, shimmering like a flat, green-brown sea. To the north and east were higher plateaus, above the level where the diamondwood liked to grow. Ilf ran past Sam’s steadily moving bulk to the point where the forward rim of the shell made a flat upward curve, close enough to the ground so he could reach it.


  Sam rolled a somber brown eye back for an instant as Ilf caught the shell and swung up on it, but his huge beaked head didn’t turn. He was a mossback, Wrake’s version of the turtle pattern, and, except for the full-grown trees and perhaps some members of the clean-up squad, the biggest thing on the farm. His corrugated shell was overgrown with a plant which had the appearance of long green fur; and occasionally when Sam fed, he would extend and use a pair of heavy arms with threefingered hands, normally held folded up against the lower rim of the shell.


  Auris had paid no attention to Ilf’s arrival. She still seemed to be watching the factory in the valley. She and Ilf were cousins but didn’t resemble each other. Ilf was small and wiry, with tight-curled red hair. Auris was slim and blond, and stood a good head taller than he did. He thought she looked as if she owned everything she could see from the top of Sam’s shell; and she did, as a matter of fact, own a good deal of it—nine tenths of the diamondwood farm and nine tenths of the factory. Ilf owned the remaining tenth of both.


  He scrambled up the shell, grabbing the moss-fur to haul himself along, until he stood beside her. Sam, awkward as he looked when walking, was moving at a good ten miles an hour, clearly headed for the Queen Grove. Ilf didn’t know whether it was Sam or Auris who had decided to go back to the house. Whichever it had been, he could feel the purpose of going there.


  “They’re nervous about something,” he told Auris, meaning the whole farm. “Think there’s a big storm coming?”


  “Doesn’t look like a storm,” Auris said.


  Ilf glanced about the sky, agreed silently. “Earthquake, maybe?”


  Auris shook her head. “It doesn’t feel like earthquake.”


  She hadn’t turned her gaze from the factory. Ilf asked, “Something going on down there?”


  Auris shrugged. “They’re cutting a lot today,” she said. “They got in a limit order.”


  Sam swayed on into the next grove while Ilf considered the information. Limit orders were fairly unusual; but it hardly explained the general uneasiness. He sighed, sat down, crossed his legs, and looked about. This was a grove of young trees, fifteen years and less. There was plenty of open space left between them. Ahead, a huge tumbleweed was dying, making happy, chuckling sounds as it pitched its scarlet seed pellets far out from its slowly unfolding leaves. The pellets rolled hurriedly farther away from the old weed as soon as they touched the ground. In a twelve-foot circle about their parent, the earth was being disturbed, churned, shifted steadily about. The clean-up squad had arrived to dispose of the dying tumbleweed; as Ilf looked, it suddenly settled six or seven inches deeper into the softened dirt. The pellets were hurrying to get beyond the reach of the clean-up squad so they wouldn’t get hauled down, too. But half-grown tumbleweeds, speckled yellow-green and ready to start their rooted period, were rolling through the grove towards the disturbed area. They would wait around the edge of the circle until the clean-up squad finished, then move in and put down their roots. The ground where the squad had worked recently was always richer than any other spot in the forest.


  Ilf wondered, as he had many times before, what the clean-up squad looked like. Nobody ever caught so much as a glimpse of them. Riquol Cholm, his grandfather, had told him of attempts made by scientists to catch a member of the squad with digging machines. Even the smallest ones could dig much faster than the machines could dig after them, so the scientists always gave up finally and went away.


  “Ilf, come in for lunch!” called Ilf’s grandmother’s voice.


  Ilf filled his lungs, shouted, “Coming, grand—”


  He broke off, looked up at Auris. She was smirking. “Caught me again,” Ilf admitted. “Dumb humbugs!” He yelled, “Come out, Lying Lou! I know who it was.” Meldy Cholm laughed her low, sweet laugh, a silverbell called the giant greenweb of the Queen Grove sounded its deep harp note, more or less all together. Then Lying Lou and Gabby darted into sight, leaped up on the moss-back’s hump. The humbugs were small, brown, bobtailed animals, built with spider leanness and very quick. They had round skulls, monkey faces, and the pointed teeth of animals who lived by catching and killing other animals. Gabby sat down beside Ilf, inflating and deflating his voice pouch, while Lou burst into a series of rattling, clicking, spitting sounds.


  “They’ve been down at the factory?” Ilf asked.


  “Yes,” Auris said. “Hush now. I’m listening.”


  Lou was jabbering along at the rate at which the humbugs chattered among themselves, but this sounded like, and was, a recording of human voices played back at high speed. When Auris wanted to know what people somewhere were talking about, she sent the humbugs off to listen. They remembered everything they heard, came back and repeated it to her at their own speed, which saved time. Ilf, if he tried hard, could understand scraps of it. Auris understood it all. She was hearing now what the people at the factory had been saying during the morning.


  Gabby inflated his voice pouch part way, remarked in Grandfather Riquol’s strong, rich voice, “My, my! We’re not being quite on our best behavior today, are we, Ilf?”


  “Shut up,” said Ilf.


  “Hush now,” Gabby said in Auris’ voice. “I’m listening.” He added in Ilf’s voice, sounding crestfallen, “Caught me again!” then chuckled nastily.


  Ilf made a fist of his left hand and swung fast. Gabby became a momentary brown blur, and was sitting again on Ilf’s other side. He looked at Ilf with round, innocent eyes, said in a solemn tone. “We must pay more attention to details, men. Mistakes can be expensive!”


  He’d probably picked that up at the factory. Ilf ignored him. Trying to hit a humbug was a waste of effort. So was talking back to them. He shifted his attention to catching what Lou was saying; but Lou had finished up at that moment. She and Gabby took off instantly in a leap from Sam’s back and were gone in the bushes. Ilf thought they were a little jittery and erratic in their motions today, as if they, too, were keyed up even more than usual. Auris walked down to the front lip of the shell and sat on it, dangling her legs. Ilf joined her there.


  “What were they talking about at the factory?” he asked.


  “They did get in a limit order yesterday,” Auris said. “And another one this morning. They’re not taking any more orders until they’ve filled those two.”


  “That’s good, isn’t it?” Ilf asked.


  “I guess so.”


  After a moment, Ilf asked, “Is that what they’re worrying about?”


  “I don’t know,” Auris said. But she frowned.


  Sam came lumbering up to another stretch of open ground, stopped while he was still well back among the trees. Auris slipped down from the shell, said, “Come on but don’t let them see you,” and moved ahead through the trees until she could look into the open. Ilf followed her as quietly as he could.


  “What’s the matter?” he inquired. A hundred and fifty yards away, on the other side of the open area, towered the Queen Grove, its tops dancing gently like armies of slender green spears against the blue sky. The house wasn’t visible from here; it was a big one-story bungalow built around the trunks of a number of trees deep within the grove. Ahead of them lay the road which came up from the valley and wound on through the mountains to the west.


  Auris said, “An aircar came down here a while ago . . . There it is!”


  They looked at the aircar parked at the side of the road on their left, a little distance away. Opposite the car was an opening in the Queen Grove where a path led to the house. Ilf couldn’t see anything very interesting about the car. It was neither new nor old, looked like any ordinary aircar. The man sitting inside it was nobody they knew.


  “Somebody’s here on a visit,” Ilf said.


  “Yes,” Auris said. “Uncle Kugus has come back.”


  Ilf had to reflect an instant to remember who Uncle Kugus was. Then it came to his mind in a flash. It had been some while ago, a year or so. Uncle Kugus was a big, handsome man with thick, black eyebrows, who always smiled. He wasn’t Ilf’s uncle but Auris’; but he’d had presents for both of them when he arrived. He had told Ilf a great many jokes. He and Grandfather Riquol had argued on one occasion for almost two hours about something or other; Ilf couldn’t remember now what it had been. Uncle Kugus had come and gone in a tiny, beautiful, bright yellow aircar, had taken Ilf for a couple of rides in it, and told him about winning races with it. Ilf hadn’t had too bad an impression of him.


  “That isn’t him,” he said, “and that isn’t his car.”


  “I know. He’s in the house,” Auris said. “He’s got a couple of people with him. They’re talking with Riquol and Meldy.”


  A sound rose slowly from the Queen Grove as she spoke, deep and resonant, like the stroke of a big, old clock or the hum of a harp. The man in the aircar turned his head towards the grove to listen. The sound was repeated twice. It came from the giant greenweb at the far end of the grove and could be heard all over the farm, even, faintly, down in the valley when the wind was favorable. Ilf said, “Lying Lou and Gabby were up here?”


  “Yes. They went down to the factory first, then up to the house.”


  “What are they talking about in the house?” Ilf inquired.


  “Oh, a lot of things.” Auris frowned again. “We’ll go and find out, but we won’t let them see us right away.”


  Something stirred beside Ilf. He looked down and saw Lying Lou and Gabby had joined them again. The humbugs peered for a moment at the man in the aircar, then flicked out into the open, on across the road, and into the Queen Grove, like small, flying shadows, almost impossible to keep in sight. The man in the aircar looked about in a puzzled way, apparently uncertain whether he’d seen something move or not.


  “Come on,” Auris said.


  Ilf followed her back to Sam. Sam lifted his head and extended his neck. Auris swung herself upon the edge of the undershell beside the neck, crept on hands and knees into the hollow between the upper and lower shells. Ilf climbed in after her. The shell-cave was a familiar place. He’d scuttled in there many times when they’d been caught outdoors in one of the violent electric storms which came down through the mountains from the north or when the ground began to shudder in an earthquake’s first rumbling. With the massive curved shell above him and the equally massive flat shell below, the angle formed by the cool, leathery wall which was the side of Sam’s neck and the front of his shoulder seemed like the safest place in the world to be on such occasions.


  The undershell tilted and swayed beneath Ilf now as the mossback started forward. He squirmed around and looked out through the opening between the shells. They moved out of the grove, headed towards the road at Sam’s steady walking pace. Ilf couldn’t see the aircar and wondered why Auris didn’t want the man in the car to see them. He wriggled uncomfortably. It was a strange, uneasy-making morning in every way.


  They crossed the road, went swishing through high grass with Sam’s ponderous side-to-side sway like a big ship sailing over dry land, and came to the Queen Grove. Sam moved on into the green-tinted shade under the Queen Trees. The air grew cooler. Presently he turned to the right, and Ilf saw a flash of blue ahead. That was the great thicket of flower bushes, in the center of which was Sam’s sleeping pit.


  Sam pushed through the thicket, stopped when he reached the open space in the center to let Ilf and Auris climb out of the shell-cave. Sam then lowered his forelegs, one after the other, into the pit, which was lined so solidly with tree roots that almost no earth showed between them, shaped like a mold to fit the lower half of his body, tilted forward, drawing neck and head back under his shell, slid slowly into the pit, straightened out and settled down. The edge of his upper shell was now level with the edge of the pit, and what still could be seen of him looked simply like a big, moss-grown boulder. If nobody came to disturb him, he might stay there unmoving the rest of the year. There were mossbacks in other groves of the farm which had never come out of their sleeping pits or given any indication of being awake since Ilf could remember. They lived an enormous length of time and a nap of half a dozen years apparently meant nothing to them.


  Ilf looked questioningly at Auris. She said, “We’ll go up to the house and listen to what Uncle Kugus is talking about.”


  They turned into a path which led from Sam’s place to the house. It had been made by six generations of human children, all of whom had used Sam for transportation about the diamondwood farm. He was half again as big as any other mossback around and the only one whose sleeping pit was in the Queen Grove. Everything about the Queen Grove was special, from the trees themselves, which were never cut and twice as thick and almost twice as tall as the trees of other groves, to Sam and his blue flower thicket, the huge stump of the Grandfather Slurp not far away, and the giant greenweb at the other end of the grove. It was quieter here; there were fewer of the other animals. The Queen Grove, from what Riquol Cholm had told Ilf, was the point from which the whole diamondwood forest had started a long time ago.


  Auris said, “We’ll go around and come in from the back. They don’t have to know right away that we’re here . . .”


  “Mr. Terokaw,” said Riquol Cholm, “I’m sorry Kugus Ovin persuaded you and Mr. Bliman to accompany him to Wrake on this business. You’ve simply wasted your time. Kugus should have known better. I’ve discussed the situation quite thoroughly with him on other occasions.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t follow you, Mr. Cholm,” Mr. Terokaw said stiffly. “I’m making you a businesslike proposition in regard to this farm of diamondwood trees—a proposition which will be very much to your advantage as well as to that of the children whose property the Diamondwood is. Certainly you should at least be willing to listen to my terms!”


  Riquol shook his head. It was clear that he was angry with Kugus but attempting to control his anger.


  “Your terms, whatever they may be, are not a factor in this,” he said. “The maintenance of a diamondwood forest is not entirely a business proposition. Let me explain that to you—as Kugus should have done.


  “No doubt you’re aware that there are less than forty such forests on the world of Wrake and that attempts to grow the trees elsewhere have been uniformly unsuccessful. That and the unique beauty of diamondwood products, which has never been duplicated by artificial means, is, of course, the reason that such products command a price which compares with that of precious stones and similar items.”


  Mr. Terokaw regarded Riquol with a bleak blue eye, nodded briefly. “Please continue, Mr. Cholm.”


  “A diamondwood forest,” said Riquol, “is a great deal more than an assemblage of trees. The trees are a basic factor, but still only a factor, of a closely integrated, balanced natural ecology. The manner of independence of the plants and animals that make up a diamondwood forest is not clear in all details, but the interdependence is a very pronounced one. None of the involved species seem able to survive in any other environment. On the other hand, plants and animals not naturally a part of this ecology will not thrive if brought into it. They move out or vanish quickly. Human beings appear to be the only exception to that rule.”


  “Very interesting,” Mr. Terokaw said dryly.


  “It is,” said Riquol. “It is a very interesting natural situation and many people, including Mrs. Cholm and myself, feel it should be preserved. The studied, limited cutting practiced on the diamondwood farms at present acts towards its preservation. That degree of harvesting actually is beneficial to the forests, keeps them moving through an optimum cycle of growth and maturity. They are flourishing under the hand of man to an extent which was not usually attained in their natural, untouched state. The people who are at present responsible for them—the farm owners and their associates—have been working for some time to have all diamondwood forests turned into Federation preserves, with the right to harvest them retained by the present owners and their heirs under the same carefully supervised conditions. When Auris and Ilf come of age and can sign an agreement to that effect, the farms will in fact become Federation preserves. All other steps to that end have been taken by now.


  “That, Mr. Terokaw, is why we’re not interested in your business proposition. You’ll discover, if you wish to sound them out on it, that the other diamondwood farmers are not interested in it either. We are all of one mind in that matter. If we weren’t, we would long since have accepted propositions essentially similar to yours.”


  There was silence for a moment. Then Kugus Ovin said pleasantly, “I know you’re annoyed with me, Riquol, but I’m thinking of Auris and Ilf in this. Perhaps in your concern for the preservation of a natural phenomenon, you aren’t sufficiently considering their interests.”


  Riquol looked at him, said, “When Auris reaches maturity, she’ll be an extremely wealthy young woman, even if this farm never sells another cubic foot of diamondwood from this day on. Ilf would be sufficiently well-to-do to make it unnecessary for him ever to work a stroke in his life—though I doubt very much he would make such a choice.”


  Kugus smiled. “There are degrees even to the state of being extremely wealthy,” he remarked. “What my niece can expect to gain in her lifetime from this careful harvesting you talk about can’t begin to compare with what she would get at one stroke through Mr. Terokaw’s offer. The same, of course, holds true of Ilf.”


  “Quite right,” Mr. Terokaw said heavily. “I’m generous in my business dealings, Mr. Cholm. I have a reputation for it. And I can afford to be generous because I profit well from my investments. Let me bring another point to your attention. Interest in diamondwood products throughout the Federation waxes and wanes, as you must be aware. It rises and falls. There are fashions and fads. At present, we are approaching the crest of a new wave of interest in these products. This interest can be properly stimulated and exploited, but in any event we must expect it will have passed its peak in another few months. The next interest peak might develop six years from now, or twelve years from now. Or it might never develop since there are very few natural products which cannot eventually be duplicated and usually surpassed by artificial methods, and there is no good reason to assume that diamondwood will remain an exception indefinitely.


  “We should be prepared, therefore, to make the fullest use of this bonanza while it lasts. I am prepared to do just that, Mr. Cholm. A cargo ship full of cutting equipment is at present stationed a few hours’ flight from Wrake. This machinery can be landed and in operation here within a day after the contract I am offering you is signed. Within a week, the forest can be leveled. We shall make no use of your factory here, which would be entirely inadequate for my purpose. The diamondwood will be shipped at express speeds to another world where I have adequate processing facilities set up. And we can hit the Federation’s main markets with the finished products the following month.”


  Riquol Cholm said, icily polite now, “And what would be the reason for all that haste, Mr. Terokaw?”


  Mr. Terokaw looked surprised. “To insure that we have no competition, Mr. Cholm. What else? When the other diamondwood farmers here discover what has happened, they may be tempted to follow our example. But we’ll be so far ahead of them that the diamondwood boom will be almost entirely to our exclusive advantage. We have taken every precaution to see that. Mr. Bliman. Mr. Ovin and I arrived here in the utmost secrecy today. No one so much as suspects that we are on Wrake, much less what our purpose is. I make no mistakes in such matters, Mr. Cholm!”


  He broke off and looked around as Meldy Cholm said in a troubled voice, “Come in, children. Sit down over there. We’re discussing a matter which concerns you.”


  “Hello, Auris!” Kugus said heartily. “Hello, Ilf! Remember old Uncle Kugus?”


  “Yes,” Ilf said. He sat down on the bench by the wall beside Auris, feeling scared.


  “Auris,” Riquol Cholm said, “did you happen to overhear anything of what was being said before you came into the room?”


  Auris nodded. “Yes.” She glanced at Mr. Terokaw, looked at Riquol again. “He wants to cut down the forest.”


  “It’s your forest and Ilf’s, you know. Do you want him to do it?”


  “Mr. Cholm, please!” Mr. Terokaw protested. “We must approach this properly. Kugus, show Mr. Cholm what I’m offering.”


  Riquol took the document Kugus held out to him, looked over it. After a moment, he gave it back to Kugus. “Auris,” he said, “Mr. Terokaw, as he’s indicated, is offering you more money than you would ever be able to spend in your life for the right to cut down your share of the forest. Now . . . do you want him to do it?”


  “No.” Auris said.


  Riquol glanced at Ilf, who shook his head. Riquol turned back to Mr. Terokaw.


  “Well, Mr. Terokaw,” he said, “there’s your answer. My wife and I don’t want you to do it, and Auris and Ilf don’t want you to do it. Now . . .”


  “Oh, come now, Riquol!” Kugus said, smiling. “No one can expect either Auris or Ilf to really understand what’s involved here. When they come of age—”


  “When they come of age,” Riquol said, “they’ll again have the opportunity to decide what they wish to do.” He made a gesture of distaste. “Gentlemen, let’s conclude this discussion. Mr. Terokaw, we thank you for your offer, but it’s been rejected.”


  Mr. Terokaw frowned, pursed his lips.


  “Well, not so fast, Mr. Cholm,” he said. “As I told you, I make no mistakes in business matters. You suggested a few minutes ago that I might contact the other diamondwood farmers on the planet on the subject but predicted that I would have no better luck with them.”


  “So I did,” Riquol agreed. He looked puzzled.


  “As a matter of fact,” Mr. Terokaw went on, “I already have contacted a number of these people. Not in person, you understand, since I did not want to tip off certain possible competitors that I was interested in diamondwood at present. The offer was rejected, as you indicated it would be. In fact, I learned that the owners of the Wrake diamondwood farms are so involved in legally binding agreements with one another that it would be very difficult for them to accept such an offer even if they wished to do it.”


  Riquol nodded, smiled briefly. “We realized that the temptation to sell out to commercial interests who would not be willing to act in accordance with our accepted policies could be made very strong,” he said. “So we’ve made it as nearly impossible as we could for any of us to yield to temptation.”


  “Well,” Mr. Terokaw continued, “I am not a man who is easily put off. I ascertained that you and Mrs. Cholm are also bound by such an agreement to the other diamondwood owners of Wrake not to be the first to sell either the farm or its cutting rights to outside interests, or to exceed the established limits of cutting. But you are not the owners of this farm. These two children own it between them.”


  Riquol frowned. “What difference does that make?” he demanded. “Ilf is our grandson. Auris is related to us and our adopted daughter.”


  Mr. Terokaw rubbed his chin.


  “Mr. Bliman,” he said, “please explain to these people what the legal situation is.”


  Mr. Bliman cleared his throat. He was a tall, thin man with fierce dark eyes, like a bird of prey. “Mr. and Mrs. Cholm,” he began, “I work for the Federation Government and am a specialist in adoptive procedures. I will make this short. Some months ago, Mr. Kugus Ovin filed the necessary papers to adopt his niece, Auris Luteel, citizen of Wrake. I conducted the investigation which is standard in such cases and can assure you that no official record exists that you have at any time gone through the steps of adopting Auris.”


  “What?” Riquol came half to his feet. Then he froze in position for a moment, settled slowly back in his chair. “What is this? Just what kind of trick are you trying to play?” he said. His face had gone white.


  Ilf had lost sight of Mr. Terokaw for a few seconds, because Uncle Kugus had suddenly moved over in front of the bench on which he and Auris were sitting. But now he saw him again and he had a jolt of fright. There was a large blue and silver gun in Mr. Terokaw’s hand, and the muzzle of it was pointed very steadily at Riquol Cholm.


  “Mr. Cholm,” Mr. Terokaw said, “before Mr. Bliman concludes his explanation, allow me to caution you! I do not wish to kill you. This gun, in fact, is not designed to kill. But if I pull the trigger, you will be in excruciating pain for some minutes. You are an elderly man and it is possible that you would not survive the experience. This would not inconvenience us very seriously. Therefore, stay seated and give up any thoughts of summoning help . . . Kugus, watch the children. Mr. Bliman, let me speak to Mr. Het before you resume.”


  He put his left hand up to his face, and Ilf saw he was wearing a wrist-talker. “Het,” Mr. Terokaw said to the talker without taking his eyes off Riquol Cholm, “you are aware, I believe, that the children are with us in the house?”


  The wrist-talker made murmuring sounds for a few seconds, then stopped.


  “Yes,” Mr. Terokaw said. “There should be no problem about it. But let me know if you see somebody approaching the area . . .” He put his hand back down on the table. “Mr. Bliman, please continue.”


  Mr. Bliman cleared his throat again.


  “Mr. Kugus Ovin,” he said, “is now officially recorded as the parent by adoption of his niece, Auris Luteel. Since Auris has not yet reached the age where her formal consent to this action would be required, the matter is settled.”


  “Meaning,” Mr. Terokaw added, “that Kugus can act for Auris in such affairs as selling the cutting rights on this tree farm. Mr. Cholm, if you are thinking of taking legal action against us, forget it. You may have had certain papers purporting to show that the girl was your adopted child filed away in the deposit vault of a bank. If so, those papers have been destroyed. With enough money, many things become possible. Neither you nor Mrs. Cholm nor the two children will do or say anything that might cause trouble to me. Since you have made no rash moves, Mr. Bliman will now use an instrument to put you and Mrs. Cholm painlessly to sleep for the few hours required to get you off this planet. Later, if you should be questioned in connection with this situation, you will say about it only what certain psychological experts will have impressed on you to say, and within a few months, nobody will be taking any further interest whatever in what is happening here today.


  “Please do not think that I am a cruel man. I am not. I merely take what steps are required to carry out my purpose. Mr. Bliman, please proceed!”


  Ilf felt a quiver of terror. Uncle Kugus was holding his wrist with one hand and Auris’ wrist with the other, smiling reassuringly down at them. Ilf darted a glance over to Amis’ face. She looked as white as his grandparents but she was making no attempt to squirm away from Kugus, so Ilf stayed quiet, too. Mr. Bliman stood up, looking more like a fierce bird of prey than ever, and stalked over to Riquol Cholm, holding something in his hand that looked unpleasantly like another gun. Ilf shut his eyes. There was a moment of silence, then Mr. Terokaw said, “Catch him before he falls out of the chair. Mrs. Cholm, if you will just settle back comfortably . . .”


  There was another moment of silence. Then, from beside him, Ilf heard Auris speak.


  It wasn’t regular speech but a quick burst of thin, rattling gabble, like human speech speeded up twenty times or so. It ended almost immediately.


  “What’s that? What’s that?” Mr. Terokaw said, surprised.


  Ilf’s eyes flew open as something came in through the window with a whistling shriek. The two humbugs were in the room, brown blurs flicking here and there, screeching like demons. Mr. Terokaw exclaimed something in a loud voice and jumped up from the chair, his gun swinging this way and that. Something scuttled up Mr. Bliman’s back like a big spider, and he yelled and spun away from Meldy Cholm lying slumped back in her chair. Something ran up Uncle Kugus’ back. He yelled, letting go of Ilf and Auris, and pulled out a gun of his own. “Wide aperture!” roared Mr. Terokaw, whose gun was making loud, thumping noises. A brown shadow swirled suddenly about his knees. Uncle Kugus cursed, took aim at the shadow and fired.


  “Stop that, you fool!” Mr. Terokaw shouted. “You nearly hit me.”


  “Come,” whispered Auris, grabbing Ilf’s arm. They sprang up from the bench and darted out the door behind Uncle Kugus’ broad back.


  “Het!” Mr. Terokaw’s voice came bellowing down the hall behind them. “Up in the air and look out for those children! They’re trying to get away. If you see them start to cross the road, knock ’em out. Kugus—after them! They may try to hide in the house.”


  Then be yowled angrily, and his gun began making the thumping noises again. The humbugs were too small to harm people, but their sharp little teeth could hurt and they seemed to be using them now.


  “In here,” Auris whispered, opening a door. Ilf ducked into the room with her, and she closed the door softly behind them. Ilf looked at her, his heart pounding wildly.


  Auris nodded at the barred window. “Through there! Run and hide in the grove. I’ll be right behind you . . .”


  “Auris! Ilf!” Uncle Kugus called in the hall. “Wait—don’t be afraid. Where are you?” His voice still seemed to be smiling. Ilf heard his footsteps hurrying along the hall as he squirmed quickly sideways between two of the thick wooden bars over the window, dropped to the ground. He turned, darted off towards the nearest bushes.


  He heard Auris gabble something to the humbugs again, high and shrill, looked back as he reached the bushes and saw her already outside, running towards the shrubbery on his right. There was a shout from the window. Uncle Kugus was peering out from behind the bars, pointing a gun at Auris. He fired. Auris swerved to the side, was gone among the shrubs. Ilf didn’t think she had been.


  “They’re outside!” Uncle Kugus yelled. He was too big to get through the bars himself.


  Mr. Terokaw and Mr. Bliman were also shouting within the house. Uncle Kugus turned around, disappeared from the window.


  “Auris!” Ilf called, his voice shaking with fright.


  “Run and hide, Ilf!” Auris seemed to be on the far side of the shrubbery, deeper in the Queen Grove.


  Ilf hesitated, started running along the path that led to Sam’s sleeping pit, glancing up at the open patches of sky among the treetops. He didn’t see the aircar with the man Het in it. Het would be circling around the Queen Grove now, waiting for the other men to chase them into sight so he could knock them out with something. But they could hide inside Sam’s shell and Sam would get them across the road. “Auris, where are you?” Ilf cried.


  Her voice came low and clear from behind him. “Run and hide, Ilf!”


  Ilf looked back. Auris wasn’t there but the two humbugs were loping up the path a dozen feet away. They darted past Ilf without stopping, disappeared around the turn ahead. He could hear the three men yelling for him and Auris to come back. They were outside, looking around for them now, and they seemed to be coming closer.


  Ilf ran on, reached Sam’s sleeping place. Sam lay there unmoving, like a great mossy boulder filling the pit. Ilf picked up a stone and pounded on the front part of the shell.


  “Wake up!” he said desperately. “Sam, wake up!”


  Sam didn’t stir. And the men were getting closer. Ilf looked this way and that, trying to decide what to do.


  “Don’t let them see you,” Auris called suddenly.


  “That was the girl over there,” Mr. Terokaw’s voice shouted. “Go after her, Bliman!”


  “Auris, watch out!” Ilf screamed, terrified.


  “Aha! And here’s the boy, Kugus. This way! Het,” Mr. Terokaw yelled triumphantly, “come down and help us catch them! We’ve got them spotted . . .”


  Ilf dropped to hands and knees, crawled away quickly under the branches of the blue flower thicket and waited, crouched low. He heard Mr. Terokaw crashing through the bushes towards him and Mr. Bliman braying, “Hurry up, Het! Hurry up!” Then he heard something else. It was the sound the giant greenweb sometimes made to trick a flock of silverbells into fluttering straight towards it, a deep drone which suddenly seemed to be pouring down from the trees and rising up from the ground.


  Ilf shook his head dizzily. The drone faded, grew up again. For a moment, he thought he heard his own voice call “Auris, where are you?” from the other side of the blue flower thicket. Mr. Terokaw veered off in that direction, yelling something to Mr. Bliman and Kugus. Ilf backed farther away through the thicket, came out on the other side, climbed to his feet and turned.


  He stopped. For a stretch of twenty feet ahead of him, the forest floor was moving, shifting and churning with a slow, circular motion, turning lumps of deep brown mold over and over.


  Mr. Terokaw came panting into Sam’s sleeping place, red-faced, glaring about, the blue and silver gun in his hand. He shook his head to clear the resonance of the humming air from his brain. He saw a huge, moss-covered boulder tilted at a slant away from him but no sign of Ilf.


  Then something shook the branches of the thicket behind the boulder. “Auris!” Ilf’s frightened voice called.


  Mr. Terokaw ran around the boulder, leveling the gun. The droning in the air suddenly swelled to a roar. Two big gray, three-fingered hands came out from the boulder on either side of Mr. Terokaw and picked him up.


  “Awk!” he gasped, then dropped the gun as the hands folded him, once, twice, and lifted him towards Sam’s descending head. Sam opened his large mouth, closed it, swallowed. His neck and head drew back under his shell and he settled slowly into the sleeping pit again.


  The greenweb’s roar ebbed and rose continuously now, like a thousand harps being struck together in a bewildering, quickening beat. Human voices danced and swirled through the din, crying, wailing, screeching. Ilf stood at the edge of the twenty-foot circle of churning earth outside the blue flower thicket, half stunned by it all. He heard Mr. Terokaw bellow to Mr. Bliman to go after Auris, and Mr. Bliman squalling to Het to hurry. He heard his own voice nearby call Auris frantically and then Mr. Terokaw’s triumphant yell: “This way! Here’s the boy, Kugus!”


  Uncle Kugus bounded out of some bushes thirty feet away, eyes staring, mouth stretched in a wide grin. He saw Ilf, shouted excitedly and ran towards him. Ilf watched, suddenly unable to move. Uncle Kugus took four long steps out over the shifting loam between them, sank ankle-deep, knee-deep. Then the brown earth leaped in cascades about him, and he went sliding straight down into it as if it were water, still grinning, and disappeared. In the distance, Mr. Terokaw roared, “This way!” and Mr. Bliman yelled to Het to hurry up. A loud, slapping sound came from the direction of the stump of the Grandfather Slurp. It was followed by a great commotion in the bushes around there; but that only lasted a moment. Then, a few seconds later, the greenweb’s drone rose and thinned to the wild shriek it made when it had caught something big and faded slowly away . . .


  Ilf came walking shakily through the opening in the thickets to Sam’s sleeping place. His head still seemed to hum inside with the greenweb’s drone but the Queen Grove was quiet again; no voices called anywhere. Sam was settled into his pit. Ilf saw something gleam on the ground near the front end of the pit. He went over and looked at it, then at the big, moss-grown dome of Sam’s shell.


  “Oh, Sam,” he whispered, “I’m not sure we should have done it . . .”


  Sam didn’t stir. Ilf picked up Mr. Terokaw’s blue and silver gun gingerly by the barrel and went off with it to look for Auris. He found her at the edge of the grove, watching Het’s aircar on the other side of the road. The aircar was turned on its side and about a third of it was sunk in the ground. At work around and below it was the biggest member of the clean-up squad Ilf had ever seen in action.


  They went up to the side of the road together and looked on while the aircar continued to shudder and turn and sink deeper into the earth. Ilf suddenly remembered the gun he was holding and threw it over on the ground next to the aircar. It was swallowed up instantly there. Tumbleweeds came rolling up to join them and clustered around the edge of the circle, waiting. With a final jerk, the aircar disappeared. The disturbed section of earth began to smooth over. The tumbleweeds moved out into it.


  There was a soft whistling in the air, and from a Queen Tree at the edge of the grove a hundred and fifty feet away, a diamondwood seedling came lancing down, struck at a slant into the center of the circle where the aircar had vanished, stood trembling a moment, then straightened up. The tumbleweeds nearest it moved respectfully aside to give it room. The seedling shuddered and unfolded its first five-fingered cluster of silver-green leaves. Then it stood still.


  Ilf looked over at Auris. “Auris,” he said, “should we have done it?”


  Auris was silent a moment.


  “Nobody did anything,” she said then. “They’ve just gone away again.” She took Ilf’s hand. “Let’s go back to the house and wait for Riquol and Meldy to wake up.”


  The organism that was the diamondwood forest grew quiet again. The quiet spread back to its central mind unit in the Queen Grove, and the unit began to relax towards somnolence. A crisis had been passed—perhaps the last of the many it had foreseen when human beings first arrived on the world of Wrake.


  The only defense against Man was Man. Understanding that, it had laid its plans. On a world now owned by Man, it adopted Man, brought him into its ecology, and its ecology into a new and again successful balance.


  This had been a final flurry. A dangerous attack by dangerous humans. But the period of danger was nearly over, would soon be for good a thing of the past.


  It had planned well, the central mind unit told itself drowsily. But now, since there was no further need to think today, it would stop thinking . . .”


  Sam the mossback fell gratefully asleep.


  GOBLIN NIGHT


  One of the most interesting points Schmitz makes in this one is, I think, that Nature can produce killers—but it takes Man to produce the ultra-super in the way of killers!


  There was a quivering of psi force. Then a sudden, vivid sense of running and hiding, in horrible fear of a pursuer from whom there was no escape—


  Telzey’s breath caught in her throat. A psi screen had flicked into instant existence about her mind, blocking out incoming impulses. The mental picture, the feeling of pursuit, already was gone, had touched her only a moment; but she stayed motionless seconds longer, eyes shut, pulses hammering out a roll of primitive alarms. She’d been dozing uneasily for the past hour, aware in a vague way of the mind-traces of a multitude of wildlife activities in the miles of parkland around. And perhaps she’d simply fallen asleep, begun to dream . . .


  Perhaps, she thought—but it wasn’t very likely. She hadn’t been relaxed enough to be touching the fringes of sleep and dream-stuff. The probability was that, for an instant, she’d picked up the reflection of a real event, that somebody not very far from here had encountered death in some grisly form at that moment.


  She hesitated, then thinned the blocking screen to let her awareness spread again through the area, simultaneously extended a quick, probing thread of thought with a memory-replica of the pattern she’d caught. If it touched the mind that had produced the pattern originally, it might bring a momentary flash of echoing details and further information . . . assuming the mind was still alive, still capable of responding.


  She didn’t really believe it would still be alive. The impression she’d had in that instant was that death was only seconds away.


  The general murmur of mind-noise began to grow up about her again, a varying pulse of life and psi energies, diminishing gradually with distance, arising from her companions, from animals on plain and mountain, with an undernote of the dimmer emanations of plants. But no suggestion came now of the vividly disturbing sensations of a moment ago.


  Telzey opened her eyes, glanced around at the others sitting about the camp fire in the mouth of Cil Chasm. There were eleven of them, a group of third and fourth year students of Pehanron College who had decided to spend the fall holidays in Melna Park. The oldest was twenty-two; she herself was the youngest—Telzey Amberdon, age fifteen. There was also a huge white dog named Chomir, not in view at the moment, the property of one of her friends who had preferred to go on a spacecruise with a very special date over the holidays. Chomir would have been a little in the way in an IP cruiser, so Telzey had brought him along to the park instead.


  In the early part of the evening, they had built their fire where the great Cil canyon opened on the rolling plain below. The canyon walls rose to either side of the camp, smothered with evergreen growth; and the Cil River, a quick, nervous stream, spilled over a series of rocky ledges a hundred feet away. The boys had set up a translucent green tent canopy, and sleeping bags were arranged beneath it. But Gikkes and two of the other girls already had announced that when they got ready to sleep, they were going to take up one of the aircars and settle down in it for the night a good thirty feet above the ground.


  The park rangers had assured them such measures weren’t necessary. Melna Park was full of Orado’s native wildlife—that, after all, was why it had been established—but none of the animals were at all likely to become aggressive towards visitors. As for human marauders, the park was safer than the planet’s cities. Overflights weren’t permitted; visitors came in at ground level through one of the various entrance stations where their aircars were equipped with sealed engine locks, limiting them to contour altitudes of a hundred and fifty feet and to a speed of thirty miles an hour. Only the rangers’ cars were not restricted, and only the rangers carried weapons.


  It made Melna Park sound like an oasis of sylvan tranquility. But as it turned towards evening, the stars of the great cluster about Orado brightened to awesomely burning splendor in the sky. Some of them, like Gikkes, weren’t used to the starblaze, had rarely spent a night outside the cities where night-screens came on gradually at the end of the day to meet the old racial preference for a dark sleep period.


  Here night remained at an uncertain twilight stage until a wind began moaning up in the canyon and black storm clouds started to drift over the mountains and out across the plain. Now there were quick shifts between twilight and darkness, and eyes began to wander uneasily. There was the restless chatter of the river nearby. The wind made odd sounds in the canyon; they could hear sudden cracklings in bushes and trees, occasional animal voices.


  “You get the feeling,” Gikkes remarked, twisting her neck around to stare up Cil Chasm, “that something like a lullbear or spook might come trotting out of there any minute!”


  Some of the others laughed uncertainly. Valia said, “Don’t be silly! There haven’t been animals like that in Melna Park for fifty years.” She looked over at the group about Telzey. “Isn’t that right, Pollard?”


  Pollard was the oldest boy here. He was majoring in biology, which might make him Valia’s authority on the subject of lullbears and spooks. He nodded, said, “You can still find them in the bigger game preserves up north. But naturally they don’t keep anything in public parks that makes a practice of chewing up the public. Anything you meet around here, Gikkes, will be as ready to run from you as you are from it.”


  “That’s saying a lot!” Rish added cheerfully. The others laughed again, and Gikkes looked annoyed.


  Telzey had been giving only part of her attention to the talk. She felt shut down, temporarily detached from her companions. It had taken all afternoon to come across the wooded plains from the entrance station, winding slowly above the rolling ground in the three aircars which had brought them here. Then, after they reached Cil Chasm where they intended to stay, she and Rish and Dunker, two charter members of her personal fan club at Pehanron, had spent an hour fishing along the little river, up into the canyon and back down again. They had a great deal of excitement and caught enough to provide supper for everyone; but it involved arduous scrambling over slippery rocks, wading in cold, rushing water and occasional tumbles, in one of which Telzey knocked her wrist-talker out of commission for the duration of the trip.


  Drowsiness wasn’t surprising after all the exercise. The surprising part was that, in spite of it, she didn’t seem able to relax completely.


  As a rule, she felt at home wherever she happened to be outdoors. But something about this place was beginning to bother her. She hadn’t noticed it at first, she had laughed at Gikkes with the others when Gikkes began to express apprehensions. But when she settled down after supper, feeling a comfortable muscular fatigue begin to claim her, she grew aware of a vague disturbance. The atmosphere of Melna Park seemed to change slowly. A hint of cruelty and savagery crept into it, of hidden terrors. Mentally, Telzey felt herself glancing over her shoulder towards dark places under the trees, as if something like a lullbear or spook actually was lurking there.


  And then, in that uneasy, half-awake condition, there suddenly had been this other thing, like a dream-flash in which somebody desperately ran and hid from a mocking pursuer. To the terrified human quarry, the pursuer appeared as a glimpsed animalic shape in the twilight, big and moving swiftly, but showing no other details.


  And there had been the dickering of psi energy about the scene . . .


  Telzey shifted uncomfortably, running her tongue tip over her lips. The experience had been chillingly vivid; but if something of the sort really had occurred, the victim had died moments later. In that respect, there was no reason to force herself to quick decisions now. And it might, after all, have been a dream, drifting up in her mind, created by the mood of the place. She realized she would like to believe it was a dream.


  But in that case, what was creating the mood of the place?


  Gikkes? It wasn’t impossible. She had decided some time ago that personal acquaintances should be off limits to telepathic prowling, but when someone was around at all frequently, scraps of information were likely to filter through. So she knew Gikkes also had much more extensively developed telepathic awareness than the average person. Gikkes didn’t know it and couldn’t have put it to use anyway. In her, it was an erratic, unreliable quality which might have kept her in a badly confused state of mind if she had been more conscious of its effects.


  But the general uneasiness Telzey had sensed and that brief psi surge—if that was what it was—fragmentary but carrying a complete horrid little story with it, could have come to her from Gikkes. Most people, even when they thought they were wide awake, appeared to be manufacturing dreams much of the time in an area of their minds they didn’t know about; and Gikkes seemed nervous enough this evening to be manufacturing unconscious nightmares and broadcasting them.


  But again—what made Gikkes so nervous here? The unfamiliar environment, the frozen beauty of the starblaze overhanging the sloping plain like a tent of fire, might account for it. But it didn’t rule out a more specific source of disturbance.


  She could make sure, Telzey thought, by probing into Gikkes’ mind and finding out what was going on in there. Gikkes wouldn’t know it was happening. But it took many hours, as a rule, to develop adequate contact unless the other mind was also that of a functioning telepath. Gikkes was borderline—a telepath, but not functional, or only partly so—and if she began probing around in those complexities without the experience to tell her just how to go about it, she might wind up doing Gikkes some harm.


  She looked over at Gikkes. Gikkes met her eyes, said, “Shouldn’t you start worrying about that dog of Gonwil’s? He hasn’t been in sight for the past half-hour.”


  “Chomir’s all right,” Telzey said. “He’s still checking over the area.”


  Chomir was, in fact, only a few hundred yards away, moving along the Cil River up in the canyon. She’d been touching the big dog’s mind lightly from time to time during the evening to see what he was doing. Gikkes couldn’t know that, of course—nobody in this group suspected Telzey of psionic talents. But she had done a great deal of experimenting with Chomir, and nowadays she could, if she liked, almost see with his eyes, smell with his nose, and listen through his ears. At this instant, he was watching half a dozen animals large enough to have alarmed Gikkes acutely. Chomir’s interest in Melna Park’s wildlife didn’t go beyond casual curiosity. He was an Askanam hound, a breed developed to fight man or beast in pit and arena, too big and powerful to be apprehensive about other creatures and not inclined to chase strange animals about without purpose as a lesser dog might do.


  “Well,” Gikkes said, “if I were responsible for somebody else’s dog, if I’d brought him here, I’d be making sure he didn’t run off and get lost—”


  Telzey didn’t answer. It took no mind-reading to know that Gikkes was annoyed because Pollard had attached himself to Telzey’s fan club after supper and settled down beside her. Gikkes had invited Pollard to come along on the outing; he was president of various organizations and generally important at Pehanron College. Gikkes, the glamour girl, didn’t like it at all that he’d drifted over to Telzey’s group, and while Telzey had no designs on him, she couldn’t very well inform Gikkes of that without ruffling her further.


  “I,” Gikkes concluded, “would go look for him.”


  Pollard stood up. “It would be too bad if he strayed off, wouldn’t it?” he agreed. He gave Telzey a lazy smile. “Why don’t you and I look around a little together?”


  Well, that was not exactly what Gikkes had intended. Rish and Dunker didn’t think much of it either. They were already climbing to their feet, gazing sternly at Pollard.


  Telzey glanced at them, checked the watch Dunker had loaned her after she smashed the one in her wrist-talker on the fishing excursion.


  “Let’s wait another five minutes,” she suggested. “If he isn’t back by then, we can all start looking.”


  As they settled down again, she sent a come-here thought to Chomir. She didn’t yet know what steps she might have to take in the other matter, but she didn’t want to be distracted by problems with Gikkes and the boys.


  She felt Chomir’s response. He turned, got his bearings instantly with nose, ears, and—though he wasn’t aware of that—by the direct touch of their minds, went bounding down into the river and splashed noisily through the shallow water. He was taking what seemed to him a short cut to the camp. But that route would lead him high up the opposite bank of the twisting Cil, to the far side of the canyon.


  “Not that way, stupid!” Telzey thought, verbalizing it for emphasis. “Turn around—go back!”


  And then, as she felt the dog pause comprehendingly, a voice, edged with the shock of surprise—perhaps of fear—exclaimed in her mind, “Who are you? Who said that?”


  There had been a number of occasions since she became aware of her abilities when she’d picked up the thought-forms of another telepath. She hadn’t tried to develop such contacts, feeling in no hurry to strike up an acquaintanceship on the psionic level. That was part of a world with laws and conditions of its own which should be studied thoroughly if she was to avoid creating problems for herself and others, and at present she simply didn’t have the time for thorough study.


  Even with the tentative exploration she’d been doing, problems arose. One became aware of a situation of which others weren’t aware, and then it wasn’t always possible to ignore the situation, to act as if it didn’t exist. But depending on circumstances, it could be extremely difficult to do something effective about it, particularly when one didn’t care to announce publicly that one was a psi.


  The thing that appeared to have happened in Melna Park tonight had seemed likely to present just such problems. Then this voice spoke to her suddenly, coming out of the night, out of nowhere. Another telepath was in the area, to whom the encounter was as unexpected as it was to her. There was no immediate way of knowing whether that was going to help with the problem or complicate it further, but she had no inclination to reply at once. Whoever the stranger was, the fact that he—there had been a strong male tinge to the thoughts—was also a psi didn’t necessarily make him a brother. She knew he was human; alien minds had other flavors. His questions had come in the sharply defined forms of a verbalization; he might have been speaking aloud in addressing her. There was something else about them she hadn’t noticed in previous telepathic contacts—an odd, filtered quality as though his thoughts passed through a distorting medium before reaching her.


  She waited, wondering about it. While she wasn’t strongly drawn to this stranger, she felt no particular concern about him. He had picked up her own verbalized instructions to Chomir, had been startled by them, and, therefore, hadn’t been aware of anything she was thinking previously. She’d now tightened the veil of psi energy about her mind a little, enough to dampen out the drifting threads of subconscious thought by which an unguarded mind was most easily found and reached. Tightened further, as it could be in an instant, it had stopped genuine experts in mindprobing in their tracks. This psi was no expert; an expert wouldn’t have flung surprised questions at her. She didn’t verbalize her thinking as a rule, and wouldn’t do it now until she felt like it. And she wouldn’t reach out for him. She decided the situation was sufficiently in hand.


  The silence between them lengthened. He might be equally wary now, regretting his brief outburst.


  Telzey relaxed her screen, flicked out a search-thought to Chomir, felt him approaching the camp in his easy, loping run, closed the screen again. She waited a few seconds. There was no indication of interest from the other psi; apparently, even when he had his attention on her, he was able to sense only her verbalized thoughts. That simplified the matter.


  She lightened the. screen again. “Who are you?” she asked.


  The reply came instantly. “So I wasn’t dreaming! For a moment, I thought . . . Are there two of you?”


  “No. I was talking to my dog.” There was something odd about the quality of his thoughts. He might be using a shield or screen of some kind, not of the same type as hers but perhaps equally effective.


  “Your dog? I see. It’s been over a year,” the voice said, “since I’ve spoken to others like this.” It paused. “You’re a woman . . . young . . . a girl . . .”


  There was no reason to tell him she was fifteen. What Telzey wanted to know just now was whether he also had been aware of a disturbance in Melna Park. She asked, “Where are you?”


  He didn’t hesitate. “At my home. Twelve miles south of Cil Chasm across the plain, at the edge of the forest. The house is easy to see from the air.”


  He might be a park official. They’d noticed such a house on their way here this afternoon and speculated about who could be living there. Permission to make one’s residence in a Federation Park was supposedly almost impossible to obtain.


  “Does that tell you anything?” the voice went on.


  “Yes,” Telzey said. “I’m in the park with some friends. I think I’ve seen your house.”


  “My name,” the bodiless voice told her, “is Robane. You’re being careful. I don’t blame you. There are certain risks connected with being a psi, as you seem to understand. If we were in a city, I’m not sure I would reveal myself. But out here . . . Somebody built a fire this evening where the Cil River leaves the Chasm. I’m a cripple and spend much of my time studying the park with scanners. Is that your fire?”


  Telzey hesitated a moment. “Yes.”


  “Your friends,” Robane’s voice went on, “they’re aware you and I . . . they know you’re a telepath?”


  “No.”


  “Would you be able to come to see me for a while without letting them know where you’re going?”


  “Why should I do that?” Telzey asked.


  “Can’t you imagine? I’d like to talk to a psi again.”


  “We are talking,” she said.


  Silence for a moment.


  “Let me tell you a little about myself,” Robane said then. “I’m approaching middle age—from your point I might even seem rather old. I live here alone except for a well-meaning but rather stupid housekeeper named Feddler. Peddler seems old from my point of view. Four years ago, I was employed in one of the Federation’s science departments. I am . . . was . . . considered to be among the best in my line of work. It wasn’t very dangerous work so long as certain precautions were observed. But one day a fool made a mistake. His mistake killed two of my colleagues. It didn’t quite kill me, but since that day I’ve been intimately associated with a machine which has the responsibility of keeping me alive from minute to minute. I’d die almost immediately if I were removed from it.


  “So my working days are over. And I no longer want to live in cities. There are too many foolish people there to remind me of the one particular fool I’d prefer to forget. Because of the position I’d held and the work I’d done, the Federation permitted me to make my home in Melna Park where I could be by myself . . .”


  The voice stopped abruptly but Telzey had the impression Robane was still talking, unaware that something had dimmed the thread of psi between them. His own screen perhaps? She waited, alert and quiet. It might be deliberate interference, the manifestation of another active psionic field in the area—a disturbing and malicious one.


  “. . . On the whole, I like it here.” Robane’s voice suddenly was back; and it was evident he didn’t realize there had been an interruption. “A psi need never be really bored, and I’ve installed instruments to offset the disadvantages of being a cripple. I watch the park through scanners and study the minds of animals . . . Do you like animal minds?”


  That. Telzey thought, hadn’t been at all a casual question. “Sometimes,” She told Robane carefully. “Some of them.”


  “Sometimes? Some of them? I wonder . . . Solitude on occasion appears to invite the uncanny. One may notice things that seem out of place, that are disquieting. This evening . . . during the past hour perhaps, have you . . . were there suggestions of activities . . .”


  He paused. “I find I don’t quite know how to say this.”


  “There was something,” she said. “For a moment, I wasn’t sure I wasn’t dreaming.”


  “You mean something ugly . . .”


  “Yes.”


  “Fear,” Robane’s voice said in her mind. “Fear, pain, death. Savage cruelty. So you caught it, too. Very strange! Perhaps an echo from the past touched our minds in that moment, from the time when creatures who hated man still haunted this country.


  “But—well, this is one of the rare occasions when I feel lonely here. And then to hear another psi, you see . . . Perhaps I’m even a little afraid to be alone in the night just now. I’d like to speak to you, but not in this way—not in any great detail. One can never be sure who else is listening . . . I think there are many things two psis might discuss to their advantage.”


  The voice ended on that. He’d expressed himself guardedly, and apparently he didn’t expect an immediate reply to his invitation. Telzey bit her lip. Chomir had come trotting up, had been welcomed by her and settled down. Gikkes was making cooing sounds and snapping her fingers at him. Chomir ignored the overtures. Ordinarily, Gikkes claimed to find him alarming; but here in Melna Park at night, the idea of having an oversized dog near her evidently had acquired a sudden appeal—


  So Robane, too, had received the impression of unusual and unpleasant events this evening . . . events he didn’t care to discuss openly. The indication that he felt frightened probably needn’t be taken too seriously. He was in his house, after all; and so isolated a house must have guard-screens. The house of a crippled, wealthy recluse, who was avoiding the ordinary run of humanity, would have very effective guard-screens. If something did try to get at Robane, he could put in a call to the nearest park station and have an armed ranger car hovering about his roof in a matter of minutes. That suggestion had been intended to arouse her sympathy for a shut-in fellow psi, help coax her over to the house.


  But he had noticed something. Something to judge from his cautious description, quite similar to what she had felt. Telzey looked at Chomir, stretched out on the sandy ground between her and the fire, at the big, wolfish head, the wedge of powerful jaws. Chomir was not exactly an intellectual giant but he had the excellent sensory equipment and alertness of a breed of fighting animals. If there had been a disturbance of that nature in the immediate vicinity, he would have known about it, and she would have known about it through him.


  The disturbance, however, might very well have occurred somewhere along the twelve-mile stretch between the point where Cil Chasm split the mountains and Robane’s house across the plain. Her impression had been that it was uncomfortably close to her. Robane appeared to have sensed it as uncomfortably close to him. He had showed no inclination to do anything about it, and there was, as a matter of fact, no easy way to handle the matter. Robane clearly was no more anxious than she was to reveal himself as a psi; and, in any case, the park authorities would be understandably reluctant to launch a search for a vicious but not otherwise identified man-hunting beast on no better evidence than reported telepathic impressions—at least, until somebody was reported missing.


  It didn’t seem a good idea to wait for that. For one thing, Telzey thought, the killer might show up at their fire before morning . . .


  She grimaced uneasily, sent a troubled glance around the group. She hadn’t been willing to admit it but she’d really known for minutes now that she was going to have to go look for the creature. In an aircar, she thought, even an aircar throttled down to thirty miles an hour and a contour altitude of a hundred and fifty feet, she would be in no danger from an animal on the ground if she didn’t take very stupid chances. The flavor of psi about the event she didn’t like. That was still unexplained. But she was a psi herself, and she would be careful.


  She ran over the possibilities in her mind. The best approach should be to start out towards Robane’s house and scout the surrounding wildlands mentally along that route. If she picked up traces of the killer-thing, she could pinpoint its position, call the park rangers from the car and give them a story that would get them there in a hurry. They could do the rest. If she found nothing, she could consult with Robane about the next moves to make. Even if he didn’t want to take a direct part in the search, he might be willing to give her some help with it.


  Chomir would remain here as sentinel. She’d plant a trace of uneasiness in his mind, just enough to make sure he remained extremely vigilant while she was gone. At the first hint from him that anything dangerous was approaching the area, she’d use the car’s communicator to have everybody pile into the other two aircars and get off the ground. Gikkes was putting them in the right frame of mind to respond very promptly if they were given a real alarm.


  Telzey hesitated a moment longer but there seemed to be nothing wrong with the plan. She told herself she’d better start at once. If she waited, the situation, whatever it was, conceivably could take an immediately dangerous turn. Besides, the longer she debated about it, the more unpleasant the prospect was going to look.


  She glanced down at Dunker’s watch on her wrist.


  “Robane?” she asked in her mind.


  The response came quickly.


  “Yes?”


  “I’ll start over to your house now,” Telzey said. “Would you watch for my car? If there is something around that doesn’t like people, I’d sooner not be standing outside your door.”


  “The door will be open the instant you come down,” Robane’s voice assured her. “Until then, I’m keeping it locked. I’ve turned on the scanners and will be waiting . . .” A moment’s pause. “Do you have additional reason to believe—”


  “Not so far,” Telzey said. But there are some things I’d like to talk about—after I get there . . .” She didn’t really intend to go walking into Robane’s house until she had more information about him. There were too many uncertainties floating around in the night to be making social calls. But he’d be alert now, waiting for her to arrive, and might notice things she didn’t.


  The aircar was her own, a fast little Cloudsplitter. No one objected when she announced she was setting off for an hour’s roam in the starblaze by herself. The fan club looked wistful but was well trained, and Pollard had allowed himself to be reclaimed by Gikkes. Gikkes clearly regarded Telzey’s solo excursion as a fine idea . . .


  She lifted the Cloudsplitter out of the mouth of Cil Chasm. At a hundred and fifty feet, as the sealed engine lock clicked in, the little car automatically stopped its ascent. Telzey turned to the right, along the forested walls of the mountain, then swung out across the plain.


  It should take her about twenty minutes to get to Robane’s house if she went there in a straight line; and if nothing else happened, she intended to go there in a straight line. What the park maps called a plain was a series of sloping plateaus, broken by low hills, descending gradually to the south. It was mainly brush country, dotted with small woods which blended here and there into patches of forest. Scattered herds of native animals moved about in the open ground, showing no interest in the aircar passing through the clusterlight overhead.


  Everything looked peaceful enough. Robane had taken her hint and remained quiet. The intangible bubble of the psi screen about Telzey’s mind thinned, opened wide. Her awareness went searching ahead, to all sides . . .


  Man-killer, where are you?


  Perhaps ten minutes passed before she picked up the first trace. By then, she could see a tiny, steady spark of orange light ahead against the dark line of the forest. That would be Robane’s house, still five or six miles away.


  Robane hadn’t spoken again. There had been numerous fleeting contacts with animal minds savage enough in their own way, deadly to one another. But the thing that hunted man should have a special quality, one she would recognize when she touched it.


  She touched it suddenly—a blur of alert malignance, gone almost at once. She was prepared for it, but it still sent a thrill of alarm through her. She moistened her lips, told herself again she was safe in the car. The creature definitely had not been far away. Telzey slipped over for a moment into Chomir’s mind. The big dog stood a little beyond the circle of firelight, probing the land to the south. He was unquiet but no more than she had intended him to be. His senses had found nothing of unusual significance. The menace wasn’t there.


  It was around here, ahead, or to left or right. Telzey let the car move on slowly. After a while, she caught the blur for a moment again, lost it again . . .


  She approached Robane’s house gradually. Presently she could make it out well enough in the cluster-light, a sizable structure, set in a garden of its own which ended where the forest began. Part of the building was two-storied, with a balcony running around the upper story. The light came from there, dark-orange light glowing through screened windows.


  The second fleeting pulse of that aura of malevolence had come from this general direction; she was sure of it. If the creature was in the forest back of the house, perhaps watching the house, Robane’s apprehensions might have some cause, after all. She had brought the Cloudsplitter almost to a stop some five hundred yards north of the house; now she began moving to the left, then shifted in towards the forest, beginning to circle the house as she waited for another indication. Robane should be watching her through the telescanners, and she was grateful that he hadn’t broken the silence. Perhaps he had realized what she was trying to do.


  For long minutes now, she had been intensely keyed up, sharply aware of the infinite mingling of life detail below. It was as if the plain had come alight in all directions about her, a shifting glimmer of sparks, glowing emanations of life-force, printed in constant change on her awareness. To distinguish among it all the specific pattern which she had touched briefly twice might not be an easy matter. But then, within seconds, she made two significant discoveries.


  She had brought the Cloudsplitter nearly to a stop again. She was now to the left of Robane’s house, no more than two hundred yards from it, close enough to see a flock of small, birdlike creatures flutter about indistinctly in the garden shrubbery. Physical vision seemed to overlap and blend with her inner awareness, and among the uncomplicated emanations of small animal life in the garden, there was now a center of mental emanation which was of more interest.


  It was inside the house, and it was human. It seemed to Telzey it was Robane she was sensing. That was curious, because if his mind was screened as well as she’d believed, she should not be able to sense him in this manner. But, of course, it might not be. She had simply assumed he had developed measures against being read as adequate as her own.


  Probably it was Robane. Then where, Telzey thought, was that elderly, rather stupid housekeeper named Feddler he’d told her about? Feddler’s presence, her mind unscreened in any way, should be at least equally obvious now.


  With the thought, she caught a second strong glow. That was not the mind of some stupid old woman, or of anything human. It was still blurred, but it was the mind for which she had been searching. The mind of some baleful, intelligent tiger-thing. And it was very close.


  She checked again, carefully. Then she knew. It was not back in the forest, and not hidden somewhere on the plain nearby.


  It was inside Robane’s house.


  For a moment, shock held her motionless. Then she swung the Cloudsplitter smoothly to the left, started moving off along the edge of the forest.


  “Where are you going?” Robane’s voice asked in her mind.


  Telzey didn’t answer. The car already was gliding along at the thirty miles an hour its throttled-down engine allowed it to go. Her forefinger was flicking out the call number of Rish’s aircar back at the camp on the Cloudsplitter’s communicator.


  There’d been a trap set for her here. She didn’t yet know what kind of a trap, or whether she could get out of it by herself. But the best thing she could do at the moment was to let other people know immediately where she was—


  A dragging, leaden heaviness sank through her. She saw her hand drop from the communicator dial, felt herself slump to the left, head sagging down on the side rest, face turned half up. She felt the Cloudsplitter’s engines go dead. The trap had snapped shut.


  The car was dropping, its forward momentum gone. Telzey made a straining effort to sit back up, lift her hands to the controls, and nothing happened. She realized then that nothing could have happened if she had reached the controls. If it hadn’t been for the countergravity materials worked into its structure, the Cloudsplitter would have plunged to the ground like a rock. As it was, it settled gradually down through the air, swaying from side to side.


  She watched the fiery night sky shift above with the swaying of the car, sickened by the conviction that she was dropping towards death, trying to keep the confusion of terror from exploding through her . . .


  “I’m curious to know,” Robane’s voice said, “what made you decide at the last moment to decline my invitation and attempt to leave.”


  She wrenched her attention away from terror, reached for the voice and Robane.


  There was the crackling of psi, open telepathic channels through which her awareness flowed in a flash. For an instant, she was inside his mind. Then psi static crashed, and she was away from it again. Her awareness dimmed, momentarily blurred out. She’d absorbed almost too much. It was as if she’d made a photograph of a section of Robane’s mind—a pitiful and horrible mind.


  She felt the car touch the ground, stop moving. The slight jolt tilted her over farther, her head lolling on the side rest. She was breathing; her eyelids blinked. But her conscious efforts weren’t affecting a muscle of her body.


  The dazed blurriness began to lift from her thoughts. She found herself still very much frightened but no longer accepting in the least that she would die here. She should have a chance against Robane. She discovered he was speaking again, utterly unaware of what had just occurred.


  “I’m not a psi,” his voice said. “But I’m a gadgeteer—and, you see, I happen to be highly intelligent.


  I’ve used my intelligence to provide myself with instruments which guard me and serve my wishes here. Some give me abilities equivalent to those of a psi. Others, as you’ve just experienced, can be used to neutralize power devices or to paralyze the human voluntary muscular system within as much as half a mile of this room.


  “I was amused by your cautious hesitation and attempted flight just now. I’d already caught you. If I’d let you use the communicator, you would have found it dead. I shut it off as soon as your aircar was in range . . .”


  Robane not a psi? For an instant, there was a burbling of lunatic, silent laughter in Telzey’s head. In that moment of full contact between them, she’d sensed a telepathic system functional in every respect except that he wasn’t aware of it. Psi energy flared about his words as he spoke. That came from one of the machines, but only a telepath could have operated such a machine.


  Robane had never considered that possibility. If the machine static hadn’t caught her off guard, broken the contact before she could secure it, he would be much more vulnerable in his unawareness now than an ordinary nonpsi human.


  She’d reached for him again as he was speaking, along the verbalized thought-forms directed at her. But the words were projected through a machine. Following them back, she wound up at the machine and another jarring blast of psi static. She would have to wait for a moment when she found an opening to his mind again, when the machines didn’t happen to be covering him. He was silent now. He intended to kill her as he had others before her, and he might very well be able to do it before an opening was there. But he would make no further moves until he felt certain she hadn’t been able to summon help in a manner his machines hadn’t detected. What he had done so far he could explain—he had forced an aircar prowling about his house to the ground without harming its occupant. There was no proof of anything else he had done except the proof in Telzey’s mind, and Robane didn’t know about that.


  It gave her a few minutes to act without interference from him.


  “What’s the matter with that dog?” Gikkes asked nervously. “He’s behaving like . . . like he thinks there’s something around.”


  The chatter stopped for a moment. Eyes swung over to Chomir. He stood looking out from the canyon ledge over the plain, making a rumbling noise in his throat.


  “Don’t be silly,” Valia said. “He’s just wondering where Telzey’s gone.” She looked at Rish. “How long has she been gone?”


  “Twenty-seven minutes,” Rish said.


  “Well, that’s nothing to worry about, is it?” Valia checked herself, added, “Now look at that, will you!” Chomir had swung around, moved over to Rish’s aircar, stopped beside it, staring at them with yellow eyes. He made the rumbling noise again.


  Gikkes said, watching him fascinatedly, “Maybe something’s happened to Telzey.”


  “Don’t talk like that,” Valia said. “What could happen to her?”


  Rish got to his feet. “Well—it can’t hurt to give her a call . . .”


  He grinned at Valia to show he wasn’t in the least concerned, went to the aircar, opened the door.


  Chomir moved silently past him into the car.


  Rish frowned, glanced back at Valia and Dunker coming up behind him, started to say something, shook his head, slid into the car and turned on the communicator.


  Valia inquired, her eyes uneasily on Chomir, “Know her number?”


  “Uh-huh.” They watched as he flicked the number out on the dial, then stood waiting.


  Presently Valia cleared her throat. “She’s probably got out of the car and is walking around somewhere.”


  “Of course she’s walking,” Rish said shortly.


  “Keep buzzing anyway,” Dunker said.


  “I am.” Rish glanced at Chomir again. “If she’s anywhere near the car, she’ll be answering in a moment . . .”


  “Why don’t you answer me?” Robane’s voice asked, sharp with impatience. “It would be very foolish of you to make me angry.”


  Telzey made no response. Her eyes blinked slowly at the starblaze. Her awareness groped, prowled, patiently, like a hungry cat, for anything, the slightest wisp of escaping unconscious thought, emotion, that wasn’t filtered through the blocking machines, that might give her another opening to the telepathic levels of Robane’s mind. In the minutes she’d been lying paralyzed across the seat of the aircar, she had arranged and comprehended the multidetailed glimpse she’d had of it. She understood Robane very thoroughly now.


  The instrument room of the house was his living area. A big room centered about an island of immaculate precision machines. Robane rarely was away from it. She knew what he looked like, from mirror images, glimpses in shining instrument surfaces, his thoughts about himself. A half-man, enclosed from the waist down in a floating, mobile machine like a tiny aircar, which carried him and kept him alive. The little machine was efficient; the half-body protruding from it was vigorous and strong. Robane in his isolation gave fastidious attention to his appearance. The coat which covered him down to the machine was tailored to Orado City’s latest fashion; his thick hair was carefully groomed.


  He had led a full life as scientist, sportsman, man of the world, before the disaster which left him bound to his machine. To make the man responsible for the disaster pay for his blunder in full became Robane’s obsession and he laid his plans with all the care of the trophy hunter he had been. His work for the Federation had been connected with the further development of devices permitting the direct transmission of sensations from one living brain to another and their adaptation to various new uses. In his retirement in Melna Park, Robane patiently refined such devices for his own purposes and succeeded beyond his expectations, never suspecting that the success was due in part to the latent psionic abilities he was stimulating with his experiments.


  Meanwhile, he had prepared for the remaining moves in his plan, installed automatic machinery to take the place of his housekeeper and dismissed the old woman from his service. A smuggling ring provided him with a specimen of a savage natural predator native to the continent for which he had set up quarters beneath the house. Robane trained the beast and himself, perfecting his skill in the use of the instruments, sent the conditioned animal out at night to hunt, brought it back after it had made the kill in which he had shared through its mind. There was sharper excitement in that alone than he had found in any previous hunting experience. There was further excitement in treating trapped animals with the drug that exposed their sensations to his instruments when he released them and set the killer on their trail. He could be hunter or hunted, alternately and simultaneously, following each chase to the end, withdrawing from the downed quarry only when its numbing death impulses began to reach him.


  When it seemed he had no more to learn, he had his underworld connections deliver his enemy to the house. That night, he awakened the man from his stupor, told him what to expect and turned him out under the starblaze to run for his life. An hour later, Robane and his savage deputy made a human kill, the instruments fingering the victim’s drug-drenched nervous system throughout and faithfully transmitting his terrors and final torment.


  With that, Robane had accomplished his revenge. But he had no intention now of giving up the exquisite excitements of the new sport he had developed in the process. He became almost completely absorbed by it, as absorbed as the beast he had formed into an extension of himself. They went out by night to stalk and harry, run down and kill. They grew alike in cunning, stealth and savage audacity, were skillful enough to create no unusual disturbance among the park animals with their sport. By morning, they were back in Robane’s house to spend most of the day in sleep. Unsuspecting human visitors who came through the area saw no traces of their nocturnal activities.


  Robane barely noticed how completely he had slipped into this new way of living. Ordinarily, it was enough. But he had almost no fear of detection now, and sometimes he remembered there had been a special savor in driving a human being to his death. Then his contacts would bring another shipment of “supplies” to the house, and that night he hunted human game. Healthy young game which did its desperate best to escape but never got far. It was something humanity owed him.


  For a while, there was one lingering concern. During his work for the overgovernment, he’d had several contacts with a telepath called in to assist in a number of experiments. Robane had found out what he could about such people and believed his instruments would shield him against being detected and investigated by them. He was not entirely sure of it, but in the two years he had been pursuing his pleasures undisturbed in Melna Park his uneasiness on that point had almost faded away.


  Telzey’s voice, following closely on his latest human kill, startled him profoundly. But when he realized that it was a chance contact, that she was here by accident, it occurred to him that this was an opportunity to find out whether a telepathic mind could be dangerous to him. She seemed young and inexperienced—he could handle her through his instruments with the slightest risk to himself.


  Rish and Dunker were in Rish’s aircar with Chomir, Telzey thought, and a third person, who seemed to be Valia, was sitting behind them. The car was aloft and moving, so they had started looking for her. It would be nice if they were feeling nervous enough to have the park rangers looking for her, too; but that was very unlikely. She had to handle Chomir with great caution here. If he’d sensed any fear in her, he would have raced off immediately in her general direction to protect her, which would have been of no use at all.


  As it was, he was following instructions he didn’t know he was getting. He was aware which way the car should go, and he would make that quite clear to Rish and the others if it turned off in any other direction. Since they had no idea where to look for her themselves, they would probably decide to rely on Chomir’s intuition.


  That would bring them presently to this area. If she was outside the half-mile range of Robane’s energy shut-off device by then, they could pick her up safely. If she wasn’t, she’d have to turn them away through Chomir again or she’d simply be drawing them into danger with her. Robane, however, wouldn’t attempt to harm them unless he was forced to it. Telzey’s disappearance in the wildlands of the park could be put down as an unexplained accident; he wasn’t risking much there. But a very intensive investigation would get under way if three other students of Pehanron College vanished simultaneously along with a large dog. Robane couldn’t afford that.


  “Why don’t you answer?”


  There was an edge of frustrated rage in Robane’s projected voice. The paralysis field which immobilized her also made her unreachable to him. He was like an animal balked for the moment by a glass wall. He’d said he had a weapon trained on her which could kill her in an instant as she lay in the car, and Telzey knew it was true from what she had seen in his mind. For that matter, he probably only had to change the setting of the paralysis field to stop her heartbeat or her breathing.


  But such actions wouldn’t answer the questions he had about psis. She’d frightened him tonight; and now he had to run her to her death, terrified and helpless as any other human quarry, before he could feel secure again.


  “Do you think I’m afraid to kill you?” he asked, seeming almost plaintively puzzled. “Believe me, if I pull the trigger my finger is touching, I won’t even be questioned about your disappearance. The park authorities have been instructed by our grateful government to show me every consideration, in view of my past invaluable contributions to humanity, and in view of my present disability. No one would think to disturb me here because some foolish girl is reported lost in Melna Park . . .”


  The thought-voice went on, its fury and baffllement filtered through a machine, sometimes oddly suggestive even of a ranting, angry machine. Now and then it blurred out completely, like a bad connection, resumed seconds later. Telzey drew her attention away from it. It was a distraction in her waiting for another open subconscious bridge to Robane’s mind. Attempts to reach him more directly remained worse than useless. The machines also handled mind-stuff, but mechanically channeled, focused and projected; the result was a shifting, flickering, nightmarish distortion of emanations in which Robane and his instruments seemed to blend in constantly changing patterns. She’d tried to force through it, had drawn back quickly, dazed and jolted again . . .


  Every minute she gained here had improved her chances of escape, but she thought she wouldn’t be able to stall him much longer. The possibility that a ranger patrol or somebody else might happen by just now, see her Cloudsplitter parked near the house, and come over to investigate, was probably slight, but Robane wouldn’t be happy about it. If she seemed to remain intractable, he’d decide at some point to dispose of her at once.


  So she mustn’t seem too intractable. Since she wasn’t replying, he would try something else to find out if she could be controlled. When he did, she would act frightened silly—which she was in a way, except that it didn’t seem to affect her ability to think now—and do whatever he said except for one thing. After he turned off the paralysis field, he would order her to come to the house. She couldn’t do that. Behind the entry door was a lock chamber. If she stepped inside, the door would close; and with the next breath she took she would have absorbed a full dose of the drug that let Robane’s mind-instruments settle into contact with her. She didn’t know what effect that would have. It might nullify her ability to maintain her psi screen and reveal her thoughts to Robane. If he knew what she had in mind, he would kill her on the spot. Or the drug might distort her on the telepathic level and end her chances of getting him under control.


  “It’s occurred to me,” Robane’s voice said, “that you may not be deliberately refusing to answer me. It’s possible that you are unable to do it either because of the effect of the paralysis field or simply because of fear.”


  Telzey had been wondering when it would occur to him. She waited, new tensions growing up in her.


  “I’ll release you from the field in a moment,” the voice went on. “What happens then depends on how well you carry out the instructions given you. If you try any tricks, little psi, you’ll be dead. I’m quite aware you’ll be able to move normally seconds after the field is off. Make no move you aren’t told to make. Do exactly what you are told to do, and do it without hesitation. Remember those two things. Your life depends on them.”


  He paused, added, “The field is now off . . .”


  Telzey felt a surge of strength and lightness all through her. Her heart began to race. She refrained carefully from stirring. After a moment, Robane’s voice said, “Touch nothing in the car you don’t need to touch. Keep your hands in sight. Get out of the car, walk twenty feet away from it and stop. Then face the house.”


  Telzey climbed out of the car. She was shaky throughout; but it wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be when she first moved again. It wasn’t bad at all. She walked on to the left, stopped and looked up at the orange-lit, screened windows in the upper part of the house.


  “Watch your car,” Robane’s voice told her.


  She looked over at the Cloudsplitter. He’d turned off the power neutralizer and the car was already moving. It lifted vertically from the ground, began gliding forward thirty feet up, headed in the direction of the forest beyond the house. It picked up speed, disappeared over the trees.


  “It will begin to change course when it reaches the mountains,” Robane’s voice said. “It may start circling and still be within the park when it is found. More probably, it will be hundreds of miles away. Various explanations will be offered for your disappearance from it, apparently in midair, which needn’t concern us now . . . Raise your arms before you, little psi. Spread them farther apart. Stand still.”


  Telzey lifted her arms, stood waiting. After an instant, she gave a jerk of surprise. Her hands and arms, Dunker’s watch on her wrist, the edges of the short sleeves of her shirt suddenly glowed white.


  “Don’t move!” Robane’s voice said sharply. “This is a search-beam. It won’t hurt you.”


  She stood still again, shifted her gaze downwards. What she saw of herself and her clothes and of a small patch of ground about her feet all showed the same cold, white glow, like fluorescing plastic. There was an eerie suggestion of translucence. She glanced back at her hands, saw the fine bones showing faintly as more definite lines of white in the glow. She felt nothing and the beam wasn’t affecting her vision, but it was an efficient device.


  Sparks of heatless light began stabbing from her clothing here and there; within moments, Robane located half a dozen minor items in her pockets and instructed her to throw them away one by one, along with the watch. He wasn’t taking chances on fashionably camouflaged communicators, perhaps suspected even this or that might be a weapon. Then the beam went off and he told her to lower her arms again.


  “Now a reminder,” his voice went on. “Perhaps you’re unable to speak to me. And perhaps you could speak but think it’s clever to remain silent in this situation. That isn’t too important. But let me show you something. It will help you keep in mind that it isn’t at all advisable to be too clever in dealing with me . . .”


  Something suddenly was taking shape twenty yards away, between Telzey and the house; and fright flicked through her like fire and ice in the instant before she saw it was a projection placed a few inches above the ground. It was an image of Robane’s killer, a big, bulky creature which looked bulkier because of the coat of fluffy, almost feathery fur covering most of it like a cloak. It was half crouched, a pair of powerful forelimbs stretched out through the cloak of fur. Ears like upturned horns projected from the sides of the head and big, round, dark eyes, the eyes of a star-night hunter, were set in front above the sharply curved, serrated cutting beak.


  The image faded within seconds. She knew what the creature was. The spooks had been, at one time, almost the dominant life form on this continent; the early human settlers hated and feared them for their unqualified liking for human flesh, made them a legend which haunted Orado’s forests long after they had, in fact, been driven out of most of their territory. Even in captivity, from behind separating force fields, their flat, dark stares, their size, goblin appearance and monkey quickness disturbed impressionable people.


  “My hunting partner,” Robane’s voice said. “My other self. It is not pleasant, not at all pleasant, to know this is the shape that is following your trail at night in Melna Park. You had a suggestion of it this evening. Be careful not make me angry again. Be quick to do what I tell you. Now come forward to the house.”


  Telzey saw the entry door in the garden slide open. Her heart began to beat heavily. She didn’t move.


  “Come to the house!” Robane repeated.


  Something accompanied the words, a gush of heavy, subconscious excitement, somebody reaching for a craved drug . . . but Robane’s drug was death. As she touched the excitement, it vanished. It was what she had waited for, a line to the unguarded levels of his mind. If it came again and she could hold it even for seconds—


  It didn’t come again. There was a long pause before Robane spoke.


  “This is curious,” his voice said slowly. “You refuse. You know you are helpless. You know what I can do. Yet you refuse. I wonder . . .”


  He went silent. He was suspicious now, very. For a moment, she could almost feel him finger the trigger of his weapon. But the drug was there, in his reach. She was cheating him out of some of it. He wouldn’t let her cheat him out of everything . . .


  “Very well,” the voice said. “I’m tired of you. I was interested in seeing how a psi would act in such a situation. I’ve seen. You’re so afraid you can barely think. So run along. Run as fast as you can, little psi. Because I’ll soon be following.”


  Telzey stared up at the windows. Let him believe she could barely think.


  “Run!”


  She whipped around, as if shocked into motion by the command, and ran, away from Robane’s house, back in the direction of the plain to the north.


  “I’ll give you a warning,” Robane’s voice said, seeming to move along with her. “Don’t try to climb a tree. We catch the ones who do that immediately. We can climb better than you can, and if the tree is big enough we’ll come up after you. If the tree’s too light to hold us, or if you go out where the branches are too thin, we’ll simply shake you down. So keep running.”


  She glanced back as she came up to the first group of trees. The orange windows of the house seemed to be staring after her. She went in among the trees, out the other side, and now the house was no longer in sight.


  “Be clever now,” Robane’s voice said. “We like the clever ones. You have a chance, you know. Perhaps somebody will see you before you’re caught. Or you may think of some way to throw us off your track. Perhaps you’ll be the lucky one who gets away. We’ll be very, very sorry then, won’t we? So do your best, little psi. Do your best. Give us a good run.”


  She flicked out a search-thought, touched Chomir’s mind briefly. The aircar was still coming, still on course, still too far away to do her any immediate good . . .


  She ran. She was in as good condition as a fifteen-year-old who liked a large variety of sports and played hard at them was likely to get. But she had to cover five hundred yards to get beyond the range of Robane’s house weapons, and on this broken ground it began to seem a long, long stretch. How much time would he give her? Some of those he’d hunted had been allowed a start of thirty minutes or more . . .


  She began to count her steps. Robane remained silent. When she thought she was approaching the end of five hundred yards, there were trees ahead again. She remembered crossing over a small stream followed by a straggling line of trees as she came up to the house. That must be it. And in that case, she was beyond the five hundred yard boundary.


  A hungry excitement swirled about her and was gone. She’d lashed at the feeling quickly, got nothing. Robane’s voice was there an instant later.


  “We’re starting now . . .”


  So soon? She felt shocked. He wasn’t giving her even the pretense of a chance to escape. Dismay sent a wave of weakness through her as she ran slashing down into the creek. Some large animals burst out of the water on the far side, crashed through the bushes along the bank and pounded away. Telzey hardly noticed them. Turn to the left, downstream, she thought. It was a fast little stream. The spook must be following by scent and the running water should wipe out her trail before it got here . . .


  But others it had followed would have decided to turn downstream when they reached the creek. If it didn’t pick up the trail on the far bank and found no human scent in the water coming down, it only had to go along the bank to the left until it either heard her in the water or reached the place where she’d left it.


  They’d expect her, she told herself, to leave the water on the far side of the creek, not to angle back in the direction of Robane’s house. Or would they? It seemed the best thing to try.


  She went downstream as quickly as she could, splashing, stumbling on slippery rock, careless of noise for the moment. It would be a greater danger to lose time trying to be quiet. A hundred yards on, stout tree branches swayed low over the water. She could catch theme swing up, scramble on up into the trees.


  Others would have tried that, too. Robane and his beast knew such spots, would check each to make sure it wasn’t what die had done.


  She ducked, gasping, under the low-hanging branches, hurried on. Against the starblaze a considerable distance ahead, a thicker cluster of trees loomed darkly. It looked like a sizable little wood surrounding the watercourse. It might be a good place-to hide.


  Others, fighting for breath after the first hard run, legs beginning to falter, would have had that thought.


  Robane’s voice said abruptly in her mind, “So you’ve taken to the water. It was your best move . . .


  The voice stopped. Telzey felt the first stab of panic. The creek curved sharply ahead. The bank on the left was steep, not the best place to get out. She followed it with her eyes. Roots sprouted out of the bare earth a little ahead. She came up to them, jumped to catch them, pulled herself up and scrambled over the edge of the bank. She climbed to her feet, hurried back in the general direction of Robane’s house, dropped into a cluster of tall grass. Turning, flattened out on her stomach, she lifted her head to stare back in the direction of the creek. There was an opening in the bushes on the other bank, with the cluster-light of the skyline showing through it. She watched that, breathing as softly as she could. It occurred to her that if a breeze was moving the wrong way, the spook might catch her scent on the air. But she didn’t feel any breeze.


  Perhaps a minute passed—certainly no more. Then a dark silhouette passed lightly and swiftly through the opening in the bushes she was watching, went on downstream. It was larger than she’d thought it would be when she saw its projected image; and that something so big should move in so effortless a manner, seeming to drift along the ground, somehow was jolting in itself. For a moment, Telzey had distinguished, or imagined she had distinguished, the big, round head held high, the pointed ears like horns. Goblin, her nerves screamed. A feeling of heavy dread flowed through her, seemed to drain away her strength. This was how the others had felt when they ran and crouched in hiding, knowing there was no escape from such a pursuer . . .


  She made herself count off a hundred seconds, got to her feet and started back on a slant towards the creek, to a point a hundred yards above the one where she had climbed from it. If the thing returned along this side of the watercourse and picked up her trail, it might decide she had tried to escape upstream. She got down quietly into the creek, turned downstream again, presently saw in the distance the wood which had looked like a good place to hide. The spook should be prowling among the trees there now, searching for her. She passed the curve where she had pulled herself up on the bank, waded on another hundred steps, trying to make no noise at all, almost certain from moment to moment she could hear or glimpse the spook on its way back. Then she climbed the bank on the right, pushed carefully through the hedges of bushes that lined it, and ran off into the open plain sloping up to the north.


  After perhaps a hundred yards, her legs began to lose the rubbery weakness of held-in terror. She was breathing evenly. The aircar was closer again and in not too many; more minutes she might find herself, out of danger. She didn’t look back. If the spook was coming up behind her, she couldn’t outrun it, and it wouldn’t help to feed her fears by watching for shadows on her trail.


  She shifted her attention to signs from Robane. He might be growing concerned by now and resort to his telescanners to look for her and guide his creature after her. There was nothing she could do about that. Now and then she seemed to have a brief awareness of him, but there had been no definite contact since he had spoken.


  She reached a rustling grove, walked and trotted through it. As she came out the other side, a herd of graceful deerlike animals turned from her and sped with shadowy quickness across the plain and out of her range of vision. She remembered suddenly having heard that hunted creatures sometimes covered their trail by mingling with other groups of animals . . .


  A few minutes later, she wasn’t sure how well that was working. Other herds were around; sometimes she saw shadowy motion ahead or to right or left; then there would be whistles of alarm, the stamp of hoofs, and they’d vanish like drifting smoke, leaving the section of plain about her empty again. This was Robane’s hunting ground; the animals here might be more alert and nervous than in other sections of the park. And perhaps, Telzey thought, they sensed she was the quarry tonight and was drawing danger towards them. Whatever the reason, they kept well out of her way. But she’d heard fleeing herds cross behind her a number of times, so they might in fact be breaking up her trail enough to make it more difficult to follow. She kept scanning the skyline above the slope ahead, looking for the intermittent green flash of a moving aircar or the sweep of its search-beam along the ground. They couldn’t be too far away.


  She slowed to a walk again. Her legs and lungs hadn’t given out, but she could tell she was tapping the final reserves of strength. She sent a thought to Chomir’s mind, touched it instantly and, at the same moment, caught a glimpse of a pulsing green spark against the starblaze, crossing down through a dip in the slopes, disappearing beyond the wooded ground ahead of her. She went hot with hope, swung to the right, began running towards the point where the car should show again.


  They’d arrived. Now to catch their attention . . .


  “Here!” she said sharply in the dog’s mind.


  It meant: “Here I am! Look for me! Come to me!” No more than that. Chomir was keyed up enough without knowing why. Any actual suggestion that she was in trouble might throw him out of control.


  She almost heard the deep, whining half-growl with which he responded. It should be enough. Chomir knew now she was somewhere nearby, and Rish and the others would see it immediately in the way he behaved. When the aircar reappeared, its search-beam should be swinging about, fingering the ground to locate her.


  Telzey jumped down into a little gully, felt, with a shock of surprise, her knees go soft with fatigue as she landed, and clambered shakily out the other side. She took a few running steps forward, came to a sudden complete stop.


  Robane! She felt him about, a thick, ugly excitement. It seemed the chance moment of contact for which she’d been waiting, his mind open, unguarded—


  She looked carefully around. Something lay beside a cluster of bushes thirty feet ahead. It appeared to be a big pile of windblown dry leaves and grass, but its surface stirred with a curious softness in the breeze. Then a wisp of acrid animal odor touched Telzey’s nostrils and she felt the hot-ice surge of deep fright.


  The spook lifted its head slowly out of its fluffed, mottled mane and looked at her. Then it moved from its crouched position . . . a soundless shift a good fifteen feet to the right, light as the tumbling of a big ball of moss. It rose on its hind legs, the long fur settling loosely about it like a cloak, and made a chuckling sound of pleasure.


  The plain seemed to explode about Telzey.


  The explosion was in her mind. Tensions held too long, too hard, lashed back through her in seething confusion at a moment when too much needed to be done at once. Her physical vision went black; Robane’s beast and the starlit slope vanished. She was sweeping through a topsy-turvy series of mental pictures and sensations. Rish’s face appeared, wide-eyed, distorted with alarm, the aircar skimming almost at ground level along the top of a grassy rise, a wood suddenly ahead. “Now!” Telzey thought. Shouts, and the car swerved up again. Then a brief, thudding, jarring sensation underfoot . . .


  That was done.


  She swung about to Robane’s waiting excitement, slipped through it into his mind. In an instant, her awareness poured through a net of subconscious psi channels that became half familiar as she touched them. Machine static clattered, too late to dislodge her. She was there. Robane, unsuspecting, looked out through his creature’s eyes at her shape on the plain, hands locked hard on the instruments through which he lived, experienced, murdered.


  In minutes, Telzey thought, in minutes, if she was alive minutes from now, she would have this mind—unaware, unresistant, wide open to her—under control. But she wasn’t certain she could check the spook then through Robane. He had never attempted to hold it back moments away from its kill.


  Vision cleared. She stood on the slope, tight tendrils of thought still linking her to every significant section of Robane’s mind. The spook stared, hook-beak lifted above its gaping mouth, showing the thick, twisting tongue inside. Still upright, it began to move, seemed to glide across the ground towards her. One of its forelimbs came through the thick cloak of fur, fourfingered paw raised, slashing retractile claws extended, reaching out almost playfully.


  Telzey backed slowly off from the advancing goblin shape. For an instant, another picture slipped through her thoughts . . . a blur of motion. She gave it no attention. There was nothing she could do there now.


  The goblin dropped lightly to a crouch. Telzey saw it begin its spring as she turned and ran.


  She heard the gurgling chuckle a few feet behind her, but no other sound. She ran headlong up the slope with all the strength she had left. In another world, on another level of existence, she moved quickly through Robane’s mind, tracing out the control lines, gathering them in. But her thoughts were beginning to blur with fatigue. Bushy shrubbery dotted the slope ahead. She could see nothing else.


  The spook passed her like something blown by the wind through the grass. It swung around before her, twenty feet ahead; and as she turned to the right, it was suddenly behind her again, coming up quickly, went by. Something nicked the back of her calf as it passed—a scratch, not much deeper than a dozen or so she’d picked up pushing through thorny growth tonight. But this hadn’t been a thorn. She turned left, and it followed, herding her; dodged right, and it was there, going past. Its touch seemed the lightest flick again, but an instant later there was a hot, wet line of pain down her arm. She felt panic gather in her throat as it came up behind her once more. She stopped, turning to face it.


  It stopped in the same instant, fifteen feet away, rose slowly to its full height, dark eyes staring, hooked beak open as if in silent laughter. Telzey watched it, gasping for breath. Streaks of foggy darkness seemed to float between them. Robane felt far away, beginning to slip from her reach. If she took another step, she thought, she would stumble and fall; then the thing would be on her.


  The spook’s head swung about. Its beak closed with a clack. The horn-ears went erect.


  The white shape racing silently down the slope seemed unreal for a moment, something she imagined. She knew Chomir was approaching; she hadn’t realized he was so near. She couldn’t see the aircar’s lights in the starblaze above, but it might be there. If they had followed the dog after he plunged out of the car, if they hadn’t lost . . .


  Chomir could circle Robane’s beast, threaten it, perhaps draw it away from her, keep it occupied for minutes. She drove a command at him—another, quickly and anxiously, because he hadn’t checked in the least; tried to slip into his mind and knew suddenly that Chomir, coming in silent fury, wasn’t going to be checked or slowed or controlled by anything she did. The goblin uttered a monstrous, squalling scream of astounded rage as the strange white animal closed the last twenty yards between them; then it leaped aside with its horrid ease. Sick with dismay, Telzey saw the great forelimb flash from the cloak, strike with spread talons. The thudding blow caught Chomir, spun him around, sent him rolling over the ground. The spook sprang again to come down on its reckless assailant. But the dog was on his feet and away.


  It was Chomir’s first serious fight. But he came of generations of ancestors who had fought one another and other animals and armed men in the arenas of Askanam. Their battle cunning was stamped into his genes. He had made one mistake, a very nearly fatal one, in hurtling in at a dead run on an unknown opponent. Almost within seconds, it became apparent that he was making no further mistakes.


  Telzey saw it through a shifting blur of exhaustion. As big a dog as Chomir was, the squalling goblin must weigh nearly five times as much, looked ten times larger with its fur-mane bristling about it. Its kind had been forest horrors to the early settlers. Its forelimbs were tipped with claws longer than her hands and the curved beak could shear through muscle and bone like a sword. Its uncanny speed . . .


  Now somehow it seemed slow. As it sprang, slashing down, something white and low flowed around and about it with silent purpose. Telzey understood it then. The spook was a natural killer, developed by nature to deal efficiently with its prey. Chomir’s breed were killers developed by man to deal efficiently with other killers.


  He seemed locked to the beast for an instant, high on its shoulder, and she saw the wide, dark stain on his flank where the spook’s talons had struck. He shook himself savagely. There was an ugly, snapping sound. The spook screeched like a huge bird. She saw the two animals locked together again, then the spook rolling over the ground, the white shape rolling with it, slipping away, slipping back. There was another screech. The spook rolled into a cluster of bushes. Chomir followed it in.


  A white circle of light settled on the thrashing vegetation, shifted over to her. She looked up, saw Rish’s car gliding down through the air, heard voices calling her name—


  She followed her contact-thoughts back to Robane’s mind, spread out through it, sensing at once the frantic grip of his hands on the instrument controls. For Robane, time was running out quickly. He had been trying to turn his beast away from the dog, force it to destroy the human being who could expose him. He had been unable to do it. He was in terrible fear. But he could accomplish no more through the spook. She felt his sudden decision to break mind-contact with the animal to avoid the one experience he had always shunned—going down with another mind into the shuddering agony of death.


  His right hand released the control it was clutching, reached towards a switch.


  “No,” Telzey said softly to the reaching hand.


  It dropped to the instrument board. After a moment, it knotted, twisted about, began to lift again.


  “No.”


  Now it lay still. She considered. There was time enough.


  Robane believed he would die with the spook if he couldn’t get away from it in time. She thought he might be right; she wouldn’t want to be in his mind when it happened, if it came to that.


  There were things she needed to learn from Robane. The identity of the gang which had supplied him with human game was one; she wanted that very much. Then she should look at the telepathic level of his mind in detail, find out what was wrong in there, why he hadn’t been able to use it . . . some day, she might be able to do something with a half-psi like Gikkes. And the mind-machines—if Robane had been able to work with them, not really understanding what he did, she should be able to employ similar devices much more effectively. Yes, she had to carefully study his machines—


  She released Robane’s hand. It leaped to the switch, pulled it back. He gave a great gasp of relief.


  For a moment, Telzey was busy. A needle of psi energy flicked knowingly up and down channels, touching here, there, shriveling, cutting, blocking . . . Then it was done. Robane, half his mind gone in an instant, unaware of it, smiled blankly at the instrument panel in front of him. He’d live on here, dimmed and harmless, cared for by machines, unwitting custodian of other machines, of memories that had to be investigated, of a talent he’d never known he had.


  “I’ll be back,” Telzey told the smiling, dull thing, and left it.


  She found herself standing on the slope. It had taken only a moment, after all. Dunker and Valia were running towards her. Rish had just climbed out of the aircar settled forty feet away, its search-beam fixed on the thicket where the spook’s body jerked back and forth as Chomir, jaws locked on its crushed neck, shook the last vestiges of life from it with methodical fury.


  TROUBLE TIDE


  You can, by mutation and selective breeding, adapt Earth life-forms to another planet. But that doesn’t mean that the other planet life-forms are going to adapt to you!


  I


  When Danrich Parrol, general manager of the Giard Pharmaceutical Station on Nandy-Cline, stepped hurriedly out of an aircab before the executive offices, he found Dr. Nile Etland’s blazing blue Pan Elemental already parked on the landing strip next to the building entrance.


  Parrol pushed through the door, asked the receptionist, “When did she get here, and where is she now?” The girl grinned, checked her watch. “She arrived four minutes ago and went straight into Mr. Weldrow’s office. They called in Freasie immediately. Welcome home, Mr. Parrol! We’ve had a dull time since you left—at least until this thing came up.”


  Parrol smiled briefly, said, “Put any calls for me on Weldrow’s extension, will you?” and went down the hall. At the far end, he opened the door to an office. The three people standing in front of a wall map looked around at him. Ilium Weldrow, the assistant manager, appeared relieved to see him.


  “Glad you’re here, Dan!” he said heartily. “It seems that . . .”


  “Dan, it’s a mess!” Dr. Nile Etland interrupted. The head of Giard’s station laboratory appeared to have dressed hastily after Parrol called her at the spaceport hotel—she would have had to, to show up here within ten minutes. Her coppery hair was still piled high on her head; the intent face with its almost too perfectly chiseled features was innocent of make-up. She nodded at the heavily built woman beside Weldrow. “Apparently it isn’t an epidemic. Freasie says there’s been no trace of disease in the specimens and samples that came through the lab.”


  “Naturally not!” the lab’s chief technician said sourly. “If the material hadn’t been absolutely healthy, it would have been returned with a warning to the ranches that supplied it.”


  “Of course. And there’ve been no reports of sea beef carcasses seen floating around,” Nile Etland went on.


  Parrol asked, “Exactly what does seem to have happened? The news report I picked up at the hotel just now didn’t tell much, but it didn’t sound like an epidemic. The man talked of ‘mysterious wholesale disappearances’ among the herds in this area. The way he put it almost implied that one or the other of the local ranchers is suspected of rustling stock.”


  Nile turned to the wall map. “That’s darn improbable, Dan! Here, let me show you. The trouble started there . . . a hundred and fifty miles up the coast. Eight days ago. Throughout the week the ranches south of that point have been hit progressively.


  “The worst of it is that the estimated losses are going up fast! It was five to ten per cent in the first herds affected. But the report this morning was that Lipyear’s Oceanic is missing almost sixty per cent of its stock.”


  “Lipyear’s? Sixty per cent!” Parrol repeated incredulously. “The newscast said nothing of that.”


  “I called the Southeastern Ranchers Association on my way here,” Nile told him. “That’s the figure Machon gave me. They haven’t put it out yet. It’s a big jump over yesterday’s estimate, and Machon seemed to be in a state of shock about it. There are plenty of wild rumors but no useful explanation of what’s happening.”


  Parrol looked at Weldrow, asked, “What have you done so far, Weldrow?”


  The assistant manager frowned. Nile Etland said impatiently, “Weldrow’s done exactly nothing!” She turned to the door, added, “Come on, Freasie! Let’s get things set up in the lab. Be back in ten minutes, Dan.”


  Ilium Weldrow was a chubby, pink-faced man, Parrol’s senior by ten years, whose feelings were easily bruised. As an assistant manager on a world like Nandy-Cline he was pretty much of a dead loss; but a distant relative on Giard’s board of directors had made it impossible to ship him quietly back to the Federation’s megacities where he should have been more in his element.


  He was disturbed now by Nile Etland’s comment, and Parrol spent a few minutes explaining that the coastal ranchers—particularly the ones under contract to Giard—depended on the company’s facilities and expensively trained trouble-shooters to help them out in emergencies . . . and that if anything serious should happen to the local sea beef herds, Giard would drop a fortune in the medicina’ extracts obtained by its laboratory from the glands of the specific strain of sea beef grown on Nandy-CIine and obtainable nowhere else.


  Weldrow seemed to get the last point; his expression shifted from petulance to concern.


  “But, Dan, this problem . . . whatever it turns out to be . . . appears to affect only this area of the eastern coast! What is to keep us from getting the required materials from sea beef ranches on the other side of the continent?”


  “Mainly,” Parrol said, “the fact that those ranches are under contract to outfits like Agenes. Can you see Agenes loosening up on its contract rights to help out Giard?”


  Again the point seemed to sink in. Even Weldrow couldn’t help being aware that Agenes Laboratories was Giard’s most prominent competitor and one with a reputation for complete ruthlessness.


  “Well,” he said defensively, “I haven’t had an easy time of it during the two and a half months you and Dr. Etland were in the Hub, Dan! My duties at the station have absorbed me to the extent that I simply haven’t been able to give much attention to extraneous matters.”


  Parrol told him not to worry about it. On the way out, he instructed the receptionist, “If there are any calls for me during the next few hours, I’ll be either at the Southeastern Ranchers Association or in Dr. Etland’s car. That’s the new job she had shipped out from Orado with us. She’s had its call number registered here.”


  A few minutes later, he was easing Nile Etland’s PanElemental off the landing terrace and into the air, fingering the controls gingerly and not without misgivings, while the doctor took care of her makeup.


  “Don’t be timid with the thing,” she advised Parrol, squinting into her compact. “There’s nothing easier to handle, once you get the hang of it.”


  He grunted. “I don’t want to cut in its spacedrive by mistake!”


  “That’s impossible, dope . . . unless you’re in space. Put up the windscreen, will you? Fourth button, second row, left side. Agenes? Well, I don’t know. If those beef things were dying instead of disappearing, I’d be wondering about Agenes, too, of course.”


  Parrol found the windscreen button and shoved at it. The air whistling about them was abruptly quiet. Somewhat reassured about the PanElemental’s tractability—nobody but Nile would sink two years’ salary into a quadruple-threat racing car—Parrol stepped up their speed and swung to the right, towards the sea. A string of buildings rushed briefly towards them and dropped below, and the sun-bright blue rim of Nandy-Cline’s world-spanning ocean came into view.


  “Would there be chemical means of inducing a herd of sea beef to move out of a specific body of water?” Parrol asked.


  “Naturally. But who’s going to give that kind of treatment to a body of water a hundred and fifty miles long and up to eighty miles wide? Besides, they haven’t all moved out.” She loosened her hair, fluffed, shook and stroked it into place. “Better try another theory, Danny,” she add.


  “Do you have one?”


  “No. We’ll see what goes on at the ranchers’ emergency meeting first.” Nile motioned with her head towards the back of the car. “I dumped some testing equipment in there, in case we want to go for a dip afterwards.”


  There was silence for some seconds; then Parrol said, “Looks about normal down there, doesn’t it?”


  He had swung the PanElemental left again, slowing and dropping towards the shoreline of the continental shelf. Near low tide at present, the shelf stretched away for almost sixty miles to the east, a great saline swamp and, from this altitude, a palette of bilious pigments. A number of aircars cruised slowly over it, and power launches were picking their way through the vegetation of the tidal lakes.


  “Lipyear’s Oceanic,” Nile observed, “seems to have about every man they employ out spot-counting what’s left!” She hesitated, added, “You’re right about the herds we can see showing no sign of disturbance. Of course, nothing does disturb sea beef much.”


  Parrol sighed, said. “Well, let’s get on to the meeting.”


  By midmorning the sun was getting hot on the shelf, turning the air heavy with mingled smells of salt water and luxuriating vegetation. Escorted by a scolding flock of scarlet and black buzzbirds, Danrich Parrol brought a water scooter showing the stamp of Lipyear’s Oceanic down to the edge of an offshore tidal pool. The buzzbirds deserted him there. The scooter settled to the water, drifted slowly across the pool towards Nile’s Pan-Elemental, berthed on the surface between two stands of reeds.


  Parrol looked thoughtfully about. Passing overhead through the area half an hour earlier, he had seen the slender, long-legged figure of Dr. Etland standing in swimbriefs and flippers on her car. At the moment she was nowhere in sight. An array of testing equipment lay helter-skelter about on the Pan’s hood, and the murkily roiled water indicated sea beef was feeding below the surface.


  Parrol stepped over into the big car and tethered the scooter to it. He was wearing trunks and flippers; attached to his belt were an underwater gun and knife. The shelf ranchers were rarely invaded by the big deep-water carnivores, but assorted minor vermin wasn’t too uncommon. He reached back to the rack of the scooter, fished cigarettes out from among a recorder, a case of maps and charts, a telecamera, a breather and a pocket communicator. As he was lighting a cigarette, a flat, brown animal head, fiercely whiskered and carrying a ragged white scar-line diagonally across its skull, broke the surface twenty feet away and looked at him.


  “Hi, Spiff,” Parrol said conversationally, recognizing the larger of the two hunting otters Nile kept around as bodyguards when engaged in water work. “Where’s the boss?”


  The otter grunted, curved over and submerged his nine-foot length again with a motion like flowing dark oil. Parrol waited patiently. A minute or two later there was a splash on his left. The face that looked at him this time showed the patrician features of Dr. Nile Etland. She came stroking over to him, and Parrol held a hand down to her. She grasped it, swung herself smoothly up on the hood of the PanElemental, squeezed water out of her hair and pulled off the transparent breather which had covered her face and the front part of her head.


  She glanced at the watch on her wrist, inquired, “Well, did you find out anything new during the past hour and a half?”


  “I picked up a few items. Just how meaningful—” Parrol checked himself. Slowly and almost without sound, a vast, pinkish-gray bulk rose above the surface near the center of the tidal pool. A pair of bulging, morose eyes regarded the humans and their vehicles suspiciously. Terra’s hippopotamus amphibious, adapted to a salt water life with its richer food and increased growth potential, enlarged, tenderized and reflavored, had become the sea beef which provided the worlds of the Federation with a considerable share of their protein staples. This specimen, Parrol saw, was an old breed bull, over thirty feet long, with a battle-scarred hide and Oceanic’s three broad white stripes painted across its back.


  “Is that ancient monster what you’re messing around with here?” Parrol asked.


  “Uh-huh.” Nile was taking an outsized hypodermic from a flap in one of her flippers. She placed it on the hood. “He’s a bit reluctant to let me have a blood sample.”


  “Why bother with him?”


  She shrugged. “Just a hunch. What were you about to say?”


  “Well, there’s one detail about the big beef disappearance I can’t see as a coincidence,” Parrol told her. “The thing started at the north bend of the continent. It’s taken it a week to move a hundred and fifty miles down the coast to Lipyear’s Oceanic. That’s almost the exact rate of speed with which the edge of the Meral Current passes along the shelf of the Continental Rift.”


  Nile nodded. “That’s occurred to me. If it’s only a coincidence, it’s certainly an odd one. But deciding the Meral’s involved doesn’t answer the big question, does it?”


  “Where have the stupid things gone? No, it doesn’t.” Parrol scowled. “None of the theories brought up at the meeting made sense to me. Animal predators can’t have caused it. I’ve checked with half the northern ranches, and they’ve noticed no unusual numbers of dead or wounded beef floating around—or obviously sick ones either. And nobody’s been running them off. There’d be no place to hide them in quantities like that, even if they could be moved off the ranches without attracting attention.


  “I did hear about one thing I intend to look into immediately. Somewhat over two months ago—almost immediately after we’d left for the Hub, as a matter of fact—the Tuskason Sleds reported to mainland authorities that something had killed off their entire fraya pack.”


  Nile whistled soundlessly. “That’s bad news, Dan! I’m sorry to hear it. You think there’s a connection?”


  “I don’t know. The authorities sent investigators who couldn’t find anything to show the pack hadn’t died of natural causes. The sledmen claimed the frayas were deliberately poisoned, but they had no significant evidence to offer. The feeling here is they were fishing for federal indemnification. I’ve asked Machon to find out where the Tuskason fleet is cruising at present. He’ll let me know as soon as it’s been located, and I’ll fly out there.” He added. “Then something occurred to me that might help explain the problem on the ranches. There’s a possibility that it’s chiefly the spot-counts on the beef that are way off at the moment. The computers figure that beef which is feeding submerged or napping on the bottom will, on the average, surface every ten minutes to breathe.


  “But say something’s happened to poison them mildly, make them exceptionally sluggish. If every animal in the herds is now surfacing only when it absolutely has to breath, it might almost make up for the apparent drop in their numbers.”


  “That’s an ingenious theory,” Nile said. “You’ve suggested an underwater check?”


  “Yes. It will be a monstrous job, of course, particularly in an area the size of Lipyear’s, but some of the ranchers are going at it immediately. You didn’t . . .”


  She shook her head. “So far there’s been nothing in the water and blood samples I’ve sent in to the lab to suggest poisoning of any kind as a causative agent in the disappearances. But, as a matter of fact, I have noticed something which supports your idea.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The old bull who showed up just now,” Nile said. “I don’t know if you were watching him, but he went down again almost immediately. And one reason I wanted a blood sample from him is that he did not surface to breathe in anything like ten minutes after I’d started checking the pool. When you arrived, he’d been under water for better than half an hour. However, he isn’t acting sluggish down there. He’s busy feeding his face. In fact, I don’t remember seeing a beef stuff away with quite that much steady enthusiasm before.”


  “Now why,” Parrol said, puzzled, “would that be?”


  Nile shrugged. “I don’t know—yet.” She picked up the king-sized syringe again. “Like to come down and help me get that sample? He doesn’t want to let me get behind him, and Spiff and Sweeting aren’t much help in this case because he simply ignores them.”


  The bull was stubborn and belligerent, not unusual qualities in the old herd leaders. Parrol wasn’t too concerned. He and Nile Etland were natives of Nandy-Cline, born in shallows settlements a thousand miles from the single continent, quite literally as much at home in the water as on land. Nile, if one could believe her, had been helping herd her settlement’s sea beef by the time she was big enough to toddle. She slipped away from the bull’s ponderous lunges now with almost the easy grace of her otters; then, while Parrol began to move about near the gigantic head, fixing the beef’s attention on himself, she glided out of sight behind it.


  She emerged a minute or two later, held the blood-filled hypodermic up for Parrol to see, and stroked up to the surface.


  Parrol followed. They climbed back up on the Pan, leaving the sea beef to return to its surly feeding, and pulled off their breathers.


  “I’m going to pack up here now, Dan, and move on,” Nile said. She’d stored the hypodermic away, was arranging her equipment inside the car. “I’ll drop this stuff off at the lab for Freasie to work over, then run eighty miles south and duplicate the samplings in an area where the herds don’t seem to be affected yet. That might give us a few clues. Want to come along, or do you have other immediate plans?”


  “I . . . just a moment!” The communicator on the rack of Parrol’s borrowed scooter was tinkling. He reached over, picked up the instrument, said, “Parrol here. Go ahead!”


  “Machon speaking.” It was the voice of the secretary of the Ranchers Association. “We’ve contacted the Tuskason Sleds, Dan, and they very much want to see you! They’ve been waiting for you to get back from Orado. Here’s their present location.


  Parrol scribbled a few notes on the communicator’s pad, thanked Machon and switched off. “I’ll fly out at once,” he told Nile. “Typhoon season—I’d better take the Hunter. Give me a call if you hit on anything that looks interesting.”


  She nodded, said, “Throw your stuff in the back while I get in Sweeting and Spiff. I’ll give you a ride to the station . . .”


  II


  The sun wasn’t far from setting when Parrol took his Hunter up from the deck of the Tuskason headquarters sled and started it arrowing back towards the mainland. He was glad he hadn’t decided on a flimsier vehicle. The Tuskason area lay well within the typhoon belt, and the horizon ahead of him was leaden gray and black, walls of racing cloud banks heavy with rain.


  He had let himself be delayed longer than he’d intended by his discussions with the sledmen; and the information he’d gained did not seem to be of any immediate value. The probability was that he’d simply burdened himself with a new and unrelated problem now. The Tuskason Sleds handled a fleet of chemical harvesting machines for Giard Pharmaceuticals and in consequence regarded Parrol and Nile Etland as their only dependable mainland contacts. The destruction of their fraya pack was a very serious economic loss to them.


  The frayas were Nandy-Cline’s closest native approximation of rich red mammalian meat, ungainly beasts with a body chemistry and structure which almost paralleled that of some of Terra’s sea-going mammals, but with a quite unmanmalian life cycle. Their breeding grounds lay in ocean rifts and trenches half a mile to a mile deep, and each pack had its individual ground to which it returned annually. Here the fraya changed from an omnivorous, air-breathing surface swimmer to a bottom-feeder, dependent on a single deepwater plant form. Within a few weeks it had doubled its weight, had bred, and was ready to return to the surface. Every pack was the property of one of the sledmen communities, and at the end of the breeding period as many frayas as were needed to keep the sleds’ mobile storehouses filled were butchered. Then the annual cycle began again. The animals weren’t the sledmen’s only food source by any means, but they were the principal one, the staple.


  The Tuskason Sleds were certain their pack had been killed deliberately by a mainland organization, either one of the sea-processing concerns or a big rancher, with the intention of forcing them out of their sea area and taking over the chemical harvesting work there. The frayas had been within a hundred miles of their breeding ground and hurrying toward it when the disaster occurred. The following herd sleds were unaware of trouble until they found themselves riding through a floating litter of the beasts. The entire pack appeared to have died within minutes. It was a genuine calamity because the breeding ground could not be restocked now from other fraya packs. There was a relationship of mutual dependency between the animals and the chalot, the food plant they subsisted on during the breeding season. Each was necessary in the other’s life cycle. If the frayas failed to make their annual appearance, the chalot died; and it could not be re-established in the barren grounds.


  If some mainland outfit was found to be responsible, the Tuskason Sleds could collect a staggering indemnification either from those who were guilty or from the Federation itself. But aside from the reported blips of what might have been two submersible vessels moving away from the area, they had no proof to offer. Parrol promised to do what he could in the matter, and the sledmen seemed satisfied with that.


  Otherwise, the afternoon had not brought him noticeably closer to answering the question of what was happening to the coastal ranchers’ sea beef. The frayas had died outright, either through human malice or through the eruption of some vast bubble of lethal gas from the depths of the ocean—which seemed to Parrol the more probable explanation at the moment. The beef, so far as anyone could tell, wasn’t dying. It simply wasn’t around any more.


  Parrol battered his way through typhoon winds for a while, then made use of the first extensive quiet area to put calls through to the mainland. At the Southeastern Ranchers Association, he was routed at once to the secretary’s office. Machon was still on duty; his voice indicated he was close to exhaustion. He had one favorable fact to report: Parrol’s hunch that a underwater check might reveal some of the missing stock had been a good one. At Lipyear’s Oceanic, the estimated loss might be cut by almost a quarter now, and some of the northern ranches were inclined to go above that figure. But that left approximately seventy-five per cent of the vanished animals to be accounted for; and reports of new disappearances were still coming in from farther down the coast.


  Parrol called the Giard Pharmaceuticals Station next. Nile Etland had been in and out during the day; at the moment she was out. She had left no message for him, given no information about where she might be reached. Freasie, at the laboratory, told him the checks Nile had them running on the sea beef specimens had been consistently negative.


  He switched off as fresh gusts of heavy wind started the Hunter bucking again, gave his full attention for a time to the business of getting home alive. He’d already buzzed Nile’s PanElemental twice and received no response. She could have called the Hunter if she’d felt like it. The fact that she hadn’t suggested she had made no progress and was in one of her irritable moods.


  By the time the Hunter had butted through the last of the typhoon belt, Parrol was becoming somewhat irritable himself. He reached for one of the sandwiches he’d brought along for the trip, realized he’d long ago finished the lot and settled back, stomach growling emptily, to do some more thinking, while the car sped along on its course. Except for scattered thunderheads, the sky was clear over the mainland to the west. He rode into the gathering night. Zetman, the inner moon, already had ducked below the horizon, while Duse rode, round, pale and placid, overhead.


  An annoyingly vague feeling remained that there should be a logical connection between the two sets of events which had occupied him during the day. The disappearing herds of beef. The Tuskason Sleds’ mysteriously stricken fraya pack . . .


  Details of what the sledmen had told him kept drifting through Parrol’s mind. He gave his visualization of the events they had reported free rein. Sometimes in that way—


  The scowl cleared suddenly from his face. He sat still, reflective, then leaned forward, tapped the listings button on the communicator.


  “ComWeb Service,” said an operator’s voice.


  “Give me Central Library Information.”


  A few moments later, Parrol was saying, “I’d like to see charts of the ocean currents along the east coast, to a thousand miles out.”


  He switched on the viewscreen, waited for the requested material to be shown.


  Another hunch! This one looked hot!


  The location indicator showed a hundred and three miles to the Giard Station. Parrol was pushing the Hunter along. He was reasonably certain he had part of the problem boxed now, but he wanted to discuss it with Nile, and that annoying young woman still had not made herself available. The Pan-Elemental did not respond to its call number, and it had been three hours since she last checked in at the station.


  Mingled with his irritation was a growing concern he was somewhat reluctant to recognize. Nile was very good at taking care of herself, and the thing he had discovered with the help of Central Library made it seem less probable now that human criminality was directly responsible for what had happened to the herds. But still . . .


  The communicator buzzed. Parrol turned it on, said, “Parrol speaking. Who is it?”


  A man’s voice told him pleasantly, “My mistake, sir! Wrong call number.”


  Parrol’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t reply—the voice was a recording, and a signal from Nile. He snapped a decoder into the communicator’s outlet, slipped on its earphones and waited. The decoder was set to a system they had developed to employ in emergencies when there was a chance that unfriendly ears were tuned to the communicators they were using.


  After some seconds the decoder’s flat, toneless whisper began:


  “Alert. Alert. Guns. Air. Water. Land. Nile. Water. East. Fifty-eight. North. Forty-six. Come. Caution. Caution. Call. Not.”


  After an instant the message was repeated. Then the decoder remained silent.


  Parrol removed the earphones, glanced at the speed indicator which showed the Hunter already moving along at its best clip, chewed his lip speculatively.


  That meant, rather definitely, that a human agency was involved in the sea beef problem! Which didn’t in itself disprove his latest conclusions but added another angle to them. Nile liked to dramatize matters on occasion but wasn’t given to sending out false alarms. Guns . . . the possibility of an attack by air, water, or land. By whom? She didn’t know or she would have told him. She’d called from the surface of the sea, fifty-eight miles east of the Giard Station, forty-six miles to the north. That would put her due east of the upper edge of the Lipyear’s Oceanic ranch, beyond the shallows of the shelf, well out above the half-mile-deep canyon of the Continental Rift.


  Parrol slid out the Hunter’s swivel-gun, turned on the detection screens, dropped to a water-skimming level, and sped on in a straight course for Lipyear’s.


  Fog banks lay above the Rift. Except for a slow swell, the sea was quiet. Half a mile from the location she had given him, Parrol settled the Hunter on the surface, rode the swells in to the approximate point where Nile should be waiting. He snapped the car’s canopy back, waited another minute, then tapped the Hunter’s siren. As the sound died away, there came an answering brief wail out of the eddying fog. Dead ahead, simultaneously, a spark of blurred light flared and vanished. Parrol grinned with relief, turned on the Hunter’s running lights and came in on the PanElemental lying half submerged in the swells. Its canopy was down; an anchor engine murmured softly. The subdued glow of instrument lights showed Nile standing in her swim rig in the front section, hands on her hips, watching him move in.


  Parrol cut his drive engine and lights, switched on the sea anchor as the cars nosed gently together.


  “Everything all right here?” he asked.


  “More or less.”


  “From whom are you hiding?”


  “I’m not sure. At a guess, Agenes Laboratories is the villain in the act, as you suspected. Come into my car, Dan.”


  Parrol grunted, stepped across and down into the PanElemental. He asked, “What makes you think so?”


  “The fact that around noon today somebody scorched my beautiful left ear lobe with a needle beam.”


  “Huh? Who?”


  Nile shrugged. “I never saw him at all. I was checking out ranch beef about a hundred miles south, and this character fired out of a bunch of reeds thirty feet away. He’d sneaked up under water obviously. I peppered the reed bed with the UW. Probably missed him, but he must have got discouraged and dived, because there was no more shooting.”


  “You reported it?”


  She shook her head. “No.”


  Parrol looked at her suspiciously. “Where were the otters?”


  “The otters? Well . . . they may have gone after him, I suppose. Matter of fact, I remember there was some little screeching and splashing back among the reeds. I didn’t go look. Blood upsets me.”


  “Yes, I’ve noticed,” Parrol said. “Where are the otters now?”


  “Turned them loose in their sea run at Lipyear’s before I came out here. I thought it would be best if whoever sent a needle-beam operator after me didn’t find out for a while that the trick hadn’t worked. It might keep them from trying something new immediately. But it’s a cinch somebody doesn’t want us to poke around too far into the mystery of the vanishing beef. You were right about that.”


  Parrol frowned. “Uh-huh. The fact is I’d just finished convincing myself I’d been wrong—that there was no human agency back of this.”


  “What gave you that idea?” Nile reached under the instrument shelf, brought out a sandwich, asked, “Have you eaten? I’ve a stack of these around.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Parrol said gratefully, taking the sandwich. “I’ve been getting downright ravenous the past couple of hours.”


  She watched him reflectively while he told her about his visit to the Tuskason Sleds. “Now here’s the point,” he continued. “The sledmen think their animals were hit by a couple of subs which released something like a nerve gas beneath them. The gas killed the frayas, reached the surface and dissipated instantly into the air.”


  Nil nodded. “Could be done just like that, Dan.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” Parrol said. “But for the past half hour my theory has been that it wasn’t done by something that dissipated instantly into the air.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because the spot where this happened is near the northern edge of the Meral Current. The pack was destroyed around two and a half months ago, shortly after we’d left for the Hub. Anything drifting on from there with the Meral would reach the Continental Rift, and this section of the coast, in approximately that time.”


  Nile frowned, rubbed the tip of her nose. “Meaning that the trouble with the sea beef wasn’t intended—that it was an accidental aftermath of poisoning the fraya pack?”


  “That’s what I was assuming,” Parrol said. “That whatever hit the Tuskason pack two months or so ago has been hitting the local sea beef during the past week. It didn’t have anything like the same instantaneously deadly effect here because it was widely dispersed by now. But suppose the stuff is brought into the shallows with the tides. Some of the beef absorbs enough of it to get very uncomfortable and starts moving out to sea to escape from what’s bothering it. The nearest drift-weed beds are around a hundred and ten miles out. The tubs could make the trip if they got the notion, and until they were discovered there they would seem to have disappeared.


  “But the fact that a direct attempt has been made to kill you changes the picture in one important respect. Somebody else evidently knows what’s going on—and that makes it appear that Giard may have been the real target throughout. If the beef herds on our contract ranches can be destroyed and the sleds that work for us starved out of their area, our operations on Nandy-Cline would be shot, perhaps permanently. Agenes and a few others would have the field to themselves.


  “My guess is now that the business with the Tuskason pack and the trouble with the sea beef were two different maneuvers, though carried out by the same people, and that the stuff that’s affected the beef was scattered out over the Continental Rift not far north of the coastal ranches with the idea of letting the Meral carry it south.”


  Nile shook her head.


  “I think you came closer with your other idea,” she said.


  “What makes you say so?”


  “Two things I discovered while you were gone. I’ll let you see for yourself.” She nodded toward the rear of the car. “You’ll find your trunks and diving gear back there. If you’ll climb into them, we’ll go for a dip.”


  “Here? Why?”


  “To get your unprejudiced impression of something I noticed a few hours ago. Use the helmet instead of the breather so we can talk.”


  The water was comfortably warm. Quite dark, but the combined pulse of the two anchor engines made a beacon of sound behind them. A glimmer of phosphorescence came from the surface fifteen feet above. Nile Etland was a vague shadow on Parrol’s left.


  “All right, we’re here,” Parrol said. “Now what?”


  “Let’s circle around the cars at about this level,” the helmet communicator told him.


  Parrol turned to the left, aware that she was turning with him. He stroked along twenty or thirty yards was about to speak impatiently again when Nile asked, “You can hold your breath just under four minutes, can’t you, Dan?”


  “As you know.”


  “Just establishing the fact. Start holding it now and keep on swimming.”


  “What’s the . . .” Parrol broke off. She seemed dead serious about this. He stopped breathing, stroked on, turning gradually to keep the sound of the sea anchors at the same distance to his lift. The shadow-shape of Pile dropped back behind him.


  Irritation was simmering in Parrol, but so was curiosity. He was quite certain—certain in a somehow unpleasant way—that Nile wasn’t playing some game in order to be mysterious. He kept moving along, jumbled questions and surmises flashing through his mind. After a time, his lungs labored heavily for breath, became quiet again. The sea water suddenly seemed colder. He realized the double pulse of the anchor engines had receded somewhat, turned in more sharply towards them. How long had he been swimming by now? It must be—


  “Dan?”


  He opened his mouth, took in a lungful of air.


  “Yes?” he said hoarsely.


  “How do you feel?”


  “Fine.”


  “Liar! You’re scared spitless! I don’t blame you. You’ve been holding your breath since I asked you to?”


  “Yes—until now.”


  “That’s been”—a pause—“eight minutes and fifteen seconds, Dan!” For a moment it made no sense. Then it did. Parrol felt numbed. He said at last, “That was the unprejudiced observation you wanted me to make?”


  “Yes. Let’s go up and get back into the car.”


  She swung herself into the Pan-Elemental ahead of him, turned as he started to follow her. “Better stay out till you’re dry, Dan. You’d soak the upholstery. Climb on the hood and I’ll toss you a towel.” Parrol inquired presently, drying himself, “Same thing with you?”


  “It would have been if I’d been holding my breath.”


  “That old herd bull we were monkeying with this morning . . .”


  “Uh-huh. He might come to the surface occasionally but not because he had to breathe. Same thing again with a lot of the other beef that’s stayed on the ranches. That’s why the spot checks were so far off. Something the matter?”


  Parrol had sworn aloud in surprise. The towel in his hand was dripping wet now, while he didn’t seem to be any drier. “Toss me another towel, will you?”


  Nile made an odd, choking sound. “Here it is, Dan.”


  He caught it, looked over at her suspiciously, looked down again at himself. Water was trickling over every portion of his skin as freely as if he’d just climbed out of the sea.


  “What the devil’s going on?” he demanded.


  She made the choked sound again. “I . . . don’t worry about it, Dan! It’ll stop in a minute or two. The same thing happened to me this afternoon. I’d probably have to dissect you under a microscope to be able to say exactly what’s happening.”


  “An educated guess will do for now.”


  “An educated guess? Well—the thing that we, and the beef, picked up has developed some biological mechanism for drawing water in through our skin, extracting the oxygen from the water, and expelling the water again. We’ve become gills all over, so to speak. Did you feel your lungs start trying to work while you were holding your breath?”


  Parrol reflected, nodded. “For just an instant.”


  “That,” Nile said, “seems to be what brings the water-breathing mechanism into action—the first oxygen-shortage reflex. I think you can dry yourself and stay dry now. by the way. You noticed a feeling of cold immediately afterwards?”


  Parrol asked distastefully, “That was the sea water coming through my skin?”


  “Yes. As I say, I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. The mechanism should dissolve again in a day or two if we don’t pick up any more of the stuff.”


  “No permanent changes?”


  “At a guess again, no. If you hadn’t held your breath while you were under water just now, you probably never would have known there had been any change in you. You look like you’re going to stay dry now, so come on inside.”


  III


  She held out a sandwich as he swung down into the car’s interior. “Still hungry?”


  “No. I—” Parrol broke off, looked surprised. “I certainly am! Like that bull beef stuffing himself, eh?”


  “Yes. Whatever that breathing mechanism is, it eats up a lot of energy fast. Here, take it—I’ve been piling away calories all afternoon. And here’s my other piece of evidence.”


  She thrust the sandwich into his hand, swung a camera recorder out of its compartment, settled it on the instrument shelf before Parrol. Her fingers spun the dial setting back a few turns, pushed the start button. The front surface of the recorder turned into a viewscreen.


  “Fire forest,” Parrol said, chewing. A flat stretch of sea floor had appeared in the screen, shot from a slight angle above it. Dotting the silt were clumps of shrublike and treelike growths, burning eerily with all the colors of the spectrum. Towards the background they blended into a single blanket of blazing white which forced the gloom of the abyss up a hundred feet above the floor. Parrol asked, “The local one?”


  “Yes,” Nile said. “The section immediately beneath us. I put in the last couple of hours prowling around the floor of the Rift. Now watch!”


  The pickup swung about to a point where a cluster of giant yellow blooms was being slowly agitated by something dark moving through them. The view blurred for an instant as magnification cut in, then cleared.


  Parrol paused on a bite of the sandwich, swallowed, leaned forward.


  “Oh, no!” he said. “The floor’s over a half-mile down! That isn’t . . . but it is, of course!”


  “Sea beef down in the Rift, alive—and feeding!” Nile agreed.


  “That’s where something like eighty per cent of the missing stock seems to be now. I can show you whole herds in a minute. They’re thickest a little farther south. Here’s a closer look at this specimen.”


  The magnification stepped up again. After a moment Parrol said, “You get the impression it’s lost half its blubber! No wonder the thing’s gorging on fire plants. Energy loss through adaptation again, I suppose?”


  “Of course,” Nile said. “There’d be rather drastic changes needed to let sea beef live even a minute down there.”


  “Lungs, ears, sinuses . . . yes, there would. It’s almost unbelievable! But wait a second! Supposing we—”


  “Apparently,” Nile said, “the process is similar to that of the development of the underwater breathing mechanism. The outer stimulus is required. As the beef moved down into the Rift, it adapted to deep-water living. The ones that stayed in the ranches weren’t subjected to the same succession of stimuli, therefore didn’t change.” Parrol cleared his throat. “So you think that if we started swimming down without suits . . .”


  “Well, we might find ourselves starting to adapt. Care to try it?”


  “Not for anything!”


  “Nor I. The sea beef’s taking it, evidently. What would happen to a human body is something I don’t care to discover in person. That’s the end of the sequence. Want to see the herds to the south now?”


  Parrol shook his head. “Skip that. I’ll take your word that most of them are down there.”


  She turned the recorder off, swung it back into the compartment. “What do you make of it all, Dan?”


  “Just what you’re making of it, apparently,” Parrol said. “When the Tuskason frayas turned belly up and died, they were around a hundred miles southwest of their breeding ground, headed there. And the breeding ground—the Tuskason Rift—lies inside the Meral Current. There’s that symbiotic relationship between the frayas and the chalot, their food plant during the breeding period. The chalot produces mobile spores as the frayas start arriving. Spore enzymes produce reactions in the frayas to turn them into their deep-water breeding form—”


  He paused, scowling. The frayas were living anachronisms among Nandy-Cline’s present animal forms, the last of a class of pelagic browsers in whose life cycle certain luminants of the fire forests had been intricately involved. “The chalot spores are assumed to actively seek out the frayas when they appear in the breeding grounds,” he went on slowly. “But this time, when the chalot released its spores into the Tuskason Rift the fraya pack didn’t show up. Eventually the Meral carried the free spores off, and eventually it brought them along the Continental Rift and into the shore ranches. Terran mammals—sea beef and humans, in this case—are a much closer approximation to frayas than any of Nandy-Cline’s modern life strains. So the chalot spores settled for us! And we’ve responded to their enzymes almost as the frayas did.”


  “That’s what it looks like,” Nile agreed.


  After a moment Parrol asked, “What makes you so sure the changes won’t be permanent?”


  “Simply the fact that the chalot doesn’t grow here. The frayas maintain their deep-water form as long as there is chalot around for them to feed on. By the time the seasonal supply is exhausted, they’ve bred and are ready to return to their pelagic shape. The spores bring about only the initial reaction. It’s maintained by contact with the parent plants. Some of the sea beef that went down into the Rift here may already be losing the effect and coming back to the surface, for that matter.”


  “All right,” Parrol said. “We know now that the trouble with the beef wasn’t planned. It was an accidental result of wiping out the fraya pack. But we’re still thinking of Agenes. If they killed the frayas, their biochemists would realize soon enough what’s happening now—and that would be a good enough reason to send needle-beam men after us before we worked it out. But why kill the frayas in the first place?”


  “That’s what I’m wondering,” Nile said. “Agenes has all the sea harvest territory it can use.”


  Parrol said, “So it does. But it occurs to me now that the Grenley Banks are about two hundred miles north of the Tuskason Rift.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  “You may remember,” Parrol said, “that a week or two before we left Orado there was a report that Giard had lost a submarine harvester here which was working along the Grenley Banks the last time it gave its position.”


  Nile’s eyes widened an instant. “I’d forgotten! That does look interesting. Agenes knocks off one of our harvesters roughly three hundred miles north of the point they knocked off the fraya pack. Why? They had something going in the area they didn’t want the sub to stumble over—or maybe it did stumble over it. Why kill the pack before that, three hundred miles to the south?”


  “To keep it from going on toward the breeding grounds,” Parrol said.


  “Of course! The Tuskason herd sleds were following the frayas. If somebody attacked the sleds, the whole planet would hear about it. But with the frayas dead, the sleds has no reason to go on to the breeding grounds, and didn’t. Now . . .”


  “The breeding grounds!” Parrol said. “A fire forest, Nile!”


  She was silent a moment, said, “You’re right, Dan! It has to be that.


  A new nidith bed Narcotics hasn’t found out about!”


  It was almost certainly the answer, Parrol thought. The luminant nidith plant was the source of a drug of unique medical properties when used with strict safeguards, viciously habit-forming when not. It could be harvested legally only under direct government supervision and in amounts limited to the actual medicinal demand. The nidith beds required for that purpose were patrolled; in the other fire forests on the planet Narcotics teams had painstakingly exterminated the plant.


  But if a fresh bed had sprung up and been discovered by the wrong people . . .


  “Agenes would take a chance on it!” he said. “Two or three seasonal hauls would be worth everything else they could expect to get out of the planet.”


  “That’s what it is!” Nile said. She stared at him a moment, teeth worrying her upper lip. “How do we pin it on them, Dan?”


  Parrol said, “This is about the peak of the nidith harvest season, isn’t it?”


  “Of course. They should be working there right now! Whom do we give it to? Fiawa and the cops? Narcotics? No, wait . . .”


  “Uh-huh,” Parrol agreed. “I just had that thought, too.”


  “They can harvest it on the quiet,” Nile said, “at the expense of a few murders if somebody happens by. But they can’t haul it off Nandy-Cline unless they’ve got people both in Narcotics and among the mainland police bought and paid for. This thing’s organized to the hilt! If we blow our horn and nobody happens to be at the nidith bed at the moment, we’ll never hang it on Agenes. We’re got to be sure they’re caught with the goods before we make another move.”


  Ilium Weldrow appeared disturbed. He had stared at Parrol and Nile with unconcealed disapproval when they called him into Parrol’s office on their return to the station. By contrast with the assistant manager in his trimly proper business suit, the pair looked like criminally inclined beachcombers. Both wore their guns, and Parrol hadn’t troubled to do more than pull his trousers back on over his swim trunks, while Nile had added only a short jacket to her swimming attire. But it was more than the lack of outer respectability in his colleagues that had upset Weldrow.


  “I’m afraid I don’t follow you, Dan,” he said, frowning. “I’m to stay in your office, glued—as you say—to your private communicator, while the station is to remain darkened and locked after you leave. Why the latter?”


  “Because if you indicate you’re here during the next few hours, somebody might blow that pointed little head off your shoulders,” Nile told him inelegantly.


  Weldrow’s face showed alarm. “But what is this desperate business all about?”


  “If you don’t know what it’s about, you won’t be involved in it,” Parrol said. “And you’ll be in no danger if you simply carry out your instructions and don’t stick your neck out of the station before we get back. Let’s go over the instructions now to make sure you’ve got them straight.”


  The assistant manager complied grudgingly. He was to wait here for a call from a Captain Mace, on the Giard cropper tender Attris. The call should come within three to six hours and would be an innocuous request to have certain spare parts flown out to the tender. This would be Weldrow’s cue to dial two emergency call numbers of Parrol’s communicator. One would put him in contact with Chief of Police Fiawa, the other with a Federation Narcotics man with whom Parrol had worked before. When they responded, he was to press the transmission button on the communicator’s telewriter, which contained certain coded information Parrol had fed into it, and silently switch the machine off again.


  Weldrow appeared to have absorbed the instructions well enough, Parrol decided. Even if he slipped up, it shouldn’t do more than delay action by a few hours.


  The night sky was clear above the Meral Current and Duse floodlighted the sky. “You’re sure that’s the Attris ahead?” Nile Etland asked.


  Parrol said, “Uh-huh. Mace is around forty miles off his check point, but it’s the Attris. I know that tub.” The magnified image of the cropper tender eight thousand feet below was centered in the ground-view screen. Two flocks of pelagic cropping machines near it rose and sank slowly on the shimmer of the swells. The croppers were restless in the full moonlight, and the tender’s chase-plane was circling beyond the farther of the two flocks, guiding a few runaways back to the fold.


  “Then what are we waiting for?” Nile asked.


  Parrol glanced over at her. “You’ve checked your position chart?”


  “Of course. The ship’s anchored above the north third of the Tuskason Rift. I see. You feel she’d be in danger if somebody spots the Pan snooping around the floor of the Rift?”


  “She might be in danger, and in any case she’s too close to where we want to operate,” Parrol said. “If they’re loading nidith down there, they’re nervous people. They know a ship of that type can’t spot them, but the mere fact the tender’s at anchor here will make them that much more ready to dump the evidence and run at the first hint that something’s wrong.”


  “So what do you want to do?”


  “Go aboard, tell Mace to move his croppers fifty miles west and wait for us there. That will get him out of everybody’s hair. He’ll know something unusual is up, but he never asks questions. Give them the visual signal.”


  Nile’s hand moved, and the Giard identification light . . . blue . . . blue . . . red . . . flashed out beneath the PanElemental. After a ten-second pause it was repeated. The communicator burred.


  “Negative,” Nile muttered. Her fingers shifted on the signal box; a purple glow appeared beneath them. As it faded, the communicator burr ended and Giard’s blue-blue-red flickered up at them from the tender.


  Nile said, “He’s got the idea that we don’t want conversation.” She flashed the coming-in signal. A few moments later a clear green spark showed on the Attris.


  Nile snapped off the signal box. “That’s it! Let’s go down.” She shoved the car’s nose over and fed it speed as Parrol switched off the ground-view plate. The sea was rising towards them, moonlit and stirring; then it tilted sharply up to the right, swung back and was level again just below. Water hissed under them as the Pan knifed lightly through the back of a swell. The tender’s stern appeared ahead, its details outlined in Duse’s light. Several men stood about the deck. Two of them . . .


  “NILE! TURN—”


  Parrol had no time to complete the warning. On the deck of the Attris a piece of shielding had dropped. Behind it stood a squat gun, nose pointed at them. Nile saw the trap in the moment he did, reacted instantly. The Pan shot down toward the water.


  A blaze of light filled the screen and a giant fist rammed the car up and around. Nile was flung heavily over on Parrol, dropped away. He was struggling to reach the flight controls while the car flipped through the air, engine roaring wildly. In the screen, he had a flashing glimpse of the bow of the Attris receding from them, another of the tender’s chase-plane darting past. A hail of steel rattled and tore at the PanElemental for an instant. Then the engine was dead. He had the car under partial control for the moment needed to straighten it out before it crashed into the sea.


  The water was pitch-black all around. The PanElemental, sinking tail first now, ruined engine section flooded, settled heavily against some yielding obstruction, dropped again a few feet, was checked once more. It swayed over slowly into something close to a horizontal position, turned sideways and lay still in a grappling tangle of the vegetation that rode the Meral Current below the surface.


  Parrol, out of his trousers and shoes, tightened the dive belt around his waist, groped about for the scattered rest of their diving equipment, cursing the darkness, the treachery of the Attris crew, his own stupidity. With an illegal source of drugs, that could make millionaires out of a thousand men, to exploit, Agenes would have had no difficulty in finding all the useful confederates it needed. Now he and Nile had one slim chance to outlive their blunder at least for a short while. They had to be out of the crippled car and away in the sea before the Attris got divers down to make sure they were finished off.


  Nile lay doubled half across the slanted instrument board at his feet. There had been no time to find out how badly she was injured. She was certainly unconscious. But he could handle her in the water.


  Parrol found the two sets of flippers behind the seat, had just finished slipping his on when there was a flicker of light in the blackness. He glanced around, startled, saw above and to the right what might have been a moving cluster of fireflies. Comprehension came instantly . . . the vision screen was showing him a group of jet divers approaching from the Attris.


  Which left him perhaps thirty seconds to be away from here—


  Swearing savagely, Parrol snapped the other set of flippers to his belt, squirmed around the front seat, picked up Nile and clamped her against him. His free hand groped about for the manual canopy release, found it. He pulled down the rear release first, instantly grasped the other and wrenched at it.


  There was a roar, a momentary cold brutal pounding that smashed the air from his lungs, whirled him upwards.


  He rolled over in water above the car, clutching Nile, came up against the rubbery trunk of a giant drift plant and straightened out. The fireflies were bigger and brighter here, turning toward the uprush of air from the PanElemental, moving closer through the great sodden underwater thicket in which it hung, gradually illuminating it. Parrol swung away from the lights, floated behind the car, saw a patch of empty blackness before and below him. He shifted Nile to his left arm, grasped the lower edge of the car’s open section, reached down with his legs and gripped two of the plant trunks between his thighs. Locking himself to the plants, he hauled at the car. It swung around heavily, then began to turn, was suddenly sliding past him. In an instant, it had plunged out through the thicket and disappeared below.


  Parrol turned around with Nile and went stroking steadily down at a steep slant into the chilled night of the Tuskason Rift.


  IV


  It had been horribly hungry and weak; and now it was eating. Its memory and awareness covered almost nothing but that. There were blurred visual impressions—light, darkness, color—indicating other things out there which interested it not at all. There were booming, whistling, chirping sounds; and those it also ignored.


  Taste and touch held interest, however. The eating process was a simple one. Something was put into its mouth, and it swallowed; and as soon as it had swallowed, something was put into its mouth again, and it swallowed again. Occasionally there would be a pause before something new came into its mouth; and then it had a feeling of anxiety. But the pauses were always short.


  Its awareness of taste and touch was connected with whatever was brought into its mouth. There would be one kind of thing for a while, then another. There were variations in flavor, in saltiness, in slipperiness, degree of firmness. But it was all very good.


  “I must have been nearly starved to death!” it thought suddenly. It wondered then what “I” was, but almost at once forgot the matter again.


  A while later, it had another thought. It decided it didn’t want to eat any more, at least not just now. Something was being pushed into its mouth, but it ejected the something and closed its mouth firmly. There was no impulse to do anything else. It remained exactly where it was, contentedly unmoving.


  Now its other senses began to click in. It discovered the blue was gone from its vision and that there was a wide, colorful vista out there, full of individual details. There were things that moved, and many more things that stood still. It became aware of sounds again and for a while tried unsuccessfully to connect them to things it could see. Then there was a sudden awareness of buoyancy, of near-weightlessness. At once it knew what that meant!


  “I’m under water . . .


  “. . . And I’m me, of course!”


  Nile Etland concluded, with a pleased sense of summing up the situation.


  She was sitting here, upright, in the underwater ooze. Not quite upright—she was leaning back a little, against something hard.


  Something moved. Nile tilted her head to look down at it. It was an arm. A repulsive arm—thick, mottled-gray, with corrugated, oily-looking skin. It was reaching around from behind her, and the cupped hand at its end held some bluish, sloppy oblongs, lifting them toward her face.


  She realized that the hard thing she learned against was the monster to which this arm was attached.


  Nile jerked upward convulsively to get away from the thing. Somewhat to her surprise she succeeded. Next a powerful stroke of flipper-tipped legs that knocked up a cloud of ooze, and she was driving straight across the bottom towards an electric-blue stand of fan-shaped luminants.


  Luminants! Where . . .?


  Memory blazed up. The stern deck of the Attris, ghostly clear in white moonlight, the sudden appearance of the gun. They’d been hit—


  Nile twisted about, braking her forward momentum, got her legs under her and turned, looking back.


  The gray thing which had to be Danrich Parrol was on its feet but making no attempt to follow. Nile’s gaze went beyond him, to the dense, multihued ranks of a fire forest burning coldly in endless night on the floor of the Tuskason Rift.


  Slowly—shocked, horrified, oddly fascinated—she brought up her hands and stared at them, twisted and turned briefly to inspect as much as she could of her body, ran palms like hard rubber over her rubbery face and head. The sense of shock drained away. Aesthetically she had nothing on Parrol; the pattern of modifications seemed much the same, was presumably identical. It still beat, by a long way, being dead.


  He wasn’t moving from where he stood, probably to avoid alarming her again. Nile went stroking back, stopped a few feet away, a little above him. The changed, ugly face turned toward her; otherwise he remained motionless. Armies of tiny luminous feeders darted about his trunklike legs, crept in the soft mud, swarming about the litter of smashed shells, cracked carapaces and other remnants of their own ravenous feeding.


  She studied him quickly, no longer repelled by what she saw. There were transparent horny sheaths over the eyes, bulging outward a little. She had them, too. The lids wouldn’t close over them, but there was no discomfort involved with that. Their outer ears were covered by a bone-hard growth like a thick, curved sausage. Whatever the internal arrangement was, the growths were excellent sound conductors. Broadened noses with no indications of nostrils. When she tried to expand or compress her lungs, nothing happened. Lungs were out of the picture here. The shape remained humanoid if not human, thickened, coarsened, grotesque, but functional, at least temporarily, beneath more than a thousand feet of water. She felt strong and vigorous; the awkward-looking body had responded to her purpose with agile ease. It was better, miraculously so, than they could have had any reason to expect!


  She drifted closer to Parrol, touched his shoulder with her hand. His face split in a rather grisly grin; then he turned, momentarily scattering the feeders, and crouched beside a creamy luminous globe protruding from the ooze a few feet away. Nile floated down to see what he was doing.


  Parrol laid a fingertip on the plant-animal’s surface. The luminant shuddered. A dark spot appeared where the finger touched it. The finger moved slowly up along the glowing surface, curved down again. A line of darkness followed it as the creature’s surface cells reacted to the touch. Parrol was, Nile realized suddenly, writing on his living parchment. After a few seconds she read:


  RATIONAL NOW?


  She moved her head irritably up and down, telling herself it wasn’t an entirely unreasonable question. The transformed Parrol produced his unpleasantly transformed grin again, detached something from his belt, held it up to her. With a shock of pleasure Nile recognized her gun. She clipped the sheathed UW to her belt while he resumed writing, then shifted to where she could read over his shoulder.


  The two words of the question had almost faded out. New words appeared gradually;


  OUR FRIENDS ARE HERE.


  Nile gave him a startled glance. He nodded, motioned her to follow, turned and swam toward the thicket of brilliant-blue luminants for which she had headed when she broke away from him. Half crawling, half swimming, he moved into the thicket, Nile close behind. After some fifty feet they came into a less dense but much taller stand of a darkly red growth; here Parrol moved more cautiously. Presently he stopped, beckoned Nile up to him, pushed a few soggy armfuls of the red fronds apart.


  Nile found herself looking down a sharply slanted rock slope at another section of the Rift floor a hundred yards below. The fire forest began again at the foot of the shelf, stretched away, clearly detailed nearby but blurring quickly as distance increased into a many-colored glow. Following Parrol’s pointing finger, she could barely make out the long dark hull of a submarine harvester grounded along the towering wall of the side of the Rift on the right. Two other harvesters lay farther out among the luminants. Together the ships formed a rough triangle, within which Nile now began to detect the moving figures of men, bulky in deep-water armor.


  There was no mistaking the nature of their activity. The nidith was pale blue, a slender two-foot structure, individually unobtrusive among the greater luminants. But from the top of the shelf it was apparent that there must be millions of them in the bed which stretched away up the floor of the Rift, forming an unbroken carpet of undergrowth among the thickets and groves of the fire forest.


  Parrol pointed to the right. About halfway between their position and the harvesters, a single armored figure sat astride a beam-gun floating just off the bottom, its short snout pointed upwards.


  Nile nodded comprehendingly. Of the myriads of creatures that crawled, walked and swam among the fire forest’s branches and over the ooze, almost all were completely harmless from the viewpoint of a man in underwater armor. But a few species were far from harmless. As she looked, the beam-gun made an abrupt half-turn, following something which slithered rapidly through the fringes of darkness overhead, vanished upward into the gloom again without attempting to descend.


  She felt a brief inward shudder. One glimpse of that flattened, rubbery twenty-foot disk had been enough to identify it—a cloakfish, a rather small one but quite large enough to be an immediate menace to any member of the nidith harvesting gang outside of the ships. The cloakfish ordinarily were found clinging to the walls of the ocean rifts they inhabited, grinding into the rock with the multiple sets of jaws lining their undersides to get at a variety of burrowing wormlike creatures within. But they put no strict limitation on their diet, frequently attacked divers on sight, and had been known to saw open a deep-water suit in less than a minute.


  Parrol turned away, motioned with his head. She wasn’t sure what he intended but guessed he wanted to follow the edge of the shelf to a point on the right where a cluster of luminants rose high enough to let them drop into the lower section of the Rift without being detected by the guard riding the beam-gun. She nodded agreement, followed as Parrol wound his way through the thicket, moving parallel to the open slope.


  As they approached the stand of tall growth, a curious thudding sensation reached Nile through the water, followed within seconds by another. She puzzled over that a moment, decided that beam-guns stationed on the far side of the harvesters had opened fire on some assailant. The gang probably had been at work here for a week or two; by now the area would be swarming both with cloakfish and with other predators gathered to feed on cloaks the guns had crippled or killed.


  Predators such as that twenty-foot snake shape which came eeling up over the edge of the shelf a few yards away! It might have picked up their scent in the water, for it darted at her instantly, jaws yawning wide.


  Nile wasn’t quite sure how it happened. She had pulled back slightly as the head struck past. Immediately afterwards, her legs were clamped about the slick, sinuous body, her arms locking her against it—


  And her teeth were sunk into the thing! Not simply biting, but digging, slashing, cutting deeper through slimy hide that should have turned a knife, tearing the hide away and returning instantly to slice at unprotected flesh. The thicket of red luminants whirled about her, then open water; the section of snake body she gripped was knotting and twisting with monstrous strength. Bottom silt exploded in a dense cloud as they struck into it. For a moment, lifted high above her, she saw the thing’s head, great jaws snapping wildly, Parrol leeched to its neck.


  Those were blurred, remote impressions. The only clear impressions were the savage hunger that blazed up in her as the creature drove at them and the horrified delight with which she was satisfying it in quickly gulped bites of salty flesh until—almost as suddenly as it had awakened—the hunger feeling was gone. It was like a fog clearing from her mind.


  She pushed away from the snakelike thing. It was still writhing, but for all practical purposes it was dead. The big head flopped loosely, seemed half torn from the body. They appeared to have rolled into the tall stand of luminants in the lower section of the Rift for which she had thought Parrol was heading when the creature attacked. Parrol floated a few yards away, looking at her. Nile glanced up the length of the sea thing again and saw that he had been feeding, too. His response must have been as immediate and violent as hers—they’d had their guns within reach and made no attempt to use them!


  She looked at the mangled beast and tried to feel disgust for what had happened. But there was no disgust. Her changed body had demanded nourishment, and meeting the demand had been a wholly agreeable experience. When the hunger surge rose again, she would feed it again.


  Three or four generations of children in the shallows settlements, Parrol thought, must have had stories of Nandy-Cline’s sea hags recounted to them by their elders. In the version he had heard when very young, the sea hags were anthropomorphic ogres who lived in the depths of the ocean but came to the surface for the specific purpose of eating small boys who swam out farther than grownups thought they should go. The legend was supposed to have been created by the sledmen who had settled to live on the ocean world fifty or sixty years before the first Hub colonists arrived.


  It seemed it hadn’t been entirely a legend. When the sledmen began to follow the fraya packs, an uncounted number of them would have come unknowingly into contact with the chalot spores and undergone this weird transformation—some to be slaughtered by their horrified companions when they climbed back on the sleds, maddened by the change hunger, others meeting death in one form or another in the rifts and trenches where the chalot grew, their disappearance charged off to the giant predators that prowled the breeding grounds during the season. The last such occurrence—before this—might lie many decades in the past. The sledmen nowadays regarded it as extremely bad luck to swim about in rift waters when the frayas bred and carefully refrained from it, although they weren’t aware of the specific danger that had created the superstition.


  At the moment, however, the sea hag shape was the one great advantage he had. And he couldn’t have asked for a better companion than another of those watery bogy-men beside him, controlled by Nile Etland’s intelligence. Flattened out and buried to the eyes in flowing ooze, they were edging forward toward a group of tall, golden luminants standing some thirty feet back of the guard on the floating beamgun. These were plant-animals with some rudimentary intelligence, known to students of the fire forest fauna as starbursts. For several more minutes they remained undisturbed, the clusters of tentacle arms at their tips fanning the water with slow, rhythmic motions.


  Then, on the far side of the group, one individual began to move off toward the beam-gun. While it was capable of gliding slowly along the ooze on the widened base of its stem, it was not moving of its own volition now but being half carried, half pushed through the silt. The starburst was in a state of considerable agitation. Its tip had opened out into something like an inverted umbrella, and from the edges of this hood the gleaming tentacles flailed anxiously through the water.


  Parrol let it down suddenly, jabbed Nile. Both settled a little deeper into the silt. The gun was swinging around toward them, then stopped, pointing in their general direction. The guard’s face couldn’t be seen behind the headpiece of his suit, but presumably he was staring a little suspiciously at the starburst. He might not remember how close the luminant had been to him, but the disturbed silt behind it indicated it had been moving.


  However, it had stopped its advance now; and in spite of a vague resemblance to a fifteen-foot golden squid standing on end, starbursts were known to be utterly inoffensive creatures. The guard swung the gun around again, facing the nidith bed, to watch for cloakfish.


  Parrol gripped the starburst, began climbing to his feet, lifting it clear of the mud. Nile rose with him. Together, in a plodding rush, they carried the writhing luminant up behind the guard. Its top end tilted forward and down, and an instant later the upper part of the guard’s suit was enclosed in the widespread hood and thrashing arms of the alarmed creature. He was jerked out of the gun’s saddle, pulled down into the ooze, the starburst knotting itself about him and clinging with grim desperation.


  Parrol was immediately in the saddle, gripping the steering bar, while Nile swung herself into the lower part of the framework and found handholds there. The beamgun swung around, darted off toward the rocky slope leading to the shelf from which they had come, up along it. Looking back, Nile saw guard and starburst roll together into another cluster of luminants where the entangled pair created considerable disturbance. No doubt the guard already was broadcasting his predicament over the suit communicator, but several minutes would pass before anyone could get over from the subs to release him.


  A few hundred yards beyond the edge of the shelf, Parrol turned the gun’s snout up, steering it into the darkness pressing down toward the Rift’s floor. They would assume back there that the guard had inadvertently knocked over the acceleration switch when he was hauled out of the seat by his strange attacker, and that the gun was now roaming about the Rift on its own. It was unlikely that they’d waste any time trying to find it again.


  The magic gleamings of the fire forest faded below and the ocean night closed in. Parrol slowed the gun’s ascent, checked their position carefully in the green glow of the instrument panel. Nile came clambering up, groped through the gun’s tool pockets, pulled a spotlight out of one, a heavy-duty UW handgun out of another. She settled down on the edge of the panel, and Parrol heard a click through the water as she readied the gun. Cloakfish were welcome to show up any time now!


  They exchanged sea hag grins, which somehow no longer seemed at all grotesque. Now they had the beam-gun, there were several courses of action open. It wasn’t merely a matter of trying to stay alive long enough to find out whether a human body which had undergone the chalot change could survive when the effect of the spores wore off. They should, Parrol thought, be able to do much better than that.


  The nidith gang believed them drowned near the surface. The Attris wouldn’t have opened fire on the PanElemental if they hadn’t known who was in it and known, too, that if they disposed of Nile and Parrol their secret should still be safe. Which meant that Ilium Weldrow had succumbed to the big-money lure of the drug outfit, along with Captain Mace and the rest of the Attris crew. The assistant manager had been the logical one to buy to keep Giard from interfering with the operation. When the time came, he’d passed along the word that Parrol and Nile Etland had picked up the trail and were on their way to the Tuskason Rift to confirm their suspicions.


  He and Nile almost had got killed because they hadn’t thought of that possibility. But as a result, the nidith harvesters now felt secure and were open in turn to surprise attacks. Parrol steered the beam-gun up slowly, constantly checking his position and alert for signs of physical discomfort in himself or Nile. Others had returned alive to the surface in the sea hag form, long ago, but there were too many uncertainties about that to be at all hasty in their ascent. After a minute or two, Nile leaned forward, shaking her head, and moved the acceleration switch over. The gun surged upward. Parrol glanced at her, decided to go along with her judgment. He kept watching the depth gauge. When it showed them at a point four hundred feet below the surface, he halted the gun, brought it into a horizontal position, turning it slightly. The target-light above the muzzle stabbed out, disclosed a section of the Rift wall. Parrol played the beam up and along the wall. It sloped away here at an angle which indicated they might be approaching the top of the Rift.


  Eighty feet farther up they were there. A dark sea floor stretched away before them to rise through a series of shelves toward the barely submerged shallows five miles to the east. Parrol began moving the machine horizontally back along the edge of the drop-off. When he stopped it again, it was at a point he calculated to be immediately above the submarine harvesters in the nidith bed.


  Here might be the opportunity to strike the most telling blow of all. Nile knew by now what he was looking for. When he started forward again, gliding in slowly across the sea floor, she was leaning far out over the panel, head shifting this way and that, as she followed the sweep of the target-light. Suddenly she lifted a hand—


  And this could be it, Parrol thought, excitement surging in him. A vertical dark ridge, some fifty feet high, perhaps three hundred yards up the sloping floor. The surface behind it was smooth, flat, level with the top of the ridge—a lake of sediment and sand, drifted down from the upper shelves, blocked off from the Tuskason Rift by a wall of rock.


  A few minutes later, he was sure of it. He backed the gun away twenty yards, set the energy beam to full power, flicked it on. Something smashed into the ridge, began to move along it, water and rock boiling off in thick clouds at its touch. The gun bucked and danced as shock waves poured back at it. Parrol cut the beam, rode back another twenty yards, turned it on again. Now the gun was steady. The beam ate a fifty-foot gash slowly across the face of the ridge, returned along it.


  A little over half the gun’s charge was spent when the upper section of the ridge at last toppled ponderously forward. A river of mud and sand spilled down through the opening, flowed along the sea floor to the edge of the Rift, rolled thickly into it . . .


  Enough there, Parrol thought, watching the dark slop stream by beneath the swaying gun, more than enough, to bury not only the harvester stationed against the wall, but the two other ships in the nidith bed with it. And burying any one of them with a nidith load on board was all that was necessary. Some of the divers outside might get away if they moved fast enough. The rest of the work gang was caught. They’d live because ships and suits were designed to preserve life even under the smashing blow of a deep-water muck avalanche; but they’d stay exactly where they were until somebody came along to dig them out.


  V


  On the surface above the Tuskason Rift the cropper tender Attris rode the long, slow swells, anchor engines humming. Duse had set, and cloud banks were spread over half the night sky. To the north and west, fog was forming. For most of the past hour, the ship’s communicator had been babbling excitedly. The Attris’ captain looked distracted and harried.


  From the edge of one of the nearby herds of pelagic croppers a single machine began moving toward the west, slowly at first but increasing speed as it drew farther away from the Attris.


  Thirty minutes later, the wandering cropper reached a point eight miles west of the tender. In the Attris’ chase-plane an automatic buzzer woke the pilot. He looked up at the glowing location chart above his bunk, saw the flashing red dot at the fringe of the eight-mile circle, swore sleepily, climbed out of the bunk and got on his direct line to the tender.


  “What do you want?” his skipper’s voice inquired hoarsely.


  “Got a stray showing,” the pilot began. “I—”


  “Go after it, stupid! You know things are supposed to look right around here!” The line went dead.


  The pilot scowled, yawned, sat down at the controls. The chase-plane slithered past the bow of the Attris, lifted into the air. Within a few minutes it was hovering above the cropping machine. The pilot directed an override beam at the cropper’s engine shed, twisted the override control knobs and discovered that the cropper’s automatic steering mechanisms were not responding. He muttered in annoyance. He’d have to reset them manually.


  He brought the plane down, tethered the cropper to it, walked along a planking to the machine shed, opened the door and stepped inside. An instant later, there was a wild screech from within the shed, then a brief, violent splashing in the water beneath it. That ended, was followed presently by deep, croaking noises with odd overtones of human speech.


  A sea hag appeared in the door of the shed, the unconscious and half-drowned pilot slung across its shoulder. Another hag came out behind it. They were breathing air with apparent difficulty, but they were breathing. The first one climbed into the plane with the pilot. The other detached the cropper, kicked it off, and joined its companion.


  The plane swung about, rose from the surface and sped away, due west.


  Shortly before daybreak, heavy fog rolled in over the shore ranches of the continental coast, drifted inland. The Giard Pharmaceuticals Station was thickly blanketed by it. Inside, most sections of the station were dark and deserted. But Parrol’s office was lit; and in it a bulky figure with a grotesquely ugly, gray-mottled head, encased in a cloaklike garment which appeared to have been cut in haste out of a length of canvas, was painstakingly at work before a stenog machine. The screen above the machine showed the enlargement of a lengthy coded message. A number of minor deletions and revisions were being produced in it now. Finally, the cloaked shape switched off the machine. The screen disappeared, and a bloated-looking gray forefinger pushed at a tab on the side of the stenog. Two cards covered with microprint popped out on the table. The figure picked them up, glanced at them, came heavily to its feet.


  From the open door to the office, a harsh, roughened voice, which nevertheless was recognizably the voice of Nile Etland, said, “I was finally able to contact Freasie, Dan. She’s on her way to the hospital to set things up. Thirty minutes from now, we’ll be able to get in quietly any time by the service entrance.


  Nobody but Freasie and Dr. Tay will know we’re there or what condition we’re in.”


  Parrol said, “Half an hour is about what it should take here.” His voice was as distorted as hers but also recognizable. “I’ll tell Fiawa, of course, that we’ll be at the hospital.”


  “Yes, he should know.”


  “Did you explain to Freasie what happened?”


  “Not in detail.” Nile came into the room. She, too, wore a makeshift cloak covering everything but her head yet not adequately concealing the fact that the body beneath it was a ponderous caricature of her normal shape. “I told her we picked up the infection that hit the sea beef herds, and that when she sees us we’ll look as if we’d been dead and waterlogged for the past two weeks.”


  Parrol grunted. “Not a bad description! We were prettier as deepwater sea hags than in this half-way state!”


  “Do you still seem to be swelling?”


  He held up his deformed fingers, studied them. “Apparently. I don’t believe they looked as bad as that half an hour ago. I also feel as if most of my innards were being slowly pulled apart.”


  “I have that, too,” Nile said. “I’m afraid we may be in for a very unpleasant time, Dan. But we definitely are changing back.”


  “Trying to change back?”


  “Yes. No way of knowing exactly what will happen. But the sea beef may have been able to reverse the process successfully. Perhaps we can, too. And perhaps we can’t.” She looked across the room to an armchair in which the chase-plane pilot sprawled. His clothing, the chair, and the carpet beneath were soaked with water, and his eyes were closed. “How’s our trigger-happy friend doing?”


  “I don’t know,” Parrol said. “I haven’t paid him any attention since I dumped him there. He doesn’t seem to have moved. I expect dragging him in through the shore swamps on the last stretch didn’t do him much good.”


  Nile went over to the pilot, reached for his wrist, announced after a moment, “He’s alive, anyway. I picked up some dope in the lab office. I’ll give him a shot to make sure he stays quiet until the police come for him. Any immediate plans for Ilium Weldrow?”


  “No,” Parrol said. “I was hoping we’d find him still here. I would have enjoyed seeing his face when we walked in on him. But we’ll leave him to Fiawa. Let’s get out our reports and get the show on the road.”


  Nile brought a dope gun out from under her cloak, bent briefly over the pilot with it, replaced it and joined Parrol at the communicator. He was feeding the cards into the telewriting attachment.


  “They’re for Dabborn at Narcotics,” he said. “I used his personal code. I’ve warned him there may be a leak in the office and that if he tries to talk to me from there, the higher-ups in the nidith business could get the word immediately and take steps to avoid being implicated. We’ll talk to Fiawa at his home. He and Dabborn can get together then and work out the details of the operation.”


  Nile nodded. Parrol turned on the communicator, dialed a number. The connection light went on immediately. He depressed the transmission button on the telewriter.


  A woman’s voice said quietly, “Message received. Do you want to wait for a reply?”


  Parrol remained silent. Some ten seconds later, the connection light went out.


  “Dabborn’s secretary,” he said. “So he’s in the office. Now let’s get our chief of police out of bed, and things should start moving.” He flicked out the cards, dropped them into a disposer, dialed another number.


  It took Fiawa about a minute to get to the communicator. Then his deep, sleep-husky voice announced, “Fiawa speaking. Who is it?”


  “For a man,” Machon observed, “who’s just put in seven weeks in the hospital—too deathly ill to see visitors—you seem remarkably fit!”


  Parrol grinned across the dinner table at him.


  “I had a few visitors,” he said. “Dabborn and Fiawa dropped in from time to time to let me know how they were coming along with the nidith operation.”


  “They’ve done a bang-up job of rounding up the Agenes gang!” the secretary of the Ranchers Association assured him. “A couple of the big shots just might get off. The rest of them are nailed down!”


  “I know it—and I’m glad I’ll be there as a prosecution witness.” Parrol hesitated, added, “Strictly speaking, neither Nile nor I have been ill. We were extremely uncomfortable for a while, but we could have received visitors any time after the first two weeks in the hospital. But Nile insisted no one should see us until we were ready to be discharged, and except for talking to Dabborn and Fiawa I’ve gone along with her in that. I think I can tell you about it privately now. She’s prepared a paper for her xenobiological society covering the whole affair, and the paper will be out in a few weeks. But I warn you Nile still wouldn’t want the details of our experience to become general knowledge.”


  “Don’t worry—I can keep my mouth shut,” Machon told him. “Go ahead.”


  “Well, I’ll give you Nile’s theory. It seems essentially correct. There’s that fraya-chalot symbiosis pattern. Temporarily it’s a complete symbiosis in every sense. The fraya has to be adapted to underwater living for a short period each year, then readapted promptly to surface living. And the frayas are pseudomammalian. Their bodies are no more capable of rearranging themselves suddenly to such a drastic extent than the sea beef’s or our own.”


  “Wait a minute!” Machon said. “The way I got it, you did adapt—fantastically! You and Nile literally turned into sea hags, didn’t you?”


  “We did—but we didn’t actually change. The chalot was building on to what was there. What we had to do was supply material for it to work with. In other words, we ate. When the changes are of a minor kind, you get hungry. When they’re major ones, you find yourself periodically ravenous. The chalot builds its structures and maintains them. It has to be fed, or the structures collapse. If you don’t supply it with extraneous food, it starts in on your body reserves. We found that out. You feel you’re starving to death fast, which probably is exactly what would happen if you did nothing about it. So you eat compulsively.


  “The chalot has to accomplish two things with its host animals. It has to enable them to get down into the fire forests and live there a time so they can eat the adult chalot plants and release the seeds of the plants by doing it. And it has to avoid killing or injuring the host, so the host can come back next year and repeat the process. It does nothing directly to the host body unless it has to draw on it for food. It turns itself into body supplements which combine with the host body to perform various functions. It’s an unstable unit, but it’s a unit which can exist for a while on the bottom of the ocean trenches.


  “It remains a unit only as long as there is chalot around to keep it up. The frayas feed on the adult plants in the rifts, and they retain their underwater form throughout the breeding season. Then they’ve cleaned out the current crop of chalot and come back to the surface. The sea beef that got out into the Continental Rift here remained underwater breathers and feeders only for the days it took the cloud of chalot spores that had originated in the Tuskason Rift to pass through on the Meral. There are no chalot plants in the local fire forests, so up the beef came again. They were pretty plump animals when they were brought in, weren’t they?”


  “Yes,” Machon said. “That fire forest diet didn’t hurt them any. In fact, they seem to have thrived on it. But what they’d put on was mostly fat.”


  Parrol said wryly, “Uh-huh! Mostly fat . . . Nile and I picked up a load of the spores in one of the ranch farms here and probably another one in the water beyond the shelf. The spores added waterbreathing equipment to our systems but nothing else, until we had to go down in the Tuskason Rift. We needed a complete change then and got it. We turned into the chalot’s human deep-water variant—sea hags—on the way. But we stayed sea hags only a few hours because the spores we’d originally absorbed here were being used up in maintaining the change structures, and there was no live chalot left in the Tuskason Rift to replace them.


  “The chalot evidently has had genetic experience with a wide variety of hosts. The fraya is the only native host left, but Nandy-Cline was swarming once with pseudomammals of that class. We can assume that many of them had a similar symbiotic relationship with the chalot the fraya still has, because the adaptations the chalot performs vary with the species and are according to the needs of the species. The sea beef really showed much less change than the fraya does in its underwater form.


  “On the other hand, the change from an air-breathing human to a deep-water sea hag is an extremely radical one. The chalot went all out on us, and at intervals during those hours we had to eat ravenously to give it what it needed to maintain the form. Lord, how we ate!


  “And then we were up on the surface again and began to change back. Nile didn’t mention it at the time, but she suspected what was happening when she saw the manner in which we were changing back.”


  “Yes?” said Machon.


  “Fat,” Parrol said. “When all that elaborate, dense chalot structure which keeps you alive and in action under a thousand feet of ocean begins to break down, it’s converted into fat—the host body’s fat! That’s lovely if you’re a fraya. For them, it’s a kind of bonus they get out of their relationship with the chalot. They don’t have to eat for a month afterwards. In the sea beef it wasn’t too noticeable because the chalot hadn’t added too much to them to start with.


  “But Nile and I—!”


  He shook his head. “I won’t drag in all the grisly details, but Dr. Tay had to use plastiskin to hold us together. Literally. We were monstrous. He had us floating in tanks and kept whittling away at us surgically for the first ten days. After that, he figured a crash diet would see us through. It did, but it’s taken almost two months to get back to normal—and it wasn’t more than two weeks ago that Nile would let even me see her again.


  “She’s got that old figure back now, but her vanity’s still hurt. She’ll get over it presently. But if anyone happens to smile when they mention something overweight—like sea beef—to her for another month or so, my guess is they’ll still be inviting a fast fist in the eye.”


  RESEARCH ALPHA


  The aim of the experiment was only to make a superhuman. It succeeded far beyond that goal!


  I


  Barbara Ellington felt the touch as she straightened up from the water cooler. It was the lightest of touches, but quite startling—momentary, tiny flick of something ice-cold against the muscle of her right arm at the shoulder.


  She twisted quickly and rather awkwardly around from the cooler, then stared in confusion at the small well-dressed, bald-headed man who stood a few feet behind her, evidently awaiting his turn for a drink.


  “Why, good afternoon, Barbara,” he said pleasantly.


  Barbara was now feeling embarrassment. “I . . .” she began incoherently. “I didn’t know anyone else was near, Dr. Gloge. I’m finished now!”


  She picked up the briefcase she had set against the wall when she stopped for a drink and went on dong the bright-lit corridor. She was a tall, lean-bodied girl—perhaps a little too tall but, with her serious face and smooth, brown hair, not unattractive. At the moment, her cheeks burned. She knew she walked with wooden, self-conscious stiffness, wondering if Dr. Gloge was peering after hex, puzzled by her odd behavior at the water cooler.


  “Rut something did touch me,” she thought.


  At the turn of the corridor, she glanced back. Dr. Gloge had had his drink, and was walking off unhurriedly in the opposite direction. Nobody else was in sight.


  After she’d turned the comer, Barbara reached up with her left hand and rubbed the area of her upper arm where she had felt that tiny, momentary needle of ice. Had Dr. Gloge been responsible for—well, for whatever it had been? She frowned and shook her head. She’d worked in Gloge’s office for two weeks immediately after she’d been employed here. And Dr. Henry Gloge, head of the biology section at Research Alpha, while invariably polite, even courteous, was a cold, quiet, withdrawn character, completely devoted to his work.


  He was not at all the kind of man who would consider it humorous to play a prank on a stenographer.


  And it hadn’t, in fact, been a prank.


  From Dr. Henry Gloge’s point of view, the encounter with Barbara Ellington in the fifth floor hallway that afternoon had been a very fortunate accident. A few weeks earlier he had selected her to be one of two unwitting subjects for Point Omega Stimulation.


  His careful plans had included a visit to her bedroom apartment when she was not there. He had installed equipment that might, be of value later in his experiment. And it was not until these preliminaries were accomplished that he had headed for the steno pool, only to find that Barbara had been transferred out of the department.


  Gloge dared not risk inquiring about her. For if the experiment had undesirable results, no one must suspect a connection between a lowly typist and himself. And even if it were successful, secrecy might continue to be necessary.


  Gloge chafed at the delay. When on the fourth day of his search for her he suddenly recognized her walking along a hallway fifty feet ahead of him, it seemed as if fate was on his side after all.


  As the girl paused at a water cooler, he came up behind her. Quickly, he made sure that no one else was in view. Then he drew the needle jet gun and aimed it at her shoulder muscles. The gun carried a gaseous compound of the Omega serum, and the only sign of a discharge, when he fired it, was a thin line of mist from the needle end to her skin.


  His task then accomplished, Gloge hastily slipped the Instrument into the holster inside his coat and buttoned his coat.


  Barbara, still carrying her briefcase, presently came to title offices of John Hammond, special assistant to the president of Research Alpha, which lay on the fifth floor of what was generally considered the most important laboratory complex on Earth. Alex Sloan, the president, was on the floor above.


  Barbara paused before the massive black door with Hammond’s name on it. She gazed possessively at the words Scientific Liaison and Investigation lettered on the panel. Then she took a small key from her briefcase, slipped it into the door lock and pressed to the right.


  The door swung silently back. Barbara stepped through into the outer office, heard the faint click as the door closed behind her.


  There was no one in sight. The desk of Helen Wendell, Hammond’s secretary, stood across the room with a number of papers on it. The door to the short hall which led to Hammond’s private office was open. From it Barbara heard Helen’s voice speaking quietly.


  Barbara Ellington had been assigned to Hammond—actually, to Helen Wendell—only ten days before. Aside from the salary increase, part of her interest in the position had been the intriguing if somewhat alarming figure of John Hammond himself, and an expectation that she would find herself in the center of the behind-the-scene operations of Scientific Liaison and Investigation. In that, she had so far been disappointed.


  Barbara walked over to Helen Wendell’s desk, took some papers from her briefcase, and was putting them into a basket when her eye caught the name of Dr. Henry Gloge on a note in the adjoining basket. Entirely on impulse—because she had seen the man only minutes before—she bent over the paper.


  The note was attached to a report. It was a reminder to Hammond that he was to see Dr. Gloge today at three-thirty in connection with Gloge’s Omega project. Barbara glanced automatically at her watch; it was now five minutes to three.


  Unlike most of the material she handled, this item was at least partly understandable. It referred to a biological project, “Point Omega Stimulation.” Barbara couldn’t remember having heard of such a project while she was working under Dr. Gloge. But that was hardly surprising—the biological section was one of the largest in Research Alpha. From what she was reading, the project had to do with “the acceleration of evolutionary processes” in several species of animals, and the only real information in the report seemed to be that a number of test animals had died and been disposed of.


  Was the great John Hammond spending his time on this sort of thing?


  Disappointed, Barbara put tot report back into the basket and went on to her own office.


  As she sat down at her desk, Barbara noticed a stack of papers which hadn’t been there when she had left on her errand. Attached to them was a note in Helen’s large, dear handwriting. The note said:


  
    Barbara,


    This came in unexpectedly and must be typed today. It obviously will require several hours of overtime. If you have made special arrangements for the evening, let me know and I’ll have a typist sent up from the pool to do this extra work.

  


  Barbara felt an instant pang of possessive jealousy. This was her job, her office! She definitely did not want some other girl coming in.


  Unfortunately, she did have a date. But to keep an intruder from taking her place in John Hammond’s office, even if only for a few hours, was the more important matter. That was her instant decision, needing no second thought. But she sat still a moment, biting her lip; for that moment she was a woman considering how to put off a male who had a quick temper and no patience. Then she picked up the telephone and dialed a number.


  For some months now, Barbara had settled her hopes for the future on Vince Strather, a technician hi the photo Jab. When his voice came on the telephone, she told him what had happened, finished contritely, “I’m afraid I can’t get out of it very well, Vince, so soon after starting here.”


  She could almost feel Vince absorbing the impact of the denial she was communicating; she had discovered quickly in their brief romance that he was trying to move her towards premarital intimacy, a step she was wholly determined not to take.


  She was relieved now, when he accepted her explanation. She replaced the receiver, feeling very warm toward him. “I really do love him!” she thought.


  It was a few moments later that she suddenly felt dizzy.


  The feeling was peculiar, not like her usual headaches. She could feel it build up, a giddy, light swirling which seemed both within and without her, as if she were weightless, about to drift out of the chair, turning slowly over and over.


  Almost simultaneously, she became aware of a curious exhilaration, a sense of strength and wellbeing, quite unlike anything she could remember. The sensations continued for perhaps twenty seconds . . . then they faded and were gone, almost as abruptly as they had come.


  Confused and somewhat shaken, Barbara straightened up in her chair. For a moment she considered taking aspirin. But there seemed no reason for that. She didn’t feel ill. It even seemed to her that she felt more awake and alert.


  She was about to return to her typing when she became aware of a movement out of the comer of her eye. She looked up and saw that John Hammond had paused in the doorway of her little office.


  Barbara froze, as she always did in his presence, then slowly she turned to face him.


  Hammond stood there, staring at her thoughtfully. He was a man about six feet tall, with dark brown hair and steel gray eyes. He seemed to be about forty years old and he was built like an athlete. Yet it was not his appearance of physical strength but the fine intelligence of his face and eyes that had always impressed her during the ten days since she had been assigned to his office. She thought now, not for the first time: “This is what really great people are like.”


  “Are you all right, Barbara?” Hammond asked. “For a moment, I thought you were going to fall out of your chair.”


  It was highly disturbing to Barbara to realize that her dizzy spell had been observed. “I’m sorry, Mr. Hammond,” she murmured shyly. “I must have been daydreaming.” He gazed at her a moment longer, then nodded, turned and walked off.


  II


  On leaving Barbara, Gloge went down several floors and stationed himself behind a pile of shipping crates. These were in a passage across from the locked door of the main photo lab storeroom. On the dot of 3:15, a door farther along the passage opened. A lanky scowling, redheaded young man wearing a stained white smock over his street clothes, pushing a loaded handtruck ahead of him, appeared and turned down the passage towards Gloge and the laboratory storeroom.


  It was the end of the lab shift. Gloge had discovered that one of the regular duties of Vincent Strather, Barbara Ellington’s boy friend, was to return certain materials to the storeroom at this hour.


  Peering through the slats of a crate, Dr. Gloge watched Strather’s approach. He was, he realized, much more tense and nervous now than he had been when he had given Barbara the injection. Of himself, Vincent Strather was not the kind of subject Dr. Gloge would have chosen—the young man was too angry, too bitter. But the fact that he was Barbara’s friend and that they spent their spare time together, should be useful in the further steps of the experiment—so it seemed to Dr. Gloge.


  Sliding his hand under his coat where the jet gun rested, he moved quickly out into the passage and across it toward Vince Strather.


  Even as he pressed the trigger, he knew his nervousness had betrayed him.


  The needle tip of the gun had been too far away from Strather; a foot; almost two feet too far. At that greater distance the jet stream, emerging from the needle at nearly a thousand miles an hour, had time to spread and slow down. It caught Strather high up on the shoulder blade and tugged at his skin as it entered. For Strather, the sensation must have been that of a sharp impact. He jumped and cried out, then stood shuddering, as if in shock—long enough for Gloge to slip the little gun back into its holster and close up his coat.


  But that was all. Vince Strather whirled. His hands caught Gloge by the arms, and his angry face glared down into the Doctor’s.


  “You damn jerk!” he shouted. “What did you hit me with just now? Who the hell are you, anyway?”


  For a moment, Dr. Gloge felt appalled. Then he tried to twist out of Strather’s hard grip. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” he said breathlessly.


  He stopped. He saw that Vince was gazing past his shoulder. The young man’s grip relaxed suddenly, and Gloge was able to free himself. He turned and looked behind him. He felt a stunned, incredulous dismay.


  John Hammond was coming along the passage, gray eyes fastened questioningly upon them. Gloge could only hope desperately that he had not been in sight when the gun was being fired.


  Hammond came up and said in a tone of easy authority: “Dr. Gloge, what’s going on here?”


  “Doctor!” Vince Strather repeated, in a startled voice.


  Gloge put puzzled indignation in his tone: “This young man appears to be under the impression that I struck him just now. Needless to say, I did nothing of the kind and don’t understand what gave him such an idea.”


  He looked frowningly back at Strather. Strather’s gaze shifted uncertainly between them. He was obviously abashed by John Hammond’s presence and Gloge’s tide but not yet over his anger.


  He said sullenly, “Well, something hit me. At least it felt that way! When I looked around, he was standing there. So I thought he’d done it.”


  “I was passing you,” Dr. Gloge corrected him. “You exclaimed something and I stopped.” He shrugged, smiled. “And that’s all I did, young man! I certainly had no reason to strike you.”


  Strather said grudgingly, “I guess I was mistaken.”


  Dr. Gloge said promptly, “Then let’s call it an error and forget it!” He held out his hand.


  Strather reached out reluctantly and shook it, then looked at Hammond. When Hammond remained silent, he turned away in obvious relief, took one of the boxes from the truck and disappeared into the storeroom with it.


  Hammond said, “I was on my way to your office, Doctor, where I expect to have an interview with you in a few minutes on the Omega project. I presume you were heading in that direction.”


  “Yes, yes.” Gloge fell into step beside the bigger man. He was thinking: “Did he see anything?” His companion gave no sign.


  A few minutes later, as he gazed across the gleaming desk of his private office at John Hammond, Gloge had the uneasy feeling of a criminal confronted by the law. It had always amazed him that this man—Hammond—could make him feel at very least like a small boy.


  Yet the discussion that now developed began with a reassuring statement from the bigger man: “This is a completely informal conversation, Doctor. I am not representing President Sloan at the moment—even less the Board of Regents. That has been deliberately arranged. It will make it possible for both of us to speak quite frankly.” Dr. Gloge said, “Have there been complaints about my work here?” Hammond nodded. “You can’t have remained entirely unaware of it, Doctor. You’ve been asked to amplify your project reports, make them more detailed and specific, three times within the last two months alone.”


  Gloge was reluctantly deciding that he would have to tell some of his data.


  He said with apparent openness, “My reluctance to communicate has been due to a strictly scientific dilemma. Things were happening in the experiment but their meaning was not clear to me until very recently.”


  “There is a feeling,” said Hammond in his steady voice, “that your project is failing.”


  Dr. Gloge said sharply, “The accusation is unworthy!”


  Hammond looked at him, said, “No accusations have been made—as yet. That’s why I’m here today. You have reported no successes within the past six months, you know.”


  “Mr. Hammond, there have been many failures. Within the limited framework of the present stages of the project experiments, that is exactly what should be expected.”


  “Limited in what way?”


  “Limited to the lower, less complicated forms of animal life.”


  “That,” said Hammond mildly, “is a limitation you yourself have imposed on the project.”


  Dr. Gloge agreed. “True. The conclusions I’ve been able to form at such lower levels have been invaluable. And the fact that the results of the experiments have been almost invariably negative, in the sense that as a usual result the subject animals evolved into nonviable forms, is completely unimportant.”


  “As a usual result,” Hammond repeated. “Then not all of them died quickly?”


  Gloge bit his lip. That was not an admission he had intended to make at this initial stage in the discussion.


  He said, reluctantly, “In a respectable percentage of the cases, the subject animals survived the first injection.”


  “And the second?”


  Gloge hesitated. But there was no turning back. “The survival percentage drops very sharply at that point,” he said. “I don’t recall the exact figures.”


  “And the third?”


  He was really being forced to make revelations. Dr. Gloge said, “To date, three animals have survived the third injection. All three were of the same species—Cryptobranchus.”


  “The hellbender,” said Hammond. “Well! A large salamander . . . Now, the third injection, according to your theory, should advance an animal along the evolutionary line stimulated in it to a point which might be reached through half a million years of natural evolution. Would you say such a result was achieved in these three cases?”


  Dr. Gloge said, “Since Cryptobranchus might be considered with some reason to be a species in which evolutionary development is at a practical standstill, I should say that much more was achieved.”


  “What were the observable changes?”


  Gloge had been bracing himself as he made one admission after another. He was striving to decide exactly when he could start resisting the interrogation.


  Now! he thought.


  He said aloud, trying to appear frank, “Mr. Hammond, I’m beginning to realize that I was in error in not making more positive reports. I can’t believe that you are really interested in these superficial accounts. Why not let me summarize my observations for you?”


  Hammond’s gray eyes were clam and steady. “Go ahead,” he said in an even tone.


  Gloge outlined his conclusions, then. The interesting features were two-fold, probably equally important.


  One of these was that there remained in all life forms a wide evolutionary choice. For reasons that were not yet clear, the Omega serum stimulated one of these potential developments and no subsequent stimulation could alter the mutational direction. Most of these developments led to extinction.


  “The second feature,” said Gloge, “is that the chances for success increase as the life form becomes more highly evolved.”


  Hammond said, interested, “What you’re saying is that when you finally start working with the more active mammals and eventually monkeys, you expect more and better results?”


  “I have no doubt about it,” said Dr. Gloge, firmly.


  A secondary aspect—Gloge continued—was that brain areas which controlled the inhibition of simple reflexes often seemed to be the source of new neural growth and of sensory extension. The serum apparently intensified these effort points, increasing their operational flexibility. What went wrong was that all too often such one-sided inhibitory amplification ended in nonsurvival.


  However, in Cryptobranchus, the roof of the mouth developed small functional gills. The hide thickened into segmented, horny armor. Short, grooved fangs were acquired and connected to glands that produced a mild hematoxic venom. The eyes disappeared, but areas in the skin developed sight-level sensitivity to light.


  Gloge shrugged, finished: “There were other changes, but these would seem the most dramatic ones.”


  “They sound sufficiently dramatic,” said Hammond. “What happened to the two specimens which were not dissected?”


  Dr. Gloge realized that his diversion had not worked. “They were given the fourth injection, of course,” he said resignedly.


  “The one,” Hammond asked, A “which was to advance them to a point a million years along the evolutionary line they were following—”


  “Or,” Dr. Gloge said, “to the peak-point of that evolutionary line. The equating of the four stages of the stimulation process to the passing of specific periods of normal evolutionary development—twenty thousand years, fifty thousand, five hundred thousand, and one million years—is, of course, hypothetical and generalized. My calculations indicate that in many species of which we have knowledge in that area the two points might be approximately the same.”


  Hammond nodded. “I understand, Doctor. And what happened after your evolved Cryptobranchus received the fourth injection?”


  “I cannot give you a precise answer to that, Mr. Hammond. In appearance it was a very rapid breakdown of the entire structure. Within two hours, both specimens literally dissolved,” Gloge answered tensely.


  “In other words,” Hammond said, “Point Omega Stimulation directs Cryptobranchus and, in fact, every species to which it has been applied into one of the many blind alleys of evolution.”


  Dr. Gloge said curtly, “So far it has done that.”


  Hammond was silent, then: “One more point,” he said. “It’s been suggested that you might consider taking on a sufficiently qualified assistant in this work. Research Alpha probably could obtain Sir Hubert Roland for a project of such interest.”


  Dr. Gloge said coldly, “With all due respect for Sir Hubert Roland’s accomplishments, I would regard him as a meddler here! If the attempt is made to force him on me, I shall resist it.”


  “Well,” Hammond said easily, “let’s not make any unalterable decisions at the moment. As I mentioned, this has been a completely informal discussion.” He glanced at his watch. “I’m afraid we’ll have to terminate it now. Would you have time to see me in my office one week from today at ten o’clock, Doctor? I wish to carry this matter a little further, and that will be my first free time.”


  Dr. Gloge had difficulty restraining his feeling of triumph. Today was Wednesday. He had selected it as his starting time because he had wanted his subjects to be away from their place of work over the weekend.


  Between now and Saturday, he would undoubtedly accomplish the first two injections on the young couple.


  By the following Wednesday, the third, perhaps even the fourth shot would have been administered and all strong reactions either taken care of or the experiment terminated.


  To cover up his elation, Gloge said in the tone of one making a concession, “As you wish, Mr. Hammond.”


  III


  Dr. Henry Gloge was awake much of the night, vacillating between hopes and fears of what he would find when he went to check on the first results of Point Omega Stimulation in human beings. If they were obviously negative, he would have only one choice.


  It could be called murder.


  Dr. Gloge approached that subject in a detached, undisturbed frame of mind. He had several times in his work secretly carried on a more advanced experiment while, ostensibly, following the step-by-step scientific method. Thus fortified by special knowledge, he had in the past been able to plan lower-step work with the sometimes intuitive insights gained from his unpublicized private investigation.


  The importance of the Omega project to him justified a similar expedient. Objectively considered, in the light of such a goal, the lives of the two young people he had chosen for the experiment were, of no value. Their destruction, if it became necessary, would be in the same category as the slaughter of other experimental subjects.


  With human beings there was, of course, an element of personal risk involved for himself. It was that realization that troubled him, now that he had made the first injection. Time and again, Dr. Gloge awakened out of a nightmare-riddled half-sleep, to quail anew at the knowledge and to lie sweating with anxiety until he slid back into exhausted slumber.


  When four o’clock came, it was almost with relief that he arose, fortified himself with several tablets of a powerful stimulant, made a last check of his preparations, and set out across town toward the house where the Ellington girl had a room.


  He drove in a black panel truck that he had bought and equipped for his experiment.


  He arrived at his destination about a quarter past five. It was a quiet residential street, a tree-lined avenue in one of the older sections of the city, approximately eight miles west of the Research Alpha complex. Two hundred yards from the house, Dr. Gloge pulled the small truck up to the curb on the opposite side of the street and shut off the motor.


  For the past week, a miniature audio pickup-recorder, inserted under the bark of a sycamore tree across the street from the house, had been trained on Barbara Ellington’s second-floor room, its protruding head cunningly painted to resemble a rusty nail. Dr. Gloge now took the other part of the two-piece instrument from the dashboard compartment of the truck, inserted the plug in his ear, and switched it on.


  After perhaps half a minute of twisting the tuning dial back and forth, he felt his face whiten. He had tested the instrument at night on two occasions during the past week. It was quite sensitive enough to pick up the sounds of breathing and even the heartbeat of anyone in the room; and so he knew with absolute certainty that Barbara Ellington’s room had no living occupant at this moment.


  Quickly, he attached the recording playback mechanism to the little device, turned it back one hour, and put the plug into his ear again. Almost at once, he relaxed.


  Barbara Ellington had been in that room, asleep, an hour ago breath even and undisturbed, heart beat strong and slow. Dr. Gloge had listened to similar recordings of too many experimental animals to have the slightest doubt. This subject had moved up successfully, unharmed, to the first stage of Point Omega Stimulation!


  The impact of his triumph after the ghastly fears of the night was very strong. Dr. Gloge needed several minutes to compose himself. Finally, he was able to move the recorder by ten-minute steps to a point where the Ellington girl obviously was awake and moving about the room. He listened with absorbed fascination, feeling almost able to visualize from moment to moment exactly what she was doing. At one point, she stood still for some seconds and then uttered a low, warm laugh which sent thrills of delight through the listening scientist. Perhaps a minute later, he heard a door being closed. After that, there was only the empty, lifeless silence which had startled him so badly.


  Barbara Ellington had awakened that Thursday morning with a thought she had never had before. It was: “Life doesn’t have to be serious!”


  She was contemplating this frivolous notion with the beginning of amazement when a second thought came which she had also never had in her entire previous existence. “What is this mad drive to enslave myself to a man?”


  The thought seemed natural and obviously true. It had no general rejection of men in it. She still—it seemed to her—loved Vince . . . but differently.


  Thought of Vince brought a smile. She had already noted in one of numerous, quick, darting glances around the room that it was nearly two hours before her usual rising time. The sun was peering through her bedroom window at that almost horizontal angle which, in the past, had seemed to her a horrifying threat that she would be robbed of precious sleep.


  Now, it struck her: “Why don’t I call Vince and we’ll go for a drive before I have to go to work?”


  She reached for the phone, then considered and drew back. Let the poor man sleep a little longer.


  She dressed swiftly, but with more than usual care. When she glanced at the mirror, it occurred to her that she was better looking than she had realized.


  . . . Very much better looking! she decided an instant later. Intrigued, for a moment amazed, she went up to the mirror, studied the face in it. Her face, familiar. But also the face of a radiant stranger. Another awareness came and the bright, glowing, blue mirror-eyes holding hers seemed to widen.


  “I feel twice as alive as I ever have before!”


  Surprise . . . pleasure . . . and suddenly: “Shouldn’t I wonder why!”


  The mirror-face frowned slightly, then laughed at her.


  There had been a change, a wonderful one, and the change was not yet complete. There was a sense of shifting deep inside her, of flows of brightness along the edges of her mind. Curiosity had stirred, but it was light, not urgent or anxious. “When I want to know, I will know!” Barbara told herself . . . and, with that, the trace of curiosity was dismissed.


  “And now.”


  She glanced once more around the little room. For over a year, it had held her, contained her, sheltered her. But she didn’t want shelter now. The room couldn’t hold her today!


  She decided, smiling, “I’ll go and wake up Vince.”


  She rang Vince’s doorbell five times before she heard him stirring inside. Then his voice called harshly, thickly, “Who is that?” Barbara laughed. “It’s me!”


  “Good God!”


  The lock clicked back and the door opened. Vince stood staring at her with bloodshot eyes. He’d pulled a robe on over his pajamas; his bony face was flushed and his red hair tangled.


  “What are you doing up at this hour?” he demanded as Barbara stepped past him into the apartment. “It’s half-past five!”


  “It’s a wonderful morning. I couldn’t stay in bed. I thought I’d get you to go for a drive with me before I went to work.”


  Vince pulled the door shut, blinked at her incredulously. “Go for a drive!” he repeated.


  Barbara asked, “Aren’t you feeling well, Vince? You look almost as if you’re running a fever.”


  Vince shook his head. “I don’t feel feverish, but I sure don’t feel well either. I don’t know what’s the matter. Come on and sit down. Want some coffee?”


  “Not especially. I’ll make some for you, if you like.”


  “Nah, don’t bother. I’m sort of nauseated right now.” Vince sat down on the couch of the little living room, fished cigarettes and matches from a pocket of his robe, lit a cigarette and grimaced. “That doesn’t taste too good either!” He scowled at Barbara. “Something pretty damn funny happened yesterday! And I’m not sure—”


  He hesitated.


  “Not sure of what, Vince?”


  “That that isn’t why I’m feeling this way.” Vince paused again, shook his head, muttered, “Sounds crazy, I guess. You know that Dr. Gloge you worked for once?”


  It seemed to Barbara as if whole sections of her mind lit up in brilliance at that instant. She heard Vince start to tell his story. But—except for John Hammond’s intervention—it was something she already knew.


  Part of a much bigger story . . . She thought: Why, that impudent little man! What a wild, wonderful, terrific thing to do!


  Excitement raced through her. The paper she had seen lying on Helen Wendell’s desk flashed into her mind, every word sharp and distinct—and not only the words!


  Now she understood. What they meant, what they implied, the possibilities concealed behind them—for herself, for Vince.


  Another feeling awoke. Sharp wariness.


  There was danger somewhere here! John Hammond . . . Helen . . . the hundreds of little impressions she’d received all suddenly flowed together into a picture clear but puzzling—of something supra-normal, she decided, amazed.


  Who were they? What were they doing? In a dozen different ways, they didn’t really fit in an organization like Research Alpha. But they had virtually complete control.


  Not that it mattered immediately. Yet she was certain of one thing. They were opposed to what Dr. Gloge was attempting through Point Omega Stimulation, would stop it if they could.


  “But they can’t!” she told herself. What Dr. Gloge had begun was right. She could fed the rightness of it like a song of triumph in every aspect of her being. She would have to make sure that it wasn’t stopped at this point.


  But she would need to be careful—and act quickly! It was incredibly bad luck that John Hammond had arrived almost while Dr. Gloge was giving Vince his first shot.


  “Do you think I should repost it?” Vince asked.


  “You’d look a little foolish if it turned out that you were coming down with the flu, wouldn’t you?” Barbara said lightly.


  “Yeah.” He sounded hesitant.


  “What does it fed like, aside from the nausea?”


  Vince described his symptoms. Not unlike her own—and she’d had a few bad moments before she went to sleep last night. Vince was going through an initial reaction period more prolonged and somewhat more severe than hers.


  She was aware of a fond impulse to reassure him. But she decided it would be unwise to tell him what she knew. Until he came out of his physical distress, such information might disturb him dangerously.


  She said urgently, “Look, you don’t have to go to work until tonight. So the best thing for you is to get a few more hours of sleep. If you start feeling worse, and would like me to take you to a doctor, give me a call and I’ll come and get you. Otherwise, I’ll phone at ten.”


  Vince agreed immediately. “I’m really awfully groggy. That’s a big part of it. I’ll just stretch out on the couch instead of going back to bed.”


  When Barbara left a few minutes later, her thoughts quickly turned away from Vince. She began to consider various methods she might use to approach Dr. Gloge this very day.


  Gloge reached the street where Vincent Strather lived and was looking for a parking place, when suddenly he saw Barbara Ellington emerge from the area of the apartment building and start across the street ahead of him.


  The girl was perhaps a hundred yards away. Dr. Gloge braked the panel truck hastily, pulled it in to the curb, rolled up behind another car parked there and stopped. He sat there, breathing hard at the narrow margin by which he had avoided being seen.


  Barbara had hesitated, glancing in the direction of the approaching truck, but now she was continuing across the street. Watching her swift, lithe stride, the proudly erect carriage of her body—comparing that picture with the frozen awkwardness he had observed in all her movements the day before—Dr. Gloge felt his last doubts resolve.


  It was in the human species that Point Omega Stimulation would achieve its purpose.


  His only regret now was that he had not arrived even as much as ten minutes earlier. The girl obviously had come to see Strather, had been with him until now. If he had found them together examination on a comparison basis could have been made of them simultaneously.


  The thought did not in the least diminish the tingling excitement that filled him as he watched Barbara’s brown car pull out into the street and move away. He waited until her car was out of sight, then drove the truck down to the alley beside the apartment building and turned in to it. His intention was to give Strather a careful physical examination.


  A few minutes later, Dr. Gloge watched a pointer in the small instrument he was holding drop to the zero mark on the dial. Pulling off the respirator clamped over his mouth and nose, he stood looking down at the body of Vincent Strather sprawled on the living room couch.


  Vincent Strather’s appearance was much less satisfactory than he had expected. Of course, the young man’s reddened face and bloodshot eyes sight be due to the paralyzing gas Dr. Gloge had released into the apartment as he edged open the back door. But there were other signs of disturbance; tension, distended blood vessels, skin discoloration. By comparison with Barbara Ellington’s vigor and high spirits, Strather looked drab and unimpressive.


  Nevertheless, he had survived the first shot.


  Gloge straightened, studied the motionless figure again, then went about the apartment quietly closing the window he had opened exactly one minute after releasing the instantly effective gas. The gas had dissipated now. When its effect on Strather wore off an hour or so from now, there would be nothing to tell the subject that anything had occurred here after Barbara Ellington had left.


  Tomorrow he would return and give Strather the second shot.


  As he locked the back door behind him and walked over to the panel truck, Dr. Gloge decided that he would have to come back and check both his subjects that night.


  He felt extremely confident It seemed to him that before anyone found out that it had been started, the Point Omega Stimulation experiment on human beings would have run its course.


  IV


  Hammond heard the bell sound as he was shaving in the bathroom of his living quarters which were located behind his office. He paused, then deliberately put down his razor and activated a hidden microphone in the wall.


  “Yes, John?” Helen’s voice came.


  “Who came in?”


  “Why—only Barbara.” She sounded surprised. “What makes you ask?”


  “The life range indicator just now registered an over-six read.”


  “On Barbara!” Helen sounded incredulous.


  “On somebody,” said Hammond. “Better have Special Servicing check the indicator out. Nobody else came in?”


  “No.”


  “Well—check it.” He broke the connection and finished shaving.


  The buzzer sounded in Barbara’s office a little later—the signal that she was to report with her notebook to Hammond’s office. She went, curious, wondering if he would notice any change in her. Much more important was her own desire to take a closer look at this strange, powerful man who was her boss.


  She walked into Hammond’s office and was about to sit in the chair he motioned her to, when something in his manner warned her. Barbara made an apologetic gesture.


  “Oh, Mr. Hammond—excuse me a moment.”


  She hurried out of the office and down the hall to the washroom. The moment she was inside, she dosed her eyes and mentally re-lived her exact feelings at the instant she had sensed—whatever it was.


  Not Hammond at all, she realized. It was the chair that had given forth some kind of energy flow. Eyes still closed, she strove to perceive what within herself had been affected. There seemed to be an exact spot in her brain that responded each time she reviewed the moment she had started to sit down.


  She couldn’t decide what the response was. But she thought: “I don’t have to let it be affected now that I know.”


  Relieved, she returned to Hammond’s office, seated herself in the chair and smiled at Hammond where he sat behind his great, gleaming, mahogany desk.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “But I’m ready now.”


  During the half hour that followed, she took shorthand with a tiny portion of her mind, and with the rest fought off a steady, progressively more aware battle against the energy pressure that flowed up at her in rhythmic waves from the chair.


  She had by now decided it was a nerve center that reacted to hypnotic suggestion, and so when Hammond said suddenly, “Close your eyes, Barbara!” she complied at once.


  “Raise your right hand!” he commanded.


  Up came her right hand, with the pen in it.


  He told her to place it back in her lap; and then swiftly put her through several tests—which she recognized as being of a more important kind.


  What interested her even more was that she could let the center respond and monitor the parts of the body that he named—without losing control. So that when he commanded her hand to be numb and suddenly reached over and stuck a needle into it, she felt no sensation; and so she did not react.


  Hammond seemed satisfied. After normalizing the feeling in her hand, he commanded: “In just a moment, I’m going to tell you to forget the tests we’ve just been doing, but you will remain completely under my control and answer truthfully any questions I ask you. Understand?”


  “Yes, Mr. Hammond.”


  “Very well, forget everything we’ve done and said since I first asked you to close your eyes. When the memory has completely faded, open your eyes.”


  Barbara waited about ten seconds. She was thinking: “What roused his suspicions so quickly? And why would he care?” She suppressed an excited conviction that she was about to discover something of the secret life that went on in this office. She had never heard of a hypnotizing chair.


  She opened her eyes.


  She swayed—an act—then caught herself. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Hammond.”


  Hammond’s gray eyes regarded her with deceptive friendliness. “You seem to be having problems this morning, Barbara.”


  “I really feel very well,” Barbara protested.


  “If there’s anything in your life that has changed recently,” he said quietly, “I want you to confide in me.


  That was the beginning of an intensive questioning into her past history. Barbara answered freely.


  Apparently Hammond was finally convinced, for he presently politely thanked her for the conversation and sent her off to type the letters he had dictated.


  As she sat at her desk a few minutes later, Barbara glanced up through the glass and saw Helen Wendell walking along the hall toward Hammond’s office, disappear into it.


  Hammond greeted Helen: “All the time I talked to Barbara, the life range indicator showed eight-four, above the hypnotizable range. And she told me nothing.”


  “How is it registering on me?” Helen asked.


  He glanced down at his right to the instrument in an open desk drawer.


  “Your usual eleven-three.”


  “And you?”


  “My twelve point seven.”


  “Perhaps only the middle ranges are out of order,” Helen said, and added, “Special Servicing will make their check after day-time office hours. All right?”


  Hammond hesitated, then agreed that there seemed to be no reason for breaking the rules of caution by which they operated.


  During the lunch hour, Barbara experienced a brief return of the dizziness. But she was alert now to the possibilities. Instead of simply letting it happen, she tried to be aware of every nuance of the feeling.


  There was a—shifting—taking place inside her.


  She sensed a flow of energy particles from various points in her body to other points. A specific spot in her brain seemed to be monitoring the flow.


  When the pulsations ceased—as abruptly as they had started—she thought: “That was more change taking place. I grew in some way in that minute.”


  She sat very still there in the restaurant, striving to evaluate what had changed. But she couldn’t decide.


  Nonetheless, she was content. Her impulse had been to seek out Dr. Gloge some time during the day in the hope that he would be wanting to give her a second injection That ended. Obviously, all the changes from the first shot had not yet taken place.


  She returned to Scientific Investigation and Liaison.


  The bell sound, as Barbara entered, caused Hammond to glance at the indicator. He stared at it for a long moment, then buzzed Helen Wendell.


  “Barbara now reads nine point two!” he said softly.


  Helen came to the door of his office. “You mean her reading has gone up?” She smiled. “Well, that settles it. It is the instrument.”


  “What makes you say that?” Hammond seemed strangely unsure.


  “In all my experience,” Helen said, “I’ve never seen anyone change for the better. There’s the slow drop as they grow older, but—” she stopped.


  The strong face was relaxing. Yet after a moment Hammond said, “Still—we never take chances, so I think I’ll keep her with me tonight. Do you mind?”


  “It’s a nuisance,” she said, “but all right.”


  “I’ll give her the conditioning that overwhelms twelve point 0 and higher. She’ll never know what hit her.”


  V


  It was shortly after dark when Dr. Henry Gloge parked his black van near Barbara’s home. He promptly tuned in on the audio device attached to the tree and adjusted the volume for pickup.


  After thirty seconds of silence, he began to frown. “Not again!” he thought; then, wearily, “Well, maybe she’s over at her boy friend’s.”


  He started the motor and presently drew up at the curb opposite Strather’s apartment. A quick check established that the lanky redhead was there—but alone.


  The young man was awake and in an angry state. As Gloge listened in, Vince savagely picked up the phone and dialed what must have been Barbara’s number, for presently he slammed the receiver down and muttered, “Doesn’t she know I’ve got to go to work tonight? Where can that girl be?”


  That, in rising alarm, was a question which Gloge asked himself as the evening wore on. He returned to the vicinity of Barbara’s boarding house. Until eleven P.M. the phone in her room rang periodically, testifying to Vince’s concern.


  When it had not rung for as hour, Gloge presumed that Strather had gone off to night duty. It was not a fact that could be left to surmise. He drove back to Vince’s apartment No sounds came from it.


  Gloge accordingly returned to the street where Barbara lived.


  He was tired now, so he rigged up an alarm system that would buzz him if Barbara entered her room; then, wearily, he crawled onto the cot in the back of the van and quickly fell into a deep deep.


  Earlier, as Barbara sat in her office a few minutes before closing time, she swayed and almost blacked out.


  Greatly alarmed, she emerged from her office and reported the feeling to Helen Wendell. She did not question the logic of seeking the help of Hammond’s blonde aide.


  The secretary was sympathetic, and promptly took her in to John Hammond. By this time Barbara had experienced several more brief blackouts. So she was grateful when Hammond unlocked the door behind his desk, led her through a luxurious living room and into what he called the “spare bedroom.” She undressed, slipped under the sheets and promptly went to sleep. Thus, subtly, she was captured.


  During the evening, Hammond and Helen Wendell took turns looking in on her.


  At midnight, the Special Servicing expert reported that the life range indicator was working properly and he himself checked the body of the sleeping girl. “I get nine two,” he said. “Who is she? New arrival?”


  The silence that greeted his remark abruptly startled him. “You mean she’s an Earther?”


  “At least,” said Helen Wendell after the man had departed, “there’s been no further change.”


  Hammond said, “Too bad she’s above the hypnotizable stage. Mere conditioning is actually a sorry substitute for what we need here—truth.”


  “What are you going to do?” Hammond did not make up his mind about that until after daybreak.


  “Since nine two is no real threat to us,” he said then, “we merely return to routine and keep aware that maybe somebody is doing something that we don’t know about. Perhaps we might even use a little ESP on her occasionally.”


  “Here—at Alpha?”


  Hammond stared thoughtfully at his beautiful aide. Normally, he trusted her reactions in such matters.


  She must have sensed what he was thinking, for she said quickly, “The last time we used extended perception, about 1800 Earthers tuned in on us. Of course, they thought of it merely as their imagination, but some of them compared notes. It was talked about for weeks, and some awfully important things were close to being revealed.”


  “We-l-l-l, okay, let’s be aware of her then.”


  “All right. On that basis I’ll wake her up.”


  As soon as she was in her office, Barbara phoned Vince. There was no answer. Which was not surprising. If he had worked the night shift, he would be dead to the world. She hung up and checked with the photo lab, and was much relieved when the night work list showed that Vince had signed in and out.


  As she sat at her desk that morning, Barbara felt extremely grateful to Hammond and his secretary for having been so helpful to her. But she was also slightly guilty. She suspected that she had been affected again by the injection that Gloge had given her.


  It was disconcerting to have been so strongly affected. “But I feel all right now!” she thought as she typed away at the pile of work Helen Wendell had put in her basket. Yet her mind was astir with plans. At ten o’clock, Helen sent her out with the usual morning briefcase full of memos and reports.


  Elsewhere—


  Gloge had awakened shortly after seven. Still no Barbara. Baffled, he shaved with his electric razor, drove to a nearby business thoroughfare and ate breakfast.


  He next went back to the street where Strather lived. A quick check established that the man was home. Gloge triggered his second charge of gas—and a few minutes later he was in the apartment.


  The young man had changed again to his pajamas, and he lay stretched out once more on the settee in his living room. If anything, the angry expression on his face was more pronounced.


  Gloge, needle in hand, hesitated. He was not happy with this subject. Yet he realized that there was no turning back at this stage. Without further pause holding the point almost against Strather’s body, he squeezed the trigger.


  There was no visible reaction.


  As he headed for his office at Research Alpha, Gloge’s thought was on the girl. Her absence was unfortunate. He had hoped to inject the serum into his two subjects at approximately the same time. Evidently that was not going to happen.


  VI


  A few minutes after he returned to his office, Dr. Gloge’s phone rang. His door was open, and he heard his secretary answer. The woman looked up over the receiver.


  “It’s for you, Doctor. That girl who worked here for a while—Barbara Ellington.”


  The shock that went through Gloge must have shown as disapproval, for the woman said hastily, “Shall I tell her you’re not in?” Gloge quivered with uncertainty. “No.” He paused; then, “I’ll take the call in here.”


  When he heard the clear, bell-like voice of the girl, Dr. Gloge felt tensely ready for anything.


  “What is it, Barbara?” he asked. “I’m supposed to bring some papers over to you,” her voice trilled in its alive, vital way. “I’m to give them to you only, so I wanted to make sure you would be there.”


  . . . Opportunity!


  It seemed to Gloge that he couldn’t have asked for a more favorable turn. His other subject would now come to his office where he could fire the second Infection into her and deal personally with any reaction.


  As it developed, there was no reaction that he could detect. She had turned away after delivering the papers to him, and that was when he fired the needle gun. It was a perfect shot. The girl neither jumped nor swung about; she simply kept going toward the door, opened it, and went through.


  Barbara did not return to Hammond’s office. She expected a strong physiological disturbance from the second injection, and she wanted to be in the privacy of her own room when it happened. It had cost her an effort not to react in front of Gloge.


  So she stayed in her bedroom, waited as long as she thought wise, and then phoned and told Helen Wendell that she was not well.


  Helen said sympathetically, “Well, I suppose it was to be expected after the bad night you had.”


  Barbara answered quickly, “I began to have dizzy spells and nausea. I panicked and rushed home.”


  “You’re home now?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll tell Mr. Hammond.”


  Barbara hung up, unhappy with those final words. But there was no way to stop his learning about her condition. She had a feeling she was in danger of losing her job. And it was too soon. Later, after the experiment, it wouldn’t matter, she thought uneasily.


  Perhaps she had better take the “normal” precautions of an employee. “After all,” she thought, “I probably show symptoms.” She called her doctor and made an appointment for the following day. Barbara replaced the receiver feeling a strange glee. “I ought to be in foul shape by tomorrow,” she thought, “from the second injection.”


  What Hammond did when he returned to his office late that afternoon was to sit in thought for a while after Helen reported to him Barbara’s situation.


  Then:


  “It doesn’t add up. Helen. I should have asked you before. Have you examined her file?”


  The blonde young woman smiled gravely. “I can tell you everything that’s in it, right from the top of my head. After all, I security-checked her. What do you want to know?”


  “You mean there’s nothing?”


  “Nothing that I could find.” Hammond hesitated no longer. He was accustomed to trusting Helen Wendell. Abruptly he threw up his hands. “All right. She’s got the whole weekend to be sick in. Call me when she comes in to work again. Did that report arrive from New Brasilia?”


  “It was sent to Manila Center.”


  “Are you serious? Let me talk to Ramon. There must be a reason!” Quickly he was absorbed in his new tasks.


  Barbara slept. When she awakened her clock said twelve after seven.


  It was daylight, early morning. She found that out in a sensational fashion. She went outside and looked . . . without moving from the bed!


  There she was lying in her bedroom; and there she was out in the street.


  Simultaneously.


  Involuntarily, she held her breath. Slowly, the outside scene faded, and she was back in the bed, wholly indoors.


  With a gasp, she started breathing again.


  By cautious experimentation, she discovered that her perception extended about a hundred yards.


  And that was all she learned. Something in her brain acted like an invisible eye stalk that could reach through walls and bring back visual images to the light-interpretation centers. The ability remained completely stable.


  Presently she became aware that a small black van was parked down the street and that Dr. Gloge was in it. She realized that he had an instrument with an earplug with which he seemed to be listening in on her.


  His face was intent, his small eyes narrowed. Something of the determination of this little, baldheaded scientist seeped through to her, and Barbara suddenly felt uneasy. She sensed remorselessness, an impersonal quality that was entirely different from her own light-hearted participation in his experiment.


  To Gloge—she realized suddenly—his subjects were like inanimate objects.


  In human terms the viciousness of it was infinite.


  As she continued to perceive him, Gloge shut off his instruments, started the motor of his car and drove off.


  Since Vince was again on the night shift, presumably Gloge was heading home.


  She phoned Vince’s apartment to make sure; when there was no answer, she called the photo lab.


  “No, Strather didn’t come in last night,” the administrative assistant of that department told her.


  Barbara replaced the receiver unhappily, recalling that Vince had not responded well to the first shot. She suspected the biologist had given him his second shot also, and that he was not responding favorably to it either.


  She dressed and drove over to his apartment. As she came near, she could see him inside, so when he showed no sign of replying to her ring, she let herself in with her key—and found him on the living room couch, tossing and turning. He looked feverish. She felt his forehead; it was dry and hot to the touch.


  He stirred and opened his eyes, looked up with his sick brown eyes into her bright blue ones. She thought unhappily: “I’m so well and he’s so ill. What can be wrong?”


  Aloud, anxiously, she said, “Yon need a doctor, Vince. What’s the name of that man who gave you a checkup last year?”


  “I’ll be all right,” he mumbled. He sank back to sleep.


  Sitting there on the settee beside him, Barbara felt something in her lungs. Her instant, amazed thought was: “Gas!” But she was too slow.


  She must have blacked out instantly—because her next awareness was of lying on the floor, and of Gloge bending over her.


  The scientist was calm, efficient, seemed satisfied. Barbara caught his thought: “She’ll be all right.” She realized that he was stepping past her to Vince. “Hmmm!” Gloge seemed critical and unhappy. “Still not good. Let’s see if tranquilizer will help him.”


  He made the injection, then straightened, and there was a strange, hard thought in his mind: “By Monday night, it’ll be time for the third injection and I’ll have to decide what to do.”


  So clear was the thought that came from him, it was almost as if he spoke aloud. What his thought said was that he intended to kill them both, if either failed to develop as he desired.


  Shocked, Barbara held herself very still; and at that moment an entirely different growth process occurred in her.


  It began with a veritable flood of suppressed information suddenly rising to the surface of her mind.


  . . . About the reality of what people were like . . . the dupes, the malingerers and the weaklings on the one hand, and, on the other, the angry and the distorted, the worldly wise and the cynics. She recognized that there were well-meaning people in the world who were strong, but she was more aware of the destructive at this instant . . . by the million, the swindlers and betrayers—all self-justified, she saw now. But she realized also that they had misread their own bitter experiences. Because they were greedy and lustful and had lost their fear of punishment, earthly or unearthly; because they resented being thwarted is their slightest whim; because—


  A forgotten scene flashed into her mind from her own past, of a minor executive in her first job, who had fired her when she refused to come up to his apartment.


  All her life, she had been taught and she had tried not to be aware of such things. But now, at some level of neural computation, she permitted all that data to be calculated into the main stream of her awareness.


  The process was still going on a few minutes later when Gloge departed as silently as he had come.


  After he had left, Barbara tried to get up and was surprised that she could not even open her eyes. The realization that her body was still unconscious presently enthralled her.


  What a marvelous ability!


  As time passed, it began to be disconcerting. She thought: “I’m really quite helpless.” It was early afternoon before she was finally able to move. She got up, subdued and thoughtful, warmed a can of soup for Vince and herself and forced him to drink it from a cup.


  Immediately after, he stretched out again on the couch and fell asleep. Barbara left the apartment to keep her appointment with her own doctor.


  As she drove, she could feel a stirring inside her. More change? She decided it was. Perhaps there would be many such between now and Monday. Yet her intuition was that she would not be able to dominate this situation with the changes from the first and second shots only.


  “Somehow,” she thought, “I’ve got to get that third shot.”


  VII


  At noon Monday, after he had dictated some letters to a girl from the steno pool, Hammond came out of his office.


  “What’s the word from Nine-two?” Helen looked up with her flashing smile. “Barbara?”


  “Yes.”


  “Her doctor called in this morning at her request. He said he saw her Saturday. She appears to have a mild temperature, is subject to dizzy spells, and a variety of unmentionable ailments like diarrhea. However, there’s one unexpected thing, the doctor said—evidently his own comment. Interested?”


  “Of course.”


  “He said that in his opinion Barbara has had a major personality change since he last checked her about a year ago.”


  Hammond shook his head slowly. “Merely confirms our own observation. Well, keep me in touch.”


  But about four o’clock, when the long distance screen was finally silent, he buzzed Helen Wendell, “I can’t get that girl out of my mind. It’s premonition level stuff, so I can’t ignore it. Phone Barbara.”


  She called to him a minute later: “Sorry, there’s no answer.”


  “Bring her file to me,” said Hammond. “I’ve got to assure myself I’m not missing something in this unusual matter.”


  As he scanned the typed pages a few minutes later, he came presently to the photograph of Vince Strather. He uttered an exclamation.


  “What is it?” Helen asked.


  He told her what had happened the previous week between Dr. Gloge and Vince Strather.


  He finished, “Of course, I didn’t connect Barbara with that young man. But this is his picture. Get Gloge’s file.”


  “Apparently the change started when his sister died two months ago,” Helen Wendell said presently. “One of those sudden and dangerous shifts in personal motivation.” She added ruefully, “I should have watched him on that. The death of a near relative has often proved important.”


  She was seated in the main room of Hammond’s living quarters at Research Alpha. The door to Hammond’s private office behind them was closed. Across the room, a large wall safe had been opened, revealing a wide double row of thin, metal-bound files. Two of the files—Henry Gloge’s and Barbara Ellington’s—lay on the table before Helen. Hammond stood beside her.


  He said now, “What about that trip he made back east early in the month?”


  “He spent three days in his home town, purportedly to make arrangements to sell his sister’s and his property there. They had a house, complete with private laboratory, untenanted, on the grounds of an old farm. The perfect location for unsupervised experimentation. On primates? Not likely. They’re not easy to obtain secretly and, except for the smaller gibbons, they should make potentially quite dangerous subjects for Dr. Gloge’s project. So it must be humans he planned to work on.”


  Hammond nodded.


  There was an almost sick expression on his face.


  The woman looked up at him. “You seem very anxious. Presumably, Barbara and Vince have now had two injections each. That will take them to 50,000 years from now on some level. It doesn’t seem desperately serious to me.”


  The man smiled tautly. “Don’t forget that we’re dealing with one of the seed races.”


  “Yes—but only 50,000 years so far.”


  He stared at her sympathetically. “You and I,” he said, “are still far down on the ladder. So it’s hard for us to conceive of the evolutional? potential of the Genus homo galacticus.”


  She laughed. “I’m content with my lowly lot—”


  “Good conditioning,” he murmured.


  “—but I’m willing to accept your analysis. What do you intend to do with Gloge?”


  Hammond straightened decisively. “This experiment on humans has to be stopped at once. Call Ames and have him put special security men at every exit. For the next hour, don’t let Gloge out of this building.


  And if Vince or Barbara try to enter the complex, tell him to hold them. When you’ve done that, start cancelling my appointments for the rest of the day and evening.”


  He disappeared into his bedroom, came out presently dressed for the street.


  Helen Wendell greeted him with: “I called Ames, and he says ‘Check!’ But I also phoned Gloge’s office. He left about an hour ago, his secretary says.”


  Hammond said quickly, “Sound a standby alert. Tell Ames to throw a guard around the homes of both of those young people!”


  “You’re going where?”


  “First Barbara, then Vince. I only hope I’m in time.”


  A look must have come into Helen’s face, because he smiled tensely and said, “Your expression says I’m getting too involved.”


  The beautiful blonde woman smiled with understanding, said, “Every day on this planet thousands of people are murdered, hundreds of thousands are robbed and countless minor acts of violence occur. People are struck, choked, yelled at, degraded, cheated—I could go on. If we ever opened ourselves to that, we’d shrivel away.”


  “I kind of like Barbara,” Hammond confessed.


  Helen was calm. “So do I. What do you think is happening?”


  “As I see it, Gloge gave them the first injection last Wednesday and the second on Friday. That means the third one should be given today. That I’ve got to stop.”


  He departed hastily.


  VIII


  Gloge had become nervous.


  As Monday wore on, he kept thinking of his two specimens; and what bothered him was that he did not have them under observation on this last day.


  What a ridiculous situation, he told himself. The greatest experiment in human history—and no scientific person watching it through to a conclusion of the key second injection.


  There was another feeling, also. Fear!


  He couldn’t help but remember the young man. It seemed to Gloge that he had seen too many animals show in their fashion the symptoms he had observed in Vince. Failure to respond well to the serum, the signs of internal malaise, the sick appearance, the struggle of the cells visibly reflecting defeat in the efforts and chemistry at the surface of the skin.


  And there was—he had to admit it—a further anxiety. Many of the unsuccessful animal specimens had developed tough fight-back characteristics. It would be wise to be prepared for emergencies of that nature.


  He thought grimly: “No use fooling myself. I’d better drop everything and take another look at those two.”


  That was when he left his office. He took it for granted that Barbara was all right. So he drove to Vince’s apartment, and first checked with his audio pickups to make sure he was there and alone.


  He detected at once movements; the sound of labored breathing, an occasional squeak of the springs of the couch. These noises came screeching through the hyper-sensitive receiver, but Gloge had the volume on them turned down so that they were not actually painful in his ears.


  Gloge’s spirits had already dropped even more, for the sounds he was hearing confirmed his fears.


  Suddenly, all the justified scientific attitude that had motivated him until now came hard against the reality of the failure that was here.


  By his previous reasoning, he would now have to kill Vince.


  And that meant, of course, that he would also have to dispose of Barbara.


  His state of funk yielded after what must have been many minutes to a strictly scientific thought: Mere sounds were not enough data for so basic a decision, it seemed to him.


  He felt intense disappointment.


  Now, he must go and make his decision from an actual meeting with Vince. It would be improper to dispose of his two human subjects without a face to face interrogation.


  As Gloge climbed out of his car and headed for the apartment building, Vince had a dream.


  He dreamed that the man—what was his name?—Gloge, with whom he had quarreled a few days before in the corridor at Research Alpha, was coming here to his apartment, with the intention of killing him. At some deep of his being, anger began. But he did not awaken.


  The dream—product of his own disturbed, strange evolutionary development—continued.


  From some vantage point, he watched Gloge approach his back door. He felt no surprise when the small, bald-headed man produced a key. Tense with fear, Vince watched as Gloge stealthily inserted the key into the lock, slowly turned it and quietly opened the door.


  At that point, Vince’s body was impelled by his extreme anxiety to defensive action. Millions of tiny, shining, cream-colored energy bundles were emitted by his nervous system. They resembled very short straight lines. And they passed through the wall that separated the living room from the kitchen, and they struck Gloge.


  Great masses of the energy units unerringly sought out nerve ends in Gloge’s body and darted in their scintillating fashion up to the man’s brain.


  The energy units were not the result of conscious analytical thought. They were brought into being solely by fright and carried pressor messages. They pushed at Gloge mentally, urging him to leave, to go back to where he had come from—


  Dr. Gloge came to his senses with a start. He was back in his van. He remembered running in precipitant flight. He had a vague recollection of complete panic.


  He sat now, trembling, breathing hard, trying to recover from the most disgraceful act of fear that he had ever experienced in his whole life.


  And he knew that he had to go back.


  Twice more, the sleeping Vince emitted enough energy bundles to compel Gloge to run. Each time the power available was less and Gloge retreated a shorter distance before stopping and forcing himself to go back again to the apartment.


  On Gloge’s fourth approach, the brain mechanism in Vince was able to manufacture only a small energy discharge. Gloge felt the fear rise in him, but he fought it—successfully.


  He moved silently across the kitchen floor toward the door of the living room.


  He still did not realize that the sleeping body and he had fought a battle—which he had now won.


  Moments later, Gloge looked down at the exhausted form of his male subject. The sleeping body had perspired excessively. It trembled and moaned, and, as Gloge watched, jerked fitfully.


  Unmistakably—Gloge decided—a failed experiment.


  He wasted no time. He had come prepared. He pulled a pair of handcuffs from his pocket, carefully slipped one over Vince’s farthest away arm and softly clicked it shut. He lifted the arm as carefully toward the other wrist and clicked that handcuff on also.


  Gloge next successfully tied Vince’s legs together, and then lashed together the hands and feet.


  The victim continued his restless, feverish sleep.


  Gloge brought out a gag. As he had anticipated, forcing it into the closed mouth was more disturbing. Under him, the body grew rigid. Wild eyes flicked open and glared up at him.


  In a single, convulsive effort Vince tried to bring up his arms and simultaneously struggled to get to his feet.


  But Gloge had done his preliminary work well. The victim’s intense effort subsided. Dr. Gloge realized that his control of this situation was complete. He removed the gag and said: “What I want to know is, how do you feel?”


  The half-crazy, rage-filled eyes snapped with the impulse to violence. Vince cursed in a shrill voice. He kept this up for several minutes. Then he seemed to realize something.


  “Y-you did something to me last week.”


  Gloge nodded. “I injected you twice with a serum designed to accelerate cellular evolution, and I’ve come here to find out how you are.”


  His gray eyes were steady, his bald head gleamed in the reflection of the light he had turned on. His face was serious. “Why not tell me exactly how you feel?” he asked earnestly.


  This time Vince’s cursing subsided after about a minute. He lay, then, staring at his captor, and something about the pale, tense face of the scientist must have convinced him. “I feel—awful,” he said uneasily.


  “Exactly how?” Gloge persisted.


  Slowly, by dint of determined questioning, he drew from his reluctant victim the fact that he felt weak, exhausted and numb.


  It was the fateful combination that had so often shown in the animals; and Gloge knew that it was decisive.


  Without another word, he bent down and started to force the gag into Vince’s mouth. Vince twisted, wiggled, turned his head, and several times tried to bite. But inexorably Gloge pushed the gag all the way into the other’s mouth and knotted it firmly behind his head.


  He now went outside and drove the van into the driveway opposite the back door of Vince’s apartment. Wrapping the young man’s body in a blanket, he carried him boldly outside and into the van.


  A few minutes later he was heading for the home of one of his subordinates. The man was on loan to an eastern laboratory and his house and yard were unoccupied.


  If he had paused, if he had stopped moving, if he had even taken his foot off the accelerator, Gloge might have faltered in his grisly plan. But his only slowdown was when he finally brought the car to a stop at his destination. And that, in its real meaning, was a continuation of the plan.


  Its final moments.


  Laboriously, he dragged the gagged, handcuffed and bound Vince across the sidewalk, through a gate, and over to the deep end of the swimming pod. And still without pausing he shoved the tense body over the edge and into the water.


  He straightened from his terrible act, stood there gasping for breath, exhausted, watching the trail of bubbles that roiled the dark surface. Abruptly terrified that he might be seen, he turned and staggered away.


  As he half-fell, half-crawled into his car, the first opposing thought came, as much a feeling of horror as an idea: “My God, what have I done?”


  But there was no opposing motion in that reaction. He did not go back. Instead, he sat there, bracing to the realization that a few feet away a man was still in process of drowning.


  When there was no longer any doubt; when the subject of his experiment was by all laws of life dead, Gloge sighed, and stirred. There was no turning back. One gone, one to go.


  Next—the girl!


  From a phone booth a few blocks away, Gloge dialed Barbara Ellington’s boarding house. The voice of an elderly woman answered and told him Barbara had gone out.


  The voice added, “She certainly is a popular girl today.”


  Gloge said uneasily, “How do you mean?”


  “Several men came by a little while ago and asked for her, but of course I had to tell them also that she wasn’t here.”


  A sharp fear struck through Gloge. “Did they give their names?” he asked.


  “A Mr. Hammond,” was the reply.


  Hammond! The chill of that froze Gloge. “Thank you,” he gulped, and hung up.


  He returned shakily to his car, torn between two impulses. He had intended to return after dark to the pool, fish Vince’s body out of it, take off all the bindings and dispose of it. He had a strong feeling now that he should do that at once. On the other hand, he had a desperate conviction that he must return to his office and remove the rest of the serum from the safe there.


  That last suddenly seemed the more important thing to do, and the safest at this hour. The sun had gone down below the western hills, but the sky was still bright blue. The dying day had too much light in it for the gruesome task of getting rid of a dead body.


  IX


  At ten minutes past seven, Dr. Gloge unlocked the door that led directly from the corridor to his office in the biology section of Research Alpha. He went in, closed the door behind him, walked quickly around the big, bare desk in the center of the room, and stooped down to unlock the desk drawer where he kept a key to one of the safes.


  “Good evening, Dr. Gloge,” a woman’s voice said behind him.


  For an instant Dr. Gloge seemed unable to move. The words, the tone, sent an electrifying hope through him He could scarcely believe his luck: that the second person he had to dispose of had come to where he could best deal with her.


  He straightened slowly, turned around.


  Barbara Ellington stood in the open door to the adjoining library, watching him, face serious and alert.


  At no time in what followed did Gloge have any other conscious awareness than that this was Barbara Ellington.


  But the very instant that he saw the girl, at some depth of his being neural readjustments took place. Millions of them. And from that instant, subconsciously, she was his dead sister. But she was not dead any more. She was reassuringly alive in the person of Barbara.


  A look passed between them. It was one of complete understanding. It occurred to Gloge that it was scientifically wrong to kill this successful experimental victim. He even had a feeling that she was on his side and would cooperate with him. He suppressed a fleeting impulse to pretend not to know why she was here.


  He said, matter-of-factly, “How did you get in?”


  “Through the specimen room.”


  “Did any of the night workers see you?”


  “No.” Barbara smiled slightly.


  Gloge was examining her with quick evaluative looks. He noted the way she stood, almost motionless but lightly and strongly balanced—a pose of contained, absolutely prepared energy. He saw in her eyes bright, quick intelligence.


  The thought came to him: Nothing quite like this was ever on Earth before!


  Barbara said suddenly, “You took a long chance on us, didn’t you?”


  The words that burst from Dr.


  Gloge surprised him: “I had to do it.”


  “Yes, I know.” Again she spoke matter-of-factly, moved forward into the room. Dr. Gloge felt a surge of alarm, a sharp, cold prickling of the skin. But she turned from him to the left, and he watched silently as she sat down in a chair against the wall and placed the brown purse she carried on the armrest of the chair. She spoke first.


  “You must give me the third injection of the serum immediately,” she told him. “I’ll watch you do it. Then I’ll take the instrument and a supply of the serum to Vince. He—”


  She paused; blue eyes kindling with abrupt comprehension, as she studied Dr. Gloge’s expression. “So you’ve drowned him!” she said. She sat there, thoughtful, then: “He’s not dead. I sense him to be still alive. Now, what is the instrument you use? You must still have it with you.”


  “I do,” Dr. Gloge admitted hoarsely. “But,” he went on quickly, “it is advisable to wait till morning before administering the third shot. The chances of a further favorable development would be increased by doing it. And you must stay here! Nobody should see you as you are. There should be tests . . . you will tell me . . .”


  He halted, realizing he was stammering. Barbara’s eyes hadn’t turned from his face. And in the same way that her knowledge of Vince’s fate had not disturbed him—somehow, he took it for granted that she realized and appreciated why and what he had done—so now her expression reassured him.


  She said quietly, “Dr. Gloge, there are several things you don’t understand. I know I can assimilate the serum. So give me the shot—and the serum—at once.”


  Barbara Ellington arose and started over toward him. She said nothing, and her face revealed no emotion, but his next awareness was of holding the jet gun out to her on his open palm as she came up. “There’s only one charge left.”


  She took the gun from his palm without touching him, turned it over, studied it, laid it back in his hand. “Where is your supply of the serum?” Dr. Gloge nodded at the entrance to the library behind her. “The larger of the two safes in there.”


  Her head had turned in the direction he indicated. Now she remained still for a moment, gaze remote, lips parted, in an attitude of intent listening; then she looked back at him.


  “Give me the injection,” she told him. “Some men are coming.”


  Dr. Gloge lifted the gun, put the point against her shoulder, pulled the trigger. Barbara drew her breath in sharply, took the gun from him, opened her purse, dropped the gun inside and snapped the purse shut. Her eyes shifted to the office door. “Listen!” she said.


  After a moment, Dr. Gloge heard footsteps coming along the narrow corridor from the main laboratory. “Who is it?” he asked anxiously. “Hammond,” she said. “Three other men.”


  Dr. Gloge made a stifled sound of despair. “Wove got to get away. He mustn’t find either of us here. Quick—through there.” He waved toward the library.


  Barbara shook her head. “This place is surrounded. All passages are guarded.” She frowned. “Hammond must think he has all the evidence he needs against you—but don’t help him in any way! Admit nothing! Let’s see what I can do with my—”


  As she spoke she moved back to the chair on which she had been sitting. She settled into it, her face composed. “Maybe I can handle him,” she said confidently.


  The footsteps had reached the door. There came a knock.


  Gloge glanced at Barbara. His thoughts were whirling. She nodded, smiled.


  “Come in!” Dr. Gloge said harshly, too loudly.


  Hammond entered the room. “Why, Mr. Hammond!” Barbara exclaimed. Her face was flushed, she looked embarrassed and confused.


  Hammond had stopped, as he caught sight of her. He sensed a mental probing. His brain put up a barrier, and the probing ceased.


  Their eyes met; and there was a flicker of consternation in hers. Hammond smiled ironically. Then he said in a steely voice:


  “Stay where you are, Barbara. I’ll talk to you later.” His voice went up. “Come on in, Ames!” he called.


  There was threat in his tone; and Dr. Gloge sent a quick, desperate, appealing glance at Barbara. She gave him an uncertain smile. The look of earnest, fumbling innocence with which she had greeted Hammond had left her face, leaving it resigned but alert.


  Hammond gave no sign of being aware of the change.


  “Ames,” he said to the first of the three men who came in through the library from the specimen room—Dr. Gloge recognized Wesley Ames, the chief of Research Alpha’s security staff—“this is Barbara Ellington. Take charge of that handbag she’s holding. Allow no one to enter this office. Miss Ellington is not to leave and is not to be permitted to touch any object in this room. She is to stay in that chair until I return with Dr. Gloge.” Wesley Ames nodded. “Understood, Mr. Hammond!” He glanced at his men, one of whom went to the office door and locked it while Ames turned to Barbara. She handed him her purse without comment “Doctor, come with me,” Hammond said curtly.


  Dr. Gloge followed him into the library. Hammond closed the door behind them.


  “Where’s Vince?” he said in an inexorable voice.


  “Really, Mr. Hammond,” Gloge protested. “I don’t—”


  Hammond stepped toward him abruptly. The movement seemed a threat. Dr. Gloge cringed, expecting to be manhandled. Instead, the bigger man firmly caught his arm and pressed a tiny metal object against his bare wrist.


  “Tell me where Vince is!” Hammond commanded.


  Gloge parted his lips to deny any knowledge of Barbara’s boy friend. Instead, the confession of what he had done poured forth from him. As he realized what he was admitting, Gloge tried desperately to stop himself from talking. He had already divined that the metal touching his skin was some kind of a hypnotic device, and so he tried to pull his arm from Hammond’s grasp.


  It was a vain effort.


  “How long ago did you drown him?” Hammond asked.


  “About an hour ago,” said Dr. Gloge, hopelessly.


  At that instant shouts came from the adjoining office. The door was pulled open. Wesley Ames stood there, ashen-faced.


  “Mr. Hammond—she’s gone!”


  Hammond darted past him into the office. Dr. Gloge hurried after, legs trembling. As he reached the door, Hammond already was coming back into the office with one of the security men from the hall on the other side. Ames and the other men stood in the center of the office, looking about with stupefied expressions.


  Hammond dosed the door, said to Ames, “Quickly, now! What happened?”


  Ames threw his hands up in a gesture of furious frustration.


  “Mr. Hammond, I don’t know. We were watching her. She was there in the chair . . . then she was not there, that’s all. He—” he indicated one of the men—“was standing with his back to the door. When we saw she was gone, he was sitting on the floor next to the door!


  The door was open. We ran into the hall, but he wasn’t there. Then I called you.”


  “How long had you been watching her?” Hammond asked sharply.


  “How long?” Ames gave him a dazed look. “I had just taken my mother down the hall to the elevator—”


  He stopped, blinked. “Mr. Hammond, what am I saying? My mother’s been dead for eight years!”


  Hammond said softly, “So that’s her little trick. She reached to that deep of the heart where the pure, unsullied dead are enshrined. And I thought she was only trying to read my mind!”


  He broke off, said in a dear, commanding voice:


  “Wake up, Ames! You three have been gone from the world for a couple of minutes. Don’t worry about how Miss Ellington did it Get her description to the exits. If he’s seen approaching by a guard, tell him to keep her at a distance at gun point.”


  As the three hurried from the office, he indicated a chair to Dr. Gloge. Gloge sat down, senses swimming, as Hammond took a pencilshaped device from his pocket, pressed it and stood waiting.


  On the fifth floor of the Research Alpha complex, Helen Wendell picked up the small private phone at the side of her desk, said, “Go ahead, John.”


  “Switch all defense and trap screens on immediately!” Hammond’s voice told her. “Gloge’s drowned Strather—as an experimental failure. But the other one’s awake and functioning. It’s hard to know what she’ll do next, but she may find it necessary to get to my office as a way of getting out of this building fast.”


  Helen pressed a button. “Not this way she won’t!” she said. “The screens are on.”


  X


  Outside, it grew darker on that tense Monday night.


  At eight-eighteen, Helen Wendell again picked up the small phone purring at the side of her desk in the Research Alpha complex, glanced over at the closed office door, and said into the receiver, “Go ahead, John.”


  “I’m here at the pool,” John Hammond’s voice told her. “We’ve just fished his body out. Helen, the fellow is alive. Some reflex prevented any intake of water. But we’ll need an oxygen tent.”


  Helen’s left hand reached for another telephone. “You want the ambulance?” she asked, starting to dial.


  “Yes. You have the street number. Tell them to pull up at the side gate. We have to act swiftly.”


  “Police uniforms, also?” Helen asked.


  “Yes. But tell them to stay in the cab unless needed. We’re out of sight, behind a high fence. And it’s dark. I’ll come back with them. Has Barbara been apprehended?”


  “No,” Helen said.


  “I really didn’t expect she would be,” Hammond said. “I’ll question the guards when I get there.”


  Barbara had allowed Ames to escort her to the nearest elevator, while she continued to have him think that she was his mother.


  Once in the elevator she pushed the up-button and came out presently on the roof. As she had already perceived, a helicopter was scheduled to take off. And, though she was not an authorized passenger, the pilot took her along believing her to be his girl friend. Her sudden arrival seemed perfectly logical to him.


  A little later, he set her down on the roof of another building. And that, also, seemed the most natural act to him, her reason for going there obvious.


  He flew off and promptly forgot the episode.


  The hasty landing was an urgent necessity for Barbara. She could feel the new injection beginning to work. So in her scanning of the building flitting by below, she perceived one in which the upper floors were unoccupied.


  “I’ll try to make it down to some office,” she thought.


  But she didn’t get beyond the top floor. She actually began to stagger as she went down the first steps from the roof. And there was no mistaking the out-of-control state of her body. To her left, a door opened into a warehouse-like loft. She weaved through it, closed it behind her, and bolted it. Then she half-lowered herself, half-fell to the floor.


  During that evening and night she never quite lost consciousness. Blackout was no longer possible for her. But she could feel her body changing, changing, changing—


  The energy flows inside her took on a different meaning. They were separate from her. Presently they would be controllable again, but in another fashion entirely.


  Something of Barbara seemed to disappear with that awareness.


  “I’m still me!” the entity thought as it lay there on the floor. “Flesh, feeling, desire—”


  But she had the distinct realization that “me” even in these early stages of the five hundred thousand year transformations was ME PLUS.


  Exactly how the self was becoming something more was not yet clear.


  The slow night dragged by.


  XI


  Tuesday.


  Shortly before noon, Helen Wendell came along the hallway that led from John Hammond’s quarters to the main office. Hammond was sitting at the far side of her desk. He glanced up at her as she approached.


  “How are the patients?” he asked.


  “Gloge is role-perfect,” Helen said. “I even allowed him to spend part of the morning talking to his assistants here. He’s already had two conversations by Telstar with Sir Hubert about his new task overseas. I’ve put him to sleep again, but he’s available. When did you come in?”


  “Just now. How’s Strather?”


  Helen tapped the recorder. “I checked with the MD machine on him twenty minutes ago,” she said.


  “It gave me its opinion in detail. I took it all down. Do you want to hear it?”


  “Sum it up for me.”


  Helen pursed her lips; then: “The MD verifies that he didn’t swallow any water, that some newly developed brain mechanism shut off breathing and kept him in a state of suspended animation. Vince himself has no conscious memory, of the experience, so it was evidently a survival act of the lower brain. MD reports other developments are taking place in Vince, regards them as freakish in nature. It’s too soon to tell whether or not he can survive a third injection. He’s under sedation.”


  Hammond looked dissatisfied. “All right,” he said after a moment. “What else do you have for me?”


  “A number of transmitter messages,” Helen said.


  “About Gloge?”


  “Yes. New Brasilia and Manila agree with you that there are too many chances of a revealing slip-up if Dr. Gloge remains at Research Alpha any longer than is absolutely necessary.”


  “You said Gloge is role-perfect.”


  Helen nodded. “At the moment. But he is a highly recalcitrant subject and naturally I can’t give him the kind of final conditioning he’d get at Paris center. That’s where they want him. The courier, Arnold, will take him aboard the Paris-jet at 5:10 tonight.”


  “No!” Hammond shook his head. “That’s too early! Gloge is our bait to catch Barbara. His experiments indicate that she won’t be able to function until some time this evening. I calculate that somewhere around 9 o’clock will be a good time to let Gloge out from behind the defense screens.”


  Helen was silent a moment, then said, “There seems to be a general feeling, John, that you’re over-estimating the possibilities of any really dangerous evolutionary developments in Barbara Ellington.” Hammond smiled tautly. “I’ve seen her. They haven’t. Mind you, for all I know, she may be dead or dying of the effects of the third shot by now. But if she’s capable of coming, I think she’ll come. She’ll want that fourth injection. She may start any time looking for the man who can produce the serum for her.”


  By Tuesday, a new awareness had come to Barbara.


  She had developed brain mechanisms that could do things with space—do them on an automatic level, without her conscious mind knowing what, or how. Fantastic things . . .


  As she lay there, a new nerve center in her brain reached out and scanned a volume of space 500 light-years in diameter. It touched and comprehended clouds of neutral hydrogen and bright young O-type stars, measured the swing of binaries, took a census of comets and ice asteroids. Far out in the constellation of Ophiuchus a blue-white giant was going nova, and the new, strange linkage in Barbara’s mind observed its frantic heaving of spheres of radiant gas. A black dwarf emitted its last spray of infra-red light and sank into the radiationless pit of dead stars.


  Barbara’s mind encompassed it all, and reached farther . . . reached out effortlessly until it touched a specific Something . . . and withdrew.


  Brimming with ecstasy, Barbara cried out in her mind, What did I touch!


  She knew it had been something the brain mechanism was programmed to search for. But no conscious perception was involved. All she could be sure of was that the nerve center seemed satisfied, and ceased its scanning.


  But she sensed, in an intensely happy way, that it remained aware of what it had contacted.


  She was still savoring the joy a while later when she became aware that the shifting energy flows inside her had resumed.


  Gradually, then, she permitted her body and mind to sink into a receptive state.


  Midsummer heat built up over the city throughout the day. In the locked room on the vacant top floor of the multi-storied building three miles from Research Alpha, the heat grew stifling as the sun shifted overhead, began to beat in through closed, unshaded windows. Barbara, curled on her side on the dusty floor, did not move. Now and then she uttered a moaning sound. Sweat ran from her for a long, long time, as the heat increased; then the skin of her face dried and turned dirty white. She made no more sounds. Even a close study would not have been able to prove that she still breathed.


  By four o’clock, the sunblaze had lifted past the windows, and the locked room lay in shadows. But it was another hour before the temperature in it gradually began to drop. About six, the curled figure moved for the first time.


  She straightened her legs slowly, then, with a sudden, convulsive motion, rolled over on her back, lay flat, arms flung loosely to the sides.


  The right half of her face was smeared grotesquely with thick dust caked in drying sweat. She breathed—lay quiet again. Several minutes later, her eyelids lifted. The eyes were a deep, brilliant blue, seemed oddly awake and alert, though they remained unfocused and did not shift about the room. After a while, the lids slowly closed and remained closed.


  The day darkened; the city’s lights awoke. The empty warehouse stood silent. More than an hour passed before the figure in the room on the top floor moved again.


  This time, it was motion of a different order. She rose suddenly and quickly to her feet, went to the nearest window and stood looking cut through the dirt-stained glass.


  The towering Research Alpha complex was a glow of white light to the west. The watcher’s eyes turned toward it . . .


  A second of time went by. Then the mind that directed the eyes moved on an entirely new level of extended perception.


  Night-shift activities in the research complex were not essentially different from those of the day; but there were fewer people around as the awareness that was Barbara drifted along familiar, lighted hallways, about corners, dropped suddenly to a sublevel which contained the biology section. Here she flicked through the main laboratory and up a narrow corridor, pausing before the door to Dr. Gloge’s office.


  She moved through the door, paused in the dark and silent office, then moved on into the library. She remained a minute or two above the big safe in a corner of the library. Then she knew.


  The safe was empty—and trapped.


  The awareness flicked out of the library, shifted to the fifth floor of the complex, drifted toward a great, black door showing the words: Scientific Liaison and Investigation. She stopped before it.


  Minutes passed as she slowly and carefully scanned the outer walls of John Hammond’s offices and living quarters. Here was something new . . . something that seemed very dangerous. Within the walls and doors, above the ceiling, below the flooring of this section, strange energies curled and crawled like twisting smoke.


  She could not pass through that barrier.


  But though she could not enter, her perceptions might, to some extent.


  She must avoid, she decided, both the front entry door and the secret elevator which led directly to Hammond’s living quarters in the rear of the section. As the most obvious points for an intruder to consider, they were also the most formidably shielded.


  She shifted back along the hall to a point some twenty feet away from the massive black door, well back from the wall between her and the front office. She waited. Gradually a picture began to form . . .


  This was an unfamiliar room, the inner office of the section. There was no one in it, nothing of interest except a closed door across from the one which opened on the corridor.


  The inner office disappeared . . . and what came next was no picture, but a surge of savage, demanding hunger.


  Startled, shocked, already feeling the pull that in a moment would hurl her into the murderous barriers about the section, the searching awareness instantly broke the thread of visual perception, went inactive to allow herself to stabilize.


  Nevertheless, she now knew where the serum was—in a strongroom of Hammond’s quarters, heavily screened, seemingly inaccessible.


  Perception cautiously opened again. Another section of the living quarters appeared, hazy with hostile energies. The other—the male counterpart—was here. Alive.


  Here, but helpless. Here, but unconscious, in a cage of dark forces which permitted no more than barest identification by the searcher. She was very glad he had been rescued.


  Minutes later, she knew there was no one else in Hammond’s locked quarters. She withdrew visual perception from there, and let the picture of the main office develop. The blurred image of a woman—Helen Wendell—now seemed to be speaking into an instrument connected with the apparatus before her.


  A second band of perception opened, and voices became indistinctly audible.


  Ganin Arnold, the New Brasilia courier, was making his final call from the city jetport, nine miles south of the Research Alpha complex.


  “The doors are being secured,” he said. He was speaking into a disguised microphone clamped over his mouth and nose, which had the appearance of the tranquilizing respirators many of the other jet passengers were using now in the last moments before lift-off. Even to anyone within inches of him, his voice would have remained completely inaudible. In John Hammond’s office, it emerged clearly from the device on Helen Wendell’s desk.


  “Lift-off for the nonstop jet to Paris,” Arnold went on, “will follow—” he glanced at the watch on his wrist—“in two minutes and thirty seconds. All passengers and every member of the crew have passed at least once through the measurement radius. Nothing which may have preceded or followed myself and our biologist aboard registers life energy levels significantly above the standard Earther range—that is, of course, below six.


  “To sum it up, we definitely are not being accompanied to Paris by any abnormally high human evolutionary form. Dr. Gloge’s behavior has been excellent. His tranquilizer has begun to take effect and he is showing signs of drowsiness. Undoubtedly, he will sleep soundly throughout the trip.”


  Arnold paused, apparently waiting for comment. When there was none, he resumed, “As soon as the lift-field goes on, communication by this means, of course, will be impossible. Since nothing is likely to go wrong from this moment on, I suggest, if it’s satisfactory to Mr. Hammond, that I end my report now.”


  Helen Wendell’s voice, seeming to speak from a point just within the left side of the courier’s skull, told him pleasantly, “Mr. Hammond prefers you to remain alert and available for final instructions until the lift has begun.”


  XII


  In the locked room on the top floor of the empty warehouse a few miles east of Research Alpha, the woman-shape standing at the window stirred suddenly out of the tranced immobility it had maintained for the past minutes. The head lifted, gaze sweeping the softly glowing night-sky above the city. A hand moved, touching the thick windowpane probingly. The glass fell away like a big drop of melting ice.


  Dust swirled as cool air rushed in.


  Barbara waited, then moved closer to the opening.


  Her gaze swung to the west again, remained there. She listened. The myriad noises of the city were clear and distinct now. Overlying them was a thin fountain of sky-sound as, every thirty seconds—at this hour—a jet lifted vertically from the city port, cut in its engines and vanished up into the night with a whistling shriek. Her head shifted quickly briefly following the changing pattern of the sound. Then it steadied.


  Her gaze rose slowly, slanting to the north, following a moving, distant point in the night, eyes narrowed with intentness.


  On board the Paris jet which had left the city port a few minutes before, Dr. Henry Gloge now had a very curious experience. Drowsily, almost on the verge of sleep, he had been contemplating the pleasant significance of his assignment today to Sir Hubert Roland’s Paris Project. Suddenly, then, there was a sensation of coming partly awake.


  He gazed around him with a rising sense of alarm, looking first of all at his seat companion.


  The fellow was big, heavily built. He looked like a police detective, and Gloge knew that the man was his guard. The curious thing was that he was slumped back in the seat, head lolling forward, eyes closed . . . typical indications of a tranquilized stupor.


  Gloge thought: “Why is he asleep?”


  He had a strong conviction that it was he who should be unconscious. There was a clear memory of a device—an instrument totally unfamiliar to him—which the Wendell woman had used to implant a complete, compelling set of delusions in his mind. He had come willingly aboard the jet. And he had, at the suggestion of his guard, inhaled enough tranquilizing gas from the seat respirator to have kept him somnolent until the jet touched down in Paris.


  Instead, minutes later, he had come awake, the delusions of the day slipping from his mind!


  There must be an explanation for these apparently contradictory events.


  The thought ended. A feeling of blankness held him for a moment Then came a churning wave of terror.


  Somewhere a voice had said:


  “Yes, Dr. Gloge—there is an explanation for this!”


  Slowly, against his every inclination but completely unable to withstand the impulse, Dr. Gloge turned, looked back. There was someone in the seat behind him.


  For an instant, it seemed to be a complete stranger. Then the eyes opened. They fixed on him, glowing brilliant demon-blue, even in the muted light of the jet.


  The woman spoke, and it was the voice of Barbara Ellington. “We have a problem, Dr. Gloge. There seems to be a group of extra-terrestrials on this planet, and I still do not have any clear idea of what they are doing here. That’s our immediate task—to find out.”


  “You are where?” Helen Wendell said sharply.


  Her hand flicked to the right, snapped a switch. A small viewscreen on the right side of the desk lit up. She said, “John—quick!”


  In the inner office, John Hammond turned, saw the lit screen on the desk behind him. An instant later he was listening to the words tumbling hoarsely from the telephone speaker on his left. He said to Helen’s tense, pale profile in the screen to the right, “Where is he?”


  “At the Des Moines jetport! The Paris jet put down for emergency repairs. Now nobody seems to understand just what was wrong with it or what repairs are needed. But the passengers have been disembarked, are to be transferred to another jet. Arnold’s in a state of confusion and shock. Listen to him!”


  “—there was a woman with him,” the courier’s voice babbled. “At the time, I thought it was one of the passengers who had come off the jet with us. Now I’m not sure. But I simply stood there and watched the two of them walk out of the hall together. It never occurred to me to ask myself why this woman was with Gloge, or to stop them, or even to wonder where they were going . . .”


  Hammond twisted a dial, dimming the voice. He spoke to Helen Wendell. “When did the jet come down?”


  “From what Arnold said first,” Helen told him, “it must have been over half an hour ago! As he puts k, it didn’t occur to him to call us about it until now.”


  “Half an hour!” Hammond came to his feet. “Helen, drop everything you’re doing! I want an off-planet observer sitting in on this, preferably within minutes.”


  She gave him a startled look. “What are you expecting?”


  “I don’t know what to expect.” She hesitated, began: “The Wardens . . .”


  “Whatever can be done here,” Hammond said, “I can do myself. I don’t need anyone else for that. The defense screens on the northern side will go off for exactly forty seconds. Now move!” He snapped off. the screen, reached under the desk, threw over another switch.


  In the main office, Helen Wendell stared at the blank screen for a moment. Then she jumped to her feet, ran across the room to the entry door, pulled it open and slipped out into the hall. The door swung shut behind her.


  Some moments later, John Hammond entered the room behind hit private office where Vincent Strather lay enclosed by a trap screen. Hammond went to the wall, turned the trap controls there halfway to the off point.


  The screen faded into smoky near-invisibility, and he stared for a few seconds at the shape stretched out on the couch within it. He asked aloud, “There have been no further internal changes?”


  “None within the past two hours,” the MD machine’s voice said from the wall.


  “This form is viable?”


  “Yes.”


  “He would awaken if I released the screen?”


  “Yes. Immediately.”


  Hammond was silent a moment, then asked, “You have calculated the effects of a fourth injection of the serum?”


  “Yes,” the machine said from the wall.


  “In general, what are they?”


  “In general,” the machine said, “there would be pronounced changes and at an again greatly accelerated rate. The evolutionary trend remains the same, but would be very much advanced. The resultant form would stabilize within twenty minutes. It would again be a viable one.” Hammond turned the trap screen controls full over to the left. The screen darkened once more into a dense, concealing shroud.


  It was too soon to make the decision to give the fourth shot. Perhaps—mercifully—it could be avoided altogether.


  XIII


  At half past ten, the long-distance signal sounded from the telephone screen. Hammond glanced around from the portable control box on the desk, simultaneously pressed the answer button and the stud which would leave him unseen if the caller’s instrument was equipped with a viewscreen, and said, “Go ahead!”


  The screen remained dark, but somebody made a gasping sound of relief. “Mr. Hammond!” It was a reedy, quavering voice, but it was distinctly the voice of Dr. Gloge.


  There were two sharp clicks from one of the instruments lying on the desk—a signal from Helen Wendell, in the observer boat standing off Earth, that she was recording the conversation.


  “Where are you, Doctor?”


  “Mr. Hammond . . . something terrible . . . that creature . . . Barbara Ellington—”


  “She took you off the jet, I know,” Hammond said. “Where are yon now?”


  “My home—in Pennsylvania.”


  “She went there with you?”


  “Yes. There was nothing I could do.”


  “Of course not,” Hammond said. “She’s gone now?”


  “I don’t know where she is. I took the chance of phoning. Mr. Hammond, there was something I didn’t know, didn’t remember. But she knew. I . . .”


  “You had some Omega serum in that farm laboratory?” Hammond asked.


  “I didn’t think of it as that,” Dr. Gloge’s voice told him. “It was an earlier experimental variant—one with impurities which produce a dangerously erratic reaction. I was under the impression I had destroyed my entire stock. But this being knew better! It brought me here, forced me to give it what was left of the serum. The quantity was small—”


  “But enough for a standard fourth shot of the series?” Hammond said.


  “Yes, yes, it was sufficient for the fourth injection.”


  “And she has now taken it as an injection?”


  Dr. Gloge hesitated, then he said, “Yes. However there is reason to hope that instead of impelling the evolutionary process in what I now regard as a monstrous creature on to its next stage, the imperfect serum will result in its prompt destruction.”


  “Perhaps,” said Hammond. “But almost since you first launched Barbara Ellington into this process, she appears to have been aware of what was possible to her. I can’t believe she’s made a mistake now.”


  “I. . .” Dr. Gloge paused again, went on: “Mr. Hammond, I realize the enormity of what I’ve done. If, in any way, I can help avert the worst consequences, I shall cooperate to the fullest extent. I—” There was a sharp click as the connection was broken, a pause, then Helen Wendell’s voice whispered into Hammond’s ear, “Do you think Barbara let him make that call, then cut him off?”


  “Of course.”


  Helen made no further comment, simply waited; and presently, softly, Hammond continued: “I think she wants us to know that she’s coming here.”


  “I think she’s there now,” said Helen. “Good-by.”


  XIV


  John Hammond glanced at the control box on the desk, and saw the flickering indicators. He also saw a wholly unexpected reaction: A condition of non-energy that actually canceled energy.


  “Helen,” he said. “This woman has gone up somewhere out of our reach! What you’re seeing is energy trying to maintain itself against antienergy. I received recognition drilling on such things, but I’ve never seen it before in an actual situation.” Helen Wendell, eyes fixed on a duplicate check screen in the distant observer boat, did not reply. A shifting electronic storm was blazing through the check-screen indicators; it showed that the defensive forces enclosing Hammond’s office and living quarters were coming under a swiftly varying pattern of attack . . . presently that they were being tested almost to the limit.


  It held that way for over a minute—every reading almost impossibility high, barely shifting.


  “John Hammond!” the desk top said softly to Hammond.


  He jerked slightly away, eyes flicking down to it.


  “John Hammond!” the chair whispered beside him.


  “John Hammond!”


  “John Hammond!”


  “John Hammond!”


  “John Hammond . . .”


  His name sprang at him from every part of the office, in a swirling, encircling pattern. Because of his special supervisory position, Hammond knew the pattern and its danger. It had never been considered probable, but nevertheless they had taken the possibility into account and so he had outside power available to deal with this emergency.


  He looked hurriedly about on the desk for an instrument he had laid down among the others there. For an instant, he seemed unable to recognize it, and there was an icy touch of panic. Then he realized he already held it in his hand. He ran a knob up along its side with his thumb, locked it into place, laid the instrument back on the desk.


  A rasping came from it. Not only a sound, but a vibration, a rough, hard shuddering of the nerves. The voice-ghosts sank to a whisper, flowed from the room. Helen Wendell’s tiny, distant voice stabbed at Hammond’s ear like a needle:


  “The check screen! She’s leaving!” Hopefully.


  “You’re certain?”


  “Not really.” Alarm whipped at him through Helen’s voice. “What does your screen show?”


  “A subjective blur at the moment. It’s clearing.”


  “What happened?”


  “I think she felt above us and so she took it for granted that she could walk all over us. Accordingly, she’s just had the surprise of her brief existence as a sub-galactic super-woman. She didn’t realize we represent the Great Ones.”


  “Is she damaged?”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. She’s learned too much. But . . . details later.” Hammond blinked at the check screen, swung around toward the door of the adjoining room, pulled it open.


  “Administer the final injection to the subject!” he said sharps into the room. “Acknowledge!”


  “The fourth and final injection of the Omega Stimulation series will be administered to the subject,” the machine replied.


  “Immediately!”


  “Immediately.”


  Helen’s voice reached Hammond again as he drew the door shut and came back to the desk. “At moments,” she said, “the anti-energies were holding the ninety-six point of overload. Within four of the theoretical limit. Did she get to you at the energy balance?”


  “Very nearly,” Hammond told her. “A very high-energy, pseudo-hypno trick that didn’t quite work. And she’ll be back. I still have something she wants!”


  On his desk, the telephone screen blurred. When he turned it on, the voice of Dr. Gloge sounded in his ears.


  “We were cut off earlier, Mr. Hammond.” The biologist’s voice was strongly even and controlled.


  “What happened?” Hammond asked warily.


  “Mr. Hammond, I have finally analyzed what evolution really is. The universe is a spectrum. It needs energies in motion at all levels. This is why those at the higher levels do not interfere directly with individual activities at the lower. But this is also why they are concerned when a race reaches the point where it can begin to manipulate large forces.” Hammond said steadily, “Barbara, if the purpose of this call is to find out if I’ll let you in, yes, I will.” A pause, then a click. Then there was a tiny, momentary flickering in one of the check screen indicators. Then, in a different section, another.


  “What’s happening?” Helen asked tautly.


  Hammond said, “She’s coming through the screens, with my permission.”


  “Do you think it’s a trick?”


  “In a way. For some reason, she hasn’t let herself reach that theoretical, final million-year point on Dr. Gloge’s evolutionary scale. That may come a little later.”


  “And you’re actually letting her in, believing that?”


  “Of course.” Helen did not answer him.


  A minute went past in silence. Hammond shifted so that he faced the door, moved a few steps away from the control box and the desk, and stood waiting.


  A small light burned red in a corner of the check screen. Something had come into the main office.


  The heavy silence continued for some seconds. Then, on the hard flooring at the far end of the corridor, Hammond heard footsteps.


  He couldn’t have said what he had been expecting . . . but certainly nothing so commonplace as the sound of a woman’s high-heeled shoes coming briskly toward the inner office.


  She appeared in the doorway, stopped there, looking at him. Hammond said nothing. All outer indications were that this was the Barbara Ellington he had seen sitting in a chair in Dr. Gloge’s office the night before. Nothing had changed either in her looks or in her clothing; even the brown purse she held in one hand seemed the same. Except for the air of radiant vitality, the alertness of her stance, the keen intelligence in her face, this also was, in fact, the awkward, overanxious, lean girl who had worked in the outer office for less than two weeks.


  And therefore, Hammond thought it was a phantom! Not a delusion; he was protected now against any attempt to tamper with his mind in that manner by barriers which would break only if he died. The shape standing in the door was real. The instruments recorded it. But it was a shape created for this meeting—not that of Barbara Ellington as she was at this hour.


  He was unsure of her intention in assuming it. Perhaps it was designed to throw him off guard.


  She came into the room, smiling faintly, and glanced about. Hammond knew then that he hadn’t been mistaken. Something had come in with her . . . something oppressive, spine-tingling; a sense of heat, a sense of power.


  The curiously brilliant, blue eyes turned toward him; and the smile deepened.


  “I’m going to have to test why you’re still here,” she said carelessly. “So defend yourself!”


  There was no sound; but a cloud of white light filled the air between them, enveloping them; faded; flared silently; faded again. Both stood unmoving, each watching the other. Nothing in the office had changed.


  “Excellent!” the woman said. “The mystery behind you begins to reveal itself. I know the quality of your race now, John Hammond. Your science could never control the order of energies that are shielding you mentally and physically here!


  “There should be other indications then that in extreme necessity you are permitted to employ devices created by beings greater than yourself—devices which you do not yourself understand. And where would such devices be found at the moment? . . . Over there, I believe!”


  She turned toward the door of the adjoining room, took three steps, and halted. A rose-glowing haze had appeared before the door and the surrounding sections of wall and flooring.


  “Yes,” she said. “That comes from the same source! And here—”


  She turned, moved quickly toward the control box on the desk, checked again. A rose haze also enveloped the box now.


  “The three points you must consider vital here!” she said nodding. “Yourself, the being in that room and the controls of the section. You may safeguard these at the expense of revealing a secret you would otherwise least want to reveal. Now I think it is time for us to exchange information.”


  She came back to Hammond, stopped before him.


  “I discovered suddenly, John Hammond, that your kind are not native to Earth. You are superior to Earth’s humanity, but not sufficiently superior to explain why you are here. You have an organization on this world. But it is a curious organization. It does not appear to serve the purposes of conqueror or exploiter . . . But let’s leave it at that. Don’t try to explain it. It doesn’t matter. You are to release the human male who was to have received the series of serum injections with me. You and the other members of your race stationed here will then remove yourselves promptly from this planet. We have no further use for you.”


  Hammond shook his head.


  “We might be forced off the planet,” he said. “But that would make Earth an active danger spot. The Great Galactics whom I represent do have servant races who carry out military assignments for them. It would not be to your advantage if such a race were to occupy or quarantine Earth to make sure that the seedling race here continues to receive the necessary degree of supervision.”


  “John Hammond,” the woman-shape said, “whether the Great Galactics send military servants to Earth or come here themselves is a matter that does not concern me in the least. It would be very unwise of them to do either. Within hours from now, the Omega serum will be available in limitless quantities. Within days, every man, woman, and child of Earth will have gone through the full evolutionary sequence. Do you think Earth’s new humanity could still be supervised by any other race?”


  “The Omega serum will never be used again,” Hammond said. “I’ll show you why . . .”


  Hammond turned, went to the control box on the desk. The rose haze faded before him, appeared behind him again. He threw a switch and the haze vanished. He turned away from the controls. “The energy fields that kept you out of that room are being shut off,” he said. “In a moment, the door will open. So see for yourself—the barriers are off.”


  Except for the blazing blue of the eyes, her face was a cold mask. Hammond thought she must already know what was there. But she turned, went to the open door, and stood looking into the room. Hammond moved to the side of the desk where he could look past her . . .


  The energy trap enclosing the couch in the room had vanished. The dark thing on the couch was just sitting up. It shook its head dazedly, rolled over and came up on all fours.


  Its huge, dull-black eyes stared at them for an instant; then it straightened, rose to its full height . . .


  To a full height of twenty-two inches! It swayed unsteadily on the couch—a hairy little figure with a wide-mouthed, huge-eyed goblin head.


  Its eyes blinked in vague recognition. The mouth opened. It cried in a thin, bleating voice:


  “Bar-ba-ra!”


  XV


  The woman wheeled, turning away. She did not look back at the grotesque little figure. Bid: a faint smile touched her lips as she gazed at Hammond. “All right,” she said, “there goes my last tie with earth. I accept what you said. I gather that the Omega serum is a unique development and that it hasn’t shown up elsewhere in the galaxy.”


  “That is not a literal truth,” said Hammond.


  She nodded toward the adjoining room. “Then perhaps you can tell me what went wrong.”


  Hammond told her Gloge’s twofold theory: that at this stage of man’s evolution many possibilities remained for evolvement, and that apparently the serum stimulated one of these and thereafter was bound by natural law to follow that line of development.


  As he talked, he was watching her, and he was thinking: “This problem isn’t resolved. How are we going to deal with her?”


  He sensed an almost incredible strength, an actual, palpable force. It poured from her in a steady stream of power.


  He continued tensely: “The Great Galactics, when planting their seed on a new planet, have never interfered with the basic characteristics of the various races that live there. They interject selected bundles of their own genes by grafting into thousands of men and women on every continent. As the generations go by, these bundles intermix by chance with those that are native to the people of the planet. Apparently, the Omega serum stimulates one of these mixtures and carries it forward to whatever it is capable of, which, because of the singularity factor, usually leads to a dead end.”


  “The singularity factor—?” Her words were a question.


  Men, Hammond explained, were born of the union of a man and a woman. No one person carried more than a portion of mankind’s genes. As time passed, the interaction and interrelation of all the genes occurred; the race progressed because billions of chance intermixings of different bundles took place.


  In Vince, one such bundle had been stirred, been whipped up to its ultimate point by repeated Omega Stimulation—but evidently that particular bundle had strictly limited possibilities, as would always be the case when a single person was bred, so to speak, with himself . . . the singularity factor.


  And that was what had happened to Vince and herself. They were products of the most fantastic inbreeding ever attempted—life surviving through one line, a kind of incest carried to some ultimate sterility, fantastic, interesting, freakish.


  “You are wrong,” said the woman-shape softly. “I am not a freak. So what has happened here is even more improbable than I have realized. In myself, it was the galactic seedling bundle of genes that was stimulated. Now, I understand what it was I contacted out in space. One of them. And he let me. He understood instantly.”


  She added, “One more question, John Hammond. Omega is an unusual term. What does it mean?”


  “. . . When man becomes one with the ultimate, that is Point Omega.” It seemed to Hammond that, even as he finished speaking, she was growing remote, withdrawing from him. Or was it that it was he who was withdrawing? Not only from her but from everything—drifting away, not in any spatial sense, but, in some curious fashion, away from the reality of the entire universe? The brief thought came that this should be an alarming and disturbing experience. Then the thought itself was forgotten.


  “There is something occurring,” her voice was telling him. “In the small thing behind the door, the Omega evolutionary process is completed, in its fashion. In me, it is not completed—not quite.


  “But it is being completed now . . .”


  He was nowhere and nothing.


  New word-impressions, new thought impressions came suddenly and swept through him like the patter of rain.


  The impressions took form. It was later in time. He seemed to be standing in the small room next to his office, looking down at the lanky, redheaded young man sitting groggily on the edge of the couch holding his head.


  “Coming out of it, Vince?” Hammond asked.


  Vincent Strather glanced uncertainly up at him, ran his hand over the jagged rent in the sleeve of his jacket.


  “I guess so, Mr. Hammond,” he muttered. “I . . . what happened?”


  “You went for a drive tonight,” Hammond told him, “with a girl named Barbara Ellington. You’d both been drinking. She was driving . . . driving too fast. The car went off a highway embankment, turned over several times. Witnesses dragged you to safety minutes before the car burst into flames. The girl was dead. They didn’t attempt to save her body. When the police informed me of the accident, I had you brought here to Research Alpha.” As he spoke, he had the stunning realization that everything he was saying was true. The accident had happened late that evening, in exactly that manner.


  “Well . . .” Vince began. He broke off, sighed, shook his head. “Barbara was an odd girl. A wild one! I was pretty fond of her once, Mr. Hammond. Lately, I’ve been trying to break off with her.”


  Hammond received the impression that much more had happened. Automatically, he looked back through the open door as the private telephone in the inner office signaled. “Excuse me,” he said to Vince.


  As he flicked on the instrument, Helen Wendell’s face appeared on the phone screen. She gave him a brief smile, asked, “How is Strather?”


  Hammond didn’t reply at once. He looked at her, feeling cold, eerie crawlings over his scalp. Helen was seated at her desk in the outer office. She was not in a spaceboat standing off the planet.


  He heard himself say, “He’s all right. There is very little emotional shock . . . How about you?”


  “I’m disturbed by Barbara’s death,” Helen admitted. “But now I have Dr. Gloge on the phone. He’s quite anxious to talk to you.” Hammond said, “All right. Put him on.”


  “Mr. Hammond,” Dr. Gloge’s voice said a moment later, “this is in connection with the Point Omega Stimulation project. I’ve been going over all my notes and conclusions on these experiments, and I’m convinced that once you understand the extraordinary dangers which might result if the details of my experiments became known, you will agree that the project should be closed out and any records referring to it destroyed at once.”


  After switching off the phone, he remained for a while at the desk.


  So that part of the problem also had been solved! The last traces of the Omega serum were being wiped out, would, soon linger only in his mind.


  And for how long there? Perhaps no more than two or three hours, John Hammond decided. The memory pictures were paling; he had a feeling that sections of them already had vanished. And there was an odd, trembling uncertainty about what was left . . . thin, colored mind-canvas being tugged by a wind which presently would carry it off—


  He had no objections, Hammond told himself. He had seen one of the Great Ones, and it was not a memory that it was good for a lesser being to have.


  Somehow, it hurt to be so much less.


  He must have slept. For he awoke suddenly. He felt vaguely bewildered, for no reason that he could imagine.


  Helen came in, smiling. “Don’t you think it’s time we closed up for the night. You’re working too long hours again.”


  “You’re right,” Hammond nodded. He got up and went into the room next to the office to tell Vincent Strather he was free to go home.


  SLEEP NO MORE


  What evidence we have on psi talents indicates that psi and intelligence are independent variables. Telzey found there was one very psi-talented, and very carnivorous beast . . . which wasn’t smart, but very alert . . .


  I, Telzey Amberdon thought, am sitting up in bed—my bed—in my section of duplex bungalow 18-19, Student Court Ninety-two, at Pehanron College. And something happened just now that woke me up. What was it?


  She reached back, touched the light panel at the head of the couch-bed. The silent room appeared in softly glowing color about her. Telzey glanced around it, puzzled. It was still an hour before the time she’d normally be getting up. But something had brought her wide awake out of deep sleep a few seconds ago—so suddenly and completely that she found herself sitting up on the couch in the act of opening her eyes.


  And now she made another discovery. The psi screen about her mind was drawn tight—a defensive reaction she hadn’t been conscious of making.


  She considered that, frowning.


  I was dreaming about Robane again, she remembered suddenly.


  She settled back against the pillows, blinked reflectively at the amber-glowing ceiling.


  It was, she realized, the second time within a week that she’d come awake out of a dream about Robane, the maimed half-man, the inventive genius and secret murderer of Melna Park, who had entertained himself by hunting down human beings with a savage beast in the park’s forests. Nearly a month had gone by since Telzey had left Robane in his isolated house with part of his mind wiped out—he had made a very bad mistake finally in selecting a psi for his sport. The fact that she had dreamed twice about him indicated simply that she was more preoccupied with Robane at present than she’d been aware . . . but what had there been in this second dream to wake her up so abruptly?


  Telzey cast back in her memory, finding fragments of the dream, connecting them, reassembling it. In a minute or two, she seemed to have the pattern. She had planned to go back to Robane’s house when the opportunity came; and in the dream; she had done it and he had been telling her about the psi machines he’d designed for himself.


  Then there had been something else. What?


  The shadows, Telzey thought suddenly.


  As she dreamed she talked with Robane, she’d seemed to sense something approaching and she’d looked around and discovered the shadows. That was all they were, formless scraps of darkness. Two or three of them appeared to be standing off in the distance and she had the impression they were watching her. And there was another shadow not far away which seemed to be moving swiftly towards her—


  That was what had startled her into waking up instantly, snapping the screening bubble of psi energy shut about her mind as she did it!


  And the screen was still shut tight, she realized. She began to relax it, then hesitated. There was the oddest sort of reluctance to open it again! A feeling of fear . . . of the shadow that had been moving towards her, or of something else? She wasn’t sure.


  She waited a moment, then thinned the psi bubble gradually, carefully, finally let it go. And lay there feeling a little foolish for a moment, because nothing at all significant happened. There was only the usual murmur of psi and life energies around, which never became more obtrusive than she wanted it to be far less obtrusive, in any case, than the normal noises of a city. Her recently gained perceptions in that area were like an additional cluster of senses: she’d become so accustomed to using them now that closing the bubble to the point where it screened them out seemed almost like squeezing her eyes shut or putting her fingers in her ears.


  And now, Telzey asked herself, what had been the meaning of the dream?


  It might have been a suggestion that she felt guilty about what she had done to Robane. The only thing wrong with that was that she hadn’t felt guilty about it for an instant. Robane’s murders had to be stopped, immediately; and she could have stopped them in no other way without either killing him or revealing publicly that she was a psi.


  Then was she apprehensive that what she had done had been discovered? Telzey considered the possibility, shook her head. She really could see no way in which it could have been discovered! Robane himself was not aware that anything had happened to him and had no memory of her. He received no visitors in his isolation in Melna Park; the only people coming to his door were from the airtruck services that brought him his supplies and whatever else he ordered from the world outside. And such people would be unable to tell any difference in Robane, even if—which was unlikely—he let them see him personally. The part of his mind she had deleted was the part which had made him a brilliant, ruthless monster. In the ordinary affairs of life, except for his maimed physical condition, he would appear now simply as an ordinary, rather dull man.


  No, Telzey thought, she wasn’t worried about discovery. A close acquaintance would know, of course, that Robane had changed; but there was nothing to show how the change had been brought about. She had left no clues. And Robane’s previous acquaintances hadn’t seen him for some years.


  However, an unconscious part of her mind plainly was prodding her about Robane. And she had, as a matter of fact, left some unfinished business there. The human game Robane hunted also had been merchandise, delivered secretly for high pay to his house in the park by a smuggling ring. At the time, there had been too much confusion and excitement to let her dig quietly through Robane’s memories for something that would identify that ring. They were criminals who certainly should be brought to justice eventually in some way for what they had been doing.


  So she had intended to go back to the house presently—precisely as she had done in her dream—to get that information, among other things, from Robane. But it seemed advisable to wait a few weeks first. The fact that a ferocious wild animal—supposedly extinct in that section of the continent—had appeared in Melna Park, had attacked a visiting girl student and undoubtedly would have killed her if her dog hadn’t killed it first, had given the Park authorities a black eye. Melna Park was supposed to be safe for the public. Everyone had co-operated in playing the matter down; but Telzey’s adventure had been mentioned in the newscasts though her name wasn’t, and there were subsequent reports that armed park rangers and volunteer sportsmen were combing every section of the park to make sure no other murderous creatures lurked unsuspected in its forests. She had decided it would be better to let things simmer down completely again before she paid Robane another visit. She didn’t want to be seen entering his house or to appear connected with him in any way.


  There had been an alternate possibility. Telzey wasn’t sure she could do it—it would set up a new situation—but conceivably, since she had established a very direct, complete contact between their minds, she might have continued her investigation of Robane’s thought and memory processes on the far side of the continent without ever leaving Pehanron College.


  Again, however, that did not seem a desirable approach, particularly not in this case. She knew there were telepathic eavesdroppers about; and she didn’t know just how they functioned and what their aims were. It seemed best to conclude her business with Robane as cautiously and quietly as possible. Which meant going back to the park.


  And there was no reason, she thought, why she shouldn’t fly back there today after she’d got in her last scheduled lecture in the afternoon. She could register at one of the park hotels for the week end, which would give her two full days if necessary to wind up matters at Robane’s house. Then that unpleasant half-man should no longer be disturbing her dreams.


  It was that night, in her room at the park hotel, while she was thinking about Robane after dinner, that a distinct feeling of uneasiness began to develop in Telzey. It was a shapeless thing, an apprehension; she seemed physically uncomfortable, as if touched by an awareness that something here was not as it should be. Telzey shook her head irritably, switched on the window screen, went over to it. She stood there a time, looking out. In the cluster-light, Melna Park sloped away, shadowy, vast and primitive, up towards the northern mountains. Robane’s house was not in view from here; it lay beyond a turn of the mountains and, at the throttled-down pace to which aircars were limited in the park, it would take her a good four hours to get to it from the hotel tomorrow—more than twice the time she had spent crossing half the continent from Pehanron College that afternoon.


  The feeling grew in her that behind the mountains Robane was aware of her, knew she was near, was thinking of her with vengeful hatred. Which, Telzey told herself, was impossible. Robane no longer knew she existed. Much less would he have been capable, with what was left of his mind, of remembering what she had done to him. Yet the feeling was difficult to dismiss.


  She left the screen finally, dimmed the room’s lights and got into bed, wondering at her reactions. The starblaze filled the far end of the room, pouring from the screen. Normally, Telzey liked the effect; tonight it seemed cold and hostile. She reached out presently, found the screen switch on a tiny room-control console beside the bed and turned it off. The darkened room felt more comfortable. Some time later, she fell asleep . . .


  . . . And appeared to come awake again almost instantly, in shaking near-panic. She had been back in the park, with Robane’s beast on her trail at night; and for some seconds now it was difficult to remember she had seen it dead, its cruel eyes staring blindly, brought down by a killer fiercer than itself.


  Then Telzey turned up the room’s lights, switched on music and lay listening to it, while her heartbeat slowed and steadied. Her psi shield had gone tight again in reaction to the nightmare; and now she left it that way. The music should relax her, she thought.


  It didn’t. An hour later, she was still wide awake. Exasperated with herself—she almost never had problems of that sort—she got dressed and went down to the hotel terrace where late diners still sat, watching a scattering of couples dance languidly under the starblaze. Telzey sat down at a table and ordered a glass of hot milk. She’d heard hot milk was a good remedy for insomnia. She sipped it slowly, looking around at the groups of park tourists, aware that whatever tensions were in her seemed to be letting up here. By the time she finished the milk, she was getting drowsy, and returned to her room.


  But it remained an uncomfortable night. Telzey napped fitfully, woke up again. Something in her simply didn’t want to relax; and as soon as she began to fall asleep and the energy bubble enclosing her mind loosened normally, the something protested and brought her awake. It was puzzling and disturbing, and in some way it still seemed associated with Robane and with her purpose here. It would be a good thing to get her business with him over and finished as quickly as she could.


  By daybreak, she was up, feeling fatigued and irritated. But a cold shower opened her eyes; and after she’d had breakfast, she seemed reasonably fresh. Ten minutes later, she was on her way to Robane’s house.


  It was a warm, breezy prewinter day. Telzey’s aircar moved along at the thirty miles an hour to which it was limited by the sealed engine attachment installed when she’d brought it in through a park entry in the evening. Melna Park was famous for the resplendent color changes of the vegetation in its plains and forests as winter approached; the tourist traffic was consequently much heavier today than it had been a month ago. Aircars floated almost everywhere she looked, following the rolling contours of the ground, as her own Cloudsplitter was doing. She had slid the canopy down to let in the sun, and the wind intermittently whipped her hair about her cheeks.


  Under such circumstances, it seemed almost impossible to hang on to nighttime tensions. The relaxation which had eluded Telzey at the hotel gradually came to her now—she grew tempted to park the car and settle down for an hour’s nap in the sunshine before going on. But it would take her some hours to reach Robane’s house, and she wanted to get there early enough in the day to be finished with him before evening. The uneasiness she still felt about the matter wasn’t serious, but there was a half-conviction that the reactions she had experienced meant she might run into problems with Robane she hadn’t foreseen. The more time she would have available to study the situation before she got into contact with him, the better.


  Near noon, she came out into the series of mile-wide plateaus dropping from the point where the great Cil Chasm cut through the mountains to the southern forestland. Robane’s house stood at the edge of the forest. Telzey opened a compartment in the car and took out a pair of small, powerful binoculars. After a while, she had the house in the lenses. It looked precisely as it had a month ago—neat and trim; and something was moving in the garden which appeared to be a maintenance robot. So presumably the house was tenanted. One of the notions which had disturbed Telzey was that the park authorities might have become aware there was something wrong with Robane’s condition and had him taken away. It had never seemed likely; and it looked less likely now.


  She could have sent a thought to him from where she was. But she had most of the day still left, and the remnant of uneasiness made her wary. She had kept her psi screen closed throughout the trip across the park and was in no hurry to open it. Some of the aircars in sight above the plateau were those of park rangers; and while they were about she did not want to get too close to Robane’s house in any case. For a while, she kept the Cloudsplitter drifting aimlessly over the plateau—one more sight-seeing tourist among the forty or fifty in immediate view.


  Then she brought the car down behind a rise which hid Robane’s house from her, moved along back of the rise for about a mile and settled to the ground at the edge of a stand of sizable trees. She slipped out of the car, carrying the binoculars, walked up to the top of the rise and across it, threading her way among the trees until she came to a point from which she could see Robane’s house without being observed herself.


  This was the closest she had come to it today. She held it in the glasses for about ten minutes. The thing moving in the garden was a robotic tending device as she had thought; it was out of sight in some shrubbery for a while, then emerged and began moving back and forth across one of the lawns while a silvery mist arising from the shrubbery indicated a watering system had been turned on in there. Finally the robot trundled to the side of the house, paused before it. A wide door slid open in the wall, and the machine rolled inside.


  Telzey put the binoculars down. She had got a look through the door before it closed again. A large aircar stood behind it.


  So Robane appeared to be at home. If somebody else hadn’t had him removed from the house, she thought, he was almost bound to be. Her mental operation hadn’t left him enough initiative to leave the house again for purposes of his own.


  And now, she thought, a light—very light and alert—mental probe. Just enough to make quite sure that Robane was, in fact, as she had left him. that there had been no strange—and really impossible—developments in that once-wicked mind which might be connected with her still unexplained anxieties during the night.


  Leaning against the sun-warm trunk of a tall tree, just out of sight of Robane’s house, she closed her eyes and gradually lightened the bubble of psi energy about her mind, let it open out. She felt the sudden tug of some fear resistance, but the bubble stayed open. The thousandfold blended whispers of life currents on the plateau all about flowed into her awareness.


  And everything seemed very normal. Relieved, because she simply hadn’t known what she might have encountered at this moment, she flicked a thread of thought down to the forest, to Robane’s house, touched for a moment the half-man’s familiar mental patterns.


  Something like a shout flashed through her mind. Not words, nothing even partly verbalized; nevertheless, it was a clear, incisive command accompanied by the ring of triumphant, contemptuous laughter. The laughter, the contempt, were directed at her. The command—


  During the split instant of shock before she snapped the psi shield shut, tight, hard, she was aware of a blurred image rushing towards her. Then the image, the laughing voice-thought, her glimpse of Robane’s mind, were cut off together by the barrier.


  Shaking, breathing carefully, Telzey opened her eyes, glanced about. For long seconds, she remained motionless. The trees stirred lazily above her as a breeze rustled through the bushes. But nothing was changed or different, here in the world of reality. What had happened? Exactly what had she run into at Robane’s house?


  A sound reached her—the rolling thunder of explosion. It faded away.


  It seemed to have come from the forest to the south. Telzey listened a moment, licked her lips, moved forward cautiously until she could look out from behind the trees at Robane’s house.


  A roiling cloud of ugly yellow smoke still partly concealed the area where the house had stood. But it was already clear that the house and the garden about it had been savagely obliterated.


  And that, Telzey thought numbly, was in part her answer.


  By the time she got back to the Cloudsplitter and lifted it off the ground, she could see a number of tourist aircars gliding cautiously towards the site of the explosion. A moment later, an alerted ranger car screamed down out of the sky, passed over her and vanished. Telzey remained behind the rise of ground along which she had approached for a closer look at the house, moving off to the west. She was almost certain that whoever had blown up Robane in his house was not physically in the area—very likely not even in Melna Park. But there was no reason to expose herself any more than she’d already done. As it was, this might be a very bad situation—


  Robane had been used as bait—bait to trap a psi. The fact that he had been destroyed then meant that whoever had set up the trap believed the psi it had been intended for was now caught. In whatever she did next, she would have to be extremely careful.


  To start with, who were they? There seemed to be at least two telepaths involved. Telzey brought out the thought-impression she had recorded before shutting her shield, examined it closely.


  It was brief but vivid—very vivid. And studying it now, she became aware of a number of details she had not consciously noted in the moment of recording it. This psi was human, must be; and yet the thought-form had almost the sense of an alien species about it. She had never felt anything like that in the thoughts of other human psis she had tapped. It had been hurled at her with arrogance, hatred and contempt, as if the psi himself felt he was different from and superior to human beings. Perhaps it was . . . his thought held an impression of force and power which had been as startling to her in that unprotected instant as the sudden, angry roar of an animal nearby.


  Blended into that had been a communication—not directed at her and not too clear to her. It was, she thought, the sort of mental shortcode that seemed to develop among associated telepaths; a flick of psi which might carry a very involved meaning. She could see the basic meaning here: Success! The quarry was hooked! So he had one or more companions with whom he felt on equal footing. His own kind, whatever that was.


  Then the third part, the least clear part of that thought-structure. It had death in it. Her death. It was a command; and she was almost certain it had been directed at the indistinct shape she’d seemed to glimpse in the same instant, rushing towards her. Something that might have been a sizable animal.


  Her death . . . how? Telzey swallowed uncomfortably. What had been their connection with Robane? Possibly the one she had come here to investigate. Minds like that should have no objection to delivering one human being to another, to be hunted down and killed for sport. But psis could have other uses for Robane. The halfman’s inventive genius might have been at the disposal of a watching mind which set him profitable problems and left him to work them out, not knowing why he did it, in the solitude of Melna Park.


  Whatever their interest in Robane, they had discovered what had been done to the half-man and knew that only another psi could have done it in that exact manner. She had sealed most of Robane’s memories away but left them intact; and they could guess from that that she intended to be back to search through them for more information. They could have destroyed Robane immediately as being of no further use to them, but they’d wanted the unidentified meddler off their track. Perhaps they were concerned about what she might already know. To psis with something to hide, other psis must present a constant threat of exposure.


  So they had set up the trap. Robane’s mind was the bait. The telepath who touched it again would spring the trap on himself. And, some twenty minutes ago, cautious and light as her touch had been, she had sprung it.


  Immediately afterwards, she had locked the psi bubble around her. Perhaps that had nullified whatever had been planned for her at Robane’s house. Perhaps, she thought. She had to accept the probability that she still was in the trap—and she didn’t yet know what it was.


  The Cloudsplitter went gliding at its measured thirty miles an hour across the upper plateaus of the valley, a hundred feet from the ground. The southern forest where Robane’s house had stood had sunk out of sight behind her. The flanks of the mountains curved away ahead. Telzey turned the car farther in towards them. Another aircar slipped past at the edge of her vision, three hundred yards away. She had a momentary impulse to swing around again and follow it; to remain near other people. But she kept the Cloudsplitter on its course. The company of others meant no safety for her, and mingling with them might simply distract her attention dangerously.


  She returned the car to its automatic controls, sat gazing at the mountains through the windshield. That other impression at the instant of touching Robane’s mind—the image, the vague shape like an animal’s rushing towards her. Perhaps a hallucination, her own mind’s symbol of some death energy directed at her by the waiting psi. At any rate, she had seen it before, though not quite in the same way.


  She went over the last section of her dream two nights ago, of being in Robane’s house . . . the shadows, several watching in the distance—one moving towards her, until a fright reaction brought her awake, shield closed. During the dream, a tendril of psi might have drifted from her to Robane’s mind, too tenuous to spring the trap but enough to begin setting its mechanism in motion. Something in her had recognized that, drawn quickly back.


  Her anxieties at the hotel again began after she had been thinking of Robane and her experience with him. Here in Melna Park, the background to that experience, such thoughts could have produced enough contact between them to disturb the trap’s mechanism once more. There had been a feeling then that something prowled around in the star-pale night outside, searching for her but unable to find her behind the psi barrier.


  Something? Psi energy could kill, quickly, impersonally, directly; it could be used as a weapon by a mind which understood its use for that purpose and was equipped to handle the force it turned on another. But if that was the trap, it seemed to her she would have interpreted it differently—not as a moving shadow, a half-glimpsed animal shape, an image which drifted through the night looking for her.


  What else could it be? Telzey shook her head. She didn’t know. She could find out; eventually she would have to find out. But not yet.


  She glanced at the watch in her wrist-talker. Give them another hour, she decided. They didn’t know her physical identity; but it could do no harm to place more physical distance between herself and the area of Robane’s house before she tried anything else. They had caught at least momentary glimpses of her mind—bad enough, but it couldn’t be helped now. In that respect, she must have seemed to vanish for them as she closed her shield. It was even possible they believed she had been destroyed by whatever trick they had prepared; and if that was true, she already was reasonably safe again—if she did nothing to bring herself to their attention.


  They might very well still be watching closely for her at the moment. But an hour from now, they should be less alert. There was a trick of her own she could use then to determine what the situation was, without much risk of revealing herself.


  An hour later, the effects of having passed a nearly sleepless night were more noticeable. Not enough to bother her seriously, but there were moments of reduced alertness and physical lassitude of which she suddenly grew aware. Under different circumstances, she could have ignored that; now, she felt some concern. The nearest park ranger car would have hustled a stimulant over to her if she’d used the car’s communicator to ask for it, but she would be in for a period of questioning solicitude then, at the very least. She’d simply have to remain wakeful long enough to make sure she was free of the situation she’d got into through Robane.


  The test she had prepared was a simple one. The psi bubble would flash open, instantly be shut again. During that moment, her perceptions, extended to the utmost, would be set to receive two impressions: thought-patterns of the telepath who had laid a trap for her, and the vaguely seen animal shape involved with the trap. If either was still in her mental vicinity, still a menace, some trace of it would be obtained, however faintly. If nothing was there, she could at last, Telzey thought, begin to relax. Unless they were as intently prepared as she was to detect some sign from her, that momentary flicker of psi should pass unobserved.


  The bubble flicked open, flicked shut, as her sensitized perceptions made their recording. Telzey sat still for a moment then, feeling the drumming of fear.


  Slowly, like an afterimage, she let the recorded picture grow up again in her awareness.


  A gray beast shape. What kind of beast it represented she didn’t know. Something like a great, uncouth baboon—a big heavy head, strong body supported on four hand-paws.


  As the bubble opened, she’d had the feeling of seeing it near her, three-dimensional, every detail of its structure clearly etched, though it stood in a vague nothingness. The small red eyes stared in her direction. And short as the moment of exposure was, she was certain she’d seen it start in recognition, begin moving towards her, before it vanished behind the barrier again.


  What was it? A hallucination—a projection insinuated into her mind by the other psi in the instant of contact between them, something she was supposed to develop to her own destruction now?


  She didn’t think so. It seemed much too real, too alertly, menacingly, alive. In some way she’d seen what was there—the vague animal image she’d glimpsed before, come close and no longer vague. In physical space, it might be hundreds of miles away; or perhaps it was nowhere in that sense at present. In the other reality they shared, it hadn’t lost her. While she was concealed behind the psi barrier, it had waited; and at each brief new impression it received of her mind, it had moved “closer” again. What would happen when, in its manner, it reached her, touched her?


  She didn’t know the answer to that. She let the image fade, began searching for traces of the psi-mind associated with it. After long seconds, she knew nothing had been recorded in her perceptions there. The psi was simply gone. He had drawn her to his trap, set the creature on her, then apparently turned away to other matters—as if confident that nothing more needed to be done at present.


  The thought was briefly more chilling than the waiting beast image. But if it was only an animal she had to deal with, Telzey told herself, escape might be an easier matter than it would have been if minds like the one she had encountered had remained on her trail.


  Nevertheless, the animal seemed bad enough. She had never heard of a creature which tracked down prey by sensing mental emanations, as this one evidently did. It must be native to a world not generally known in the Hub; and she could guess it had been imported here with the primary purpose of turning it into a hunter of human psis—psis who could be a problem to its masters. It knew about psi barriers. Either it had dealt with those in its natural state, too, or it had been trained to handle them. At any rate, it seemed quite aware that it need only wait, with a carnivore’s alert patience, until the quarry’s shield relaxed. As her bubble would relax eventually. She couldn’t stay awake forever; and asleep she didn’t have enough control of the barrier to keep so steady and relentless a watcher from detecting occasional traces of her mental activity.


  It had been a trap in two ways then. If she’d simply gone to Robane’s house, hadn’t taken the precaution of checking first, she would have vanished in the explosion with him. Since she had checked, they’d set this thing of theirs on her. It would keep her inside her psi barrier where she couldn’t try to keep track of what they were doing now, and it was intended to force her into behavior which would reveal to them who she was as an individual and where she was. If they knew that, they could use some very ordinary method to dispose of her.


  They would assume she was somewhere in Melna Park, though they couldn’t be sure of it. There were no psis like the one whose thought-impression she had studied in the area at present; but he and others might be on their way there now. Before they arrived, she had to be free of their animal—they were making use of its specialized psionic ability to keep in contact with selected prey as men long ago had learned to turn the sharper senses of the dog to their own advantage.


  And, very simply, she had to be free of it before she became too sleepy to hold it off any longer with the barrier.


  Some months before, she had encountered a telepathic alien creature which had attempted to kill her with a bolt of psi energy and had, in fact, very nearly succeeded. She had got rid of that one readily enough, almost frightened it to death, by drenching its mind with thoughts of pure, black hate. Perhaps the method would be equally effective with the baboonlike thing, though the glimpse she’d had of it suggested it was a far more formidable animal all around and one that would not be at all easy to discourage. Besides, discouraging it shouldn’t be enough this time—the probable result would be that she would find it put on her trail again on another occasion, and rather soon. But shaking it off temporarily at least would give her the opportunity to prepare a better defense against both it and its masters. If she couldn’t think of another solution, she should make the attempt.


  Ten minutes later, she hadn’t thought of anything better to do. The Cloudsplitter was drifting up a wide valley into the higher ranges of the park; a touch of chill was in the breeze and there were fewer tourists around. At the moment, she could see only two or three other aircars ahead.


  Telzey assembled the hate pattern carefully—not too difficult to do; she was coldly afraid, and fear could be twisted into anger and focused in hatred on those who caused it. She let the feeling build up until she was trembling with it, holding it aimed like a gun, then opened the bubble.


  Almost instantly, seeing the gray shape plunging at her through the nothing-space of psi, small pig-eyes glaring red above the gaping jaws, she knew that on this psi-beast it wasn’t going to work. The hate-thought had found no entry point; she wasn’t touching it. But she held the thought as the shape rushed up, snapped the bubble shut before it reached her—immediately found herself slewing the Cloudsplitter around in a sharp turn to the left as if to avoid a physical collision. There was a sound behind her, a deep, bubbling howl, which chilled her to the heart.


  Glancing around, she saw it for an instant, twenty feet back of the car—no mind-image, but a thick, powerful animal body, plunging head downward, stretched out as if it were diving, through the air of Melna Park. Then it vanished.


  It wasn’t really a telepath, she thought—that was why she hadn’t been able to touch it. It had a psi-sense through which it could trace out the minds of prospective victims, draw “close” to them; and it had the psi-ability to flick itself through space and appear beside them when it knew by the mind-contact where they were. For the kill it needed only physical weapons: the strength of its massive body, its great teeth and the broad flat nails of the reaching paw-hands which had seemed only feet from her when the bubble shut them from view. If she hadn’t swerved sideways in that instant, the thing would have crashed down into the car, and torn the life out of her moments later.


  A kind of dullness settled on her now, composed partly of increasing fatigue and partly of a puzzled wonder that she really seemed able to do nothing to get away from this thing. It was some minutes before she could push the feeling aside and get her thoughts arranged again into some kind of order.


  In one way, her experiment with the animal might have immediately increased the danger. Its dip through space seemed to have confused it momentarily; at any rate, it had lost too much contact with her to materialize near her again, though she didn’t doubt it was still very close mentally. There were moments when she thought she could feel its presence beyond the barrier. But the danger lay in the fact that it might have seen her, or at least the car, in that instant. She didn’t think it was intelligent enough to communicate such discoveries to its masters; but the masters, from what she had seen of them, could be quite capable of scanning the mind of such a creature. She had to count on the possibility that they would obtain an adequate description of her through that method at any time now.


  Though they might, Telzey thought, actually not care at this point whether they had a description of her or not. She would have to keep out of sight until she was sure about that. But the way the matter had been handled showed this was not a new situation to them. Other psis had been caught in the same trap and died in it. If they felt they could trust their animal to conclude the matter—and perhaps they could—the details of the end might be of no great interest to them.


  It all hinged just now, in any case, on whether she could escape from the animal. It probably was not even a very intelligent animal; a species with its abilities and strength would not need much mental equipment to get along in its world. But she was caught in a game which was being played by the animal’s rules, not hers; and so far she had found no way to get around them.


  Some time past the middle of the afternoon, she edged the Cloudsplitter down into a cluster of thickets on sloping ground, brushing the vegetation aside until the car was completely concealed. She shut off its engines and climbed out, stood swaying a little unsteadily for a moment, before she turned and pushed her way out of the thickets again.


  If she’d remained sitting in the car, she would have been asleep in minutes. If she stayed on her feet, she might gain another fifteen or twenty minutes to attempt to work out an immediate solution. Then she would have to call the park rangers on the car’s communicator and ask them to get a fix on her and come to her help. Stimulants could keep her awake for another day, perhaps longer. But in doing that, she thought, she would start a chain of events which almost certainly must end in her destruction. If the beast didn’t finish her, the psis would be there to do it. For all she knew, they already were searching the park for her.


  To try to keep awake on her own for another fifteen or twenty minutes might be equally fatal, of course. The thing was near! Half a dozen times she’d been on the verge of drifting off to the point where outside reality and the universe of psi seemed blended, had been jolted awake by a growing sense of the psi beast’s presence.


  Getting out of the car and on her feet had roused her a little. The cold of the mountain air had a further stimulating effect. She’d come far up into a region of the park which already seemed touched by winter. It was, she thought, at least twenty minutes or so since she’d last seen a tourist car or any other indication of the presence of humanity on the planet.


  She stood rubbing her arms with her hands to warm them, looking around. She was above a rounded dip in the mountains between two adjoining ridges. Thin, brown, hip-high grass and straggling trees filled the dip. A narrow, swift stream wound through it. She’d grounded the car three quarters of the way up the western side. The far side was a flat, almost vertical gray rock wall, festooned with yellow cobwebs of withering vines. That half of the dip was still bathed in sunlight coming over the top of the ridge behind her. Her side was in shadow.


  She shivered in the chill, shook her head to drive away a new wave of drowsiness. She seemed unable to concentrate on the problem of the psi-beast. Her thoughts shifted to the sun-warmed rocks she had crossed at the top of the ridge as she turned the Cloudsplitter down into the little valley.


  She pictured herself sitting there, warmed by the sun. It was a convincing picture; in imagination she felt the sun on her shoulders and back, the warm rock beneath her, saw the dry, thorny fall growth—


  Telzey’s eyes flickered, widened thoughtfully. After a moment, she brought the picture back into her mind.


  I’m here, she thought. I’m sitting in the sun. I’m half asleep, nodding, feeling the warmth, forgetting I’m in danger. The wind blows over the rocks and the bushes are rustling all around me.


  She opened the psi bubble gently—“I’m here, Bozo!”—closed it.


  She stood in the shadow of the western ridge, shivering and chilled, listening. Far above, for a moment, there had been noises as if something plunged heavily about in the thorny growth at the top of the ridge. Then the noises had stopped abruptly.


  Telzey’s gaze shifted down into the dip between the ridges, followed the course of the little stream up out of the shadows to a point where it ran between flat sandy banks.


  And now I’m here, she thought. Sitting in warm sand, in the sun again, now sheltered from the wind.


  The shield opened. For an instant.


  “I’m here—”


  Looking down from the shaded slope, barrier tight and hard, she saw Bozo the beast appear in Melna Park for the second time that day, half in the stream, half out. Its heavy head swung this way and that; it leaped forward, wheeled, glared about, plunged suddenly out of sight among the trees. For an instant, she heard its odd howling voice, like amplified drunken human laughter, but furious with frustrated eagerness.


  Telzey leaned back against the tree behind her, closed her eyes. Drowsiness rolled in immediately. She shook her head, drove it back.


  Darkness, she thought. Darkness, black and cold. Black, black all around me—because I’ve fallen asleep, Bozo. Now you can get—


  Blackness closed in on her mind like a rush of wind. The bubble-shield slipped open.


  “Bozo! I’m HERE!”


  In the blackness, Bozo’s image flashed up before her, huge, jaws wide, red eyes blazing, gray arms sweeping out to seize her—


  The bubble snapped shut.


  Eyes still closed, Telzey swayed against the tree, listening to the echoes of the second explosion she had heard today. This one had been short and sharp, monstrously loud.


  She shook her head, opened her eyes, looked across the dip. The cliff face on the eastern side had changed its appearance. A jagged, dark fissure showed in it, beginning at the top, extending halfway down to the valley. Puffs of mineral dust still drifted out of the fissure into the open air.


  She had wondered what would happen if around four hundred pounds of solid animal materialized suddenly deep inside solid rock. She’d expected it could be something like this. This time, Bozo hadn’t been able to flick back into nospace again.


  “Good-by, Bozo!” she said aloud, across the dip. “I won’t miss you.”


  That had been one part of it, she thought. And now the other.


  The psi bubble opened again. And now it stayed open—one minute, two minutes, three—as her perceptions spread out, across Melna Park and beyond, searching for impressions of the psi-mind that had laughed at her in hatred and contempt, cursed her with Bozo, long, long hours ago, at Robane’s house.


  And there was nothing. Nowhere around here, for many miles about, was anyone thinking of her, giving her any attention at all.


  Then you’re too late, she told them. She turned, stumbling a little, her balance not too good at the moment on the rocky ground, and pushed her way back through the bushes to the point where she’d left the Cloudsplitter parked. A minute or so later, she’d lifted the little car above the ridges, swung it around to the south. Its canopy was closed and she was luxuriously soaking in the warmth of its heaters. She wanted to go to sleep very badly now, but there was one thing still to be done. It was almost finished.


  One section, a tiny section, of her mind was forming itself into a psionic alarm system. Forevermore, it would remain on guard now against psi-minds of the type which had nearly trapped her for good. At the slightest, most distant indication that minds like that were about, long before she became consciously aware of them, her bubble would close automatically and she would know why.


  She felt the process complete itself, reached over and set the Cloudsplitter on the automatic controls which would take it back down through the mountains into the warm southern areas of Melna Park to drift along with the other tourist cars. Later, she thought, she could start wondering about those minds and what might perhaps be done about them. Later—


  She slumped back gently in the car seat and was instantly asleep.


  1966


  FADDIST


  He had promised Elaine that he would tend her garden organically. And he kept his word.


  Elaine’s half-acre fruit and vegetable garden, Herman Broadbent told himself with a touch of somberness rather unusual in him, had never looked quite so lush, so deep-green-healthy, as it did today. Even the blood orange tree she used to worry about was responding nobly, with fruits and flowers, to the painstaking organic gardening methods in which his wife had schooled him, and formed a fitting centerpiece for the whole garden. It would have made Elaine very happy to see it.


  With the edge of his fork, Herman broke a piece from the whipped-cream scone on the plate before him, and transferred it to his mouth. He was a plump, white-haired man, tanned and rosy-cheeked. Holding the morsel on his tongue for a moment, he half closed his eyes, appreciating the delicate combination of flaky pastry and almost ethereal cream, before closing his teeth slowly down on it. Munching, he let his gaze move over the other items on the porch table . . . cinnamon rolls and jam tarts, grouped about a majestic chocolate buttercream cake.


  Elaine, Herman Broadbent admitted to himself with a rueful little smile, would not have been happy to see anything like that in her home! When he thought of his wife, as he often did when sitting on the back porch these pleasant summer evenings, Herman would concede only one fault in Elaine. She had been a health food faddist and had tried very hard, throughout their nineteen years of married life, to turn Herman into one.


  Herman, a French pastry and whipped cream man by nature, had gone along with her notions, in part because he was fond of Elaine, and in part because she was twice as strong-willed as he was. In time, he became habituated to wheat germ, yeast, desiccated liver, vegetarian beefsteaks, sunflower seeds, royal jelly, squawbush tea, and the long, long roster of nutritious growths, from apricots to zucchini squash, all exuberantly healthful, positively bursting with minerals and vitamins, which Elaine produced with relentless enthusiasm in her organic garden.


  He grew used to this diet; but he never entirely forgot the devitalizing, unnatural, overprocessed goodies he had doted on before running into Elaine. Once, in their eighth year of marriage, as Herman recalled it now, he made the mistake of bringing a box of quite plain Vanilla Treats back from the market with him. Elaine had gone absolutely white. Without a word, she emptied the Treats into the garbage can, then wheeled on Herman.


  “Are you trying to dig your grave with your teeth, Herman Broadbent?” she cried. “You know you like the wonderful, nutty flavor of homemade Brewer’s Yeast cookies much better than that poisonous trash!”


  Herman knew no such thing. But neither did he lapse again—except, on occasion, in his dreams. Nevertheless Elaine remained distrustful. When, in the nineteenth year of their marriage, she was invited to address the annual convention of the Association of Organic Garden Growers in Idaho, she hesitated, torn between delight at the prospect of being among kindred spirits for a whole week and a suspicion that Herman might go berserk in her absence. Finally, she exacted two solemn pledges from him. One, to take faithful care of the garden while she was gone; and the other, not to deviate by so much as a nibble from the list of menus she drew up for him.


  Herman promised. Next afternoon, Elaine, having packed her bags and informed the neighbors of the honor awaiting her, drove off to the railway station.


  Four days later, a telegram arrived from the Association asking why Mrs. Broadbent had not appeared to address them. Herman notified the police, and an investigation was instituted which led to nothing. Somewhere between the railroad station and Idaho, Elaine seemed to have vanished into thin air. In the eight months since that day, no trace of her ever had been reported.


  He could say with full honesty, Herman reflected, gazing out on the garden, that he had kept the first of the two pledges. Two hours each afternoon, he toiled away in the garden, removing each intruding sprout of a weed as it appeared, spreading compost heap material about, spading, watering, and in the fullness of time harvesting each crop and shoving it carefully down the garbage disposal unit he’d installed in the kitchen sink. Elaine couldn’t have found a word of fault with the garden’s condition.


  The other promise, of course, he hadn’t kept. Not a single healthful, genuinely nourishing bite had he let pass his teeth since waving goodby to Elaine from the front porch. For almost an hour after she left, he had held out while half-buried memories came crowding into his mind . . . hot apple strudels and shortcakes, pecan rolls and tarts . . . everything topped by snowdrifts of icing, by airy clouds of whipped cream. Finally, his mouth watering unbearably, Herman realized that the bakeries would soon be closed. His pledge forgotten, he rushed out. . . .


  What had possessed Elaine that fateful day to make her change her mind? Was it intuition? Some telepathic warning? Or just the sudden realization that she was testing her husband beyond his power to resist? Herman would never know. Lost in an orgiastic rapture, he had been in the kitchen, slicing off his fourth piece of lemon chiffon cake, with the bread knife, when the door to the porch opened. Appalled, he stared at his wife framed against the darkening garden beyond.


  Wordlessly Elaine had pulled the garbage can out from under the sink and begun sweeping the remaining components of Herman’s unrestrained feast into it. Still clutching the bread knife, he watched her in stunned silence. Having cleared the table, Elaine shoved the garbage can back under the sink, stood staring stonily out the window, arms folded over her chest.


  “I saw you from the garden,” she said heavily. “It was . . . disgusting . . . incredible! And after all these years! I shall never be able to trust you out of my sight again, Herman Broadbent!”


  Herman had looked at her back, many things rushing through his mind . . . yeast and steamed kale, sunflower seeds and wheat germ. Years and years of it still to come; for on such a diet he might well live to be over a hundred. And never, never in all that time, even one more spoonful of whipped cream!


  Against that, there was the fact that he was really quite fond of Elaine.


  One cannot have everything, Herman understood then. The time comes when one must decide.


  Rather regretfully, but purposefully, he made his decision.


  So Elaine was gone, but her garden remained. He would tend it faithfully as long as he stayed here. And he would stay here all the rest of his days.


  It would never do if, during his lifetime, some unsentimental new tenant decided to uproot Elaine’s magnificently blooming, organically nourished blood orange tree.


  THE SEARCHER


  The Searcher wasn’t exactly smart, or intelligent—but it had immense potentialities. And unbreakable determination to gain what it sought—


  It was night in that part of the world of Mezmiali—deep night, for much of the sky was obscured by the dense cosmic dust cloud called the Pit, little more than two light-years away. Overhead, only a scattering of nearby stars twinkled against the sullen gloom of the cloud. Far to the east, its curving edges were limned in brilliance, for beyond it, still just below the horizon, blazed the central sun clusters of the Hub.


  The landscaped private spaceport was well-lit but almost deserted. A number of small ships stood about in their individual stations, and two watchmen on a pair of float scooters were making a tour of the grounds, moving along unhurriedly twenty feet up in the air. They weren’t too concerned about intruders—the ships were locked and there was little else of value around to steal. But their duties included inspecting the area every two hours, and they were doing it.


  One of them checked his scooter suddenly, said through his mike, “Take a look at Twenty-two.”


  His companion turned his head in the indicated direction. The ship at Station Twenty-two was the largest one here at present, an interstellar yacht which had berthed late in the afternoon, following an extensive pleasure cruise. He stared in surprise, asked, “Nobody onboard, is there?”


  The first watchman was checking his list. “Not supposed to be until tomorrow! She’s getting a standard overhaul then. What do you suppose that stuff is?”


  The stuff he referred to looked like a stream of pale, purple fire welling silently out of the solid hull of the yacht, about halfway up its side. It flowed down along the side of the ship, vanishing as it touched the ground—appeared actually to be pouring on unchecked through the base of Station Twenty-two into the earth. Both men had glanced automatically at the radiation indicators on the floats and found them reassuringly inactive. But it was a puzzling, eerie sight.


  “It’s new to me!” the other man said uneasily. “Better report it right away! There might be somebody on board, maybe monkeying with the engines . . . Wait a moment. It’s stopping!”


  They looked on in silence as the last of the fiery flow slid down the yacht, disappeared soundlessly into the station’s foundation.


  The first watchman shook his head.


  “I’ll call the super,” he said. “He’ll . . .”


  A sharp whistling rose simultaneously from the two radiation indicators. Pale fire surged out of the ground beneath the floats, curved over them, enclosing the men and their vehicles. For a moment, the figures of the watchmen moved convulsively in a shifting purple glow; then they appeared to melt, and vanished. The fire sank back to the ground, flowed down into it. The piercing clamor of the radiation indicators faded quickly to a whisper and ceased.


  The scooters hung in the air, motionless, apparently undamaged. But the watchmen were gone.


  Eighty yards underground, the goyal lay quiet while the section it had detached to assimilate the two humans, who had observed it as it left the ship, returned and again became a part of it. It was a composite of billions of units, an entity now energy, now matter, vastly extensible and mobile in space, comparatively limited in the heavy mediums of a planet. At the moment, it was close to its densest material form, a sheet of unseen luminescence in the ground, sensor groups probing the spaceport area to make sure there had been no other witnesses to its arrival on Mezmiali.


  There appeared to have been none. The goyal began to drift underground towards a point on the surface of the planet about a thousand miles from the spaceport.


  And, about a thousand miles away, in the direction the goyal was heading, Danestar Gems raked dark-green fingernails through her matching dark-green hair, and swore nervously at the little spy screen she’d been manipulating.


  Danestar was alone at the moment, in a small room of the University League’s Unclassified Specimens Depot on Mezmiali. The Depot was composed of a group of large, heavily structured, rather ugly buildings, covering about the area of an average village, which stood in the countryside far from any major residential sections. The buildings were over three centuries old and enclosed as a unit by a permanent energy barrier, presenting to the world outside the appearance of a somewhat flattened black dome which completely concealed the buildings.


  Originally, there had been a fortress on this site, quickly constructed at the time Mezmiali was subject to periodic attacks by space raiders—human and alien. The ponderous armament of the fortress, designed to deal with such enemies, had long since been dismantled; but the basic buildings remained, and the old energy barrier was the one still in use—a thing of monstrous power, retained only because it had been simpler and less expensive to leave it in place than to remove it.


  Nowadays, the complex was essentially a warehouse area with automatic maintenance facilities; an untidy giant museum of current and extinct galactic life. It stored mineral, soil and atmosphere samples—almost anything, in fact, that scientific expeditions, government exploration groups, prospectors, colonial workers, or adventuring private parties were likely to pick up in space or on strange worlds. Anything considered of sufficient interest to warrant detailed analysis of its nature and properties was handed over to the University League. For a century the League had struggled—and never quite succeeded—to keep up with the material provided it for study in this manner. Meanwhile, the specimens continued to come in and were routed into special depots for preliminary cataloguing and storage. Most of them would turn out to be without interest, or of interest only to the followers of some esoteric branch of science. A relatively very small number of items, however, eventually might become very valuable, indeed, either because of the new scientific information they would provide or because they could be commercially exploited, or both. Such items had a correspondingly high immediate sales value as soon as their potential qualities were recognized.


  Hence the Unclassified Specimens Depots were, in one way or another, well protected areas—none of them more impressively so than the Mezmiali Depot. The lowering black barrier enclosing it also served to reassure the citizenry of the planet when rumors arose, as they did periodically, that the Depot’s Life Bank vaults contained dormant alien monstrosities such as human eyes rarely looked upon.


  But mainly the barrier was there because the University League did not want some perhaps priceless specimens to be stolen.


  That was also why Danestar Gems was there.


  Danestar was a long-waisted, lithe, beautiful girl, dressed severely in a fitted black coverall suit and loose, short, white jacket, the latter containing numerous concealed pockets for the tools and snooping devices with which she worked. The wide, ornamental belt enclosing the suit under the jacket similarly carried almost indetectable batteries of tiny control switches. Her apparently frivolous penchant for monocolor make-up—dark green at the moment: green hair and lashes, green eyes, lips, nails, all precisely the same shade—was part of the same professional pattern. The hair was a wig, like a large, flowing, soft helmet, designed for Danestar personally, with exquisite artistry, by a stylist of interstellar fame; but beneath its waves was a mass of miniature gadgetry, installed with no less artistry by Danestar herself. On another day, or another job, depending on the purpose she was pursuing, the wig and other items might be sea blue, scarlet, or a somewhat appalling pale pink. Her own hair was dark brown, cut short. In most respects, Danestar actually was a rather conservative girl.


  For the past ten minutes, she had been trying unsuccessfully to contact her colleague, Corvin Wergard. Wergard’s last report, terminated abruptly, had reached her from another section of the Depot. He’d warned her that a number of armed men were trying to close in on him there and that it would be necessary for him to take prompt evasive action.


  Danestar Gems and Corvin Wergard were employees of the Kyth Interstellar Detective Agency, working in the Depot on a secret assignment for University League authorities. Officially, they had been sent here two weeks before as communications technicians who were to modernize the Depot’s antiquated systems. Danestar was, as a matter of fact, a communications expert, holding an advanced degree in the subject. Corvin Wergard had a fair working knowledge of communication systems; but they were not his specialty. He was a picklock in the widest sense. Keeping him out of a place he wanted to get into, or look into, was a remarkably difficult thing to do.


  Their working methods differed considerably. Danestar was an instrument girl. The instruments she favored were cobwebby miniatures; disassembled, all fitted comfortably into a single flat valise which went wherever Danestar did. Most of them she built herself, painstakingly and with loving care like a fly fisherman creating the gossamer tools of his hobby. Next to them, their finest commercial equivalents looked crude and heavy—not too surprisingly, since Danestar’s instruments were designed to be handled only by her own slender, extremely deft fingers. On an operation, she went about, putting out ten, twenty, fifty or a hundred eyes and ears, along with such other sensors, telltales and recorders of utterly inhuman type as were required by the circumstances, cutting in on established communication lines and setting up her own, masked by anti-antispying devices. In many cases, of course, her touch had to be imperceptible; and it almost always was. She was a confirmed snoop, liked her work, and was very good at it.


  Wergard’s use of tools, on the other hand, was restricted to half a dozen general-utility items, not particularly superior to what might be expected of the equipment of any enterprising and experienced burglar. He simply knew locks and the methods used to protect them against tampering or to turn them into deadly traps inside and out; and, by what might have been in part an intuitive process of which he was unaware, he knew what to do about them, whether they were of a type with which he was familiar or not, almost in the instant he encountered them. To observers, he sometimes appeared to pass through the ordinary run of locked doors without pausing. Concealed alarms and the like might delay him a minute or two; but he rarely ran into any contrivance of the sort that could stop him completely.


  The two had been on a number of previous assignments together and made a good team. Between them, the Unclassified Specimens Depot became equipped with a satisfactorily comprehensive network of Danestar’s espionage devices within twenty-four hours after their arrival.


  At that point, a number of complications made themselves evident.


  Their principal target here was the Director of the Depot, Dr. Hishkan. The University League had reason to believe—though it lacked proof—that several items which should have been in the Depot at present were no longer there. It was possible that the fault lay with the automatic storage, recording, and shipping equipment; in other words, that the apparently missing items were simply not in their proper place and would eventually be found. The probability, however, was that they had been clandestinely removed from the Depot and disposed of for profit.


  In spite of the Depot’s size, only eighteen permanent employees worked there, all of whom were housed in the Depot itself. If any stealing was going on, a number of these people must be involved in it. Among them, Dr. Hishkan alone appeared capable of selecting out of the vast hodgepodge of specimens those which would have a genuine value to interested persons outside the University League. The finger of suspicion pointed at him.


  That made it a difficult and delicate situation. Dr. Hishkan had a considerable reputation as a man of science, with friends in high positions within the League. Unquestionable proof of his guilt must be provided before accusations could be made.


  Danestar and Corvin Wergard went at the matter unhurriedly, feeling their way. They would have outside assistance available, if needed, but had limited means of getting information out of the Depot. Their private transmitter could not drive a message through the energy barrier, hence could be used at most for a short period several times a day when air trucks or space shuttles passed through the entrance lock. The Depot’s communicators were set up to work through the barrier, but they were in the main control station near the entrance lock and under observation around the clock.


  Two things became clear almost immediately. The nature of their assignment here was suspected, if not definitely known; and every U-League employee in the Depot, from Dr. Hishkan on down, was involved in the thefts. It was not petty pilfering but a well-organized operation with established outside contacts and with connections in the League to tip them off against investigators.


  Except for Wergard’s uncanny ability to move unnoticed about an area with which he had familiarized himself almost as he chose, and Danestar’s detection-proof instrument system, their usefulness in the Depot would have been over before they got started. But within a few days, they were picking up significant scraps of information. Dr. Hishkan did not intend to let their presence interfere with his activities; he had something going on too big to postpone until the supposed communications technicians gave up here and left. In fact, the investigation was forcing him to rush his plans through, since he might now be relieved of his position as head of the Depot at any time, on general suspicions alone.


  They continued with the modernization of the communications systems, and made respectable progress there—it was a three-months’ job, so there was no danger they would get done too quickly with it. During and between work periods, Danestar watched, listened, recorded; and Wergard prowled. The conspirators remained on guard. Dr. Hishkan left the Depot for several hours three times in two weeks. He was not trailed outside, to avoid the chance of a slip which might sharpen his suspicions. The plan was to let him make his arrangements, then catch him in the act of transferring University League property out of the Depot and into the hands of his contacts. In other respects, he was carrying out his duties as scientific director in an irreproachable manner.


  They presently identified the specimen which Dr. Hishkan appeared to be intending to sell this time. It seemed an unpromising choice, by its looks a lump of asteroid material which might weigh around half a ton. But Dr. Hishkan evidently saw something in it, for it had been taken out of storage and was being kept in a special vault near his office in the main Depot building. The vault was left unguarded—presumably so as not to lead to speculations about its contents—but had an impressive series of locks, which Wergard studied reflectively one night for several minutes before opening them in turn in a little less than forty seconds. He planted a number of Danestar’s observation devices in the vault, locked it up again and went away.


  The devices, in their various ways, presently took note of the fact that Dr. Hishkan, following his third trip outside the Depot, came into the vault and remained occupied for over an hour with the specimen. His activities revealed that the thing was an artifact, that the thick shell of the apparent asteroid chunk could be opened in layers within which nestled a variety of instruments. Hishkan did something with the instruments which created a brief, but monstrous, blast of static in Danestar’s listening recorders.


  As the next supplies truck left the Depot, Danestar beamed a shortcode message through the open barrier locks to their confederates outside, alerting them for possibly impending action and describing the object which would be smuggled out. Next day, she received an acknowledgment by the same route, including a summary of two recent news reports. The static blast she had described apparently had been picked up at the same instant by widely scattered instruments as much as a third of the way through the nearest Hub cluster. There was some speculation about its source, particularly—this was the subject of the earlier report—because a similar disturbance had been noted approximately three weeks before, showing the same mysteriously widespread pattern of simultaneous occurrence.


  Wergard, meanwhile, had dug out and copied the Depot record of the item’s history. It had been picked up in the fringes of the cosmic dust cloud of the Pit several years earlier by the only surviving ship of a three-vessel U-League expedition, brought back because it was emitting a very faint, irregular trickle of radiation, and stored in the Unclassified Specimens Depot pending further investigation. The possibility that the radiation might be coming from instruments had not occurred to anybody until Dr. Hishkan took a closer look at the asteroid from the Pit.


  “Floating in space,” Danestar said thoughtfully. “So it’s a signaling device. An alien signaling device! Probably belonging to whatever’s been knocking off Hub ships in the Pit.”


  “Apparently,” Wergard said. He added, “Our business here, of course, is to nail Hishkan and stop the thieving . . .”


  “Of course,” Danestar said. “But we can’t take a chance on this thing getting lost. The Federation has to have it. It will tell them more about who built it, what they’re like, than they’ve ever found out since they began to suspect there’s something actively hostile in the Pit.”


  Wergard looked at her consideringly. Over two hundred ships, most of them Federation naval vessels, had disappeared during the past eighty years in attempts to explore the dense cosmic dust cloud near Mezmiali. Navigational conditions in the Pit were among the worst known. Its subspace was a seething turmoil of energies into which no ship could venture. Progress in normal space was a matter of creeping blindly through a murky medium stretching out for twelve light-years ahead where contact with other ships and with stations beyond the cloud was almost instantly lost. A number of expeditions had worked without mishap in the outer fringes of the Pit, but ships attempting penetration in depth simply did not return. A few fragmentary reports indicated the Pit concealed inimical intelligent forces along with natural hazards.


  Wergard said, “I remember now . . . you had a brother on one of the last Navy ships lost there, didn’t you?”


  “I did,” Danestar said. “Eight years ago. I was wild about him—I thought I’d never get over it. The ship sent out a report that its personnel was being wiped out by what might be a radiation weapon That’s the most definite word they’ve ever had about what happens there. And that’s the last they heard of the ship.”


  “All right,” Wergard said. “That makes it a personal matter. I understand that. And it makes sense to have the thing wind up in the hands of the military scientists. But I don’t want to louse up our operation.”


  “It needn’t be loused up,” Danestar said. “You’ve got to get me into that vault, Wergard. Tonight, if possible. I’ll need around two hours to study the thing.”


  “Two hours?” Wergard looked doubtful.


  “Yes. I want a look at what it’s using for power to cut through standard static shielding, not to mention the Depot’s force barrier. And I probably should make duplos of at least part of the system.”


  “The section patrol goes past there every hour,” Wergard said. “You’ll be running a chance of getting caught.”


  “Well, you see to it that I don’t.”


  Wergard grunted. “All right,” he said. “Can do.”


  She spent her two hours in Dr. Hishkan’s special vault that night, and told Wergard afterwards, “It’s a temporal distorter, of course. A long-range communicator in the most simple form—downright primitive. At a guess, a route marker for ships. A signaling device . . . it picks up impulses, can respond with any one of fourteen signal patterns. Hishkan apparently tripped the lot of them in those blasts. I don’t think he really knew what he was doing.”


  “That should be really big stuff commercially then,” Wergard said.


  “Decidedly! On the power side, it’s eighty per cent more efficient than the best transmitters I’ve heard about. Nothing primitive there! Whoever got his hands on the thing should be able to give the Com Web system the first real competition it’s had . . .”


  She added, “But this is the most interesting part. Wergard, that thing is old! It’s an antique. At a guess, it hasn’t been used or serviced within the past five centuries. Obviously, it’s still operational—the central sections are so well shielded they haven’t been affected much. Other parts have begun to fall apart or have vanished. That’s a little bit sinister, wouldn’t you say?”


  Wergard looked startled. “Yes, I would. If they had stuff five hundred years ago better in some respects than the most sophisticated systems we have today . . .”


  “In some rather important respects, too,” Danestar said. “I didn’t get any clues to it, but there’s obviously a principle embodied designed to punch an impulse through all the disturbances of the Pit. If our ships had that. . .”


  “All right,” Wergard said. “I see it. But let’s set it up to play Dr. Hishkan into our hands besides. How about this: You put out a shortcode description at the first opportunity now of what you’ve found and what it seems to indicate. Tell the boys to get the information to Federation agents at once.”


  Danestar nodded. “Adding that we’ll go ahead with our plans as they are, but they’re to stand by outside to make sure the gadget doesn’t get away if there’s a slipup?”


  “That’s about what I had in mind,” Wergard said. “The Feds should co-operate—we’re handing them the thing on a platter!”


  He left, and Danestar settled down to prepare the message for transmission. It was fifteen minutes later, just before she’d finished with it, that Wergard’s voice informed her over their private intercom that the entry lock in the energy barrier had been opened briefly to let in a space shuttle and closed again.


  “I wouldn’t bet,” he said, “that this one’s bringing in specimens or supplies . . .” He paused, added suddenly, “Look out for yourself! There’re boys with guns sneaking into this section from several sides. I’ll have to move. Looks like the word’s been given to pick us up!”


  Danestar heard his instrument snap off. She swore softly, turned on a screen showing the area of the lock. The shuttle stood there, a sizable one. Men were coming out of it. It clearly hadn’t been bringing in supplies or specimens.


  Danestar stared at it, biting her lip. In another few hours, they would have been completely prepared for this! The air truck which brought supplies from the city every two days would have come and left during that time; and as the lock opened for it, her signal to set up the trap for the specimen smugglers would have been received by the Kyth Agency men waiting within observation range of the Depot. Thirty minutes later, any vehicle leaving the Depot without being given a simultaneous shortcode clearance by her would be promptly intercepted and searched.


  But now, suddenly, they had a problem. Not only were the smugglers here, they had come prepared to take care of the two supposed technicians the U-League had planted in the Depot to spy on Dr. Hishkan. She and Corvin Wergard could make themselves very difficult to find; but, if they couldn’t be located, the instrument from the Pit would be loaded on the shuttle and the thieves would be gone again with it, probably taking Dr. Hishkan and one or two of his principal U-League confederates along. Danestar’s warning message would go out as they left, but that was cutting it much too fine! A space shuttle of that type was fast and maneuverable, and this one probably carried effective armament. There was a chance the Kyth operators outside would be able to capture it before it rejoined its mother ship and vanished from the Mezmiali System—but the chance was not at all a good one.


  No, she decided, Dr. Hishkan’s visitors had to be persuaded to stay around a while, or the entire operation would go down the drain. Switching on half a dozen other screens, she set recorders to cover them, went quickly about the room making various preparations to meet the emergency, came back to her worktable, completed the message to their confederates and fed it into a small shortcode transmitter. The transmitter vanished into a deep wall recess it shared with a few other essential devices. Danestar settled down to study the screens, in which various matters of interest could now be observed, while she waited with increasing impatience for Wergard to call in again.


  More minutes passed before he did, and she’d started checking over areas in the Depot where he might have gone with the spy screen. Then his face suddenly appeared in the instrument.


  “Clear of them now,” he said. “They got rather close for a while. Nobody’s tried to bother you yet?”


  “No,” Danestar said. “But our Depot manager and three boys from the shuttle came skulking along the hall a minute or two ago. They’re waiting outside the door.”


  “Waiting for what?”


  “For you to show up.”


  “They know you’re in the room?” Wergard asked.


  “Yes. One of them has a life detector.”


  “The group that’s looking around for me has another of the gadgets,” Wergard said. “That’s why it took so long to shake them. I’m in a sneaksuit now. You intend to let them take you?”


  “That’s the indicated move,” Danestar said. “Everything’s set up for it. Let me brief you . . .”


  The eight men who had come off the shuttle belonged to a smuggling ring which would act as middleman in the purchase of the signaling device from the Pit. They’d gone directly to Dr. Hishkan’s office in the Depot’s main building, and Danestar had a view of the office in one of her wall screens when they arrived. The specimen already had been brought out of the vault, and she’d been following their conversation about it.


  Volcheme, the chief of the smugglers, and his assistant, Galester, who appeared to have had scientific training, showed the manner of crack professionals. They were efficient businessmen who operated outside the law as a calculated risk because it paid off. This made dealing with them a less uncertain matter than if they had been men of Dr. Hishkan’s caliber—intelligent, amoral, but relatively inexperienced amateurs in crime. Amateurs with a big-money glint in their eyes and guns in their hands were unpredictable, took very careful handling. Volcheme and Galester, on the other hand, while not easy to bluff, could be counted on to think and act logically under pressure.


  Danestar was planning to put on considerable pressure.


  “They aren’t sure about us,” she said. “Hishkan thinks we’re U-League spies but that we haven’t found out anything. Volcheme wants to be certain. That’s why he sent in word to have us picked up before he got here. Hishkan is nervous about getting involved in outright murder but will go along with it.”


  Wergard nodded. “He hasn’t much choice at this stage. Well, play it straight then—or nearly straight. I’ll listen but won’t show unless there’s a reason. While I’m at large, you have life insurance. I suppose you’re quizproofed . . .”


  “Right.” Danestar checked her watch. “Doped to the eyebrows. I took it twenty minutes ago, so the stuff should be in full effect now. I’ll make the contact at once.”


  Wergard’s face vanished from the spy screen. Danestar turned the sound volume on the wall screen showing the group in Dr. Hishkan’s office back up. Two sets of recorders were taking down what went on in there and already had stored away enough evidence to convict Dr. Hishkan on a number of counts. One of the sets was a decoy; it was concealed in the wall, cleverly enough but not so cleverly that the smugglers wouldn’t find it when they searched the room. The duplicate set was extremely well concealed. Danestar had made similar arrangements concerning the handful of other instruments she couldn’t allow them to discover. When they took stock of the vast array of miniature espionage devices they’d dig up here, it should seem inconceivable to them that anything else might still be hidden.


  She sent a final glance around the room. Everything was as ready as she could make it. She licked her lips lightly, twisted a tiny knob on her control belt, shifted her fingers a quarter-inch, turned down a switch. Her eyes went back to the view in Dr. Hishkan’s office.


  Dr. Hishkan, Volcheme and Galester were alone in it at the moment. Three of Volcheme’s men waited with Tornull, the Depot manager, in the hall outside of Danestar’s room; the remaining three had been sent to join the search for Wergard. The craggy lump of the asteroid which wasn’t an asteroid stood in one corner. Several of its sections had been opened, and Galester was making a careful examination of a number of instruments he’d removed from them.


  Dr. Hishkan, showing signs of nervousness, evidently had protested that this was an unnecessary delay because Galester was now saying to Volcheme, “Perhaps he doesn’t understand that when our clients pay for this specimen, they’re buying the exclusive privilege of studying it and making use of what they learn.”


  “Naturally, I understand that!” Dr. Hishkan snapped.


  “Then,” Galester went on, “I think we should have an explanation for the fact that copies have been made of several of these sub-assemblies.”


  “Copies?” Dr. Hishkan’s eyes went wide with amazed suspicion. “Ridiculous! I—”


  “You’re certain?” Volcheme interrupted.


  “Absolutely,” Galester told him. “There’s measurable duplo radiation coming from four of the devices I’ve checked so far. There’s no point in denying that, doctor. We simply want to know why you made the duplicates and what you’ve done with them.”


  “Excuse me!” Danestar said crisply as Dr. Hishkan began to splutter an indignant denial. “I can explain the matter. The duplos are here.”


  In the office, a brief silence followed her announcement. Eyes switched right and left, then, as if obeying a common impulse, swung suddenly around to the wall screen in which Danestar’s image had appeared.


  Dr. Hishkan gasped, “Why . . . why that’s—”


  “Miss Gems, the communications technician, no doubt,” Volcheme said dryly.


  “Of course, it is,” Danestar said. “Volcheme, I’ve listened to this discussion. You put yourself in a jam by coming here. But, under the circumstances, we can make a deal.”


  The smuggler studied her. He was a lean, blond man, no longer young, with a hard, wise face. He smiled briefly, said, “A deal I’ll like?”


  “If you like an out. That’s what you’re being offered.”


  Dr. Hishkan’s eyes had swiveled with growing incredulity between the screen and Volcheme’s face. He said angrily, “What nonsense is this? Have her picked up and brought here at once! We must find out what—”


  “I suggest,” Volcheme interrupted gently, “you let me handle the matter. Miss Gems, I assume your primary purpose here is to obtain evidence against Dr. Hishkan?”


  “Yes,” said Danestar.


  “You and your associate—Mr. Wergard—are U-League detectives?”


  She shook her head.


  “No such luck, Volcheme! We’re private agency, full-privilege, Federation charter.”


  “I suspected it.” Volcheme’s lips pulled back from his teeth in a grimace of hostility. “You show the attributes of the breed! Do I know the agency?”


  “Kyth Interstellar.”


  He was silent a moment, said, “I see . . . Is Mr. Wergard available for negotiations?”


  “No. You’ll talk tome.”


  “That will be satisfactory. You realize, of course, that I don’t propose to buy your deal blind . . .”


  “You aren’t expected to,” Danestar said.


  “Then let’s get the preliminaries out of the way.” The smuggler’s face was bleak and watchful. “I have men guarding your room. Unlock the door for them.”


  “Of course.” Danestar turned towards the door’s lock control in the wall on her left. Volcheme pulled a speaker from his pocket.


  They understood each other perfectly. One of the last things a man of Volcheme’s sort cared to do was get a major private detective agency on his neck. It was a mistake, frequently a fatal one. As a matter of principle and good business, the agencies didn’t get off again.


  But, if he saw a chance to go free with the loot, leaving no witnesses to point a finger at him, he’d take it. Danestar would remain personally safe so long as Volcheme’s men didn’t catch up with Wergard. After that, she’d be safe only if she kept the smuggler convinced he was in a trap from which there was no escape. Within a few hours he would, in fact, be in such a trap, but he wasn’t in it at present. Her arrangements were designed to keep him from discovering that.


  The door clicked open and four men came quickly and cautiously into the room. Three of them were smugglers; the fourth was Tornull, the U-League Depot manager. The one who’d entered first stayed at the door, pointing a gun at Danestar. Volcheme’s other two men separated, moved towards her watchfully from right and left. They were competent professionals who had just heard that Danestar was also one. The gun aimed at her from the door wasn’t there for display.


  “As a start, Decrain,” Volcheme’s voice said from the screen, “have Miss Gems give you the control belt she’s wearing.”


  Danestar unsnapped the belt, making no unnecessary motions, and handed it over to the big man named Decrain. They were pulling her teeth, or thought they were, which was sensible from their point of view and made no immediate difference from hers; the belt could be of no use at present. Decrain drew out a chair, told her to sit down and keep her hands in sight. She complied, and the man with the gun came up and stood eight feet to her left. Decrain and his companion began a quick, expert search of her living quarters with detectors. Tornull, Dr. Hishkan’s accomplice in amateur crime, watched them, now and then giving Danestar and her guard a puzzled stare which indicated the girl didn’t look very dangerous to him and that he couldn’t understand why they were taking such elaborate precautions with her.


  Within six minutes, Decrain discovered as much as Danestar had wanted them to find of her equipment and records. Whenever the detector beams approached the rest of it, other beams had reached out gently and blended with them until they’d slid without a quiver over the shielded areas. The collection of gadgetry Decrain laid out on Danestar’s worktable was impressive and exotic enough to still suspicions, as she had expected. When he announced yet another discovery, Galester observed thoughtfully from the screen, “That’s a dangerously powerful anti-interrogation drug you use, Miss Gems!”


  “It is,” Danestar acknowledged. “But it’s dependable. I’m conditioned to it.”


  “How much have you taken?”


  “My limit. A ten-hour dose . . . sixty-five units.”


  She was telling the truth—her developed ability to absorb massive dosages of quizproof without permanent ill effects had pulled her out of more than one difficult situation. But a third of the amount she’d mentioned was considered potentially lethal. Decrain studied her doubtfully a moment as if pondering the degree of her humanity. Decrain appeared to be a stolid type, but the uncovering of successive batteries of spidery instruments, unlike anything he had encountered in his professional career, had caused him mental discomfort; and when he brought Danestar’s set of gimmicked wigs—to which the green one she’d been wearing was now added—out of a shrinkcase and watched them unfold on the table, he’d seemed shaken.


  “You’ll be brought over here now, Miss Gems,” Volcheme said, his face sour. “We want a relaxed atmosphere for our discussion, so Decrain will have to search you thoroughly first. As far as possible, he’ll be a gentleman about it, of course.”


  “I’m sure he will be,” Danestar said agreeably. “Because if he isn’t, his hide becomes part of our deal.”


  The muscles along Decrain’s jaw tightened for an instant, but he continued packaging the sections of Danestar’s instruments Galester wanted to examine without comment. Tornull began to laugh, caught sight of the big man’s expression and checked himself abruptly, looking startled.


  The semimaterial composite body of the goyal flowed below the solid surface of the world of Mezmiali towards the Unclassified Specimens Depot, swerving from its course occasionally to avoid the confusing turbulences of radiation about the larger cities. Its myriad units hummed with co-ordinating communal impulses of direction and purpose.


  Before this, in all its thousand years of existence, the goyal had known only the planets of the Pit, murkily lit by stars which swam like a glowing fog in the dusk. Once those worlds had supported the civilization of an inventive race which called itself the Builders. The Builders developed spaceships capable of sliding unharmed through the cosmic dust at a speed above that of light, and a location system to guide them infallibly through the formless gloom where ordinary communication methods were useless. Eventually, they reached the edges of the Pit—and shrank back. They had assumed the dust cloud stretched on to the end of the universe, were appalled when they realized it was limited and seemed suspended in some awesome, gleaming, impossibly open void.


  To venture into that terrible alien emptiness themselves was unthinkable. But the urge to explore it by other means grew strong. The means they presently selected was a lowly form of energy life, at home both in the space and on the planets of the Pit. The ingenuity of the Builders produced in it the impulse to combine with its kind into increasingly large, more coherent and more purposeful groups; and the final result of their manipulations was the goyal, a superbeing which thought and acted as an individual, while its essential structure was still that of a gigantic swarm of the minor, uncomplicated prototypes of energy life with which the Builders had begun. The goyal was intended to be their galactic explorer, an intelligent, superbly adaptable servant, capable of existing and sustaining itself as readily in space as on the worlds it encountered.


  In its way, the goyal was an ultimate achievement of the Builders’ skills. But it was to become also the monument to an irredeemable act of stupidity. They had endowed it with great and varied powers and with keen, specialized intelligence, but not with gratitude. When it discovered it was stronger than its creators and swifter than their ships, it turned on the Builders and made war on them, exterminating them on planet after planet until, within a century, it had become sole master of the Pit.


  For a long time, it remained unchallenged there. It shifted about the great dust cloud at will, guided by the Builders’ locator system, feeding on the life of the dim worlds. During that period, it had no concept of intelligence other than its own and that of the Builders. Then a signal which had not come into use since the last of the Builders vanished alerted the locator system. A ship again had appeared within its range . . .


  The goyal flashed through the cloud on the locator impulses like a great spider darting along the strands of its web. At the point of disturbance, it found an alien ship groping slowly and blindly through the gloom. Without hesitation, it flowed aboard and swept through the ship, destroying all life inside.


  It had been given an understanding of instruments, and it studied the ship in detail, then studied the dead beings. They were not Builders though they showed some resemblance to them. Their ship was not designed to respond to the locator system; it had come probing into the Pit from the surrounding void.


  Other ships presently followed it, singly and in groups. They came cautiously, scanning the smothering haze for peril, minds and instruments alert behind a variety of protective devices which seemed adequate until the moment the goyal struck. The enveloping protective screens simply were too light to hamper it seriously; and once it was through the screens, the alien crew was at its mercy. But the persistence these beings showed in intruding on its domain was disturbing to it. It let some of them live for a time on the ships it captured, while it watched and studied them, manipulated them, experimented with them. Gradually, it formed a picture of an enemy race in the void which must be destroyed, as it had destroyed the Builders, if its supremacy was to be maintained.


  It did not intend to venture into the void alone. It had planted sections of its body on a number of the worlds of the Pit. The sections were as yet immature. They could not move about in space as the parent body did, possessed barely enough communal mind to know how to nourish themselves from the planetary life around them. But they were growing and developing. In time, the goyal would have others of its kind to support it. Until then, it planned to hold the Pit against the blind intruders from the void without letting the enemy race become aware of its existence.


  Then the unforeseeable happened. An entire section of the locator system suddenly went dead, leaving the remainder functioning erratically. For the first time in its long existence, the goyal was made aware of the extent of its dependence on the work of the Builders. After a long, difficult search, it discovered the source of the trouble. A key locator near the edge of the dust cloud had disappeared. Its loss threatened to make the entire system unusable.


  There was no way of replacing it. The goyal’s mind was not that of a Builder. It had learned readily to use instruments, but it could not construct them. Now it realized its mistake in exterminating the only civilized race in the Pit. It should have kept the Builders in subservience to itself so that their skills would always be at its disposal. It could no longer be certain even of detecting the intruding aliens when they came again and preventing them from discovering the secrets of the cloud. Suddenly, the end of its reign seemed near.


  Unable to develop a solution to the problem, the goyal settled into a kind of apathy, drifted with dimming energies aimlessly about the Pit—until, unmistakably, the lost locator called it! Alert at once, the goyal sped to other units of the system, found they had recorded and pinpointed the distant blast. It had come from beyond the cloud, out of the void! Raging, the goyal set off in the indicated direction. It had no doubt of what had happened—one of the alien ships had discovered the locator and carried it away. But now it could be and would be recovered.


  Extended into a needle of attenuated energy over a million miles in length, the goyal flashed out into the starlit void, its sensor units straining. There was a sun dead ahead; the stolen instrument must be within that system. The goyal discovered a spaceship of the aliens moving in the same direction, closed with it and drew itself on board. For a time, its presence unsuspected, it remained there, forming its plans. It could use the ship’s energies to build up its reserves, but while the ship continued towards Mezmiali, it made no move.


  Presently, it noted a course shift which would take the ship past the Mezmiali system but close enough to it to make the transfer to any of the sun’s four planets an almost effortless step. The goyal remained quiet. Not long afterwards, its sensors recorded a second blast from the lost locator. Now it knew not only to which planet it should go but, within a few hundred miles, at what point of that planet the instrument was to be found.


  Purple fire lashed out from the ship’s bulkheads to engulf every human being on board simultaneously. Within moments, the crew was absorbed. The goyal drank energy from the drive generators to the point of surfeit, left the ship and vanished in the direction of Mezmiali. Within the system, it again closed in on a ship and rode down with it to the planet.


  It had reached its destination undetected and at the peak of power, its reserves intact; but this was unknown enemy territory, and it remained cautious. For hours, its sensors had known precisely where the locator was. The goyal waited until the humans had disembarked from the ship, until the engines were quiet and it could detect no significant activity in the area immediately about it. Then it flowed out of the ship and into the ground. The two humans who saw it were absorbed before they could make a report.


  There was no reason to hesitate longer. Moving through the dense solid matter of the planet was a tedious process by the goyal’s standards; but, in fact, only a short time passed before it reached the University League’s isolated Depot.


  There it was brought to a very abrupt stop.


  It had flowed up to the energy barrier surrounding the old fortress site and partly into it. Hostile forces crashed through it instantly with hideous, destructive power. A quarter of its units died in that moment. The remaining units whipped back out of the boiling fury of the field, reassembled painfully underground near the Depot. The body was reduced and its energy depleted, but it had suffered no lasting damage.


  The communal mind remained badly shocked for minutes; then it, too, began to function again. There was not the slightest possibility of breaking through that terrible barrier! In all its experience, the goyal had never encountered anything similar to it. The defensive ship screens it had driven through in its secretive murders in the Pit had been fragile webs by comparison, and the Builders’ stoutest planetary energy shields had been hardly more effective. It began searching cautiously along the perimeter of the barrier. Presently, it discovered the entrance lock.


  It was closed, but the goyal knew about locks and their use. The missing locator was so close that the sensors’ reports on it were blurred, but it was somewhere within this monstrously guarded structure. The goyal decided it needed only to wait. In time, the lock would open and it would enter through it. It would reduce some of the human beings inside to a state of obedient semilife in which they could handle unfamiliar mechanisms for it, destroy the others immediately, find the locator and be on its way back to the Pit before the alien world realized that anything was amiss here . . .


  Approximately an hour later, a slow, bulky vehicle came gliding down from the sky towards the Depot. Messages were exchanged between it and a small building on the outside of the barrier in the language employed on the ships which had come into the Pit. A section of the communal mind interpreted the exchange without difficulty, reported:


  The vehicle was bringing supplies, was expected, and would be passed through the barrier lock.


  At the lock, just below the surface of the ground, the goyal waited, its form compressed to nearsolidity, to accompany the vehicle inside.


  In Dr. Hishkan’s office in the central building of the Depot, the arrival of the supplies truck was being awaited with a similar degree of interest by the group assembled there. Their feelings about it varied. Danestar’s feeling—in part—was vast relief. Volcheme was a very tough character, and there was a streak of gambler’s recklessness in him which might have ruined her plan.


  “Any time anything big enough to have that apparatus on board leaves the Depot now, we clear it by shortcode before the lock closes,” she’d said. “You don’t know what message to send! You can’t get it from me, and you can’t get it from Wergard. The next truck or shuttle that leaves won’t get cleared. And it will get stopped almost as soon as it’s outside.”


  That was it—the basic lie! If they’d been willing to take the chance, they could have established in five minutes that it was a lie.


  “You’re bluffing,” Volcheme had said, icily hating her. “The bluff won’t stop us from leaving when we’re ready to go. We won’t have to run any risks. We’ll simply go out with the shuttle to check your story before we load the thing on.”


  “Then why don’t you do it? Why wait?” She’d laughed, a little high, a little feverish, with the drugs cooking in her—her own and the stuff Galester had given her in an attempt to counteract the quizproof effect. She’d told them it wasn’t going to work; and now, almost two hours later, they knew it wasn’t going to work.


  They couldn’t make her feel physical pain, they couldn’t intimidate her, they couldn’t touch her mind. They’d tried all that in the first fifteen minutes when she came into the office, escorted by Decrain and Tornull, and told Volcheme bluntly what the situation was, what he had to do. They could, of course, as they suggested, kill her, maim her, disfigure her. Danestar shrugged it off. They could, but she didn’t have to mention the price tag it would saddle them with. Volcheme was aware of it.


  The threats soon stopped. Volcheme either was in a trap, or he wasn’t. If the Kyth Agency had him boxed in here, he would have to accept Danestar’s offer, leave with his group and without the specimen. He could see her point—they had an airtight case against Dr. Hishkan and his accomplices now. The specimen, whatever its nature, was a very valuable one; if it had to be recaptured in a running fight with the shuttle, it might be damaged or destroyed. That was the extent of the agency’s responsibility to the U-League. They had no interest in Volcheme.


  The smuggler was being given an out, as Danestar had indicated. But he’d had the biggest, most profitable transaction of his career set up, and he was being told he couldn’t go through with it. He didn’t know whether Danestar was lying or not, and he was savage with indecision. If the Depot was being watched—Volcheme didn’t much doubt that part of the story—sending the shuttle out to check around and come back could arouse the suspicions of the observers enough to make them halt it when it emerged the second time. That, in fact, might be precisely what Danestar wanted him to do.


  He was forced to conclude he couldn’t take the chance. To wait for the scheduled arrival of the supplies truck was the smaller risk. Volcheme didn’t like waiting either . . . Wergard hadn’t been found; and he didn’t know what other tricks the Kyth agents could have prepared. But, at any rate, the truck was the answer to part of his problem. It would be let in, unloaded routinely, allowed to depart, its men unaware that anything out of the ordinary was going on in the Depot. They would watch then to see if the truck was stopped outside and searched. If that happened, Volcheme would be obliged to agree to Danestar’s proposal.


  If it didn’t happen, he would know she’d been lying on one point; but that would not be the end of his difficulties. Until Wergard was captured or killed, he still couldn’t leave with the specimen. The Kyth agents knew enough about him to make the success of the enterprise depend on whether he could silence both of them permanently. If it was possible, he would do it. With stakes as high as they were here, Volcheme was not inclined to be squeamish. But that would put an interstellar organization of experienced man-hunters on an unrelenting search for the murderers of two of its members.


  Whatever the outcome, Volcheme wasn’t going to be happy. What had looked like the haul of a lifetime, sweetly clean and simple, would wind up either in failure or as a dangerously messy partial success. Galester and Decrain, seeing the same prospects, shared their chief’s feelings. And while nobody mentioned that the situation looked even less promising for Dr. Hishkan and Tornull, those two had at least begun to suspect that if the smugglers succeeded in escaping with the specimen, they would not want to leave informed witnesses behind.


  When the voice of an attendant in the control building near the lock entry finally announced from the wall screen communicator that the supplies truck had arrived and was about to be let into the Depot, Danestar therefore was the most composed of the group. Even Decrain, who had been detailed to keep his attention on her at all times, stood staring with the others at the screen where Dr. Hishkan was switching on a view of the interior lock area.


  Danestar made a mental note of Decrain’s momentary lapse in alertness, though it could make no difference to her at present. The only thing she needed to do, or could do, now was wait. Her gaze shifted to the table where assorted instruments Galester had taken out of the alien signaling device still stood. At the other side of the table was the gadgetry Decrain had brought here from her room, a toy-sized shortcode transmitter among it. Volcheme had wanted to be sure nobody would send out messages while the lock was open.


  And neither she nor Wergard would be sending any messages. But automatically, as the lock switches were thrown, the duplicate transmitter concealed in the wall of her room would start flicking its coded alert out of the Depot, repeating it over and over until the lock closed.


  And twenty or thirty minutes later, when the supplies truck slid back out through the lock and lifted into the air, it would be challenged and stopped.


  Then Volcheme would give up, buy his pass to liberty on her terms. There was nothing else he could do.


  It wasn’t the kind of stunt she’d care to repeat too often—her nerves were still quivering with unresolved tensions. But she’d carried it off without letting matters get to a point where Wergard might have had to help her out with some of his fast-action gunplay. Danestar told herself to relax, that nothing at all was likely to go wrong now.


  Her glance slipped over to Volcheme and the others, silently watching the wall screen, which was filled with the dead, light-drinking black of the energy barrier, except at the far left where the edge of the control building blocked the barrier from view. A great glowing circle, marking the opened lock in the barrier, was centered on the screen. As Danestar looked at it, it was turning a brilliant white.


  Some seconds passed. Then a big air truck glided out of the whiteness and settled to the ground. The lock faded behind it, became reabsorbed by the dull black of the barrier. Several men climbed unhurriedly out of the truck, began walking over to the control building.


  Danestar started upright in her chair, went rigid.


  A wave of ghostly purple fire had lifted suddenly out of the ground about the truck, about the walking men, enclosing them.


  There was a general gasp from the watching group in Hishkan’s office. Then, before anyone spoke or moved, a voice roared from the communicator:


  “Control office, attention! Radiation attack! Close internal barrier fields at once! Close all internal Depot barrier fields at once!”


  Volcheme, whatever else might be said of him, was a man of action. Perhaps, after two hours of growing frustration, he was ready to welcome action. Apparently, a radiation weapon of unidentified type had been used inside the Depot. Why it had been turned on the men who had got off the supplies truck was unexplained. But it had consumed them completely in an instant, though the truck itself appeared undamaged.


  Coming on top of the tensions already seething in the office, the shock of such an attack might have brought on complete confusion. But Volcheme immediately was snapping out very practical orders. The three smugglers detailed to help find Corvin Wergard were working through the Depot’s underground passage system within a hundred yards of the main building. They joined the group in the office minutes later. The last of Volcheme’s men was in the control section. He confirmed that the defensive force fields enclosing the individual sections of the Depot inside the main barrier had been activated. Something occurred to Volcheme then. “Who gave that order?”


  “Wergard did,” said Danestar. They stared at her. “That was Wergard,” Tornull agreed. “I didn’t realize it, but that was his voice!” Volcheme asked Danestar, “Do you know where he is?”


  She shook her head. She didn’t know, as a matter of fact. Wergard might have been watching the lock from any one of half a hundred screens in the Depot. He could have been in one of the structures adjacent to the control building—too close to that weird, fiery phenomenon for comfort. Radiation attack? What had he really made of it? Probably, Danestar thought, the same fantastic thing she’d made of it. His reaction, the general warning shouted in the communications system, implied that and very likely had been intended to imply it to her. She was badly frightened, very much aware of it, trying to decide how to handle the incredibly bad turn the situation might have taken.


  Volcheme, having hurried Tornull off to make sure the space shuttle, which had been left beside the building’s landing dock was within the section’s barrier field, was asking Galester and Dr. Hishkan, “Have you decided what happened out there?”


  Galester shrugged. “It’s a selective antipersonnel weapon, obviously! The truck was enclosed by the charge, presumably because there was somebody on it. The truck shows no signs of damage while the clothing the men outside it were wearing disappeared with them. The weapon may have been smuggled into the Depot on the truck, discharged prematurely and perhaps destroyed by its own charge. Or it may be stationed outside the Depot and fired through the open lock.”


  Volcheme looked at Hishkan. “Could it have been something that was among your specimens here? Something Miss Gems and Wergard discovered and Wergard put to use just now?”


  The scientist gave Danestar a startled glance.


  Danestar said evenly, “Forget that notion, Volcheme. It doesn’t make sense.”


  “Doesn’t it? What else makes sense?” the smuggler demanded. “You’ve been here two weeks. You’re clever people, as you’ve demonstrated. Clever enough to recognize a really big deal when Hishkan shoved it under your noses. Clever enough to try to frighten competitors away from it. You know what I think, Miss Gems? I think that when I showed up here today, it loused up some private plans you and Wergard had for Hishkan’s specimen—”


  “We do have plans for it,” said Danestar. “It goes to the Federation. And now you’d better help us see it gets there.”


  Volcheme almost laughed. “I should?”


  Danestar said, “You asked what else made sense. There’s one thing that does. You might have thought of it. That U-League specimen didn’t just happen to be drifting around in the Pit where it was found. Somebody made it and put it there!”


  She’d caught the attention of everyone in the office, went on quickly. It was a space-signaling device, picked up by accident, brought to the Depot unrecognized, which could tell human scientists a nearly complete story of how its unknown designers were able to move about freely in the dust cloud and how they communicated within it. And recently Dr. Hishkan had twice broadcast the information that human beings had the space instrument. The static bursts he’d produced had been recorded in the Hub a great deal farther away from Mezmiali than the Pit—


  Volcheme interrupted with angry incredulity. “So you’re suggesting aliens from the Pit have come here for it!”


  Danestar said, “Dr. Hishkan, at least, must be aware that a fragmentary report was received from one of the ships which vanished in the Pit to the effect that it was under attack by what appeared to be a radiation weapon.”


  “That’s true! That’s true!” Dr. Hishkan’s face was white.


  “I think,” Danestar told them, “that when that air truck came into the Depot, something came in with it the truckers didn’t know was there. Something that had a radiation weapon of a kind we don’t know about. Volcheme, if you people have a single functioning brain cell left between you, you’ll tell the control building right now to put out a call for help! We’re going to need it. We want the heaviest Navy ships near Mezmiali to get down here to handle this, and . . .”


  “Volcheme!” a voice said urgently from the screen communicator.


  The smuggler’s head turned. “Go ahead, Morg!” His voice was harsh with impatience.


  “The U-League group that’s been hunting for this Wergard fellow doesn’t answer!” Morg announced. He was the man Volcheme had stationed in the control building. “Six men—two of ’em wearing communicators. We’ve been calling ’em for eight minutes. Looks like they might have got wiped out somewhere in the Depot the same way as the truck crew—” There was an uncomfortable stir among the men in the office. Volcheme said sharply, “Have the operators keep calling them! They may have some reason for staying quiet at the moment. Everyone else has checked in?”


  “Yes,” Morg said. “There were eight more outside the control building. They’re all sitting behind some defense screen or other now.”


  “They’ve been told to report anything they observe?”


  “Yes . . . But nobody,” Morg added, “has reported anything yet.”


  “Let me know when they do. And, Morg, make very sure that everyone in the control building is aware that until this matter is settled, the control building will take orders only from me!”


  “They’re real aware of that, Volcheme,” Morg said.


  The smuggler turned back to the group in the office. “Of course, we’re not going to be stupid enough to take Miss Gems’ advice!” he said. If he felt any uncertainty, it didn’t show in his voice or face. Somebody has pulled a surprise trick with some kind of radiation device here and killed a number of people. But we’re on guard now, and we’re very far from helpless! Decrain will stay here to make sure Miss Gems does not attempt to interfere in any way. The rest of us will act as a group.”


  He selected four smugglers. “There are four high-power energy rifles on the shuttle. You four will handle those. Galester, Dr. Hishkan, Tornull and I will have handguns. Dr. Hishkan tells me that the radiation suits used for dangerous inspection work in the Depot are stored on the ground level of this building.


  “Remember, this device is an antipersonnel weapon. We’ll be in the suits, which will block its effect on us at least temporarily; we’ll be armed, and we’ll be in the shuttle. There’s a barrier exit at the building loading dock through which we can get the shuttle out into the Depot. Scanscreens are being used in the control building to locate the device or its operator. When they’re found—”


  The communicator clicked. Wergard’s voice said, “Volcheme, this is Wergard. Better listen!”


  Volcheme’s head swung around. “What do you want?” It was almost a snarl.


  “If you’d like a look at that antipersonnel weapon,” Wergard’s voice told him dryly, “switch your screen to Section Thirty-six. You may change your mind about chasing it around in the shuttle.”


  A few seconds later, the wall screen flickered and cleared. For an instant, they all stared in silence.


  Like a sheet of living purple fire, the thing flowed with eerie swiftness along the surface of one of the Depot’s side streets towards a looming warehouse. Its size, Danestar thought, was the immediately startling factor—it spread across the full width of the street and was a hundred and fifty, perhaps two hundred, yards long. As it reached the storehouse, the big building’s defense field flared into activity. Instantly, the fiery apparition veered sideways, whipped around the corner of the street and was gone from sight.


  Shifting views of the Depot flicked through the screen as Dr. Hishkan hurriedly manipulated the controls. He glanced around, eyes wide and excited. “I’ve lost it! It appears to be nowhere in the area.”


  “I wouldn’t worry,” Volcheme said grimly. “It will show up again.” He asked Galester, “What did you make of it? What is it?”


  Galester said, “It’s identical, of course, with what we saw engulfing the truck and the men at the lock. We saw only one section of it there. It emerged partly above the surface of the Depot and withdrew into it again. As to what it is—” He shrugged. “I know of nothing to compare it to precisely!” He hesitated again, went on. “My impression here was that it was moving purposefully . . . directing itself! Conceivably an energy weapon could control a mobile charge in such a manner that it would present that appearance.”


  Dr. Hishkan added, “Whatever this is, Volcheme, I believe it would be very unwise to attempt to oppose it with standard weapons!”


  The smuggler gave him a tight grin, said, “Since there’s no immediate need to make the attempt, we’ll postpone it, at any rate, doctor! To me, the significant part of what we just saw was that the thing avoided contact with the defense field of that building—or was turned away from it, if it’s the mobile guided charge Galester was talking about. In either case, our enemy can’t reach us until we decide what we’re dealing with and how we should deal with it.”


  Danestar said sharply, “Volcheme, don’t be a fool—don’t count on that! The ships that disappeared in the Pit carried defense fields, too.”


  Volcheme gave her a venomous glance but didn’t answer. Dr. Hishkan said thoughtfully, “What Miss Gems says is technically true. But even if we are being subjected to a similar attack, this is a very different situation! This complex was once a fort designed to defend a quarter of the continent against the heaviest of space-borne weapons. And while the interior fields do not compare with the external barrier in strength, they are still far denser than anything that would or could be carried by the largest exploration ships. I believe we can depend on the field about this building to protect us while we consider means to extricate ourselves from the situation!” He added, “I feel far more optimistic now! When we have determined the nature of the attacking entity, we should find a method of combating it available to us in the Depot. There is no need to appeal to the authorities for help, as Miss Gems suggested, and thereby have our personal plans exposed to them—which was, of course, what she intended!”


  Wergard’s voice said from the communicator, “If you want to continue your studies, Dr. Hishkan, you’ll get the chance immediately! The thing is now approaching the main building from the north, and it’s coming fast.”


  Dr. Hishkan turned quickly back to the screen controls.


  There was a wide square enclosed by large buildings directly north of the main one. The current of fire was half across the square as it came to view on the screen. As Wergard had said, it was approaching very swiftly and there was a suggestion of deliberate, malevolent purpose in that rushing motion which sent a chill down Danestar’s spine. In an instant, it seemed, it reached the main building and the energy field shielding it; and now, instead of veering off to the side as it had done before, the tip of the fiery body curved upwards. It flowed vertically up along the wall of the building, inches away from the flickering defense field. For seconds, the wall screen showed nothing but pale, purple flame streaming across it. Then the flame was gone; and the empty square again filled the screen.


  From the communicator, Wergard’s voice said quickly, “It crossed the top of the building, went down the other side and disappeared below the ground level surface . . .”


  The voice broke off. Almost immediately, it resumed. “I’ve had more luck keeping it in view than you. It’s been half around the Depot by now, and my impression is it’s been looking things over before it makes its next move—whatever that’s going to be.


  “But one thing I’ve noticed makes me feel much less secure behind a section energy field than some of you people think you are. The thing has kept carefully away from the outer Depot barrier—a hundred yards or so at all times—and it cuts its speed down sharply when it gets anywhere near that limit. On the other hand, as you saw just now, it shows very little respect for the sectional building fields. I haven’t seen it attempt to penetrate one of them, but it’s actually contacted them a number of times without apparent harm to itself, as it did again in passing over the main building a moment ago.”


  Volcheme snapped, “What’s that supposed to tell us?”


  “I think,” Wergard said, “that, among other things, our visitor has been testing the strength of those barriers. I wouldn’t care to bet my life on what it’s concluded, as you seem willing to do! Another point—it may be developing a particular interest in the building you’re in! I suggest you take a close look at the square on the north again.”


  At first glance, the square still seemed empty. Then one noticed that its flat surface was alive with tiny sparks, with flickers and ripplings of pale light. The thing was there, almost completely submerged beneath the Depot’s ground level, apparently unmoving.


  Tornull said, staring fascinatedly, “Perhaps it knows we have that specimen in here!”


  Nobody answered. But in the square, as if aware its presence had been discovered, the fire shape rose slowly to the surface of the ground until it lay in full view, flat and monstrous, sideways to the main building. The silence in the office was broken suddenly by a brief, rattling, chattering sound. It had not been a loud noise, but everyone started nervously, looked over at the table where the pile of instruments had been assembled.


  “What was that?” Volcheme demanded.


  “My shortcode transmitter,” Danestar told him.


  “It’s recorded a message?”


  “Obviously.”


  “From whom?”


  “I’m not sure,” said Danestar evenly. “But let’s guess. It’s not from outside the Depot because shortcode won’t go through the barrier. It’s not from Wergard, and it’s not from one of your people. What’s left?”


  The smuggler stared at her. “That’s an insane suggestion!”


  “Perhaps,” Danestar said. “Why don’t we listen to the translation?”


  “We will!” Volcheme jerked his head at Decrain. “Go over to the table with her! She isn’t to touch an thing but the transmitter!”


  He watched, mouth twisted unpleasantly, as Decrain followed Danestar to the table. She picked up the miniature transmitter, slid a fingernail quickly along a groove to the phonetic translator switch. As she set the instrument back on the table, the words began.


  “Who . . . has . . . it . . . where . . . is . . . it . . . I . . . want . . . it . . . who . . . has . . . it . . . where . . .”


  It went on for perhaps a minute and a half, three sentences repeated monotonously over and over, then stopped with a click. Danestar wasn’t immediately aware of the effect on the others. She’d listened in a mixture of fear, old grief, hate, and sickened revulsion. Shortcode was speech, transmitted in an economical flash, restored to phonetic speech in the translator at the reception point. Each of the words which made up the three sentences had been pronounced at one time by a human being, were so faithfully reproduced one could tell the sentences had, in fact, been patched together with words taken individually from the speech of three or four different human beings. Human beings captured by the enemy in the Pit, Danestar thought, long dead now, but allowed to live while the enemy learned human speech from them, recorded their voices for future use—


  She looked around. The others seemed as shaken as she was. Volcheme’s face showed he no longer doubted that the owner of the alien instrument had come to claim it.


  Dr. Hishkan remarked carefully, “If it should turn out that we are unable to destroy or control this creature, it is possible we can get rid of it simply by reassembling the device it’s looking for and placing it outside the defense screen. If it picks it up, we can open the barrier lock as an indication of our willingness to let it depart in peace with its property.”


  Volcheme looked at him. “Doctor,” he said, “don’t panic just because you’ve heard the thing talk to you! What this does seem to prove is that the specimen you’re selling through us is at least as valuable as it appeared to be . . . and I for one don’t intend to be cheated out of my profit!”


  “Nor I,” Dr. Hishkan said hastily. “But the creature’s ability to utilize shortcode to address us indicates a dangerous level of intelligence. Do you have any thoughts on how it might be handled now?”


  Galester interrupted, indicating the screen. “I believe it’s beginning to move . . .”


  There was silence again as they watched the fire body in the square. Its purple luminescence deepened and paled in slowly pulsing waves; then the tip swung about, swift as a flicking tongue, first towards the building, then away from it; and the thing flowed in a darting curve off across the square and into a side street.


  “Going to nose around for its treasure somewhere else!” Volcheme said after it had vanished. “So while it may suspect it’s here, it isn’t sure. I’m less impressed by its apparent intelligence than you are, doctor! A stupid man can learn to use a complicated instrument, if somebody shows him how to do it. This may be a stupid alien . . . a soldier type sent from the Pit to carry out a specific mission.”


  “Possibly a robot,” Galester said.


  “Possibly a robot,” Volcheme agreed. “And, to answer your question of a moment ago, doctor—yes, I have thought of a way to get it off our necks.”


  “What’s that?” Dr. Hishkan inquired eagerly.


  “No need to discuss it here!” Volcheme gave Danestar a glance of mingled malevolence and triumph. She understood its meaning well enough. If Wergard could be located, Volcheme could rid himself of the Kyth operators with impunity now. There were plenty of witnesses to testify that the monstrous creature which had invaded the Depot had destroyed over a dozen men. She and Wergard would be put down as two more of its victims.


  “We won’t use the shuttle at present,” Volcheme went on. “But we want the portable guns, and we’ll get ourselves into antiradiation suits immediately. Decrain, watch the lady until we get back—use any methods necessary to make sure she stays where she is and behaves herself! We’ll bring a suit back up for you. The rest of you come along. Hurry!”


  Decrain started to say something, stood scowling as the others filed quickly out of the office and started down the hall to the right. The big man looked uneasy. With a gigantic fiery alien around, he might not appreciate being left alone to guard the prisoner while his companions climbed into the security of antiradiation suits. As the last of the group disappeared, he sighed heavily, shifted his attention back to Danestar.


  His eyes went huge with shocked surprise. The chair in which she had been sitting was empty. Decrain’s hand flicked back to his gun holster, stopped as it touched it. He stood perfectly still.


  Something hard was pushing against the center of his back below his shoulder blades.


  “Yes, I’ve got it,” Danestar whispered behind him. “Not a sound, Decrain! If you even breathe louder than I like, I’ll split your spine!”


  They waited in silence. Decrain breathed carefully while the voices and footsteps in the hall grew fainter, became inaudible. Then the gun muzzle stopped pressing against his back.


  “All right,” Danestar said softly—she’d moved off but was still close behind him—“just stand there now!”


  Decrain moistened his lips.


  “Miss Gems,” he said, speaking with difficulty, “I was, you remember, a gentleman!”


  “So you were, buster,” her voice agreed. “And a very fortunate thing that is for you at present. But—” Decrain dropped forwards, turning in the air, lashing out savagely with both heels in the direction of the voice. It was a trick that worked about half the time. A blurred glimpse of Danestar flashing a white smile above him and of her arm swinging down told him it hadn’t worked now. The butt of the gun caught the side of his head a solid wallop, and Decrain closed his eyes and drifted far, far away.


  She bent over him an instant, half minded to give him a second rap for insurance, decided it wasn’t necessary, shoved the gun into a pocket of her coveralls and went quickly to the big table in the center of the office. Her control belt was there among the jumble of things they’d brought over from her room. Danestar fastened it about her waist, slipped on the white jacket lying beside it, rummaged hurriedly among the rest, storing the shortcode transmitter and half a dozen other items into various pockets before she picked up her emptied instrument valise and moved to the opposite end of the table where Galester had arranged the mechanisms he’d removed for examination from the false asteroid.


  She’d had her eye on one of those devices since she’d been brought to the office. It was enclosed in some brassy pseudometal, about the size of a goose egg and shaped like one. Galester hadn’t known what to make of it in his brief investigation and Dr. Hishkan had offered only vague conjectures; but she had studied it and its relationship to a number of other instruments very carefully on the night she’d been in Dr. Hishkan’s vault and knew exactly what to make of it. She placed it inside her valise, went back to the collection of her own instruments, turned on the spy screen and fingered a switch on the control belt. The spy screen made a staccato chirping noise.


  “I’m alone here,” she told it quickly. “Decrain’s out cold. Now how do I get out of this building and to some rendezvous point—fastest? Volcheme’s gone lunatic, as you heard. I don’t want to be anywhere near them when they start playing games with that animated slice of sheet lightning.”


  “Turn left when you leave the office,” Wergard’s voice said from the blank screen. “Take the first elevator two levels down and get out.”


  “And then?”


  “I’ll be waiting for you there.”


  “How long have you been in the building?” she asked, startled.


  “About five minutes. Came over to pick up a couple of those antiradiation suits for us, which I have. The way things were going then, I thought I’d better hang around and wait for a chance to get you away from our friends. I was about to start upstairs when Volcheme and the others left. Then I heard a little commotion in the office and decided you’d probably done something about Decrain. So I waited.”


  “Bless you, boy!” Danestar said gratefully. “I’ll be with you in a moment!”


  She switched off the spy screen, went out of the office, skirting Decrain’s harshly snoring form on the carpet, and turned left down the quiet hall.


  The hideaway from which Corvin Wergard had been keeping an observer’s eye on events in the Depot was one of a number he’d set up for emergency use shortly after their arrival. He’d selected it for operations today because, within a few seconds, he could reach an exit door in the building less than a hundred and twenty yards from both the control section and the outer barrier lock—potential critical points in whatever action would develop.


  Guiding Danestar back to it took minutes longer than either of them liked, but the route Wergard had worked out led almost entirely through structures shielded from the alien visitor by section defense screens.


  She sat across the tiny room from him, enclosed in one of the bulky antiradiation suits, the shortcode transmitter on a wall shelf before her, fingers delicately, minutely, adjusting another of the instruments she had brought back from Hishkan’s office. Her eyes were fixed on the projection field above the instrument. Occasional squigglings and ripples of light flashed through it—meaningless static. But she’d had glimpses of light patterns which seemed far from meaningless here, was tracking them now through the commband detector to establish the settings which would fix them in the visual projection field for study. That was a nearly automatic process—her hands knew what to do and were doing it. Her thoughts kept turning in nightmare fascination about other aspects of the gigantic raider.


  What did they know about it? And what did it know about them?


  That living, deadly energy body, or its kind, had not built the signaling device. If it was not acting for itself, if it had hidden masters in the Pit, the masters had not built the device either. Regardless of its origin, the instrument, though centuries old, still had been in use; and in the dust cloud, its value in establishing location, in permitting free, purposeful action, must be immense. But whoever was using it evidently had lacked even the ability to keep it in repair. Much less would they have been able to replace it after it disappeared—and they must be in mortal fear that mankind would discover the secrets of the instrument and return to meet them on even terms in the cloud . . .


  So this creature had traversed deep space to reach Mezmiali and recover it.


  Volcheme, accustomed to success in dealing with human opponents, was still confident his resourcefulness was sufficient to permit him to handle the emissary from the Pit. To Danestar it seemed approximately like attempting to handle an animated warship. The thing was complex, not simply an elemental force directed by a limited robotic mind. It had demonstrated it could use its energies to duplicate the human shortcode system, and the glimpse she’d had in the detector’s field of one of its patterns implied it was capable of much more than had been shown so far. And it might not have come here alone. There could be others of its kind undetected beyond the Depot’s barrier with whom it was in communication.


  In the face of such possibilities, Volcheme’s determination amounted to lunacy. They might have convinced the others of the need to call for outside help; but the intercom system had been shut off, evidently on the smuggler’s orders, when Danestar’s escape was discovered. For the moment, he had silenced them. Through various spy devices they knew he was co-ordinating the activities of his men with personal communicators, and that a sectional force barrier was being set up across the center of the main building, connected to the external ones. Completed, the barrier system would transform half the building into a box trap, open at the end. The men and the specimen from the Pit would be in the other half. When the monster flowed into the trap to get at them, observers in the control building would snap a barrier shut across the open end. The thing would be safely inside—assuming that barriers of sectional strength were impassable to it.


  Volcheme’s calculations were based entirely on that assumption. So far, nothing had happened to prove him wrong. The alien creature was still moving about the Depot. Wergard, before the multiple-view screen through which he had followed the earlier events of the day, reported glimpses of it every minute or two. There were increasing indications of purpose in its motions. It had passed along this building once, paused briefly. But it had shown itself three times about the control section, three times at the main building. Its interest appeared to be centering on those points.


  Until it ended its swift, unpredictable prowling, they could only wait here. Wergard was ready to slip over to a personnel lock in the barrier about the control building when an opportunity came. A gas charge would knock out the men inside, and the main barrier would open long enough then to let out their prepared shortcode warning. Their main concern after that would be to stay alive until help arrived.


  Their heads turned sharply as the shortcode transmitter on the shelf before Danestar gave its chattering pickup signal. She stood up, snapped the headpiece of her radiation suit into position, collapsed the other instruments on the shelf, slid them into the suit’s pockets, and picked up the valise she’d brought back from Dr. Hishkan’s office.


  “. . . Where . . . is . . . it . . . who . . . has . . . it . . .” whispered the transmitter.


  “Pickup range still set at thirty yards?” Wergard asked.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “There’s nothing in sight around here.”


  Danestar glanced over at him. He’d encased himself in the other radiation suit. A small high-power energy carbine lay across a chair beside him. His eyes were on the viewscreen which now showed only the area immediately around the building. She didn’t answer. The transmitter continued to whisper.


  It wasn’t in sight, but it was nearby. Very near. Within thirty yards of the transmitter, of the hideout, of them. And pausing now much longer than it had the first time it passed the building.


  “. . . I . . . want . . . it . . . where . . . is . . . it . . .”


  Her skin crawled, icy and uncontrollable. If it had any way of sensing what she held concealed inside the valise, it would want it. She didn’t think it could. No spying device she knew of could pierce the covering of the valise. But the egg-shaped alien instrument within—no bigger than her two fists placed together—was the heart and core of the specimen from the Pit, its black box, the part which must hold all significant clues to the range and penetrating power of its signals. Without it, the rest of the contents of that great boulder-shaped thing would be of no use now—to Volcheme or to the alien.


  They waited, eyes on the viewscreen, ready to move. If the building was attacked and the creature showed it could force its way through the enclosing energy barrier, there was an unlocked door behind them. An elevator lay seconds beyond the door; and two levels down, they would be in the underground tunnel system where a transport shell waited. If they were followed, they would continue along the escape route Wergard had marked out, moving from barrier to barrier to slow the pursuer. Unless it overtook them, they would eventually reach the eastern section of the Depot, known as the Keep, where ancient defense screens formed so dense a honeycomb that they should be safe for hours from even the most persistent attacks.


  But retreat would cost them their chance to make use of the control section—


  The transmitter’s whisper faded suddenly. For some seconds, neither stirred. Then Wergard said, relief sharp in his voice, “It may have moved off!”


  He shifted the screen mechanism. A pattern of half a dozen simultaneous views appeared. “There it is!”


  On the far side of the control building, flowing purple fire lifted into view along fifty yards of one of the Depot’s streets like the back of a great surfacing sea beast, sank from sight again. Danestar hesitated, took the commband detector quickly out of her suit pocket, placed it on the wall shelf. She pressed a button on the little instrument and the projection field sprang into semivisibility above it.


  Wergard, eyes shifting about the viewscreen, said, “It’s still only seconds away from us. Don’t get too absorbed in whatever you’re trying to do.”


  “I won’t.”


  Danestar released the bulky radiation headpiece, turned it back out of her way. Her fingertips slipped along the side of the detector, touched a tiny adjustment knob, began a fractional turn, froze.


  The visual projection she’d been hunting had appeared in the field before her.


  A flickering, shifting, glowing galaxy of tiny momentary sparks and lines of light—the combined communication systems of a megacity might have presented approximately such a picture if the projector had presented them simultaneously. She licked her lips, breath still, as her fingers shifted cautiously, locking the settings into place.


  When she drew her hand away, Wergard’s voice asked quietly, “What’s that?”


  “The thing’s intercom system. It’s . . . let me think, Wergard! What’s it doing now?”


  “It’s beside the control building.” Wergard paused. He hadn’t asked what her manipulations with the detector were about; she seemed to be on the trail of something, and he hadn’t wanted to distract her.


  But now he added, “Its behavior indicates . . . yes! Apparently it is going to try to pass through the section barrier there—!”


  The viewscreen showed the ghostly, reddish glittering of an activated defense barrier along most of the solid front wall of the control building. Two deep-rose glowing patches, perhaps a yard across, marked points where the alien had come into direct contact with the barrier’s energies.


  It hadn’t, Danestar thought, liked the experience, though in each case it had maintained the contact for seconds, evidently in a deliberate test of the barrier’s strength. Her eyes shifted in a brief glance to the viewscreen, returned to the patterns of swarming lights in the projector field.


  The reaction of the creature could be observed better there. As it touched the barrier, dark stains had appeared in the patterns, spread, then faded quickly after it withdrew. There was a shock effect of sorts. But not a lasting one. Danestar’s breathing seemed constricted. She was badly frightened, and knew it. The section barriers couldn’t stop this thing! Perhaps the men in the control building weren’t aware of it yet. She didn’t want to think of that—


  She heard a brief exclamation from Wergard, glanced over again at the screen.


  And here it comes, she thought.


  The thing was rising unhurriedly out of the street surface before the control building, yards from the wall. When it tested the barrier, it had extruded a fiery, pointed tentacle and touched it to the building. Now it surged into view as a rounded, luminous column twenty feet across, widening as it lifted higher. The top of the column began to lean slowly forward like a cresting, ponderous wave, reached the wall, passed shuddering into it. The force field blazed in red brilliance about it and its own purple radiance flared, but the great mass continued to flow steadily through the barrier.


  And throughout the galaxy of dancing, scintillating, tiny lights in the projector field, Danestar watched long shock shadows sweep, darken, and spread—then gradually lighten and commence to fade.


  When she looked again at the viewscreen, the defense barrier still blazed wildly. But the street was empty. The alien had vanished into the control building.


  “It isn’t one being,” Danestar said. “It’s probably several billion. Like a city at work, an army on the march. An organization. A system. The force field did hurt it—but at most it lost one half of one per cent of the entities that make it up in going through the barrier.”


  Wergard glanced at the projection field, then at her.


  “Nobody in the control building had access to a radiation suit,” he said. “So they must have been dead in an instant when the thing reached them. If it can move through a section barrier with no more damage than you feel it took, why hasn’t it come out again? It’s been in there for over four minutes now.”


  Danestar, eyes on the pattern in the projection field, said, “It may have been damaged in another way. I don’t know—”


  “What do you mean?”


  She nodded at the pattern. “It’s difficult to describe. But there’s a change there! And it’s becoming more distinct. I’m not sure what it means.”


  Wergard looked at the field a moment, shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it. It’s a jumble to me. I don’t see any changes in it.”


  Danestar hesitated. She had almost intuitive sensitivity for the significance of her instruments’ indications; and that something was being altered now, moment by moment, as the milionfold interplay of signals in the pattern seemed certain.


  She said suddenly, “There’s a directing center to the thing, of course, or it couldn’t function as it does. Before it went through the force field, every part of it was oriented to that center. There was a kind of rhythm to the whole which showed that. Now, there’s a section that’s going out of phase with the general rhythm.”


  “What does that add up to?” Danestar shook her head. “I can’t tell that yet. But if the shock it got from the barrier disrupted part of its internal communication system, it might be, in our terms, at least partly paralyzed now. A percentage of the individual entities—say about one tenth—are no longer coordinating with the whole, are disconnected from it. Of course, we can’t count on it, but it would explain why it hasn’t reappeared—” Both were silent a moment. Then Wergard said, “If it is immobilized, it killed everyone in the control building before the shock got through to it. Otherwise we would have had indications of action by Volcheme by now.”


  She nodded. The intercom switch on the viewscreen was open, but the system remained dead. And whatever the smuggler and the group in the main building were engaged in, they were not at present in an area covered by her spy devices. But the space shuttle had not left the building, so they were still there. If the creature from the Pit was no longer a menace and Volcheme knew it, every survivor of the gang would be combing the Depot for traces of Wergard and herself. Since they weren’t, Volcheme had received no such report from the control building. Whatever else had happened, the men stationed there had died as the alien poured in through the barrier.


  Her breath caught suddenly. She said, “Wergard, I think . . . it is trying to come out again!”


  “The barrier’s flickering,” he acknowledged from the viewscreen. An instant later, “Full on now! Afraid you’re right! Watch for signs of damage. If it isn’t crippled, and if it suspects someone is here, it may hit this building next, immediately! It isn’t in sight—must be moving out below ground level.”


  Danestar snapped the radiation headpiece back in position without taking her eyes from the projection field. Shock darkness crisscrossed the pattern of massed twinkling pinpoints of brightness again, deepened. She could judge the thing’s rate of progress through the barrier by that now. There were no indications of paralysis; if anything, its passage seemed swifter. Within seconds, the darkness stopped spreading, began to fade. “It’s outside,” she said. “It doesn’t seem seriously injured.”


  “And it’s still not in sight,” said Wergard. “Stay ready to move!”


  They were both on their feet now. The shortcode transmitter on the shelf was silent, but this time the creature might not be announcing its approach. Danestar’s eyes kept returning to the projection field. Again the barrier had achieved minor destruction, but she could make out no further significant changes. The cold probability was now that there was no practical limit to the number of such passages the creature could risk if it chose. But something about the pattern kept nagging at her mind. What was it?


  A minute passed in a humming silence that stretched her nerves, another . . . and now, Danestar told herself, it was no longer likely that the monster’s attention would turn next to this building, to them. The barrier had remained quiet, and there had been no other sign of it. Perhaps it wasn’t certain humans were hiding here; at any rate, it must have shifted by now to some other section of the Depot.


  Almost with the thought, she saw Wergard’s hand move on the viewscreen controls, and in the screen the area about them was replaced by a multiple-view pattern.


  Nothing stirred in the various panels; no defense field was ablaze about any of the buildings shown. The entire great Depot seemed empty and quiet.


  “At a guess,” Wergard remarked thoughtfully, “it’s hanging around the main building again now!” He moved back a step from the screen, still watching it, began to unfasten his antiradiation suit.


  “What are you doing?” she asked. He glanced over at her. “Getting out of it. One thing these suits weren’t made for is fast running. I expect to be doing some of the fastest running in my career in perhaps another minute or two.”


  “Running? You’re not—”


  “Our alien,” Wergard said, “should take action concerning Volcheme’s boys next. But whatever it does, the instant we see it involved somewhere else, I’ll sprint for the control building. It may be the last chance we get to yell for help from outside. And I don’t want to be slowed down by twenty pounds of suit while I’m about it.”


  Danestar swallowed hard. He was right. But there was something, a feeling—


  “No! Don’t go there!” she said sharply, surprising herself.


  He looked around in bewilderment. “Don’t go there? What are you . . . watch that!”


  His eyes had shifted back to the screen. For an instant, she couldn’t tell what he had seen. Then, just as the view began to blur into another, she found it.


  Volcheme’s space shuttle had darted out of the cover of the main building, swung right, was flashing up a wide street towards the eastern section of the Depot.


  “Making a run for the Keep!” Wergard said harshly. He fingered the controls, following the shuttle from view section to view section. “They might just . . . no, there it is!”


  The great fire body, flattened, elongated, whipped past between two warehouse complexes, a rushing brightness fifty feet above the ground, vanished beyond the buildings.


  “Too fast for them!” Wergard shook his head. “It knows what they’re doing and is cutting them off. Perhaps their guns can check it! You watch what happens—I’m going now.”


  “No! I . . .”


  Then at last the realization surged up. Danestar stared at him, completely dismayed.


  “It’s a trap,” she said evenly. “Of course!”


  “What is? What are you talking about?”


  “The control building! Don’t you see?” She jerked her head at the projection field. “I said a section of the thing was splitting off from the main body! When it came out through the barrier again, that section wasn’t showing any shock effects—I saw it but didn’t understand what it meant. Of course! It didn’t come through the barrier at all. It’s still in there, Wergard! In the control building. Waiting for any of us to show up. There’re two of them now—”


  She watched stunned comprehension grow in his face as she spoke.


  The smugglers’ shuttle was caught not much more than a minute later. It had discovered the enemy between it and the Keep section, turned back. When the space thing followed, tiny bursts of dazzling white light showed the shuttle’s energy guns were in action. The fire body jerked aside and paused . . . and now the shuttle turned again, flashed straight at its pursuer, guns blazing full out.


  For a moment, it seemed a successful maneuver. The great creature swept up out of the path of the machine, slipped over the top of a building, disappeared. The shuttle rushed on towards the Keep—and at the next corner a loop of purple radiance snared it, drove it smashing into a building front. The fire giant flowed down, sent the shuttle hurtling against the building again, closed over it. For seconds, the radiance pulsed about the engulfed vehicle, then lifted into the air, moved off. There was no sign of the shuttle until, some hundreds of yards away, the fire body opened to let the shattered machine slide out, drop to the surface of the Depot. Its lock door was half twisted away; and Volcheme and his companions clearly were no longer within it.


  To Danestar, watching in sick fascination, it had seemed as if a great beast of prey had picked up some shelled, stinging creature, disarmed it, cracked it to draw out the living contents, and flung aside the empty shell.


  The alien swung west, towards the central section of the Depot, seemed to be returning to the main building complex, but then flowed down to the surface, sank into it and vanished.


  Minutes passed and it did not reappear. Again the Depot’s sections stood quiet and lifeless in the view-screen.


  “It may be waiting for somebody else to break from cover,” Wergard said suddenly. “But you’d think the first thing it would do now is push into the main building and get its gadget! Volcheme must have left it there—the thing wouldn’t have slammed the shuttle around like that if it hadn’t been sure the contraption wasn’t inside!”


  Danestar didn’t reply. Their nerves were on edge, and Wergard was simply thinking aloud. They had no immediate explanation for the thing’s behavior. But it had been acting purposefully throughout, and there must be purpose in its disappearance.


  All they could do at present was wait, alert for signs of an approach on any level. She had discarded her antiradiation suit, as Wergard had done previously. The men in the shuttle might have gained a second or two of life because of the protection the suits gave them; but against so overwhelmingly powerful a creature they obviously had made no real difference. And they were cumbersome enough to be a disadvantage in other respects. If there were indications that the second energy body, the smaller one in the control building, had left it, Wergard would still attempt a dash over there.


  There were no such indications. There were, in fact, no indications of any kind of activity whatever until, approximately ten minutes after it vanished, the big space creature showed itself again.


  It was rising slowly from the ground into the square before the deserted main building when Wergard detected it in the screen. Then, while they watched, it flowed deliberately up to the building and into it.


  And no defending force fields flared into action.


  As it disappeared, they exchanged startled looks. Wergard said quickly, “Volcheme must have had the barriers shut off just before they left by the lock—so the thing could pick up its device . . .”


  “And let them get away?” Danestar hesitated. There’d been talk of that before she escaped from Volcheme’s group. But she was not at all certain that the smuggler, even under such intense immediate pressures, would abandon his prize completely. The flight might even have been designed in part to draw the raider away from it.


  “Otherwise”—Wergard scowled, chewed his lip—“has there been anything in the projection pattern to show it’s split again?”


  She shook her head. “No. But if you’re thinking it could detach a section small enough to get in through a personnel lock and turn off the building’s barrier—”


  “That’s what I’m thinking.” Danestar shrugged, said, “I wouldn’t be able to tell that, Wergard. I’ve been watching the projection. But it would be too minor a difference to be noticeable. It may have done it.”


  He was silent a moment. “Well,” he said then, “it has the gadget it came for now. We’ll see what it does next.” He added, without changing tone, “Incidentally, it doesn’t have all of it, does it?”


  Danestar gave him a startled glance.


  “How did you guess?” she asked. A half-grin flicked over Wergard’s tense face. “It’s the sort of thing you’d do. You’ve been hanging on to that valise as if there were something very precious inside.”


  “There is,” Danestar agreed. “It’s not very big, but the specimen won’t work without it. And when those things in the Pit realize it’s gone, they won’t be able to replace it.”


  “Very dirty trick!” Wergard said approvingly. He glanced at the valise. “Supposing we manage to get out of this alive—how useful could the item become?”


  “Extremely useful, if it gets to really capable people. As far as I could make out, it must embody all the essentials of that system.”


  Wergard nodded. “We’ll hang on to it then. As long as we can, anyway. We may have to destroy it, of course. Think the thing could spot there’s a part missing?”


  “It could if it has a way of testing it,” said Danestar. “But the specimen’s been reassembled and resealed—nothing will show . . . There the creature comes now!”


  They watched its emergence from the main building. It poured out of the landing lock area, swung west across the central square, moving swiftly. It might be carrying the specimen with it, as it had carried the shuttle.


  “Coming back here!” Wergard remarked, some seconds later. “And if it can open sectional barriers, it can open the main Depot lock in the control building!”


  Danestar knew what he meant. The Pit creature might believe it had achieved its objective in regaining the lost signaling instrument and simply leave now. She began to feel almost feverish with hope, warned herself it was much more probable it did not intend to let any human being in the Depot remain alive to tell about it.


  Her gaze shifted again to the patterns in the projection field. No further changes had been apparent, but a sense of dissatisfaction; of missing some hidden significance, still stirred in her each time she studied them. I’m not seeing everything they should tell me, she thought. She shook her head tiredly. Too much had happened these past hours! Now her thinking seemed dulled.


  She heard Wergard say, “It’s stopped for something!”


  It had come to an intersection, paused. Then suddenly it veered to the right, moved swiftly past three buildings, checked again before a fourth. A probing fire tentacle reached towards the building. Defense barriers promptly blazed into activity.


  The creature withdrew the tentacle, remained where it was, half submerged in the street. Activated by its proximity, the defense field continued to flare while one or two minutes passed. Then the field subsided, vanished. The creature moved forwards until some two thirds of it appeared to be within the building. Barely seconds later, it drew back again, swung away . . .


  “It caught somebody inside there!” Wergard said. “It couldn’t have been looking for anything else. How did it know some poor devils had holed up in that particular section?”


  The intercom signal on the viewscreen burred sharply with his last words, then stopped. They stared at it, glanced at each other. Neither attempted to move towards the switch.


  The intercom began ringing again. It rang, insistently, jarringly, with brief pauses, for a full minute now before it went silent.


  “So that’s how!” Wergard said heavily. He shrugged. “Well, if it—or a section of it—can manipulate a barrier lock and reproduce shortcode impulses, it can grasp and manipulate an intercom system. Not a bad way to locate survivors. If we don’t answer . . .”


  “We can’t stay here anyway,” Danestar told him, frowning at the projection field. She had spoken in an oddly flat, detached manner.


  “No. It’s mopping up before it heads home—and now it can apparently cut off every sectional barrier that isn’t locally maintained directly from the control building! It won’t be long before it discovers that—if it hasn’t already done it!” Wergard picked up the energy gun. “Grab what you need and let’s move! I’ve thought of something better than trying to make it to the Keep and playing hide-and-seek with it there. With the tricks it’s developed, we wouldn’t last—” He looked over, said quickly, sharply, “Danestar!”


  Danestar glanced around at him, bemused, lips parted. “Yes? I . . .”


  “Wake up!” Wergard’s voice was edged with nervous impatience. “I think I can work us over to the section the thing just cleared out. If we leave the barrier off, there’s a good chance it won’t check that building again. Let’s not hang around here!”


  “No.” She shook her head, turned to the instruments on the shelf. “You’ve got to get me to our quarters, Wergard—immediately!”


  “From here? Impossible! There’re several stretches—over three hundred yards in all—where we’d be in the open without the slightest cover. It’s suicide! We—” Wergard checked himself, staring at her. “You’ve thought up something? Is it going to work?”


  “It might, if we can get there.”


  He swore, blinked in scowling reflection.


  “All right!” he said suddenly. “Can do—I hope! Tell me on the way or when we’re there what you’re after. We’ll make a short detour. There’s something else I could do to keep our friend occupied for a while. It may buy us an additional twenty, thirty minutes . . .”


  Hurrying up a narrow, dim passage behind Wergard, Danestar felt clusters of eerie fears hurrying along with her. Wergard swung on at a fast walking pace. Now and then she broke into a run to keep up with him, and when she did, he slowed instantly to let her walk again. It was sensible—they might have running enough to do very shortly. But staying sensible about it wasn’t easy. Her legs wanted to run.


  They were blind here, she thought. Her awareness of it was what had built up the feeling of frightened helplessness during the past minutes to the point where it seemed hardly bearable. She couldn’t use her instruments, and the sectional barriers in this area were turned off; they were also deprived of that partial protection. As Wergard had suspected, the alien had discovered the force fields could be operated from the central control office. The Depot was open to it now except in sections where human beings had taken refuge and cut in defense barriers under local control. Such points, of course, would be the ones it would investigate.


  And they might encounter it at any moment, with no warning at all. Whether they got through to their quarters had become a matter of luck—good luck or bad—and Danestar, who always prepared, always planned, found herself unable to accept that condition.


  Wergard halted ahead of her; and she stopped, watched him cautiously edge a door open, glance out. He looked back, slid the energy carbine from his shoulder, held it in one hand, made a quick, beckoning motion with the other. Danestar followed him through the door and he eased it back into its lock. They had come out into one of the Depot’s side streets. It stretched away on either side between unbroken building fronts, a strip of the dull black dome of the main barrier arching high above.


  They darted across the street, ran fifty feet along the building on the far side before Wergard stopped at another door. This one opened on a pitch dark passage; and, a moment later, the darkness closed in about them.


  Wergard produced a light, said quietly, “Watch your step here! The section was sealed off officially fifty years ago and apparently hasn’t been inspected since.”


  He moved ahead, rapidly but carefully, holding the light down for her. They were some five minutes from their starting point. Beyond that, Danestar did not know what part of the Depot they’d come to, but Wergard had told her about this building. It had been part of the old fortress system, cheaper to seal off than remove, an emergency unit station which operated the barrier defenses of the complexes surrounding it. If the equipment was still in working order, Wergard would turn on those barriers. Approximately a tenth of the Depot would again be shielded then, beyond manipulation by the control office. That should draw the Pit creature’s attention to the area, while they moved on. Their living quarters were in a building a considerable distance away.


  Eyes shifting about, Danestar followed the pool of light dancing ahead of her feet. The flooring was decayed here and there; little piles of undefinable litter lay about, and the air was stale and musty. Wergard, in his prowling, might, in fact, have been the first to enter the building in fifty years. They turned a corner of the passage, came to a dark doorspace. There he stopped.


  “You’d better wait here,” he told her. “There’s a mess of machinery inside and some of it’s broken. I’ll have to climb around and over it. If the barrier system is operating, I’ll have it going within three or four minutes.”


  He vanished through the door. Danestar watched the receding light as it moved jerkily deeper into a forest of ancient machines, lost it when it went suddenly around a corner. There was complete darkness about her then. She fingered a lighter in her pocket but left it there. No need to nourish the swirling tide of apprehensions within her by peering about at shadows. Darkness wasn’t the enemy. After a minute or two, she heard a succession of metallic sounds in the distance. Presently they ended, and a little later Wergard returned. He was breathing hard and his face was covered with dirt-streaked sweat.


  “As far as I can make out, the barriers are on,” he said briefly. “Now we’d better get out of the neighborhood fast!”


  But they made slower overall progress then before, because now they had to use the personnel locks in the force fields as they moved from one complex section to the next. In between, they ran where they could. They crossed two more side streets. After the second one, Wergard said, “At the end of this building we’ll be out of the screened area.”


  “How far beyond that?” Danestar asked.


  “Three blocks. Two big sprints in the open!” He grimaced. “We could use the underground systems along part of the stretch. But they won’t get us across the main streets unless we follow them all the way to the Keep and back down.”


  She shook her head. “Let’s stick to your route.” A transport shell of the underground system could have taken them to the Keep and into the far side of the Depot in minutes. But its use would register on betraying instruments in the control building, and might too easily draw the alien to the moving shell.


  The personnel lock at the other end of the building let them into a narrow alley. Across it was the flank of one of the Depot’s giant warehouses. As they started along the alley, there was a crackling, spitting, explosive sound—the snarl of a defense field flashing into action.


  Wergard reached out, snatched the valise from Danestar’s hand.


  “Run!”


  They raced up the alley. The furious crackle of the force field came from behind them, from some other building. It was not far away; and it was continuing. A hundred yards on, Wergard halted abruptly, caught Danestar as she plowed into him, thrust the valise back at her.


  “Here—!” he gasped. She saw they’d reached a door to the warehouse; now Wergard was turning to open it. Clutching the valise, thoughts a roiling confusion of terror, she looked back, half expecting to see a wave of purple fire sweeping up the alley towards them.


  But the alley was empty, though the building front along which the barrier blazed was only a few hundred yards away. Then, as Wergard caught her arm, hauled her in through the door, a closer section—the building from which they had emerged a moment before—erupted in glittering fury. The door slammed in back of her, and they were running again, through a great hall, along aisles between high-stacked rows of packing cases. And—where was the valise? Then she realized Wergard had taken it.


  She followed him left into a cross-aisle . . . another turn to the right; and the end of the hall was ahead, a wide passage leading off it. She had a glimpse of Wergard’s strained face looking back for her; then, suddenly, he swerved aside against the line of cases, crouched, his free arm making a violent gesture, motioning her to the floor.


  Danestar dropped instantly. A moment later, he was next to her.


  “Keep . . . down!” he warned. “Way . . . down!”


  Sobbing for breath, flattened against the cases, she twisted her head around, saw what he was staring at over the stacked rows behind them. A pale purple reflection went gliding silently along the ceiling at the far end of the hall, seemed to strengthen for an instant, abruptly faded out.


  They scrambled to their feet, ran on into the passage.


  Even after they’d slowed to a walk again, were in the structure beyond the warehouse, they didn’t talk about it much. Both were badly winded and shaken. It had been difficult to believe that the thing could have failed to detect them. Its attention must have been wholly on the force fields it was skirting, even as a section of it flowed through the warehouse hall within a few hundred feet of them.


  If they’d been a few seconds later reaching the alley—


  Danestar reached into her white jacket, turned on its cooling unit. Wergard glanced at her. His face was dripping sweat. He wiped at it with the back of his sleeve.


  She asked, “You’re still wearing the sneaksuit?”


  Wergard lifted a strand of transparent webbing from under his collar, let it snap back. “Think it might have helped?”


  “I don’t know.” But the creature might have the equivalent of a life detector unit as part of its sensory equipment, and a sneaksuit, distorting and blurring the energy patterns of a living body, would perhaps afford some protection. She said, “I’ll get into one as soon as we reach our quarters. It may have known somebody was around but didn’t want to waste time picking up another human until it found out why the defense barriers were turned on again in that area.”


  Wergard remarked dubiously, “It seems to me it’s got picking up humans at the top of its priority list!” After a moment, he added, “The long sprint comes next. Feel up to it?”


  Danestar looked over at him. “I’d better feel up to it! If we see that thing again—I’m one inch this side of panic right now!”


  He grunted. “Quit bragging!” He slid the carbine from his shoulder. “It’s that door ahead. Let me have a look out first.”


  As he began to unlock the door, Danestar found herself glancing back automatically once more at the long, lit, empty corridor through which they had come, their hurried steps echoing in the silence of the building. Then she saw Wergard had paused, half crouched and motionless, at the barely opened door.


  “What is it?” she asked quickly.


  “I don’t know!” The face he turned to her was puzzled and apprehensive. “Come up and take a look!”


  She moved to where she could look out past him. After a moment, she said, “There are adjustment instruments for the Depot lighting somewhere in the control section.”


  “Uh-huh,” said Wergard. “Another item that’s been sealed away for a hundred years or so. But our Number Two Thing in the control building seems to have got to them. I’d like to know what it means.”


  He opened the door wider. Both moved forward carefully, glancing along the street outside.


  This was one of the main streets of the Depot. Across from them, eighty yards away, was the massive white front of the structure which housed the central generators. Approximately two hundred yards to the left, it was pierced by a small entrance door which was the next step on Wergard’s route to their quarters. To west and east, the street stretched away for half a mile before rows of buildings crossed it.


  But all this was in semidarkness now—too dim to let them make out the door in the wall of the generator building from where they stood. A hazy brightness above the line of buildings across the street indicated the rest of the Depot was still flooded by the projection lighting system which was that of the old fortress—wearproof and ageless. If not deliberately tampered with, it would go on filling the Depot with eternal day-brightness for millennia.


  But something had tampered with it—was still tampering with it. As they looked, the gloom along the street deepened perceptibly, then, slowly, lightened to its previous level.


  “There can’t be much light in the Pit, of course,” Wergard said, staring up the street to the west. The control section, Danestar realized suddenly, lay in that direction. “It may be trying to improve visibility in the Depot for its perceptions.”


  “Or,” said Danestar, “ruin visibility for ours.”


  Wergard looked at her. “We don’t have the time left to try another route,” he said. “Whatever it’s doing, we may make a mistake in crossing the street while it’s experimenting. But waiting here makes no sense—”


  She shook her head. “The intention might be to keep us waiting here.”


  “Uh-huh! I thought of that. So let’s go. Right now. Top speed across. I’ll stay behind you.”


  For an instant, Danestar hesitated. The feeling that the uncertain darkness of the wide street was under the scrutiny of alien senses, that they would be observed and tracked, like small, scuttling animals, as soon as they left the shelter of the doorway, became almost a conviction in that instant. The fact remained that they could not stay where they were. She tightened her grip on the handle of the valise, drew a deep breath, darted out.


  They were half across when the darkness thickened so completely that they might have been shifted in mid-stride into a black universe. Blind, she thought. It was like an abrupt mental shock. She faltered, almost stumbled, felt she had swerved from the line she was following, tried to turn back to it . . . suddenly didn’t know in which direction to move. Panic closed in.


  “Wergard!”


  “That way!” His voice, hoarse and strained, was on her right, rather than behind her. As she turned towards it, his light flicked on, narrowed to a pale thread, marking a small circle on the wall of the generator building ahead of Danestar. She was hurrying towards the wall again as the thread of light cut out . . . and seconds later, the wall and the street began to reappear, dim and vague as before, but tangibly present. They reached the wall together, turned left along it. Again the street darkened, became lost in absolute blackness.


  Wergard’s hand caught her arm. “Just walk—” He added something, muttered and indistinct, which might have been a curse. They went on, breathing raggedly. Wergard’s hand remained on Danestar’s arm. The darkness lightened a trifle, grew dense again. “Hold on a moment!” Wergard said, very softly.


  She stopped instantly, stood unmoving, let her breath out slowly. Wergard’s hand left her arm. She had an impression of cautious motion from him, decided he’d raised the carbine to fire-ready position.


  He’d speak when he thought he could. Danestar’s eyes shifted quickly, scanning the unrelieved dark about them. The only audible sound was a dim, faint hum of machinery from within the structure on their right.


  Then she realized something had appeared in her field of vision.


  It was ahead and to the left. A small, pale patch of purple luminance, moving swiftly but in an oddly jerky manner, its outline shifting and wavering, as it approached their path at what might be a right angle. How far away? If it were touching the ground, Danestar thought, or just above it, it must be at least two hundred yards farther up the street. That made it a considerably larger thing than her first impression had suggested.


  As these calculations flicked through her mind, their object passed by ahead, moved on to the right, abruptly vanished.


  “You saw it?” Wergard whispered a moment later.


  “Yes.”


  “Went in between a couple of buildings. Not so good—but it was some distance off. We don’t seem to have been noticed. Let’s go on.”


  Wergard had glimpsed another of the minor fire shapes just before they stopped. That one had been smaller—or farther away—and had been in sight only for an instant, on the left side of the street.


  “They shouldn’t be too large to get through a personnel lock and switch off a barrier for Thing Number One,” he said, as they hurried along a catwalk in the generator building. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean Number One is in this area.”


  “Scouts,” Danestar suggested.


  That had been Wergard’s thought. The Pit creature could have split off several dozen autonomous sections of itself of the size they had observed without noticeably reducing its main bulk, and scattered them about the Depot to speed up its search for any humans still hiding out. The carbine couldn’t have done significant damage to the alien giant but should have the power to disrupt essential force patterns in these lesser replicas. “They don’t make things easier,” Wergard said, “but we’ll have to show ourselves only this once more. After that, we’ll have cover. And we can change our tactics a little . . .”


  At the end of the generator building was the central street of the Depot, somewhat wider than the last one they had crossed. It was almost startling to find it normally lit. Directly opposite was the entrance recess to another building. This was the final open stretch on the way to their quarters. Wergard wiped his forehead, asked, “Want to try it?”


  Danestar nodded. She felt lightly tensed, not at all tired. Dread had its uses—her body had recognized an ultimate emergency and responded. She thought it would go on running now when she called on it until it fell dead.


  Wergard was wearing a sneaksuit; she wasn’t. It was possible they were being followed, that the light-shapes they’d seen were casting about in the area for the source of the life energy they’d detected here, of which she was the focus. In that case, getting across the central street might be the point of greatest danger. They’d decided she should go first while Wergard covered her with the carbine. He would follow as soon as she was within the other building.


  She slipped out the door ahead of him, drew a deep breath, ran straight across the too-silent, bright-lit street towards the entrance recess.


  And nothing happened. The carbine stayed quiet. The paving flowed by, and it seemed only an instant then before the building front swayed close before her. Danestar flung herself into the recess, came up gasping against the wall.


  A door on the left, Wergard had said. Where—she discovered it next to her, pulled it open.


  For a moment, her mind seemed about to spin into insanity. Then she was backing away from the door, screaming with all her strength, while two shapes of pale fire glided out through it towards her. Somewhere, she heard the distant sharp snarl of the carbine. A blizzard of darting, writhing lines of purple light enveloped her suddenly, boiled in wild turmoil about the recess. The closer of the shapes had vanished; and the carbine was snarling again.


  Abruptly, her awareness was wiped out.


  “Got your third setting now, I think!” Wergard said.


  Danestar glanced at him. He sat at a table a few feet to her left, hunched forwards, elbows planted on the table, face twisted in concentration as he peered at the tiny, paper-flat instrument in his left hand.


  “Uh-huh, that’s it!” He sighed heavily. “Four to go . . .” His right forefinger and thumb closed cautiously down on the device, shifted minutely, shifted back again. It was an attachment taken from Danestar’s commband detector. She had designed it, used it on occasion to intrude on covert communications in which she had a professional interest, sometimes blanking a band out gently at a critical moment, sometimes injecting misinformation.


  But it was an instrument designed for her fingers, magical instruments themselves in their sensitized skill, deftness and experience. It had not been designed for Wergard’s fingers, or anyone else’s; and the only help she could give him with it was to tell him what must be done. Both hands were needed to operate the settings, and at present she couldn’t use her left hand. What had knocked her out in the building entrance, an instant before Wergard’s gun disrupted the second of the two Pit things that surprised her there, seemed to have been the approximate equivalent of a near miss from a bolt of lightning. Wergard had carried her two Depot blocks to their quarters, was working a sneaksuit over her, before she regained consciousness. Then she woke up suddenly, muscles knotted, trying to scream, voice thick and slurred when she started to answer Wergard’s questions. They discovered her left side was almost completely paralyzed, her tongue partly affected.


  As soon as he could make out what she wanted, what her plan had been, Wergard hauled her down to the ground-level barrier room of the building, along with an assortment of hastily selected gadgetry, settled her in a chair next to the barrier control panel, arranged the various instruments on a table before her where she could reach them with her right hand. Then he went to work on the attachment’s miniature dials to adjust them to the seven settings she’d told him were needed.


  He swore suddenly, in a gust of savage impatience, asked without looking up, “How long—counting the interruption—have I been playing around with this midget monster of yours?”


  “Sixteen minutes,” Danestar told him. The paralysis had begun to lift; she could enunciate well enough again, though the left side of her face remained numb. But she still couldn’t force meaningful motion into her left hand. If she had been able to use it, she wouldn’t have needed a quarter of a minute to flick in the dial readings, slap the attachment back into the detector. It was a job no more involved than threading a series of miniature needles. The problem was simply that Wergard’s hands weren’t made for work on that scale, weren’t trained to it.


  “Sixteen minutes!” he groaned. His face was beaded with the sweat of effort. “Well, I seem to be getting the hang of it. Our luck may hold up.”


  It might, she thought. It was still a matter of luck. They’d had good luck and bad luck both during the past half hour. Until now, the main alien body had been engaged in the cluster of activated defense barriers on the north side of the Depot. The viewscreen on the table showed her the intermittent flickering of force fields there; now and then, a section blazed bright for half a minute or more. And sometimes she’d seen the great purple glow passing among the buildings. While it remained in that area, they had time left. But the barriers were being shut off, one by one. Detached work segments of the thing usually would be able to enter by a personnel lock and cut the controls. And—perhaps when the locks could not be immediately found—the main body was again driving directly through the force fields and absorbing what damage it must to get into a protected building.


  During the past four minutes alone, it appeared to have passed through three such sectional barriers. Changes in the detector’s visual pattern revealed the damage. The accumulated effect was not inconsiderable.


  Danestar’s gaze went to the locked instrument valise, lying on the table between the detector and the shortcode transmitter, in immediate reach of her right hand. Within it was still the alien instrument she’d taken from Dr. Hishkan’s office, the small, all-essential co-ordinating device without which the artificial asteroid from the cosmic cloud was a nonoperative, meaningless, useless lump of deteriorating machinery.


  Had the alien mind discovered it wouldn’t function, that the humans here had removed a section of it?


  She thought it had. The repeated acceptance, during these last minutes, of the destruction of whole layers of its units in the raging force fields, to allow it to reach the barrier controls more quickly, suggested a new urgency in its search for human survivors. It would have been logical for it to assume that whoever had the missing instrument had sought refuge in the one area still shielded by multiple barriers.


  But when the last of those defense fields was shut off and the last of the northern buildings hunted through, the creature would turn here. In that, their luck had been bad—very bad! To avoid attracting attention to the building, they’d planned to leave its barrier off as long as possible. They were in sneaksuits, perhaps untraceable. They might have remained undetected indefinitely.


  But they had been in the barrier room only a few minutes before one of the prowling segments found them. Danestar had the streets along two sides of the building under observation, and nothing had been in sight there. Evidently, the thing had approached through an adjacent building. Without warning, it erupted from an upper corner of the room, swept down towards them. Danestar barely glimpsed it before Wergard scooped up the carbine placed across the table beside him and triggered it one-handed.


  The segment vanished, as its counterparts in the building entry had done, in an exploding swirl of darting, purple-gleaming lines of light. The individual energy entities which had survived the gun’s shock-charge seemed as mindless and purposeless as an insect swarm whirled away on a sudden gust of wind. Danestar had slapped on the building’s defense fields almost as Wergard fired; and in seconds, the indicators showed the fields flickering momentarily at thousands of points as glittering purple threads flashed against them and were absorbed. Within a minute, the building was clear again.


  But almost immediately afterwards, the barrier was impacted in a far more solid manner; and now the viewscreen showed a sudden shifting and weaving of fire shapes in one of the streets beside the building. Four or five segments had appeared together; one had attempted to slip into the building and encountered the force field. Lacking the protective bulk of the main body, it was instantly destroyed. The others obviously had become aware of the danger.


  “If they can find the personnel lock here, they might try that!” Wergard remarked.


  He placed Danestar’s instrument carefully to one side on the table, stood waiting with the gun. The entry surface of the lock was in the wall across from them, ringed in warning light to show the field was active. Danestar kept her eyes on the control panel. After a moment, she said sharply, “They have found the lock!” A yellow light had begun to flash beside the field indicators, signaling that the lock was in use. As it began to open on the room, the carbine flicked a charge into it, and the purple glow within exploded in glittering frenzies.


  The attempt to use the lock wasn’t repeated. The scouting segments were not in themselves an immediate danger here. But in the open, away from the building, where they could bring their destructive powers into play, a few of them should be more than a match for the gun. To retreat again to some other point of the Depot had become impossible. The things remained in the vicinity and were on guard, and other segments began to join them.


  That made it simply a question of how many minutes it still would be before the main body appeared to deal with the humans pinned down in this building. Neither Wergard nor Danestar mentioned it. They’d had good luck and bad, lasted longer than there had been any real reason to expect; now they’d run out of alternative moves. Nothing was left to discuss. Wergard had laid the carbine aside, resumed his carefully deliberate groping with the spidery dials of Danestar’s device. Danestar watched the instruments; and the instruments, in their various ways, watched the enemy.


  A tic began working in the corner of Wergard’s jaw; sweat ran down his face. But his hands remained steady. After a time, he announced he had locked in the first setting. Then the second, and the third . . .


  There were developments in the instruments Danestar didn’t tell him about. That the main body of the alien was absorbing savage punishment in its onslaught on the force fields became increasingly evident. The detector’s projection field pattern almost might have been that of a city undergoing an intermittent brutal barrage. Blacked-out sections remained lifeless now, and there were indications of an erratically spreading breakdown in general organization.


  But it should know, she thought, how much of that it could tolerate. Meanwhile it was achieving its purpose with frightening quickness. Barrier after barrier blazed in sudden fury along the line of search through the northern complex, subsided again. The viewscreen panel kept shifting as Danestar followed the thing’s progress. Then she cut in one more panel, and knew it was the last. The alien had very little farther to go.


  She switched the screen back momentarily to the local area, the streets immediately around their building.


  There was evidence here, she thought, in the steadily increasing number of ghostly, darting light shapes beyond the barrier, that alien control of the Depot was almost complete. The segments had been sent through it like minor detachments of an invading army to make sure no humans were left in hiding anywhere. They were massing about this building now because the composite mind knew that within the building were the only survivors outside of the northern complex.


  The thing was intelligent by any standards, had used its resources methodically and calculatingly. The major section which had been detached from it, after it captured the control building, apparently had remained there throughout, taking no part in other action. That eliminated the possibility that humans might escape from the Depot or obtain outside help. Only during the past few minutes, after the alien mind was assured that the last survivors were pinned down, had there been a change in that part of the pattern in the projector field. The thing seemed to be on the move now, filling some other role in the overall plan. Perhaps, Danestar thought, it would rejoin the main body as a reserve force, to make up for the losses suffered in the barrier. Or it might be on its way here.


  Wergard said absently, as if it had occurred to him to mention in passing something that was of no great interest to either of them, “Got that fourth setting now—”


  Less than a minute later, in the same flat, perfunctory tone, he announced the fifth setting was locked in; and hope flared in Danestar so suddenly it was like a shock of hot fright.


  She glanced quickly at him. Staring down at the instrument he fingered with infinite two-handed deliberation, Wergard looked drugged, in a white-faced trance. She didn’t dare address him, do anything that might break into that complete absorption.


  But mentally she found herself screaming at him to hurry. There was so little time left. The last barrier in the northern complex had flared, gone dead, minutes before. The giant main body of the alien seemed quiescent then. There were indications of deep continuing disturbances in the scintillating signal swarms in the projector, and briefly Danestar had thought that the last tearing shock of force field energies could have left the great mass finally disorganized, crippled and stunned.


  But then evidence grew that the component which had remained in the control station was, in fact, rejoining the main body. And its role became clear. As the two merged, the erratic disturbances in the major section dimmed, smoothed out. A suggestion of swift, multitudinous rhythms co-ordinating the whole gradually returned.


  The Pit thing was the equivalent of an army of billions of individuals. And that entity had a directing intelligence—centered in the section which had held itself out of action until the energy defenses of the Depot were neutralized. Now it had reappeared, unaffected by the damage the main body had suffered, to resume immediate control, restore order. Quantitatively, the composite monster was reduced, shrunken. But its efficiency remained unimpaired; and as far as she and Wergard were concerned, the loss in sheer mass made no difference.


  And where was it now? She’d kept the panels of the viewscreen shifting about along the line of approach it should take between the northern complex and this building. She did not catch sight of it. But, of course, if it was in motion again, it could as easily be flowing towards them below ground level where the screen wouldn’t show it—


  Danestar paused, right hand on the screen mechanism.


  Had there been the lightest, most momentary, betraying quiver in a section of the defense barrier indicators just then? The screen was turned to the area about the building; and only the gliding, swift ghost-shapes of the segments were visible in the streets outside.


  But that meant nothing. She kept her eyes on the barrier panel. Seconds passed; then a brief quivering ran through the indicators and subsided.


  The thing was here, beneath the building, barely beyond range of its force field.


  Danestar drew the instrument valise quietly towards her, opened its dial lock and took out the ovoid alien device and a small gun lying in the valise beside it. She laid the device on the table, placed the gun’s muzzle against it. A slight pull of her trigger finger would drive a shattering charge into the instrument . . .


  Her eyes went back to the viewscreen. The swirling mass of light shapes out there abruptly had stopped moving.


  She and Wergard had discussed this. The alien had traced the U-League’s asteroid specimen from the Pit to Mezmiali, and to the Depot. While the instrument now missing from the specimen had been enclosed by the spyproof screens of Danestar’s valise, the alien’s senses evidently had not detected it. But it should register on them as soon as it was removed again from the valise.


  One question had been then whether the alien would be aware of the device’s importance to it. Danestar thought now that it was. The other question was whether it had learned enough from its contacts with humans to realize that, cornered and facing death, they might destroy such an instrument to keep it from an enemy.


  If the alien knew that, it might, in the final situation, gain them a little more time.


  She would not have been surprised if the barrier indicators had blazed red the instant after she opened the valise. And she would, in that moment, which certainly must be the last of her life and Wergard’s, have pulled the gun’s trigger.


  But nothing happened immediately, except that the segments in the streets outside the building went motionless. That, of course, should have some significance. Danestar waited now as motionlessly. Perhaps half a minute passed. Then the rattling pickup signal of the shortcode transmitter on the table suddenly jarred the stillness of the room.


  Some seconds later, three spaced words, stolen from living human voices, patched together by the alien’s cunning, came from the transmitter:


  “I . . . want . . . it . . .”


  There was a pause. On Danestar’s left, Wergard made a harsh, laughing sound. She watched the barrier panel. The indicators there remained quiet.


  “I . . . want . . . it . . .” repeated the transmitter suddenly. It paused again.


  “Six, Danestar!” Wergard’s voice told her. He added something in a mutter, went silent.


  “I . . . want—”


  The transmitter cut off abruptly. The force field indicators flickered very slightly and then were still. But in the viewscreen there was renewed motion.


  The segments in the street to the left of the building lifted like burning leaves caught by the breath of an approaching storm, swirled up together, streamed into and across the building beyond. In an instant, the street was empty of them. In the street on the right, ghostly fire-shapes also were moving off, more slowly, gliding away to the east, while the others began pouring out of building fronts and down through the air again to join the withdrawal. Some four hundred yards away, the swarm came to a stop, massing together. Seconds later, the paving about them showed the familiar purple glitter and the gleaming mass of the Pit creature lifted slowly into view from below, its minor emissaries merging into it and vanishing as it arose. It lay there quietly then, filling the width of the street.


  The situation had been presented in a manner which could not be misunderstood. The alien mind wanted the instrument. It knew the humans in this building had it. It had communicated the fact to them, then drawn back from the building, drawn its segments with it.


  The humans, it implied, were free to go now, leaving the instrument behind—


  But, of course, that was not the real situation. There was no possible compromise. The insignificantlooking device against which Danestar’s gun was held was the key to the Pit. To abandon it to the alien at this final moment was out of the question. And the act, in any case, would not have extended their lives by more than a few minutes.


  So the muzzle of the gun remained where it was, and Danestar made no other move. Revealing they had here what the creature wanted had gained them a trifling addition in time. Until she heard Wergard tell her he had locked in the seventh and final setting on the diabolically tiny instrument with which he had been struggling for almost twenty minutes, she could do nothing else.


  But Wergard stayed silent while the seconds slipped away. When some two minutes had passed, Danestar realized the giant fire shape was settling back beneath the surface of the street. Within seconds then it disappeared.


  A leaden hopelessness settled on her at last. When they saw the thing again, it would be coming in for the final attack. And if it rose against the force fields from below the building, they would not see it then. She must remember to pull the trigger the instant the barrier indicators flashed their warning. Then it would be over.


  She looked around at Wergard, saw he had placed the instrument on the table before him and was scowling down at it, lost in the black abstraction that somehow had enabled his fingers to do what normally must have been impossible to them. Only a few more minutes, Danestar thought, and he should have completed it. She parted her lips to warn him of what was about to happen, shook her head. Why disturb him now? There was nothing more Wergard could do either.


  As she looked back at the viewscreen, the Pit creature began to rise through the street level a hundred yards away. It lifted smoothly, monstrously, a flowing mountain of purple brilliance, poured towards them.


  Seconds left . . . her finger went taut on the trigger.


  A bemused, slow voice seemed to say heavily, “My eyes keep blurring now. Want to check this, Danestar? I think I have the setting but—”


  “No time!” She screamed it out, as the gun dropped to the table. She twisted awkwardly around on the chair, right hand reaching. “Let me have it!”


  Then Wergard, shocked free of whatever trance had closed on him, was there, slapping the device into her hand, steadying her as she twisted back towards the detector and fitted it in. He swung away from her. Danestar locked the attachment down, glanced over her shoulder, saw him standing again at the other table, eyes fixed on her, hand lifted above the plunger of the power pack beside the carbine.


  “Now!” she whispered.


  Wergard couldn’t possibly have heard it. But his palm came down in a hard slap on the plunger as the indicators of the entire eastern section of the barrier flared red.


  Danestar was a girl who preferred subtle methods in her work when possible. She had designed the detector’s interference attachment primarily to permit careful, unnoticeable manipulations of messages passing over some supposedly untappable communication line or other; and it worked very well.


  On this occasion, however, with the peak thrust of the power pack surging into it, there was nothing subtle about its action. A storm of static howled through the Depot along the Pit creature’s internal communication band. In reaction to it, the composite body quite literally shattered. The viewscreen filled with boiling geysers of purple light. Under the dull black dome of the main barrier, the rising mass expanded into a writhing, glowing cloud. Ripped by continuing torrents of static, it faded farther, dissipated into billions of flashing lines of light mindlessly seeking escape. In their billions, they poured upon the defense globe of the ancient fortress.


  For three or four minutes, the great barrier drank them in greedily.


  Then the U-League Depot stood quiet again.


  1968


  THE TUVELA


  First of Two Parts. The “tuvela” concept was an alien race’s term for something they feared in the human race. Perhaps, if they’d read “The Hunting of the Snark,” they’d have called the girl a Boojum!


  I


  As the pain haze began to thin out, Ticos Cay was somewhat surprised to find he was still on his feet. This had been a brutally heavy treatment—at moments it had seemed almost impossible to control. However, he had controlled it. The white-hot sensations, which hadn’t quite broken through with full impact into consciousness, faded to something like a sullenly lingering glow. Then that faded, too. His vision began to clear.


  Cautiously he allowed himself to accept complete awareness of his body again. It was still an unpleasant experience. There were sharp twinges everywhere, a feeling of having been recently pierced and sliced by tiny hot knives; the residue of pain. The lasting damage caused by one of these pain treatments to the human nervous system and sensory apparatus was slight but measurable. The accumulative effect of a series of treatments was no longer slight; and there had been over twenty of them during the past weeks. Each time now, taking stock of the physical loss he had suffered during the process, Ticos wondered whether he would be forced to acknowledge that the damage had spread to the point where it could no longer be repaired.


  However, it hadn’t happened on this occasion. His mind was fogged over; but it always was that way for a short while after a treatment. Reassured, he shifted attention from his internal condition to his surroundings.


  The big room had come back into focus. Most of it was dark because the demons had cut out all but a central section of the ceiling illumination. There remained a pool of light which enclosed most of the long worktable against which he leaned and the raised platform twenty feet away from where they were watching him. The shelves and walls beyond, the rows of biological specimens, the arrays of analyzing and recording equipment, were in darkness.


  Ticos Cay looked about, taking it in, drawing the trappings of reality back around him. He looked last at the demons.


  “You succeeded again in avoiding the feeling of pain?” asked the small one of the three.


  Ticos considered. The identity of the small demon was still blurred but coming clear. Yes, his name was Koll . . . the Great Palach Koll. One of the most influential among the leaders of the Everliving. Second in command of the Voice of Action . . .


  Ticos admonished himself: Be very careful of Koll!


  He made a sound between what might have been a muttering attempt to speak and a groan. He could have replied immediately. But it wouldn’t do to think foggily while being interrogated—and particularly not while being interrogated by Koll.


  The three stared silently, unmoving. Their skins, harnesses and other equipment gleamed wetly as if they had come out of the sea only minutes before entering the room. Which might be the case; salt water was the demons’ element, and they became sick and uncomfortable if they remained too long away from it. The one to the right of Koll held a device with a glowing blue eye. When the glow brightened, a pain treatment was about to begin. The one at the left of Koll had a weapon trained on Ticos. These two were squat-heavy creatures hunkering on muscular hopping legs. Ticos had been obliged to watch one of their kind wrap his arms around the rib cage of a man and crush the man slowly to death.


  It had been done at Roll’s direction. The big demons were underlings; they were called Oganoon by the Palachs. Koll was of the same species but not large or heavy. Like many of the Great Palachs, he was a wrinkled miniature, not much more than a foot high. Cloaked and hooded, he looked like a shrunken mummy. But he could move like springing steel. Ticos had seen Koll leap eight feet to plunge a paralyzing needle into the eye of one of the Oganoon who had angered him. He struck five or six times, so quickly that the victim seemed to stiffen in death without understanding what had occurred.


  Ticos strongly preferred not to anger Koll. But he needed as long a period of silence as Koll would permit to clear his head for the questions that would be directed at him. He had been maintaining a precarious balance between considerations on that order for some time. He waited until the speaking slit above Roll’s eyes writhed open, then said, “I could not avoid all the pain. But it remained tolerable.”


  “It remained tolerable!” the speaking slit repeated as if Koll were musing over the statement. Ticos was accustomed to the fact that many of the Everliving had an excellent command of human speech, but Roll’s voice still seemed unnatural to him. It was a deep warm voice, rich and strong, which shouldn’t be issuing from such a malevolent little entity. “These children are afraid of you, Dr. Cay,” it told him. “Did you know that?”


  “No, I didn’t,” Ticos said.


  “At a tenth of the setting used here,” Koll explained, “these instruments are employed to punish them for serious offenses. They are in terror of them. They are afraid of you because you seem able to bear agony beyond their comprehension. And there are other reasons . . . your communicator has recorded six call signals during the past two days.”


  Ticos nodded. “So I heard.”


  “You predicted that one of the so-called Tuvelas would attempt to contact you here.”


  Ticos hesitated, said, “The term Tuvela is yours. The person to whom you refer is known to me as a Guardian.”


  “Apparently the same class of creature,” said Koll. “A creature assumed by some to possess abnormal qualities. Among them the quality of being invincible. Dr. Cay, what do you know of these remarkable qualities—if they exist?”


  Ticos shrugged. “As I’ve told you, I’ve known of the Guardians and of their function in our civilization for a relatively short time. They operate very secretly. I’ve had personal contacts with only one of them. She appears to me to be an exceptionally capable human being. But if she or the Guardians generally have abnormal qualities, I don’t know of them.” He added, “Evidently the Everliving know more about the Guardians than I do.”


  “That is possible. You said they claim to be immortal.”


  Ticos shook his head. “I was told they’ve developed methods of restoring youthful health to an organism and maintaining it for a long period. I was not told they were immortal. To me the word does not have significant meaning.”


  “The concept of immortal entities is meaningless to you, Dr. Cay?”


  Ticos hesitated again because this could become dangerous ground in speaking to a Palach. But he said, “Who can prove he was immortal before he’s reached the end of time?”


  Kofi’s dark face twitched. He might have been amused. “Who indeed?” he agreed. “Describe to me your relationship with these Guardians.”


  Ticos had described that relationship to Kofi several times before. He said, “Two years ago I was asked whether I would enter their service. I accepted.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m aging, Great Palach. Among my rewards was to be instruction in the Guardians’ methods of obtaining longevity and regaining the advantages of youth.”


  “They’ve given you such instructions?”


  “I’ve been instructed in some of the fundamental approaches. My progress evidently is satisfactory.”


  “In what way do you serve them, Dr. Cay?”


  “I’m still undergoing a training process and haven’t been told what my service is to be. I assume that my scientific background will play a part in it.”


  “The nerve controls you practice to distort the effects of the pain-giver were acquired through the longevity exercises?”


  “Yes, they were.”


  A long pause followed his reply. Kofi’s speaking slit had closed and he remained unmoving. The lower sections of his double-lensed eyes were lidded; the upper sections stared with a kind of baleful blankness at Ticos. The hulking servitors had become equally immobile, probably as a sign of respect. Ticos wasn’t sure what the pause meant. The same thing had occurred during earlier interrogations. Perhaps the tiny monster was simply reflecting on what had been said. But he appeared sunk in a remote trance. If he was addressed now, he would ignore it, and he seemed unaware of motion about him. Ticos suspected there was the equivalent of human insanity in Koll. Even Great Palachs of his own rank seemed afraid of him, and he treated them with barely veiled contempt. His dark cowl and cloak were of utilitarian material and often indifferently clean, while they concealed their dwarfish bodies under richly ornamented garments, gleaming with jewels. Apparently they preferred to avoid Koll’s company; but his influence on them was very strong.


  The speaking slit above the eyes twisted open again.


  “Dr. Cay,” Roll’s voice said, “I become increasingly inclined to add you to my museum of humanity. You have seen my collection?”


  Ticos cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said.


  “Of course you have,” Koll said, as if the fact had just occurred to him. “I showed it to you. As a warning not to lie to us. In particular, not to lie to me.”


  Ticos said warily, “I have been quite careful not to lie to you, Great Palach.”


  “Have you? I’m not at all certain of it,” said Koll. “Do you believe that the person who is attempting to reach you by communicator is the Guardian of whom you told us?”


  Ticos nodded. “Yes. The Guardian Etland.”


  “Why should it be she?”


  “No one else has the call symbol of my communicator.”


  “Because you were to remain isolated here?”


  “Yes.”


  “The Guardian Etland supervises your training?”


  “Yes.”


  “You describe her as a young female,” said Koll.


  “I said she appears young,” Ticos corrected him. “I don’t know her age.”


  “You say that these Guardians or Tuvelas have developed a form of longevity which provides even the appearance of their species’ youth—”


  “The Guardian Etland has implied that.”


  “And yet,” said Koll, “you tell us the Guardians assigned you the task of searching here for substances among the life forms of this world which promote longevity. What interest could the Guardians have in research which yields them no more than they possess?”


  Ticos shrugged. “I know they’re testing me in various ways, and it may be that this is their manner of testing my ability as a biochemist. But it’s also possible that they’re still interested in finding simpler or more dependable methods of gaining longevity than their present ones.”


  “What part does the use of chemicals play in their present methods?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve described the basic approaches I was told to practice. I’ve been given no hint of the nature of more advanced longevity procedures. My research is confined to the observation of effects in my test material.”


  “You’ve suggested that research at this level could be of value to the Everliving—”


  “I haven’t suggested it,” Ticos said. “I realize, of course, that a number of Palachs observe my test results and analyze the substances involved.”


  “Don’t let yourself assume their scientific interest assures your continuing safety, Dr. Cay. Our methods of obtaining individual longevity require no improvement. I’m certain you are lying to us. I intend to determine in what manner you are lying. Why did you request permission to respond to the Guardian’s call?”


  “I explained my purpose to the Palach Moga,” Ticos said.


  “Explain it to me.”


  Ticos indicated the equipment and specimens in the darkened recesses of the room. “This project is the Guardian Etland’s responsibility. I and my training are her responsibility. Until your arrival she came here at very regular intervals to inspect the progress I made. Since then she hasn’t come here.”


  “What do you deduce from that?”


  “It’s possible that the Guardians know of your presence.”


  “I don’t consider that a possibility, Dr. Cay.”


  Ticos shrugged. “It’s the only explanation I see for the Guardian Etland’s failure to maintain her schedule. The Guardians may prefer you to leave quietly before there is a general disturbance. If I’m permitted to turn on the communicator when she signals again, we may learn that the Guardian is on her way here to speak to the Everliving rather than to me—”


  “She would come knowingly into the area we hold?” said Koll.


  “From what several Palachs have told me,” Ticos remarked, “it would not be surprising conduct in a Tuvela. If it is true—”


  “We’ll assume it isn’t true, Dr. Cay.”


  “Then,” said Ticos, “I should still be permitted to take the call and attempt to divert her from visiting me at this time. If she does not know you are here and arrives, she will discover you are here. And even if you are able to prevent her from leaving again—”


  Koll made a hissing sound. “If we are able to prevent her from leaving?”


  “Your own records, as you’ve implied to me, indicate that Tuvelas are extremely resourceful beings,” Ticos observed mildly. “But if you should capture or kill the Guardian, others will come promptly in search of her. Eventually your presence must be revealed.” He shrugged. “I don’t want these things to happen. As a servant of the Guardians, it is my duty to prevent them from happening if I can. As you’re aware, I’ve been attempting to persuade some of the Everliving that your plans against my species must be abandoned before a general conflict becomes inevitable.”


  “I know that,” said Koll. “You’ve had an astonishing—and shameful—degree of success. The Voice of Caution becomes increasingly insistent. Even the suggested use of your communicator is supported. Is it possible, Dr. Cay, that you are a Guardian who allowed himself to be captured in order to confuse the Everliving and weaken their resolution?”


  “No,” Ticos said. “I’m not a Guardian.”


  “You’re a Hulon?”


  “Since that’s the name you give the general run of humanity, yes, I’m a Hulon.”


  “It was the name we had for a vicious and stupid creature we encountered in our past,” Koll remarked. “We destroyed the creature, so the name was free to be bestowed again. Despite your efforts, our plans won’t be abandoned, Dr. Cay. I know you’re lying. Not too clumsily, but it will not be long before we put your story to the test. Now attend to your collection here—and reflect occasionally on mine.”


  Ticos did not see him make any gesture, but the Oganoon on Koll’s right snapped the nerve-torture instrument to one of the harness straps about its bulky body and half turned. The tiny cowled mummy made one of its startlingly quick leaps and was perched on the underling’s shoulder. The group moved off the platform and along a raised walkway towards the exit door, the armed servitor bringing up the rear, backing off in short powerful hops, weapon still pointed alertly at Ticos Cay. The lighting brightened back to normal in the big room.


  Ticos watched the three vanish through the door, heard the heavy click of its locks. He drew a somewhat shaky breath, picked up a boxed device from the worktable and fastened it by its strap to his belt. It was a complicated instrument through which he controlled temperature, humidity, radiation absorption levels and various other matters connected with his biological specimens in different sections of the room.


  His hands were unsteady. The interrogation hadn’t gone to his liking. Koll wasn’t his usual savagely menacing self—and that in spite of some deliberate provocation. He’d made use of the pain-giver only once. Koll, for Koll, had been affable.


  It seemed a bad sign. It indicated that Koll was as confident as he appeared to be that he could dispel the doubts Ticos was nourishing in other leading Palachs by proving their prisoner had misinformed them. And, as a matter of fact, Ticos had totally misinformed them. Over a course of weeks he’d created a carefully organized structure of lies, half-truths and disturbing insinuations designed to fill the Everliving with the fear of Man, or at any rate with the fear of Tuvelas. Who, as far as Ticos Cay knew, didn’t exist. Sometimes he’d been hard put to remain consistent, but by now the pattern was so familiar that it held an occasional illusion of truth even for him.


  It had been effective in restricting their plans until now. In spite of Koll, it might remain effective—but that depended on a large factor of chance. Ticos sighed inaudibly. He’d reduced the factor as much as possible, but it was still too large. Far too large!


  He moved slowly about the room, manipulating the studs of his device now and then, tending to the needs of the biological specimens. He’d never been able to determine whether he was under visual observation or not, but it was possible, and he must not appear too concerned. Occasionally he felt the floor lift and sink under him like the deck of a great ship, and then there would be a heavy sloshing of sea water in the partitioned end of the room. His communicator was in there. A permanent post of Oganoon guards was also in there to make sure he didn’t get near the communicator unless the Everliving decided to permit it. And the water covering most of the floor was there because the guards had to keep their leathery hides wet.


  From the energy-screened ventilator window near the ceiling came dim sounds like the muted roaring of a beast. That and the periodic heavings of the floor were the only indications Ticos had been given for the past several days that the typhoons still blew outside.


  Rain squalls veiled half the sea below the aircar. It was storm season in the southern latitudes of Nandy-Cline. The horizon loomed blue-black ahead; heavy swirling cloud banks drove across the ocean to the south. The trim little car bucked suddenly in twisting torrents of air, was hauled about on its controls and, for the moment, rode steady again along a southeasterly course.


  Inside the cabin, Nile Etland stabbed at a set of buttons on the panel communicator, said sharply into the transmitter, “Giard Pharmaceuticals Station—come in! Nile Etland calling . . . Giard, come in!”


  She waited a moment, tanned face intent. A hum began in the communicator, rose to a wavering howl, interspersed with explosive cracklings. Impatiently, Nile spun the filter control right, then left. Racketing noise erupted along the scale. She muttered bitter comment. Her fingers flicked over the call buttons, picked out another symbol.


  “Danrich Parrol—Nile calling! Come in! Dan, can you hear me? Come in!”


  Silence for an instant. Then meaningless sound spat and spluttered again. Nile’s lips twisted in angry frustration. She muted the speaker, glanced down at the animal curled in a thick loop of richly gleaming brown fur on the floorboards beside her. It lifted a whiskered head, dark eyes watching Nile.


  “Dan?” it asked, in a high thin voice.


  “No Dan! No anybody!” snapped Nile. “We keep hitting a soup of static anywhere beyond twenty miles all around.”


  “Soup?”


  “Forget it, Sweeting. We’ll try calling the sledmen. Maybe they can help us find Ticos.”


  “Find Tikkos!” Sweeting agreed. The furred shape shifted, flowed, came upright. Bracing short sturdy forelegs against the control panel, Sweeting peered at the sections of seascape and sky in the viewscreens, looked over at Nile. Seven and a half feet in length from nose to the tip of her muscular tail, she was the smaller of Nile’s pair of mutant hunting otters. “Where’s sledman?”


  “Somewhere ahead.” Nile had swung the car fifteen degrees to the east. “Settle down.”


  The sled she’d sighted in the screens several minutes earlier presently came to view again, now only a few miles away. The car’s magnification scanners showed a five-hundred-foot floatwood raft with flattened, streamlined superstructure, riding its runners twelve yards above the surging seas. The central heavy-weather keel was down, knifing through the waves between the runners. On a day of less violence, the sled would have been drifting with an illusion of airy lightness over the water, kee, withdrawn, sails spread. Now the masts were hauled flat to the deck, and it was the set of cannon drives along the sled’s edges which sent it rushing towards the moving front of the storm. The rain-darkened afterdeck was emblazoned with a pair of deep-blue triangles—the Blue Guul symbol of the Sotira Fleet.


  As the sled vanished below the next cloud bank, Nile switched the communicator to the ten-mile close-contact band and said into the transmitter: “Dr. Nile Etland of Giard Pharmaceuticals calling Sotira sled! Acknowledge, please!”


  Close-contact seemed to have stayed operational. And they should know her by name down there. The Sotira sleds did regular sea-harvest work for Giard.


  The communicator said suddenly, “Captain Doncar of Sotira sled acknowledging. Go ahead, Dr. Etland.”


  “I’m in the air behind you,” Nile announced. “May I come aboard?”


  A moment of silence. Then Doncar’s voice said, “If you wish. But we’ll be running through a heavy storm in less than fifteen minutes.”


  “I know—I don’t want to lose you in it.”


  “Come down immediately then,” Doncar advised her. “We’ll be ready for you.”


  They were. Almost before Nile could climb out of the aircar, half a dozen men in swimming gear, muscular naked backs glistening in the slashing rain, had the small vehicle strapped securely against the sled’s deck beside a plastic-shrouded object which might be an oversized harpoon gun. It was a disciplined, practiced operation. As they stepped back, a brown-skinned girl, dressed down for the weather like the crewmen, hurried up from the central row of cabins. She shouted something almost lost in the din of wind and rain.


  Nile turned. “Jath!”


  “This way, Nile! Before the slop drowns us—”


  They sprinted back to the cabins through the solid downpour. The otter loped easily after them, given plenty of room by the deckhands. Many of Sweeting’s relatives preferred the unhampered freedom of Nandy-Cline’s ocean to a domesticated life; and the seagoing mutant otters were known to any sledman at least by reputation. Nothing was gained by asking for trouble with them.


  “In here!” Jath hauled open a door, slipped into the cabin behind Nile and the otter and let the door slam shut. Towels lay ready on a table; she tossed two to Nile, dabbed a third perfunctorily over her copper skin. Sweeting shook spray from her fur with a twist that spattered half the cabin. Nile mopped at her dripping coveralls, handed back one of the towels, used the other to dry hair, face and hands. “Thanks!”


  “Doncar can’t get away at the moment,” Jath told her. “He asked me to find out what we can do for you. So—what brings you out in this weather?”


  “I’m looking for somebody.”


  “Here?” There was startled surprise in Jath’s voice.


  “Dr. Ticos Cay.”


  A pause. “Dr. Cay is in this area?”


  “He might be—” Nile checked momentarily. Jath, in a motion as quick as it was purposeful, had cupped her right hand to her ear, lowered it again.


  They knew each other well enough to make the point of the gesture clear. Someone elsewhere on the sled was listening to what was being said in the cabin.


  Nile gave Jath the briefest of understanding nods. Evidently there was something going on in this section of the sea which the Sotira sleds regarded as strictly sledman business. She was a mainlander, though a privileged one—an outsider.


  She said, “I had a report from meteorological observers this morning about a major floatwood drift they’d spotted moving before the typhoons around here. The island Dr. Cay’s been camping on could be part of that drift.”


  “You’re not sure?”


  “I’m not at all sure. I haven’t been in touch with him for two months. But the Merala may have carried him this far south. I’ve been unable to get in contact with him. He’s probably all right, but I’ve begun to feel worried.”


  Jath bit her lip, blue-green eyes staring at Nile’s forehead. Then she shrugged. “You should be worried! But if he’s on the floatwood the weather men saw, we wouldn’t know it.”


  “Why not? And why should I be worried?”


  “Floatwood’s gromgorru this season. So is the water twenty miles around any island. That’s Fleet word.”


  Nile hesitated, startled. “When was the word given?”


  “Five weeks ago,” lath told her.


  Gromgorru—sledman term for bad luck, evil magic. The malignant unknown. Something to be avoided. And something not discussed, under ordinary circumstances, with mainlanders. Jath’s use of the term was deliberate. It was not likely to please the unseen listeners.


  A buzzer sounded. Jath gave Nile a quick wink.


  “That’s for me.” She started for the door, turned again. “We have Venn aboard. They’ll want to see you now.”


  Alone with Sweeting, Nile scowled uneasily at the closed door. What the gromgorru business in connection with the floatwood islands was she couldn’t imagine. But if Ticos Cay was in this ocean area—and her calculations indicated he shouldn’t be too far away—she’d better be getting him out.


  II


  Ticos Cay had showed up unannounced one day at the Giard Pharmaceuticals Station on Nandy-Cline, to see Nile. He’d been her biochemistry instructor during her final university year on Orado. He was white-haired, stringy, bouncy, tough-minded, something of a genius, something of a crank, and the best all-around teacher she’d ever encountered. She was delighted to meet him again. Ticos informed her she was responsible for his presence here.


  “In what way?” Nile Etland asked.


  “The research you’ve done on the floatwood.”


  Nile gave him a questioning look. She’d written over a dozen papers on Nandy-Cline’s pelagic floatwood forests, forever on the move about the watery planet where one narrow continent and the polar ice massifs represented the only significant barriers to the circling tides of ocean. It was a subject on which she’d been acquiring firsthand information since childhood. The forests she’d studied most specifically rode the great Meral Current down through the equatorial belt and wheeled with it far to the south. Many returned eventually over the same path, taking four to ten years to complete the cycle, until at length they were drawn off into other currents. Unless the polar ice closed about it permanently or it became grounded in mainland shallows, the floatwood organism seemed to know no natural death. It was an old species, old enough to have become the home of innumerable other species adjusted in a variety of ways to the climatic changes encountered in its migrations and of temporary guests who attached themselves to forests crossing the ocean zones they frequented, deserting them again or dying as the floatwood moved beyond their ranges of temperature tolerance.


  “It’s an interesting subject,” she said. “But—”


  “You’re wondering why I’d make a three weeks’ trip out here to discuss the subject with you?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “It isn’t all I had in mind,” said Ticos. “I paid a visit to Giard’s Central in Orado City a month or so ago. I learned, among other things, that there’s a shortage of trained field biologists on Nandy-Cline.”


  “That’s an understatement.”


  “Evidently,” Ticos remarked, “it hasn’t hampered you too much. Your lab’s held in high esteem by the home office.”


  “I know. We earn their high esteem by keeping way ahead of the competition. But for every new item we turn up with an immediate practical application for Giard, there are a thousand out there that remain unsuspected. The people who work for us are good collectors but they can’t do instrument analysis and wouldn’t know what to look for if they could. They bring in what you tell them to bring in. I still go out myself when I can, but that’s not too often now.”


  “What’s the problem with getting new hire?”


  Nile shrugged. “The obvious one. If a man’s a good enough biologist, he has his pick of jobs in the Hub. He’d probably make more here, but he isn’t interested in coming all the way out to Nandy-Cline to do rough field work. I . . . Ticos, you don’t happen to be looking for a job here with Giard?”


  He nodded. “I am, as a matter of fact. I believe I’m qualified, and I have my own analytical laboratory at the spaceport. Do you think your station manager would consider me?”


  Nile blinked. “Parrol will snap you up, of course! But I don’t get it. How do you intend to fit this in with your university work?”


  “I resigned from the university early this year. About the job here—I do have a few conditions.”


  “What are they?”


  “For one thing, I’ll limit my work to the floatwood islands.”


  Why not, Nile thought. Provided they took adequate precautions. He looked in good physical shape, and she knew he’d been on a number of outworld field trips.


  She nodded, said, “We can fit you up with a first-class staff of assistants. Short on scientific training but long on floatwood experience. Say ten or—”


  “Uh-uh!” Ticos shook his head decidedly. “You and I will select an island and I’ll set myself up there alone. That’s Condition Two. It’s an essential part of the project.”


  Nile stared at him. The multi-formed life supported by the floatwood wasn’t abnormally ferocious; but it existed because it could take care of itself under constantly changing conditions, which included frequent shifts in the nature of enemies and prey, and in the defensive and offensive apparatus developed to deal with them. For the uninformed human intruder such apparatus could turn into a wide variety of death traps. Their menace was for the most part as mindlessly impersonal as quicksand. But that didn’t make them any less deadly.


  “Ticos Cay,” she stated, “you’re out of your mind! You wouldn’t last! Do you have any idea—”


  “I do. I’ve studied your papers carefully, along with the rather skimpy material that’s available otherwise on the planet’s indigenous life. I’m aware there may be serious environmental problems. We’ll discuss them. But solitude is a requirement.”


  “Why in the world should—”


  “From a personal point of view, I’ll be involved here primarily in longevity research.”


  She hesitated, said, “Frankly I don’t see the connection.”


  Ticos grunted. “Of course you don’t. I’d better start at the beginning.”


  “Perhaps you should. Longevity research . . .” Nile paused “Is there some, uh, personal—”


  “Is the life I’m interested in extending my own? Definitely. I’m at a point where it requires careful firsthand attention.”


  Nile felt startled. Ticos was lean but firmly muscled, agile and unwrinkled. In spite of his white hair, she hadn’t considered him old. He might have been somewhat over sixty and not interested in cosmetic hormones. “You’ve begun extension treatments?” she asked.


  “Quite a while ago,” Ticos said dryly. “How much do you know about the assorted longevity techniques?”


  “I have a general understanding of them, of course. But I’ve never made a special study of the subject. Nobody I’ve known has—” Her voice trailed off again.


  “Don’t let it embarrass you to be talking to a creaky ancient about it,” Ticos said.


  She stared at him. “How old are you?”


  “Rather close to two hundred standard years. One of the Hub’s most senior citizens, I believe. Not considering, of course, the calendar age of old timers who resorted to longsleep and are still around.”


  Two hundred years was the practical limit to the human biological life span. For a moment Nile didn’t know what to say. She tried to keep shock from showing in her face. But perhaps Ticos noticed it because he went on quickly, his tone light. “It’s curious, you know, that we still aren’t able to do much better along those lines! Of course, during the war centuries there evidently wasn’t much attention given to such impractical lines of research.”


  “Impractical?” Nile repeated.


  “From the viewpoint of the species. The indefinite extension of individual life units isn’t really too desirable in that respect. Natural replacements have obvious advantages. I can agree in theory. Nevertheless, I find myself resenting the fact that the theory should also apply to me.”


  He’d started resenting it some two decades ago. Up to then he’d been getting by exceptionally well on biochemical adjustments and gene manipulations, aided by occasional tissue transplants. Then trouble began—so gradually that it was a considerable while before he realized there was a real problem. He was informed at last that adjustment results were becoming increasingly erratic and that there was no known way of balancing them more accurately. Major transplants and the extensive use of synthetics would presently be required. It was suggested that he get his memory stores computerized and transferred to an information bank for reference purposes—and then perhaps check in for longsleep.


  Ticos found he didn’t like any of the prospects. His interest level hadn’t diminished noticeably, and he didn’t care to have his activities curtailed by a progressively patched-up body or suspended indefinitely by longsleep. If he didn’t take longsleep, he might make it past the two hundred year mark but evidently not by much. Previously he hadn’t given a great deal of attention to regeneration research. Those problems were for other men—he had a large variety of pet projects of his own going. Now he thought he’d better start investigating the field and look for more acceptable alternatives to the prognosis offered him.


  “You’ve been doing that for the past twenty years?” Nile asked.


  “Very nearly. Some thousands of lines of research are involved. It makes for a lengthy investigation.”


  “I thought most of those lines of research were over on the crackpot side,” she remarked.


  “A great many are. I still had to check them out. One problem here is that nobody can prove his method is going to work out indefinitely—no method has been practiced long enough for that. For the same reason it’s difficult to disprove the value of any approach, at least to those who believe in it. So egos and individualism run rampant in that area. Even the orthodox work isn’t well coordinated.”


  “You’d think the Federation would take a hand in it,” Nile said.


  “You might think so,” Ticos agreed. “However, there may be a consensus at Overgovernment levels that, because of economic and other factors, the unlimited prolongation of life in human beings would have questionable value. At any rate, while the Federation doesn’t discourage longevity research, it doesn’t actively support it. You could say it tolerates it.”


  “What about their own lives? They’re human.”


  He shrugged. “They may be putting their trust in longsleep—some happy future in which all such problems will be solved. I wouldn’t know. Of course, a good many people suspect that if you’re one of the elect, you’ll have treatments that work indefinitely. It seems a little improbable. Anyway I’m betting largely on biochemistry now—the individual cells. Keep them cleared of degenerative garbage, and other problems may no longer be too significant. I made some improvements in that area a few years ago. An immediate result was improvements in myself. As a matter of fact, I’ve been given to understand they’re probably the reason I’m still operational.”


  “You’ve written that up?” Nile asked.


  “Not under my name. The university handles that end of it. I’ve kept the biochemical research going, but I’ve also been working on new slants since. It struck me frequently in the course of all this that our instincts evidently aren’t in favor of letting us go on indefinitely.”


  She frowned. “What gives you that impression?”


  “For one thing, the fact that we generally won’t put out very much effort for it. A remarkable number of my earlier associates dropped out on treatments simply because they kept forgetting to do, or refused to do, the relatively simple things needed to stay alive. It was as though they’d decided it wasn’t important enough and they couldn’t be bothered.”


  Nile said doubtfully, “You aren’t exaggerating?”


  “No. It’s a common picture. The instincts accept the life and death cycle even when we’re consciously opposed to it. They work for the species. The individual has significance to the species only to the point of maturity. The instincts support him until he’s had an opportunity to pass along his genetic contribution. Then they start pulling him down. If a method eventually is developed to retain life and biological youth with no effort, it might be a different matter. Longsleep provides an illusion of that at present. But longsleep shelves the problem. I began to suspect longevity research itself is hampered by the instincts. And I’m not sure it isn’t . . . we really should be farther along with it. At any rate, I decided to check with people who are interested in the less accessible areas of the mind. They’re working in a major playground of the instincts, and they might have information—”


  He’d found two groups who were obtaining longevity and rejuvenation effects as a by-product of mental experimentation. One was the Psychovariant Association. Nile knew as much about their work as they’d chosen to publish in the digests she followed. They used assorted fording procedures to extend and modify mental experience. “Don’t they make heavy use of synthetics?” she asked.


  Ticos nodded. “Yes. Not only to replace failing organs but to improve on healthy ones. That’s their view of it. I don’t fancy the approach myself. But they have systems of basic mind exercises directed at emotional manipulation. Longevity’s a secondary interest, but they’ve accumulated plenty of evidence that the exercises support it . . .”


  The other project was a branch of the Federation’s Psychology Service. Its goal was a total investigation of the mind and the gaining of conscious controls over its unconscious potential. The processes were elaborate. In the course of them, deep-reaching therapeutic adjustments were required and obtained. Physical regeneration frequently was a result—again not as a primary objective but as a beneficial side effect.


  Ticos decided this approach also went beyond his own aims. His interests were outward-directed; his mind was an efficient instrument for that purpose, and he demanded no more of it. However, the goals of both organizations were as definitely bent on overcoming normal human limitations as longevity research. They were aware of the type of inherent resistances he had suspected and had developed methods of dealing with them.


  “The matter of mind-body interaction,” he said. “I can learn to distinguish and control instinctual effects both in my mind and in associated physical processes. And that’s what I’ve started to do.”


  He’d presented his problem to members of the two groups, and a modified individual schedule of mind-control exercises was worked out for him. He’d practiced them under direction until his mentors decided he was capable of continuing on his own. Then he’d closed out the final phases of his university work. His search for more effective biochemical serums would continue; he was convinced now it was the basic key to success.


  “Keep the instincts from interfering and who knows—we might have it made!”


  “Immortality?” asked Nile.


  He gave her his quick grin. “Let’s try for a thousand standard years first.”


  She smiled. “You almost have me believing you, Ticos! And how does becoming a floatwood hermit fit in with it all?”


  “Nandy-Cline evidently is a simmering hotbed of life. I know the general type of substances I’ll be looking for next, and I think I’m at least as likely to find them here as anywhere else.”


  Nile nodded. “You might find almost anything here. Why make it a one-man job?”


  “Planned solitude,” said Ticos. “What will that do for you?”


  “The mind exercises. Does it seem to mean anything if I say that at the stages at which I’ll now be working I step outside the standard mental patterns of the species?”


  She considered. “It doesn’t seem to mean much. Very advanced stuff, eh?”


  “Depends on the viewpoint. The people I dealt with consider it basic. However, it’s difficult work. There’s seepage from other mind patterns about you, and if they’re established human ones they jar you out of what you’re doing. They’re too familiar. It’s totally disruptive. So until I become sufficiently stable in those practices, it’s necessary to reduce my contacts with humanity to the absolute minimum.”


  Nile shrugged. “Well, that’s obviously out of my line. Still, I’d think . . . you just can’t go into a room somewhere and shut the doors?”


  “No. Physical distance is required. Plenty of it.”


  “How long is it going to be required?”


  “The estimates I’ve had range from three to four years.”


  “In the floatwood?”


  “Yes. It’s to be both my work place and my source of materials. I can’t park myself in space somewhere and continue to do meaningful research. And I think that adequate preparations should reduce any risks I’ll encounter to an acceptable level. A reasonable degree of risk, as a matter of fact, will be all to the good.”


  “In what way?”


  “The threat of danger is a great awakener. The idea in this is to be thoroughly alert and alive—not shut away in a real or symbolical shell of some kind.”


  Nile reflected. “That makes a sort of sense,” she agreed. She hesitated. “What’s your present physical condition? I’ll admit you look healthy enough.”


  “I’m healthier now than I was ten years ago.”


  “You don’t need medical supervision?”


  “I haven’t needed it for several years. I’ve had one arterial replacement—the cultured product. That was quite a while ago. Otherwise, except for a few patches from around the same and earlier periods, my internal arrangements are my own. Nothing to worry about in that department.”


  “Well—we’ll still have to convince Parrol it isn’t suicide. But you’re hired, Ticos. Make it a very high salary and nail down your terms, including your interests in anything that could classify as a longevity serum. After we’ve settled that, I’ll start briefing you on the kind of difficulties you’re likely to run into on your island. That can’t be done in a matter of days. It’s going to take weeks of cramming and on-the-spot demonstrations.”


  Ticos winked at her. “That’s why I’m here.”


  She made it a very stiff cramming course. And Ticos turned out to be as good a student as he’d been an instructor. He had an alert, curious mind, an extraordinarily retentive memory. Physically he proved to be tough and resilient. Nile kept uprating his survival outlook, though she didn’t mention it. Some things, of course, she couldn’t teach him. His gunmanship was only fair. He learned to use a climb-belt well enough to get around safely; but to develop anything resembling real proficiency with the device required long practice. She didn’t even attempt to instruct him in water skills. The less swimming he did around floatwood, the better.


  They moved about the Meral from one floatwood drift to another, finally selected a major island complex which seemed to meet all requirements. A shelter, combining Ticos’ living quarters, laboratory and storerooms, was constructed and his equipment moved in. A breeding group of eight-inch protohorns and cultures of gigacells would provide him with his principal test material; almost every known human reaction could be duplicated in them, usually with a vast advantage in elapsed time. The structure was completely camouflaged. Sledmen harvesting parties probably would be about the island from time to time, and Ticos didn’t want too many contacts with them. If he stayed inside until such visitors left again, he wouldn’t be noticed.


  He had a communicator with a coded call symbol. Unless he got in touch with her, Nile was to drop by at eight-week intervals to pick up what he had accumulated for the Giard lab and leave supplies. He wished to see no one else. Parrol shook his head at the arrangement; but Nile made no objections. She realized that by degrees she’d become fiercely partisan in the matter. If Ticos Cay wanted to take a swing at living forever, on his feet and looking around, instead of fading out or sliding off into longsleep, she’d back him up, however he went about it. Up to this point he hadn’t done badly.


  And somewhat against general expectations then, he lasted. He made no serious mistakes in his adopted environment, seemed thoroughly satisfied with his life as a hermit, wholly immersed in his work. The home office purred over his bimonthly reports. Assorted items went directly to the university colleagues who had taken over his longevity project there. They also purred. When Nile had seen him last, he’d been floating along the Meral for eighteen months, looked hale and hearty and ready to go on for at least the same length of time. His mind exercises, he informed Nile, were progressing well.


  III


  There were three men waiting in the central cabin of the Sotira sled to which lath presently conducted Nile. She knew two of them from previous meetings, Fiam and Pelad. Both were Venn, members of the Fleet Venntar, the sledman center of authority—old men and former sled captains. Their wrinkled sun-blackened faces were placid; but they were in charge. On a sled a Venn’s word overrode that of the captain.


  Doncar, the sled captain, was the third. Quite young for his rank, intense, with a look of controlled anger about him. Bone-tired at the moment. But controlling that, too.


  lath drew the door shut behind Nile and the otter, took a seat near Doncar. She held a degree of authority not far below that of the others here, having spent four years at a Hub university, acquiring technical skills of value to her people. Few other sledmen ever had left Nandy-Cline. Their forebears had been independent space rovers who settled on the water world several generations before the first Federation colonists. By agreement with the Federation, they retained their independence and primary sea rights. But there had been open conflict between the fleets and mainland groups in the past, and the sleds remained traditionally suspicious of the mainland.


  Impatience tingled in Nile, but she knew better than to hurry this group. She answered Pelad’s questions, repeating essentially what she had told lath.


  “You aren’t aware of Dr. Cay’s exact location?” Pelad inquired. Ticos had become a minor legend among the sled people who knew of his project.


  Nile shook her head.


  “I can’t say definitely that he’s within four hundred miles of us,” she said. “This is simply the most likely area to start looking for him. When I’m due to pay him a visit, I give him a call and he tells me what his current position is. But this time he hasn’t answered.”


  She added, “Of course there’ve been intensive communication interferences all the way in to the mainland in recent weeks. But Dr. Cay still should have picked up my signal from time to time. I’ve been trying to get through to him for the past several days.”


  Silence for a moment. Then Pelad said, “Dr. Etland, does the mainland know what is causing the interferences?”


  The question surprised, then puzzled her. The interferences were no novelty; their cause was known. The star type which tended to produce water worlds also produced such disturbances. On and about Nandy-Cline the communication systems otherwise in standard use throughout the Federation were rarely operable. Several completely new systems had been developed and combined to deal with the problem. Among them, only the limited close-contact band was almost entirely reliable.


  Pelad and the others here were as aware of that as she. Nile said, “As far as I know, no special investigation has been made. Do the sleds see some unusual significance in the disturbances?”


  “There are two views,” Jath told her quietly. “One of them is that some of the current communication blocks are gromgorru. Created deliberately by an unknown force—possibly by an unnatural one.”


  Pelad glanced at Jath, said to Nile, “The Venntar has decreed silence in this. But young mouths open easily, perhaps too easily. We may have reason to believe there is something in the sea that hates men. There are those who hear voices in the turmoil that smothers our instruments. They say they hear a song of hate and fear.” He shrugged. “I won’t say what I think—as yet I don’t know what to think.” He looked at Fiam. “Silence might have been best, but it has been broken. Dr. Etland is a proven friend of the sleds.”


  Fiam nodded. “Let the captain tell it to our guest.”


  Doncar grinned briefly. “Tell it as I see it?”


  “As you see it, Doncar.”


  “Very well.” Doncar turned to Nile. “Dr. Etland, so far you’ve been asked questions and given no explanation. Let me ask one more question: Could human beings cause such communication problems?”


  “By duplicating the solar effect locally?” Nile hesitated, nodded. “It should be possible. Is there reason to believe it’s being done?”


  “Some of us think so,” Doncar said dryly. “We’ve lost men.”


  “Lost them?”


  “They disappear. Work parties harvesting a floatwood island—small surface craft and submersibles in the immediate vicinity of floatwood. Later no traces are found. Whenever this occurred, communication in the area was completely disrupted.”


  “To keep the men from reporting attackers?”


  “That’s what’s suspected,” Doncar said. “It’s happened too regularly to make coincidences seem probable. You understand, Dr. Etland, that this isn’t a problem which affects only the Sotira Sleds. There have been similar disappearances near floatwood islands in many sea areas of late.”


  Nile asked for details, her mind beginning to race. She and Parrol were known as accomplished troubleshooters. They considered it part of their job; it was in Giard’s interest to keep operations moving as smoothly as possible on Nandy-Cline. The sledmen had benefitted by that in the past as had the mainland. And trouble—man-made trouble—was always likely to arise. The planet’s natural riches were tempting—particularly when some new discovery was made and kept concealed.


  This then might be such trouble on a large scale. The pattern of disappearances had begun north of the equator, spread down through the Sotira range. It had started three months ago. And the purpose, she thought, presumably was to accomplish precisely what it had accomplished—to keep the sleds away from the islands. For a period long enough to let whoever was behind the maneuver clear out whatever treasure of rare elements or drugs they’d come across and be gone again.


  No local organization was big enough to pull off such a stunt. But a local organization backed by a Hub syndicate could be doing it—Gromgorru? Nile shrugged mentally. The deeps of Nandy-Cline were only sketchily explored; great sections of the ocean floor remained unmapped. But she had very little faith in unknown malignant powers. In all her experience, whenever there was real mischief afoot, human operators had been found behind it.


  The others here were less sure. There was something like superstitious dread unspoken but heavy in the air of this cabin, with the deck shuddering underfoot and the typhoon howling and thudding beyond the thick walls. She thought Doncar and Jath weren’t free of it. Jath had acquired a degree of sophistication very uncommon among the sledmen. But she still was a woman of the sea sleds, whose folk had drunk strangeness for centuries from the mysteries of ocean and space. Space life and sea life didn’t breed timid people. But it bred people who would not go out of their way to pit themselves against forces they could not understand.


  Nile said to Pelad, “You spoke of those who hear voices of hate when the communicators are blanked out.”


  The Venn’s eyes flickered for an instant. He nodded.


  “Do the other-seeing”—Nile used the sledman term for psi sensitives—“connect these voices with the disappearances in the floatwood drifts?”


  Pelad hesitated, said, “No. Not definitely.”


  “They haven’t said this is a matter men can’t handle?”


  “They haven’t said it,” Pelad agreed slowly. “They don’t know. They know only what they’ve told us.”


  So the witch doctors had suggested just enough to stall action. Nile said, “Then there may very well be two things here. One, what the other-seeing sense. The second, a human agency which is responsible for the present trouble in the floatwood. What if the sleds learn that is the case?”


  Doncar said, “There’re six spaceguns mounted on this sled, Dr. Etland, and men trained in their use.”


  “I myself,” said Pelad, “am one of those men.”


  Fiam added, “There are two other Sotira sleds not far from here. Each armed with four spaceguns—very old guns but in excellent working order.” He gave Nile a brief smile. “The mainland may recall them.”


  “The mainland does,” Nile agreed. “You’ll fight if you know you’re not fighting gromgorru?”


  “We’ll fight men,” Pelad said. “We have always fought men when necessary. But it would be unwise to challenge blindly an evil which may not be affected by guns and which might be able to wipe the sleds from the sea.” His face darkened again. “Some believe there is such an evil at no great distance from us.”


  She must be careful at this point. Still, so far, so good. In their minds the Venn were committed now to fight, if shown an enemy with whom weapons could deal. Too early to ask them to cooperate with mainland authorities in this. Their distrust was too deep.


  Five minutes later she knew what she must do. Her immediate concern was to get Ticos out of harm’s way. The big floatwood drift for which she had been looking was eighty miles south of this point. A Sotira seiner had been missing for several days, and the last reports from it indicated it might have moved too near the drift in the storm and become another victim of whatever menace haunted floatwood waters. Doncar’s sled had been hunting for the seiner in the vicinity of the drift but found no clue to what had happened. The search had now been abandoned.


  There were no other sizable floatwood islands within two hundred miles. Therefore the one on which Ticos had set up his project should be part of the drift. It was almost a certainty. If she took her aircar there at once, she could identify the island while daylight remained. The risk shouldn’t be too great. Aircars hadn’t come under attack, and the one she had was a fast sports model. If there was a suggestion of hostile action, she could clear out very quickly. If there wasn’t, she’d try to wake Ticos up on the close-contact channel and establish what the situation down there was. She might have him out inside an hour.


  If that didn’t work, she wasn’t equipped to do much more by herself; and she needed reinforcements in any case before trying to determine who might have been turning the floatwood islands into death traps.


  She asked, “Can you get a message through to the mainland?”


  They nodded, the Venn warily. Jath said, “It may take a number of hours. But so far the fleets have always been able to relay messages through disturbance areas.”


  Fiam inquired, “What’s the message, Dr. Etland? And to whom will it go?”


  “It goes to Danrich Parrol,” Nile told him. “The Giard Station will be able to locate him.” She couldn’t become too specific about gromgorru matters or the message would be blocked before it reached the mainland. “Give Parrol the location of the floatwood drift south of us. I’ll wait for him there. Tell him I may have a problem getting Dr. Qay off his island, and that I’d like him to come out with full trouble-shooting equipment—”


  “And Spiff!” a thin voice interrupted emphatically from the corner of the room.


  The sledmen looked around, startled. Sweeting blinked at them, began nosing her chest fur disinterestedly. People who didn’t know Sweeting well frequently were surprised by the extent to which she followed the details of human discussions.


  “And Spiff, of course,” Nile agreed. “If we find out what’s been happening around the floatwood, we’ll try to get word to you at once.”


  Fiam nodded quickly. “Six hours from now we’ll have a racing sled in the drift. Any close-contact message should be picked up. Code Sotira-Doncar, on the sledmen frequencies.”


  “The Great Palach Koll,” said the demon on the platform, “has persuaded the Everliving to permit him to test the Tuvela Theory.”


  Ticos Cay didn’t reply immediately. His visitor was the Palach Moga, one of the Everliving, though of lower grade than the Great Palachs and somewhere between them and the Oganoon in physical structure, about Ticos’ size and weight. Moga didn’t squat but stood upright, long hopping legs stretched out, walked upright when he walked, with short careful awkward steps. His torso was enclosed in an intricate close-worked harness of silver straps. In what was happening here he and Ticos Cay had become cautious allies. Ticos was aware that the alliance might be of very temporary nature.


  “I was under the impression,” he told Moga, “that the Voice of Caution was able to keep the reckless demands of the Great Palach from being given a hearing.”


  Moga’s speaking slit twisted in agitation.


  “We have done it until now,” he said. “But the Great Palach has assumed control of the Voice of Action. He accused his predecessor of a Violation of Rules, and the Everliving found the accusation valid. The predecessor was granted the death of a Palach. You must understand that in his new position Koll’s demands can no longer be silenced.”


  “Yes, I see.” Advancement usually came the hard way among the demons. Two favored methods were a ritualized form of assassination and having one’s superior convicted of a Violation of Rules.


  They had the same practical result. Ticos swallowed. Bad—very bad. He leaned back against the worktable to avoid revealing that his legs were trembling. “How does the Great Palach propose to test the Tuvela Theory?”


  “The Guardian Etland is again attempting to contact you,” Moga said.


  “Yes, I know.” The communicator in the partitioned end of the room had signaled half a dozen times during the past half hour.


  “The signals,” Moga explained, “are on the cambi channel.”


  The close-contact band! Ticos said thickly: “She already is in the area?”


  “Could anyone else be seeking for you here?”


  “No.”


  “Then it is the Guardian. There is a human airvehicle high overhead. It is very small but rides the storm well. It moves away, returns again.”


  “The island growth has changed since she was here last,” said Ticos. “She may not have determined yet on which of these islands I should be!” He added urgently, “This gives us a chance to forestall actions by Koll! I have the Guardian’s call symbol—”


  Moga gave the whistle of absolute negation.


  “It is now quite impossible to approach your communicator,” he said. “I would die if I attempted it unless it were under open orders of the Everliving. Koll will be allowed to carry out his plan. He has arranged tests to determine whether a Tuvela is a being such as the Tuvela Theory conjectures it to be. The first test will come while the Guardian is still in the air. At a selected moment the Great Palach will have a device activated which is directed at her vehicle. If she responds promptly and correctly, the vehicle will be incapacitated, but the Guardian will not be harmed. If she does not respond promptly and correctly, she dies at that point.” Moga stared at Ticos a moment. “The significance of her death, of course, will be the Everliving’s conclusion that Tuvelas lack the basic qualities ascribed to them. The Great Plan is now in balance. If the balance is to shift again in favor of the Voice of Caution, the Guardian must not fail. Her class is being judged in her. If she fails, Voice of Action attains full control.


  “Let us assume she passes this first test. The vehicle will descend to a point where Kofi’s personal company of Oganoon await the Guardian. Unless she has weapons of great effectiveness, she must surrender to them. Note that if she does not surrender and is killed, it will be judged a failure. A Tuvela, as Tuvelas are assumed to be, will not make such mistakes. A Tuvela will surrender and await better opportunities to act to advantage.” Ticos nodded slowly. “I’ll be able to speak to the Guardian if she is captured?”


  “No, Dr. Cay. Only the Great Palach Koll will speak to the Guardian following her capture. The tests will continue at once and with increasing severity until the Guardian either dies or proves to the Everliving beyond all doubt that the Tuvela Theory is correct in all its implications—specifically, that the Tuvelas, individually and as a class, are the factor which must cause us, even at this last moment, to halt and reverse the Great Plan. Koll is staking his life on his belief that she will fail. If she fails, he will have proved his point. The Everliving will hesitate no longer. And the final stages of the Plan will be initiated.”


  “In brief,” Ticos said slowly, “the Great Palach intends to discredit the Tuvela Theory by showing he can torture the Guardian to death and add her to his collection of trophies?”


  “Yes. That is his announced plan. The torture, of course, is an approved form of test. It is in accord with tradition.”


  Ticos stared up at him, trying to conceal his complete dismay. There was no argument he could advance. This was the way they were conditioned to think. Before a Palach became a Palach he had submitted to painful tests which few survived. As he progressed towards the ultimate form of existence which was a Great Palach, he was tested again and again. It was their manner of evaluation, of judgment. He had convinced a majority of them that Tuvelas were at least their human counterpart. Some were convinced, however unwillingly, that the counterpart was superior to the greatest of the Great Palachs—opponents too deadly to be challenged. Roll’s move was designed to nullify that whole structure of thought.


  “I’ll keep you informed of what occurs, Dr. Cay,” Moga concluded. “If you have suggestions which might be useful in this situation, have word sent to me immediately. Otherwise we now see no way to block Roll’s purpose—unless the Guardian herself proves able to do it. Let us hope that she does.”


  The Palach turned, moved off down the walkway towards the exit door. Ticos gazed after him. There was a leaden feeling of helplessness throughout his body. For the moment it seemed difficult even to stir from where he stood.


  He didn’t doubt that Nile Etland was the operator of the aircar they were watching—and he had been hoping very much she wouldn’t arrive just yet.


  Given even another two weeks, he might have persuaded the Everliving through the Voice of Caution to cancel the planned attack on Nandy-Cline and withdraw from the planet. But Nile’s arrival had precipitated matters and Roll was making full use of the fact. The one way in which Ticos could have warned her off and given her a clue to what was happening was closed completely.


  Four words would have done it, he thought. Four words, and Nile would have known enough, once he’d switched on the communicator. He’d made preparations to ensure nobody was going to stop him before he got the four words out.


  But now—without Moga’s help, without the permission of the Everliving—he simply couldn’t get to the communicator. It wasn’t a question of the guards. He’d made other preparations for the guards. It was the devastatingly simple fact that the partitioning wall was twelve feet high and that there was no door in it. Ticos knew too well that he was no longer in any condition to get over the wall and to the communicator in time to do any good. They’d turn him off before he turned it on. He didn’t have the physical strength and coordination left to be quick enough for such moves.


  If Nile had arrived a couple of weeks earlier, he could have done it. He’d counted then on being able to do it. But there’d been a few too many of their damned pain treatments since.


  And if she’d delayed coming out by just two weeks, no warning might have been necessary.


  But she was punctual as usual—right on time!


  Well, Ticos told himself heavily, at least he’d arranged matters so that they wouldn’t simply blast her out of the air as she came down to the island. It left her a slim chance.


  However, it seemed time to start thinking in terms of last-ditch operations—for both of them. He had his preparations made there, too. But they weren’t very satisfactory ones.


  “Hungry,” Sweeting announced from the aircar’s floor beside Nile.


  “So starve,” Nile said absently. Sweeting opened her jaws, laughed up at her silently.


  “Go down, eh?” she suggested. “Catch skilt for Nile, eh? Nile hungry?”


  “Nile isn’t. Go back to sleep. I have to think.”


  The otter snorted, dropped her head back on her forepaws, pretended to close her eyes. Sweeting’s kind might be the product of a geneticist’s miscalculation. Some twenty years before, a consignment of hunting otter cubs had reached Nandy-Cline. They were a development of a preserved Terran otter strain, tailored for an oceanic existence. The coastal rancher who’d bought the consignment was startled some months later when the growing cubs began to address him in a slurrily chopped-up version of the Hub’s translingue. The unexpected talent didn’t detract from their value. The talkative cubs, playful, affectionate, handsomely pelted, sold readily, were distributed about the seacoast ranches and attained physical maturity in another year and a half. As water hunters or drivers and protectors of the sea herds, each was considered the equivalent of half a dozen trained men. Adults, however, sooner or later tended to lose interest in their domesticated status and exchanged it for a feral life in the sea, where they thrived and bred. During the past few years sledmen had reported encounters with sizable tribes of wild otters. They still spoke in translingue.


  Nile’s pair, hand-raised from cub-hood, had stayed. She wasn’t quite sure why. Possibly they were as intrigued by her activities as she was by theirs. On some subjects her intellectual processes and theirs meshed comfortably. On others there remained a wide mutual lack of comprehension. She suspected, though she’d never tried to prove it, that their overall intelligence level was very considerably higher than estimated.


  She was holding the aircar on a southwest course, surface scanners shifting at extreme magnification about the largest floatwood island in the drift, two miles below, not quite three miles ahead. It looked very much like the one Ticos Cay had selected. Minor differences could be attributed to adaptive changes in the growth as the floatwood moved south. There were five major forest sections arranged roughly like the tips of a pentacle. The area between them, perhaps a mile across, was the lagoon, a standard feature of the islands. Its appearance was that of a shallow lake choked with vegetation, a third of the surface covered by dark-green leafy pads flattened on the water. The forests, carrying the semiparasitical growth which clustered on the floatwood’s thick twisted boles, towered up to six hundred feet about the lagoon, living walls of almost indestructible toughness and density. The typhoon battering through which they had passed had done little visible damage. Beneath the surface they were linked by an interlocking net of ponderous roots which held the island sections clamped together into a single massive structure.


  The island was moving slowly to the south, foam-streaked swells running past it on either side. This might be the southern fringe of the typhoon belt. The sky immediately overhead was clear, a clean deep blue. But violent gusts still shook the car, and roiling cloud banks rode past on all sides.


  Ticos Cay’s hidden arboreal laboratory should be in the second largest section of the floatwood structure, about a third of the way in on the seaward side. He wasn’t responding to close-contact communicator signals; but he might be there in spite of his silence. In any case it was the place to start looking. There’d been no sign of intruders—which didn’t mean they weren’t there. The multiple canopies of the forests could have concealed an army. But intruders could be avoided.


  Nile thought she might be able to handle this without waiting for Parrol. It was late afternoon now, and even if there were no serious delays in getting her message to him, it would be at best the middle of the night before he could make it out here. To drop down openly to the floatwood would be asking for trouble, of course, though there had been no reports of attacks on aircars as yet. But she could circle south, go down to sea level, submerge the car and maneuver it back underwater to the island through the weed beds which rode the Meral. If she’d had her jet-diving rig with her, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She could have left the car a couple of miles out, gone in at speed and brought Ticos out with her if he was in his hideaway, with almost no risk of being noticed by whoever else might be about. But she didn’t have the rig along. That meant working the car in almost to the island, a more finicky operation.


  But it could be done. The submerged weed jungles provided the best possible cover against detection instruments.


  Nile checked course and altitude, returned her attention to the magnification scanners. Everything down there looked normal. There was considerable animal activity about the lagoon, including clouds of the flying kesters which filled the role of sea and shore birds in Nandy-Cline’s ecological pattern. In the ocean beyond the floatwood at the left, two darkly gleaming torpedo-shaped bodies appeared intermittently at the surface. They were kesters too, but wingless giants: sea-havals, engaged in filling their crops with swarms of skilts. Their presence was another good indication that this was Ticos’ island. There’d been a sea-haval rookery concealed in the forest section next to the one he’d selected—


  An engine control shrieked warning, and a sullen roaring erupted about them. Nile saw a red line in the fuel release gauge surge up towards explosion as her hand flicked out and cut the main engine switch.


  The shrieking whistle and the roar of energies gone wild subsided together. Losing momentum, the car began to drop.


  “Nile?”


  “We’re in trouble, Sweeting.” The otter was on her feet, neck fur erect, eyes shifting about. But Sweeting knew enough to stay quiet in emergencies that were in Nile’s department.


  Energy block . . . it could be a malfunction. But that type of malfunction occurred so rarely it had been years since she’d heard of one.


  Someone hidden in the floatwood had touched the car with a type of weapon unknown to her, was bringing her down. The car’s built-in antigrav patterns would slow their descent. But—


  Nile became very busy.


  When she next looked at the altimeter, it told her she had approximately three minutes left in the air. Wind pressure meanwhile had buffeted the car directly above the island, a third of the way out across the lagoon. That would have been the purpose of killing her engines at the exact moment it was done. When the car splashed into the lagoon’s vegetation, she’d find a reception committee waiting.


  She was in swim briefs by now for maximum freedom of action in water or in the floatwood. Fins and a handkerchief-sized breather mask lay on the seat. Most of the rest of what she was taking along had been part of the floatwood kit she’d flung into the back of the car on leaving the Giard Station. Various items were attached to a climb-belt above her waist—knife, lightweight UW gun, grip sandals, a pouch containing other floatwood gear she didn’t have time to sort over. The otter caller she used to summon Sweeting and Spiff from a distance was fastened to her wrist above her watch. Her discarded clothing was in a waterproof bag.


  “Remember what you’re to do?”


  “Yesss!” Sweeting acknowledged with a cheery hiss.


  Sweeting would remember. They were going to meet some bad guys. Not at all a novel experience. Sweeting would keep out of sight and trouble until Nile had more specific instructions for her.


  The bad guys hadn’t showed yet. But they must be in the lagoon, headed for the area where the car seemed about to come down. It was rocking and lurching in the gusts towards a point some three hundred yards from the nearest floatwood. Not at all where Nile wanted it to go. But she might be able to improve her position considerably.


  She sat quiet throughout the last moments, estimating the force of the wind, eyes shifting between the altimeter and a landing area she’d selected on the far side of the water. Then, a hundred yards from the surface, she pushed down a stud which slid out broad glide-vanes to either side of the car.


  The fringes of a typhoon were no place for unpowered gliding. Like the blow of a furious fist, wind slammed the vehicle instantly over on its side. Seconds of wild tumbling followed. But she had the momentum now to return some control of the car’s motion to her. To hostile watchers in the lagoon and the floatwood it must have looked like a futile and nearly suicidal attempt to escape—as it was intended to look. She didn’t want them to start shooting. Twice she seemed within inches of being slammed head-on into the water, picked up altitude at the last instant. Most of the width of the lagoon lay behind her at that point, and a section of forest loomed ahead again. A tall stand of sea reeds, perhaps three hundred yards across, half enclosed by gnarled walls of floatwood, whirled below.


  Wind force swept the car down once more, too fast, too far to the right. Nile shifted the vane controls. The car rose steeply, heeled over, swung sideways, momentum checked—and that was almost exactly where she wanted it to be. She slapped another stud. The vanes folded back into the vehicle. It began to drop, antigrav effect taking over. Nile reached for the fins, snapped them on her feet. Green tops of the reeds whipped suddenly about the car. She drew the transparent breather mask over her face, pressed its audio plugs into her ears. Car door open, set on lock . . . dense vegetation swaying jerkily with wet crashing sounds on all sides as the car descended through it—


  Thump and splash!


  Sweeting slithered past Nile’s feet, flowed down over the doorsill, vanished into the lagoon without a sound. Nile pitched the clothing bag through the door, swung about on the seat, slid out into cool water. Turning, she caught a handgrip on the side of the car, reached up, slammed the door shut on its lock.


  She saw the bag floating beside her, caught its strap and went down.


  IV


  The sea reeds, rising from layers of muck packed into the matted root system of the island thirty feet below, grew thick and strong. Almost in moments after leaving the car, Nile knew she was relatively safe from immediate pursuit. On her way across the lagoon she’d had a flashing glimpse of an enclosed boat coming about in a tight circle among the pads to follow her. It wouldn’t be long before it reached the reeds, and it might have divers aboard. In open water a jet diver advancing behind a friction-cutting field would have overhauled her in seconds. But jet rigs gave little real advantage when it came to slipping in and out of slime-slick dense growth; and if one had been in operation within a hundred yards, her audio plugs would have distinguished its thin hissing through the medley of sea sounds.


  She moved on quickly towards the forest. Small life scuttled and flicked away from her gliding shape. A school of eight-inch skilts exploded suddenly about her in a spray of silver glitters. Sweeting, out of sight but somewhere nearby, might have turned aside for a fast snack. Something large and dark stirred ahead; a dorashen, some five hundred pounds of sluggish ugliness, black armor half concealed by a rusty fur of parasites, was backing off from her advance, pulling itself up along the reem stems, multiple jaws working in menacing snaps.


  Suddenly darkening of the water told her she’d reached the base of the forest. The reed growth ended and thick twisted floatwood trunks appeared through murky dimness. She stroked up to them, paused to look back. A dim regular rumbling had begun in the audio pickups—the sound of engines. But they weren’t close.


  Ticos Cay’s hidden dwelling was less than a quarter-mile from here. Getting there unobserved would be the next move. A few minutes later, deep within the forest, in the maze of dark caverns formed by huge supporting trunks above the submerged roots, Nile lifted her head above the surging ocean surface, pulled off the breather. The otter’s head appeared a dozen feet away.


  “People here?” Nile asked.


  “Smell no people.”


  “Boats?”


  “Skilt boat. Coming slow.”


  “How big?”


  “Big as three cars, heh.”


  No divers, and nobody upwind of them in the forest. Sweeting used nostrils in air, sensitive olfactories in the lining of her mouth in water. What she couldn’t scent usually wasn’t there. Skilt boat meant a submersible. It might have been the boat Nile had glimpsed in the lagoon. When Sweeting saw it, it was approaching the reed bed under water. Its crew should discover the ditched aircar in a few minutes.


  “Kill?” the otter asked.


  “Not yet. Go back and watch what they’re doing till I call you.”


  Sweeting vanished. Nile moved on through dark shifting water, avoiding contact with the giant trunks. They were coated with slime, heavily populated with crawling things. Not a pleasant place to be; but this level provided a quick route to the seaward side of the forest, and she intended to make her ascent from there. Presently she saw daylight flash intermittently through the snaky tangles of float wood ahead.


  Far enough. She found a place to get out of the water, scrambled up to a horizontal perch and knotted the strap of the bag containing her discarded coveralls and other personal items around a spike of wood. The fewer clues to the car’s occupants left for investigators, the better. She exchanged fins for grip sandals, fastened the fins to her climb-belt, switched the belt to its quarter-weight setting and stood up on the trunk.


  There was a partial gravity shield about her now. Ordinary progress in a floatwood forest was an activity somewhere between mountaineering and tree climbing. With a climb-belt and sufficient practice in its use, it became not much more arduous than motion along level ground. Nile started up. The forest had no true floor, but a thick carpet of parasitic growth, trailing drinking roots to the sea, stretched out overhead. She pushed through the stuff, came into a relatively open area.


  She stood glancing about, letting senses and mind adjust again to what was here. It was long-familiar territory. She’d been born in one of the shallows settlements of Nandy-Cline, halfway around the globe from the mainland; and whenever one of the swimming islands moved near, her people had gone to harvest from it what was in season, taking their children along to teach them the floatwood’s bounty and perils. Making the islands the subject of extensive studies later on had been a natural consequence.


  Though this was less densely growth-infested than the central forest levels, vision was restricted to at most a hundred feet in any direction. In the filtered half-light, the host organism was represented by unbranched reddish-brown boles, sloping and twisting upwards—enormously massive, as they had to be to support all the rest. Sprouting or hanging from the trunks, or moving slowly along their coarse-furred surface, was the manyshaped secondary growth in the inhis and tacapu categories, with plant or plant-animal characteristics. Gliding and hopping through the growth, fluttering about it, were small specimens of the animal population.


  Nile’s eyes and nostrils took it all in with only superficial conscious responses. A definite conscious reaction would come if she encountered something she didn’t know or knew might harm her—or if she detected any trace of the intraders who had forced her down from the sky. Listening was a waste of effort; the booming winds drowned minor sounds. She started up the ascending curve of the trunk by which she had climbed from the sea. Presently it branched, then branched again. Now the floatwood’s great oblong leaves began to appear among the other growth, shifting green curtains which closed vision down to the next few dozen steps ahead. It was more to her advantage than not. In the constant stirring, her lean body, tanned almost to the tint of the fioatwood branches, would be next to impossible to detect if hostile watchers were about.


  She was nearly four hundred feet above the ocean before sunlight began to play through the forest in wavering flashes, filtered through the canopy above. By then Nile was moving along an interlaced network of lesser branches. She knew she was somewhat above Ticos’ dwelling and had been watching for its camouflaged outlines in the vegetation below. It was a sizable structure, but anyone who didn’t know it was there might stare at it for minutes and not realize what he saw. It had been built of the materials growing about it and blended into them.


  A great wet mass of fernlike stuff, sadly bent and tattered by the typhoons, caught at Nile’s memory. The hideout should be thirty feet below, off to the left.


  She reached the soggy greenery, clambered through, found a spot where she could look down. Nothing but more waving growth beneath her. She jumped over to a sloping trunk, caught at it with flexing grip sandals and hands, moved along to a horizontally jutting branch and stepped out on it to look around the trunk.


  A broad spear of sunlight blazed past her, directly into the concealed entrance of the hideout. A. naked man sat cross-legged in the entrance, staring up, mouth stretched wide as if in a frozen shriek of laughter.


  Nile’s next awareness—at the moment it seemed a simultaneous one—was of the UW in her hand, stubby muzzle pointed down at the grotesquely distended mouth of the figure.


  The figure didn’t move. For seconds then, neither did she. The eyes seemed fixed on her and her skin crawled with something very close to superstitious terror. The sunlight winked out suddenly. The forest shook and groaned in renewed surges of wind.


  She was looking at a dead man, her mind told her belatedly. Not Ticos; he didn’t show the slightest resemblance to Ticos . . . but what had frozen this unknown dead man here in that position, head twisted back, facial muscles distorted into an expression of grisly mirth? Her eyes began to shift about, returning every few seconds to the seated shape, as if she expected it to gain sudden life and come leaping up at her. The forest boomed, danced, rustled and snapped in the wind. She saw and heard nothing else. The figure remained unmoving. It had been there unmoving, she decided, for a considerable time—days, at least. It was streaked with dirt, as if rain had run down on it and it had dried while the storm whipped forest debris about it, and rain presently washed it again.


  She stepped back behind the trunk, moved down along it. A minute later her left hand carefully parted the cluster of plants encircling the platform to let her look beyond the man-shape into the structure. The entrance door was gone. Not torn away by storm violence. Removed deliberately. The entrance had been widened, cut back on either side.


  The interior was dim, but part of the wall lighting was on, and after a moment she could see enough. Except for a few tables and wall shelves, the place seemed to have been stripped. The partitions were gone; only the thick outer framework remained. But the structure wasn’t empty. There might be between twenty and thirty of them inside. They crouched on hands and knees, squatted, lay about. Their rigid immobility said there was no more life in them than in the figure on the platform. Nile moved slowly forward, gun out before her.


  She paused by the seated man in the entrance, prodded his shoulder with a finger. The skin was cool, gummy; the flesh beneath it unyielding as lead. She started past, checked again, stomach contracting. A wide gash laid open the figure’s back. It appeared to have been gutted completely through the gash. She stared a moment, went inside.


  The others weren’t very different. Ticos wasn’t one of them. Dead eyes stared at Nile as she moved among the bodies. Dead mouths snarled, pleaded, grinned. All were savagely mutilated in one way or another. A few had been women. One of the women had the Blue Guul symbol of the Sotira sleds etched on her forehead—a good luck charm. Several wall sections were still covered with Ticos Cay’s scribbled work notations and sketches. Nothing else of his seemed here. Nothing else seemed to be here at all except what the wet winds had swept in through the entrance.


  Then her eyes checked on something the wind hadn’t blown in. It sat in the shadows on a wall shelf to one side of what had been the main room. Puzzled, she went slowly over to it.


  It looked like a featureless black cloth figure, a hooded lumpy little doll, less than fifteen inches high. It had been placed on a crumpled dark cloth spread along the shelf. As Nile came up, she saw that the hood and cloak were coverings. There was something beneath them. She pushed the hood back with the Uws muzzle, looked at a wrinkled blackish unhuman face which might have been carved out of wood, with considerable skill. The bulging heavy-lidded eyes were closed. A narrow mouth slit was the only other feature. In its miniature ugliness it was impressive. It was as if a small demonic idol had been set up to preside over what had become of Ticos Cay’s laboratory. Nile let the hood fall into place, started towards the entrance.


  One more discovery then . . . she saw something stir in the dirt piled against one wall and moved the dirt aside with her foot. Three of Ticos’ protohorns lay in a pile, mutilated and slashed almost beyond recognition, still moving. As cruelty it was meaningless; they had no awareness and no sensitivity to pain. But it fitted the pattern of grotesque ugliness here. The UW hissed quickly three times, taking their semblance of life from them.


  There seemed no reason to stay longer. The structure held a feeling of nightmare, heavy, almost tangible. At moments it seemed difficult to breathe and her head would begin to swim. But she had a recurrent nagging feeling of missing something. She glanced about once more. The dead shapes were there in their frozen postures. The dark little idol dreamed above them on its littered shelf. No . . . nothing else but unanswered questions.


  In a thicket a hundred yards from the structure entrance, where she could watch the stretch along which she had come, Nile tried turning over the questions. Her mind moved sluggishly at first, blurred by fear and surges of pity and sick anger. She had to keep forcing all that to the back of her awareness. What she’d seen didn’t fit the overall pattern she’d assumed. A very different type of mentality seemed involved. A mentality which systematically tortured human minds and bodies, leaving the victims degraded in death and carefully preserving their degradation, as if that were a goal in itself.


  It made no sense as yet. But the immediate situation hadn’t changed. If Ticos had known about these intruders before they discovered his laboratory and converted it to the insanity in there, he might still be at large. He’d had a small boat with which he could have slipped away unnoticed to other sections of the island, or even to another island in the floatwood drift. He knew she’d be coming presently and would have tried to leave a message where she could find it, hoping she’d be able to escape capture in turn. Something to tell her what was going on, where he was.


  A message where she could find it. Some place she’d associate naturally with Ticos. Nile shook her head. There were simply too many such places. She couldn’t waste time checking them over at present. If Ticos was still in the island area, Sweeting might be able to pick up traces of him.


  Her thoughts veered. The aircar. They’d have reached it by now, but door and engine keys were in the pouch at her belt. If they hadn’t sunk the car or towed it away, they should still be busy around it. Watching them might tell her more about this group than she could get from Sweeting’s reports. She set off quickly.


  When she caught glimpses of the wind-whipped surface of the lagoon through the growth, she paused, calculating her position. The reed bed where she’d touched water should be on her right, not far away. She angled towards it, ran up a thick sloping branch stretching out above the water, turned and went on hands and knees along a lesser branch until she reached a point where sheafs of floatwood foliage overhung the lagoon. Here she straddled the branch, grasped two of the leaf stems, drew them cautiously apart and was looking down on the swirling reed tops two hundred feet below.


  The area where she’d set down the car had been widened, the plants thrust aside and mashed down so that she could see a patch of open water. There were other indications that a surface craft had broken a way in from the lagoon. Nile saw nothing else, thought for a moment the car already had been destroyed or hauled off. But then she heard a series of clanging metallic sounds, partly muffled by the wind. Somebody was down there, perhaps engaged in forcing open the car’s doors.


  She waited, upper lip clamped between her teeth, heard no more. Then one end of the aircar edged into view, turning slowly as if it were being pushed about. A moment later all of it suddenly appeared in the open area—and on the canopy . . .


  Nile’s thoughts blurred in shock.


  Parahuans.


  Some seventy years ago they’d come out of space to launch almost simultaneous attacks against Nandy-Cline and a dozen other water worlds of the Hub. They’d done considerable damage, but in the end their forces were pulled back; and it was believed that by the time the Federation’s warships finished hunting them through space, only insignificant remnants had survived to return to their undiscovered home worlds. It had been the last open attack by an alien civilization against a Federation planet—even planets as far out from the Hub’s centers as Nandy-Cline.


  And we became careless, Nile thought. We felt we were so big no one would dare come again . . .


  With a kind of frozen fascination, she stared at the two bulky amphibious creatures squatting on the car, thickly muscled legs bent sharply beneath them. A swarm of reflections based on various old descriptions of Parahuans went through her mind. The bluish-gray torsos and powerful arms were enclosed by webbings of straps, holding tools and weapons. The bulging eyes on the big round heads were double-lensed, the lower sections used for underwater vision and lidded in air, as they now were. A vocal orifice was connected to a special air system above the eyes. The two below seemed to be gabbling at others outside her range of vision, though the wind drowned most of the sounds they made.


  Well, they had dared come again . . . and they already must be in considerable number on the unsuspecting planet, establishing themselves in and under the floatwood islands in recent months. The little figure in the gutted laboratory, the small devil brooding vengefully over the mutilated husks of human bodies, was made in their image.


  It changed her immediate plans. In this storm-swept mutileveled mountain of dense vegetation she’d felt reasonably safe from human searchers. But she would take no chances with the aliens until she knew their capabilities. She shifted back on the branch, then halted watchfully. In the water of the lagoon beyond the reeds something was moving. Nile couldn’t make out details, but it was a very large creature, dirty white in color. As she stared, it sank slowly below the surface and was gone.


  She scrambled back along the branch under cover of the leaves, got to her feet as soon as she reached more solid support, and retreated hurriedly into the forest. In their first campaign the Parahuans had brought a formidable creature along with them which took part effectively in the fighting. It was animalic in behavior, though there was some evidence that it was a gigantic adaptation of the Parahuan life form. Reportedly it had sharp senses, was equally agile on land and in water, and very difficult to stop with ordinary weapons.


  What she’d seen out in the lagoon just now was one of those creatures—a Parahuan tarm.


  Eyes shifting quickly about as she moved on, she paused here and there for an instant. Her knife reached out, slashed stem, seed pod, blossom, fleshy leaf, chunky tentacle from one or another familiar tacapu or plant form. They bled tinted dust, tinted sap, quickly turning to streaks and blots of green, shadow blue, cinnamon, chocolate brown, gray and white on Nile’s body, arms, legs, face, hair, equipment. Breaking outline, blending form into background . . . a trick used in stalking floatwood species wary and keen-sighted enough to avoid undisguised human hunters.


  It might not be sufficient disguise now. Humans had a variety of life detection instruments. No doubt, Parahuans had them. For many such devices, one human being in the floatwood became simply one life form blurred among many life forms. But the distinctive human scent remained, and sharp senses read it as well as instruments. She could take care of that presently. To do it, she’d have to get back to the area of Ticos’ laboratory . . .


  Her mind halted a moment. Ticos’ laboratory! Nile made a sound of muted fury. If he’d left a clue for her anywhere, given any time to do it, he’d left it there! She’d felt she was overlooking something. She’d hesitated. If she hadn’t been in partial shock because of what she’d come upon—


  She returned along the route she’d followed from the laboratory to the lagoon, staying some thirty feet above what should be her actual trail.


  And presently: a special minor area of agitation in the mass of wind-shaken growth below and ahead. A shimmer of blue-gray.


  Nile sank smoothly to the floatwood branch she was crossing, flattened herself against it, then carefully shifted position enough to let her peer down.


  The Parahuan was coming out of a thicket beneath her, following another branch. He crept along on all fours. It looked awkward, but his motion was fairly rapid and showed no uncertainty. He came to a parallel bough, paused, took a short hop over to it, went on. He seemed indifferent to the fact that he was several hundred feet above the sea. So they were capable climbers. As he reached a curtain of secondary growth, another Parahuan appeared, trailing the leader by twenty-five feet, and vanished behind him. Nile checked two minutes off on her watch. No more aliens had showed up—the pair seemed to be working alone. She went up twenty feet, hurried back in the direction of the lagoon.


  It had startled her that they’d been able to pick up her trail so promptly in this vast green warren. The odds seemed all against that, but there was no question that they were following it. Both carried guns, heavy-looking thick-barreled devices fastened to the web of straps about their trunks. The one in the lead had a curved box attached to the top of his head, a number of tubes projecting from its sides and twisting about in the air with a suggestion of sentient searching. The second Parahuan carried a much smaller instrument directly above the vocal slit in the upper part of his head. That probably was a communicator.


  Nile dropped back down, found a place to wait. There’d been a practical detail in the information contained in the old war records—the lower half of a Parahuan’s head was the best point to aim at to put them out of action quickly. Second choice was the lower torso.


  The leading Parahuan came into sight again on a lower branch, edging out of a wind-tossed cluster of great leaves she’d been watching. He paused there, staring about and ahead. Nile held her breath, wondering what signals he was getting from his tracking instrument, until he started forward along the branch. She let him pass below. Parahuan Number Two showed up punctually in turn. As he came within twenty-five feet, Nile sighted along the UW, squeezed the trigger carefully. The big body turned sideways, rolled off the branch without a sound.


  Nile twisted left, aimed again. The leader had noticed nothing. Moments later he, too, plunged down into the waving vegetation and was gone.


  The buti was an unremarkable shrublike growth in the inhis category, with lacy fronds and thick woody stems, living as a semiparasite on the floatwood. Its stems were hollow, and the creamy sap they oozed when cut had the quality of nullifying a wide variety of smells, though it had no pronounced odor of its own. Specifically, in this case, it nullified the scents of a human body. When floatwood was hunted over enough to make some of its harvestible life shy of human visitors, anointing oneself with buti sap, if it was obtainable, was a common move among experienced collectors.


  The buti stand Nile had remembered from earlier visits was not much more than a hundred yards from Ticos’ laboratory, and somewhat above it. She let herself drop thirty feet into the center of the shrubs against the antigrav effect of the belt, then spent several minutes meticulously adding a coating of the sap to her color camouflage and to the various articles of her equipment. Her nerves were on edge; she did not like at all being in the immediate vicinity of the laboratory. They might know she’d been here before—the laboratory in fact was likely to be the point where their tracking instrument had picked up the fresh human trail and started them in pursuit. There might be a swarm of the creatures not far away at the moment.


  But the job with the buti couldn’t be hurried too much. Nile finished it at last, cut off a two-foot section of the stem, seared its ends shut with the UW and added it to the items already attached to her climb-belt. Salt water dissolved the sap; and she should have swimming to do presently. Her scent trail ended now thirty feet above the buti shrubs. If they followed it that far and could not pick it up again, they might conclude she’d lost her footing and fallen through the forest into the ocean. At any rate, she’d become as nearly indectable as she could be.


  She moved out of the stand, approached the laboratory with quick caution, conscious of a growing urgency to be out of this area. When she reached the platform, nothing inside changed. The interior looked undisturbed; she could make out no marks of webbed Parahuan feet on the floor.


  She came in quietly, gun held out before her, eyes shifting about. The rigid human exhibits watched her walk past towards Ticos’ former work area. As she went by the tiny hooded idol, dreaming its dreams on the shelf, she glanced over at it. Two thoughts flashed simultaneously into her mind.


  She was in abrupt motion almost before she became fully conscious of them—spinning around towards the shelf, dropping the gun. An instant later she had whipped up both ends of the leathery cloth on which the Parahuan mannikin sat, brought them together with a twist over the hooded head, gripped them hard in both hands and swept the bundled figure from the shelf.


  By then there was a great deal of activity inside the cloth, a furious jerking and twisting, carried out with such amazing vigor that it nearly tore the cloth from her hands. But she swung the bundle up, slammed it down hard against the floor, brought it up, slammed it down again. The bundle stopped jerking. Nile scooped up her gun, spilled the inert thing inside the cloth out on the floor. She stood gasping and shaking in fright and hate, staring down at it.


  It had shifted its position on the shelf since she’d seen it last. Not much; by perhaps three or four inches. As her mind recorded the fact, memory brought up another datum from the old records. Some rescued human prisoners reported that the Parahuan leaders were dwarfed creatures by comparison with their fellows.


  She recalled no mention of their being dwarfed to this improbable extent. But if she hadn’t killed it, she might have a useful captive.


  She dropped to her knees, pulled off the hood. Something attached to the thing’s chest—a flat dark disk with studs in it, metallic or plastic. Nile gripped the disk in her fingers, tugged, then slid the point of her knife in sideways between the device and the Parahuan’s body, pried upward. There was a momentary resistance. Then four prongs in the underside of the instrument pulled suckingly out of the wrinkled skin. A communicator? She turned it over quickly in her hand. That was how the first trackers had known how to start on her trail. And it probably had been used again as she appeared in the entrance a minute ago, to call other searchers back to the laboratory—


  She opened the kit pouch with flying fingers. There was stuff in there ordinarily used to secure some vigorously active floatwood specimen which was wanted alive—and it should hold this specimen. She pulled out flat strips of tanglecord, taped the Parahuan’s small—wiry arms to the dumpy body, taped the webbed feet together, sealed the narrow vocal orifice above the eyes with a section of cord. She turned the midget quickly around, looking it over for other trick devices. Nothing but a few dozen brightly colored small jewels set in the wrinkled top of the head in what might be a symbol of rank or a decorative pattern. She bundled the captive back into the cloth, knotted the ends of the cloth together, spent another dragging minute nicking the buti stem and giving the bundle the sap treatment.


  She left the bundle on the floor, went over to the section of Ticos’ work area and found his message to her almost at once, scrawled blandly and openly among the many notations that decorated the wall:


  Nile note. The sestran stand should be carefully studied.


  Now out of here—fast!


  She nearly, very nearly, was not fast enough. She pitched the communicator, wrapped in the midget’s cloak, off the laboratory platform as she came out on it. The packaged midget himself rode her back, secured by a tanglecord harness. It was a minor nuisance; in the antigrav field his weight was nothing. Less than a hundred yards from the laboratory, she ducked quickly into cover.


  It was a good dense thicket. From where she was crouched she could see only a limited section of the forest above. She watched that, waited for indications of anything approaching the thicket itself. A group of three Parahuans moved presently through the area above the thicket—then two more.


  After that, Parahuans were simply around for a while. It was a large search party, congregating now on the laboratory. Nile kept on the move herself as much as she could, edging in the opposite direction. Most of them were climbing up from below, so she couldn’t simply drop down through the forest to get out of their way. They came close enough so that she heard their voices for the first time: an oddly mellow modulated hooting, interspersed with hissing sounds. Two swarmed up the line of a grapple gun a dozen feet from her. Then she saw none for a while. By that time she had worked the green blanket of an intermediate forest canopy between herself and the main body of the searchers. She decided she was clear of them and began to climb more quickly.


  Something crashed down from the upper levels ahead—a great broken branch, accompanied by assorted litter torn loose in its descent. Nile looked up, and her mind went bright with terror. She took one slow step to the side, thumbed the antigrav up high. Nothing beneath her feet now . . . she was falling limply, bonelessly, turning over slowly, towards the shelter of the canopy below. No human motions. No voluntary motions of any kind. Be a leaf, an undefinably colored uninteresting small dead dropping part of the forest. She reached the canopy, settled through it, went drifting down until she touched a solid branch and motion stopped. She huddled there, clutching the growth on either side of her. Fear still stormed along her nerves.


  The tarm had been like the tip of a fog bank swirling into sight around a floatwood bole above her. It was rushing by overhead as she dropped, so close that it seemed almost impossible she’d remained unnoticed—close enough, she thought, for one of its pale tendrils to have reached down and plucked her from the air. But it had moved on. She listened to the receding sounds of its passage through the forest long enough to make sure it wasn’t returning, then set off hastily, still shaking. She wasn’t nearly as far from the laboratory as she should be before the search fanned out again. They must have discovered by now that their midget was missing. Nile told herself they were least likely to come back to an area already hunted over by the tarm.


  She might have been right. Ten minutes passed without further signs of her pursuers, and her nerves steadied again. If they’d shifted to the eastern areas of the forest, it could keep them futilely occupied until nightfall. Flashes of fading sunlight began to reach her. She wasn’t far now from the forest roof on the seaward side and should not be far from the sestran stand to which Ticos Cay’s note had directed her. Eight months before, they’d brought sestran shoots from another part of the island and established them here for his studies. He’d known his use of the term would tell her exactly where to look.


  She discovered the stand presently—and discovered also that chaquoteels had built a colony nest above it since she’d been here last. The tiny kesters greeted her with a storm of furious whistlings. Nile ducked quickly into the sestran, but not quickly enough. The chaquoteels were on her in a darting rainbow swarm, and her back smarted from dozens of jabs before they decided she’d been sufficiently routed and left her alone in the vegetation. Then the racket quieted quickly again.


  Her search was a short one; Ticos had done what she’d expected. The tiny script recorder was in weatherproof sealing, taped to the side of one of the thickest sestran stems. Nile freed herself of her prisoner and laid the bundle down where she could watch it. The midget hadn’t stirred yet, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t awake.


  She considered briefly. There was cover all about. If Parahuans, or the tarm, showed up, she could fade away in any direction without stepping into the open. And with a few hundred bad-tempered chaquoteels scattered around the vicinity, she couldn’t be taken by surprise.


  Yes—as good a place as any to find out what Ticos had to tell her.


  Nile settled down, fitted the recorder to her eye, and started it.


  V


  Long before she put the recorder down for the last time, Nile had decided that Ticos Cay ranked among the great liars of history.


  He was still alive. At least he’d been alive less than a week ago when he left the last of the four recorder disks which contained his report here for her.


  She sat still, sorting over the information.


  Some seventy years ago the Parahuan leadership had been smarting in defeat and trying to understand how defeat could have been possible. In their minds they were the race which had achieved perfection at all levels, including individual immortality for those with the greatness to attain it. They were the Everliving. None could match them. The water worlds of the galaxy which met their requirements were destined to be their own.


  Since they first moved out from Porad Anz, their home world, the Sacred Sea, they had encountered nothing to contradict that assumption.


  But now an inferior land dweller which was in possession of a number of such worlds had flung back the Parahuan forces sent to occupy them. The experience stunned the Everliving. It affronted logic.


  Before the attack they had made what seemed a sufficiently comprehensive study of the Federation of the Hub. This human civilization was huge. But it was a heterogeneous, loosely organized, loosely governed mass of individuals quite normally in serious conflict among themselves. The analysis of captured humans confirmed the picture.


  That muddled, erratic, emotionally swayed creature had routed the disciplined Parahuan forces. Something was wrong—it simply shouldn’t have happened.


  What had been overlooked?


  They went back to studying the enemy in every way they could. The creature was blocking the orderly progression of the goals of Porad Anz. That was intolerable. The secret of its ability to do it must be found—and then means devised to destroy the ability.


  Presently, in the creature’s relatively recent history, a clue was discovered.


  It developed into the Tuvela Theory . . .


  Nile made a snorting, incredulous sound. Not much more than two centuries ago—not many decades before Ticos Cay was born—the Hub still had been one of the bloodiest human battlegrounds of all time. It was the tail end of the War Centuries. A thousand governments were forming and breaking interstellar alliances, aiming for control of the central clusters or struggling to keep from being overwhelmed.


  The Tuvelas belonged in the later part of that pre-Federation period. They were a sophisticated equivalent of ancient warlords. Some believed they arose from well-defined genetic strains at a high genius level. Legends clustered about their activities. But the fact was that the records of those muddled times were contradictory and thoroughly unreliable. In any event, the Tuvelas were long gone.


  The Parahuan Palachs, searching for an explanation of their own defeat, decided they weren’t long gone. The mysterious superhuman Tuvelas not only were still around—they were now the true secret rulers of the Federation of the Hub. They had organized and guided the operations which resulted in the defeat of the Parahuan expeditionary forces.


  That was the Tuvela Theory.


  The Everliving, or at least a majority of them, didn’t intend to let the matter rest there. They now had a rationalization of the past disaster, and it restored to some extent their shattered pride. To have been bested by a foe of abnormal ability whose existence hadn’t been suspected, that could be accepted. The human species as such was inferior to Porad Anz. Its apparent strength lay in the fact that its vast masses were directed and controlled by these freakish monsters.


  To even the score with the Tuvelas, to bring them down and destroy them, became an abiding obsession with the Everliving—or again, at least with a majority of them. Some evidently felt from the beginning that the Tuvelas might be such dangerous opponents that it would be better not to come into conflict with them a second time. The view never became popular, but it was agreed that all reasonable precautions should be taken to avoid another debacle. The majority opinion remained that since a Parahuan Great Palach was the ultimate development of life, the human Tuvela could not possibly be his superior. The advantage of the Tuvelas had been solely that the Everliving hadn’t known they were there—and naturally hadn’t considered such a remote possibility in preparing the first attack.


  Out of this situation grew the Great Plan, aimed at the ultimate destruction of the Hub’s rulers and of the Hub as a civilization. The conflicting opinions were represented by the groups known as the Voice of Action and the Voice of Caution. Between these opposed factions, the uncommitted ranks of the Everliving maintained the wisely flexible balance.


  The Voice of Caution had determinedly dragged its heels from the start and continued to drag them for seventy years. In spite of such resistance, the Great Plan gradually matured. The Parahuans found allies—the Hub had more enemies with long memories among the stars than it might know. But they were wary enemies. If the Parahuans could take and hold a number of Federation worlds and engage a major portion of the Federation’s forces . . . then a score of alien civilizations would attack other points in the Hub simultaneously, splitting and weakening the human defenses until they were shattered. But only if the Parahuans succeeded.


  The Voice of Action argued that this was good enough. The Voice of Caution argued that it wasn’t. In the balance between them an initial test was decreed—a potential invasion force was maneuvered with careful secrecy into the seas of Nandy-Cline.


  This force was regarded as expendable. On the face of it, it should be able to take Nandy-Cline with relative ease in a coordinated surprise attack. Careful study had established the fact beyond a doubt.


  But its primary purpose was to flush the Tuvelas to view and test their alertness and ability. If it should be established that they were indeed entities against whom the Everliving were outmatched—if, for example, the invasion force, in spite of its apparent superiority, again was destroyed or obliged to retreat—the most disconcerting aspects of the Tuvela Theory must be considered proved. Then the Great Plan would be canceled and Porad Anz would resign itself to a future of circumspect obscurity.


  But if Nandy-Cline fell as scheduled, the Tuvelas could be dealt with, now that their influence on humanity was known; and the Voice of Action would receive full authority to proceed with the further operations designed to end in the destruction of the Hub.


  In the course of preparing for the attack on the planet, the hidden invasion force ran head-on into Dr. Ticos Cay . . .


  Ticos had been tracked to his laboratory and taken by surprise. A study of the lab’s equipment told his captors that here was a human with advanced scientific knowledge who might have useful information. He was treated with care, questioned at length. Many Palachs had acquired a faultless command of translingue as an aid to their understanding of the enemy. They interrogated Ticos under drugs and with the application of calculated pain. His acquired level of mental control enabled him to withstand such pressures; and the Palachs considered this to be of great interest. No other human prisoner had shown a similar ability.


  They were further intrigued to discover he had been working, among other things, at the development of longevity drugs. All reports indicated that humans had never attained an unlimited life span; the lack of an overall immortality program was in fact the most definite indication that the Hub’s civilization, in spite of its accomplishments in other fields, stood basically at a low level. Among themselves, the science of immortality in all its branches was held sacred, its study restricted to Palachs. Evidently it was at this point they decided Ticos might belong to a class of humanity which knew at least something about the Tuvelas. Earlier prisoners had been totally ignorant even of the existence of their anonymous rulers.


  Ticos was puzzled at first by the new direction the interrogations were taking. He framed his replies very carefully in a manner designed to draw more revealing question’. Presently his concept of the Palachs’ Tuvela Theory grew dear—and now he was able to suggest possibilities which seemed to confirm the worst fears of his inquisitors. He could claim convincingly that the specific information he had was quite limited, but the implications in what he said matched to a disturbing degree the blackest calculations made concerning the nature of Tuvelas. The mass of the Everliving connected with the expeditionary force found their faith in themselves again shaken. Endless bitter debates were unleashed between the opposed groups, while the balance, temporarily at least, shifted towards the views of the Voice of Caution. The invasion was not actually called off, but all immediate attack plans were stalled for the time being.


  Ticos meanwhile had been in an anxious quandary of his own. Nile’s next scheduled visit was some weeks away; but she was bound to come then, and that he would have been able to persuade the Palachs to abandon the planet before she arrived seemed hardly possible. If he did nothing, she either would be killed out of hand as she came down from the air or captured and put to death in some very unpleasant manner. The Parahuans were not at all gentle with ordinary prisoners. As far as he knew, he was the only one picked up on Nandy-Cline who had lived more than a few days in their hands.


  So he’d turned Nile into a Tuvela. It made one thing certain: the Palachs wouldn’t kill her while they saw a chance of taking her alive—and knowing Nile as he did he felt that might very well give her an opportunity to escape into the forests. Parahuan scientists were studying the results of his longevity experiments; and he was allowed to go about the floatwood under guard at regular intervals to collect the materials he wanted. On such occasions he would deposit the significant information he had gathered where she should find it. After reading this report, she should do what she could to get away from the island and alert the planet. However, if she was captured, they might still be able to maintain the Tuvela bluff together and bring about a withdrawal of the alien forces. Success was questionable; but it was the best course he could suggest . . .


  Nile inhaled shakily, blinking at the knotted cloth containing a Parahuan Palach. A Great Palach, she corrected herself. She’d better have her information well memorized in case events made it necessary to attempt to play the role of Tuvela Ticos had bestowed on her. Going by the descriptions he’d given of his principal interrogators, she thought she could even call this particular Great Palach by name.


  She pursed her lips, thinking it over. She already had plans for escaping from the island presently, with Danrich Parrol’s help. But the plans didn’t make provision as yet for getting Ticos out, and she didn’t intend to leave without him.


  Besides, the general situation evidently now had become one which could take an unpredictable turn at any time. The Everliving, already overwrought as a result of Ticos’ machinations, had tipped their hand in trying to take her alive and failing to do it. If they suspected she could get away from the island again and warn Nandy-Cline, it might stampede them into launching the overall attack immediately before they lost the advantage of surprise. At best that would cost a great many human lives.


  Lives that would be saved if the aliens could be talked into withdrawing.


  Nile’s reflections checked there a moment. She didn’t like the line they were taking—but the line was an inevitable one. As things had worked out, the Palachs had reason to believe that in her they were dealing with a genuine Tuvela. If Ticos had come close to persuading them to retreat from the planet, a genuine Tuvela could finish the job—


  But that meant putting her: elf voluntarily in the power of those creatures. And the thought was enough to dry her mouth.


  A chaquoteel whistled a dozen feet away, and Nile started violently, then cursed her jittering nerves. It hadn’t been an alarm call. Nothing of significance to the chaquoteels, and therefore to her, had come near the sestran stand since she’d been sitting here.


  She looked at the bundled Great Palach again. He was awake. There’d been occasional cautious stirrings under the cloth. One question was simply whether she could play the part of a Tuvela-Guardian well enough to keep the aliens deceived. The midget in there was a highly aggressive representative of the Voice of Action. If she could sell him the idea that Porad Anz was doomed if it persisted in challenging the Tuvelas, there was a good chance she could bluff the Everliving as a whole.


  Why not find out?


  She’d have to believe it herself first. Quit being Nile Etland and be a Tuvela—the more outrageously, the better. No small lies—big ones. Keep the creature surprised.


  She moistened her lips, fished the tanglecord’s release key from her pouch, placed her gun on the chunk of floatwood supporting the thicket. The tanglecord strips securing the cloth about the Parahuan came away at the touch of the key. She dropped them in the pouch, unknotted the cloth and drew it cautiously from the captive.


  The atmosphere sections of the Parahuan’s eyes were open. They watched her steadily. The tanglecord clamped about his arms and feet was tight and in place. Nile pulled the strip away from the vocal slit, set him upright against a clump of sestran, backed away eight or nine feet, and sat down, holding the gun loosely before her. She studied the alien for some seconds.


  He didn’t look too formidable, but Ticos’ caution against underestimating Palachs of any grade probably was well founded. Their approach to immortality involved a progressive induced metamorphosis.


  The muscular structure became condensed and acquired extreme efficiency. Most of the thinking apparatus was buried inside the chunky torso; presumably it did not undergo physiological changes. Reduced to essentials, Ticos had said. Very well, she’d watch this Great Palach—What did he see in her? A Tuvela? Nile had a mental picture of herself—lean, next to naked, smeared with colorful plant sap. Hardly the most impressive image. But it couldn’t be helped. She was a Guardian of the Federation of the Hub, a Tuvela. To him, she was gromgorru. A mysterious, powerful being, with information sources beyond her captive’s knowledge. The last, at any rate, she had.


  She said, “I believe I am addressing the Great Palach Koll.”


  The mannikin stared a long moment. At last the vocal slit moved. “And I believe,” a voice like golden velvet told her, “that I address a Hulon named Etland.”


  Hulon—Parahuan term signifying low-grade human. There’d been no suggestion of alien inflection in the words. They had studied humanity in patient detail.


  “You have another name for us,” the Tuvela said indifferently. “Call me Hulon if you wish. Where are you holding Dr. Cay at present?”


  “Not far from here. What is your interest in Dr. Cay?”


  “Our interest in Dr. Cay,” Nile said, “is less than it was. He has not performed well in this test.”


  “Test?” Roll’s voice had thinned. Nile regarded him a moment.


  “Surely you must have wondered from time to time,” she remarked, “why no one came here to inspect Dr. Cay’s activities. Yes, a test. Not that it’s your concern, Great Palach, but Dr. Cay was a candidate for the true-life. I’m not sure he will remain one. When we saw you had discovered him, we waited to observe how capably he would handle this unexpected situation. I’m disappointed.”


  Roll’s vocal slit opened and closed silently twice. The Tuvela scowled absently.


  “However, I’m more than disappointed in the Everliving,” she resumed. “If you didn’t find Dr. Cay sufficiently persuasive, very moderate intelligence alone should have told you to be long gone from here . . . and glad to be away! Haven’t you felt the snare this world represents waiting about you? Has the Sacred Sea grown senile instead of immortal?”


  She shrugged. A Tuvela, after all, was not greatly interested in the limitations of Porad Anz.


  “You’ll be told to go now,” she stated. “You’ve been butchering the ones you call Hulons a little too freely. That disgusts me. It seems you fear even the human shape so much you revert to your animal beginnings when you meet it. We don’t choose to see our people wasted—and Dr. Cay has had time enough to demonstrate his present lack of satisfactory potential.”


  Silence. Long silence. The sestran shrubs rustled. Wind roaring rose and ebbed in the distance. The air was darkening quickly. The wizened mannikin sat motionless, staring.


  Gromgorru, Nile thought. It had been weighing on both sides. It should weigh heavily on the Parahuans now. A Tuvela was about, an invisible ghost in the floatwood. It had plucked the Great Palach Koll from his grisly command post. Bear down on those fears. Yes, it might very well work.


  The velvet voice said suddenly, “I see and hear a creature lying in clever desperation to conceal its helplessness, you can’t escape and you can’t contact your kind. You did not come here to tell the Everliving they must leave. You’re here because you were trapped.”


  Nile’s lip curled. “The sken beam? If the technicians who examined my car understood what they saw, they must know I could have blocked such a device. And by the true-life, I believe I can play the hunting game against a mob of Oganoon and stupid animals! Great Palach Koll, Voice of Action—look around! Who is trapped here, and who is helpless?”


  She leaned forward. “The stupidity of Porad Anz! It tampered with our worlds and was thrown out. All it learned was to look for allies before it tried to come back. No doubt you’d need allies—more than you can find. But you’ve already found too many to make the Great Plan possible! Even if we’d had no other methods of information, your secret was spread too far to remain a secret—”


  She broke off. Koll was quivering. The vocal slit made spitting sounds.


  “We’d been minded to spare you,” the Tuvela began again. “But—”


  “Guardian, be silent!” The voice was squeezed down to an angry whine. “Lies and tricks! The Everliving will not listen!”


  The Tuvela laughed. “When I come to them with a Great Palach tied in a rag, dangling head down from my belt, they won’t listen?”


  Koll squealed—and became a blur of rubbery motion.


  The long legs swung up, brought the fettered feet to his shoulder. Something projected in that instant from the shoulder, a half-inch jet of fire. It touched the tanglecord, and the tanglecord parted. The webbed toes of one foot gripped one of the jewels on Koll’s head, pulled it free. The other leg was beneath him again; it bent, straightened; and he came towards Nile in a long one-legged hop, quick and balanced. The jewel-handled needle gripped in his foot leveled out.


  Nile was in motion herself by then—dropping back, rolling sideways.


  The needle spat a thread of pink radiance along her flank as she triggered the UW.


  And that was that. The Uws beam was hot, and Koll was in midjump, moving fast, as it caught him. His lumpy torso was very nearly cut in two.


  Nile got up shakily, parted the sestran stems through which he had plunged, and looked down from the floatwood branch. Nothing but the waving, shadowy greenery of the vertical jungle below . . . and no point in hunting around for the body of the Great Palach down there. Ticos had neglected to mention that the thick Parahuan hide could be used to conceal an arsenal, but after seeing the communicator Koll carried grafted to himself, the possibility should have occurred to her.


  Why had he attacked at that particular moment? She hadn’t convinced him Porad Anz faced destruction unless the invading force withdrew—or else he had such a seething hatred for mankind that the fate of his own race was no longer of sufficient consideration. But apparently she had convinced him that a majority of the Palachs would accept what she said.


  He should know, Nile thought. She’d lost her prisoner, but the Great Palach Koll dead, silenced, vanished, remained an impressive witness to the Tuvelas’ capability and stern ruthlessness.


  Let the Everliving stew in the situation a while. She’d give them indications presently that she was still around the island. That should check any impulse to launch a hasty military operation. Meanwhile she’d try to find out where Ticos was held, and prepare to carry out other plans. And now it was time to check with Sweeting and learn what her water scouting had revealed.


  Nile dropped quietly down out of the sestran thicket to lower branches to avoid arousing the chaquoteels, and slipped away into the forest.


  Back down at the water’s edge, she looked out from a niche between two trunks at the neighboring island section. It was the largest of the five connected forests, a good half wider and longer and lifting at least a hundred yards farther into the air. From the car she’d seen thick clusters of a dark leafless growth rising higher still from a point near the forest’s center, like slender flexible spear shafts whipping in the wind. Oilwood it was called. Weeks from now, when the island rode into the electric storm belts of the polar sea, the oilwood would draw lightning from the sky to let its combustible sheathing burn away and the ripened seeds beneath tumble down through the forest into the ocean.


  Set ablaze deliberately tonight, it should provide a beacon to mark the island for Parrol and let him know where she was to be found.


  The water between the two forests wasn’t open. The submerged root system extended from one to the other; and on the roots grew the floatwood’s aquatic symbiotes, pushing out from the central lagoon, though their ranks thinned as they approached the rush of the open sea. The Parahuans wouldn’t have stopped hunting for her, and ambushes could easily be laid in that area. The sea south of the forest seemed to offer a safer crossing, now that evening darkened the sky and reduced surface visibility. The Meral Current carried weed beds—dense moving jungles which provided cover when needed.


  Nile gave the otter caller on her wrist another turn. Sweeting should be here quickly. A receiver embedded in her skull transmitted the signals to her brain, and she homed in unerringly on the caller.


  “Nile—”


  “Over here, Sweeting!”


  Sweeting came up out of the water twenty feet away, shook herself vigorously, rippled along the side of the floatwood bole and settled beside Nile.


  “These are new bad guys!” she stated.


  “Yes,” said Nile. “New and bad. They don’t belong on our world. What can you tell me about them?”


  “Much,” Sweeting assured her. “But found two Nile-friends. They tell you more.”


  “Two—” Nile broke off. In the surging sea five yards below, two dark whiskered heads had appeared on the surface, were looking up at her.


  Wild otters.


  VI


  The wild otters were a mated pair who’d selected the floatwood lagoon as their private preserve. The male would nearly match Spiff in size. The female was young, a smaller edition of Sweeting. They might be three or four generations away from domestication, but they used translingue as readily as Sweeting and much in her style. Interspersed were unfamiliar terms based on their independent oceanic existence, expressing matters for which no human words had been available. Usually Nile could make out their sense.


  When the Parahuans arrived, the curious otters had made a game of studying the unfamiliar creatures and their gadgetry. There was a ship anchored to the island under the floor of the lagoon. It was considerably bigger than the average human submersible, chunky and heavily built—evidently a spaceship. Its lock was always open on the water. A second ship, a huge one, was also in the vicinity. Normally it stayed deep in the sea, but at times it had moved up almost to the island. Ticos had said that the headquarters ship of the Parahuan expedition seemed to be accompanying this floatwood drift.


  Above sea level, the Parahuans had set up ten or twelve posts in the forest. Most of them were small, probably observation points or weapon emplacements. The exception was in the island section Jo which Nile wanted to go. “Big house,” Sweeting said. It was set near the edge of the lagoon, extending well back into the floatwood and completely concealed by it. Perhaps a fifth of the structure was under water. Nile got the impression of something like a large blockhouse or fort, a few hundred yards beyond the rookery of the sea-havals. She wouldn’t have selected the giant kesters as neighbors herself; the rookery was an evil-smelling and very noisy place. But alien senses might not find that disturbing.


  The immediately important thing about the blockhouse was that it told her exactly where Ticos could be found, unless he’d been taken away after her arrival. He’d said his captors had shifted him and his equipment to such a structure and described its location.


  The wild otters knew nothing of Ticos, but they did know about the tarm. When the Parahuans first came, there’d been two of the pale monsters in the lagoon from time to time. One of them evidently had been taken away again shortly afterwards. The description they gave of the other one matched that of the records. It was an aggressive beast which fed heavily on sea life and made occasional forays into upper forest levels.


  “Have you had any trouble with it?” Nile asked.


  The question seemed to surprise them. Then they gave her the silent otter laugh, jaws open.


  “No trouble. Tarm’s slow!” Sweeting’s small kinswoman explained.


  “Slow for you,” Nile said. Hunting otters had their own notions about water speed. “Could I keep away from it in the water?”


  They considered.


  “lets, heh?” the big male asked. “Sadly, no jets!” Sweeting made a stroking motion with her forelegs, flipped hind feet up briefly. “Human swim . . .”


  “Human swim! Tarm thing eat you!” the female told Nile decisively. “You hide, keep no-smell, Nile! How you do the no-smell? Trick, heh?”


  “Uh-huh. A trick. But it won’t work in the water.”


  The male grunted reflectively. “Tarm’s back under big house. Might stay, might not.” He addressed the female. “Best poison-kill it soon?”


  Poison-killing, it developed, involved a contraption put together of drift weed materials—hollow reeds and thorns chewed to fit the hollows and smeared with exceedingly poisonous yellow bladder gum. Wild otter tribes had developed the device to bring down flying kesters for a change of diet. The female demonstrated, rolling over on her back, holding an imaginary hole-stick to her mouth and making a popping noise through her lips. “Splash come kester!” They’d modified the technique to handle the occasional large predators who annoyed them too persistently—larger thorns, jammed directly through the hide into the body. Big sea animals didn’t die as quickly as the fliers, but they died.


  “Many thorns here,” the male assured Nile. “Stick in ten, twenty, and the tarm no trouble.”


  She studied him thoughtfully. Sweeting could count . . . but these were wild otters. Attempts had been made to trace the original consignment of laboratory-grown cubs to its source. But the trail soon became hopelessly lost in the giant intricacies of Hub commerce; and no laboratory was found which would take responsibility for the development of a talking otter mutant. The cubs which had reached Nandy-Cline seemed to be the only members of the strain now in existence.


  For all practical purposes then, this was a new species, and evidently it was less than fifty years old. In that time it had progressed to the point of inventing workable dart blowguns and poisoned daggers. It might have an interesting future. Nile thought she knew the yellow bladder gum to which they referred. It contained a very fast acting nerve poison. What effect it would have on a creature with the tarm’s metabolism couldn’t be predicted, but the idea seemed worth trying.


  She asked further questions, gathered they’d seen the tarm motionless under the blockhouse only minutes before Sweeting got the first caller signal. It was the creature’s usual station as water guard of the area. Evidently it had been withdrawn from the hunt for the Tuvela. Groups of Parahuans were moving about in the lagoon, but there was no indication they were deployed in specific search patterns.


  “Waddle-feet got jets,” remarked the male.


  “Slow jets,” said the female reassuringly. “No trouble!”


  But armed divers in any kind of jet rigs could be trouble in open water. Nile shrugged mentally. She could risk the crossing. She nodded at the dark outlines of the distant forest section.


  “I’ve got to go over there,” she said. “Sweeting will come along. The waddle-feet have guns and are looking for me. You want to come, too?”


  They gave her the silent laugh again, curved white teeth gleaming in the dusk.


  “Nile-friends,” stated the male. “We’ll come. Fun, heh? What we do, Nile? Kill the waddle-feet?”


  “If we run into any of them,” said Nile, “we kill the waddle-feet fast—”


  TO BE CONCLUDED


  THE TUVELA


  Conclusion. As a friendly social visit to the float-island, Nile’s visit flopped badly; the invading Parahuans were anything but friendly. But then—so was Nile! But the important thing in such an encounter is not what you think you are—but what the enemy thinks you are.


  SYNOPSIS


  Nandy-Cline is an ocean world displaying only one narrow continental land mass. Among its more unusual features are the floatwood islands—great buoyant forests drifting eternally with the sea currents about the planet. On one of these floatwood islands, Dr. Ticos Cay, a Federation scientist working for the Giard Pharmaceuticals company, is captured in his isolated research station by the high command of a secret invading force of alien Parahuans. The Parahuans are an amphibious species who made an attempt to occupy Nandy-Cline and drive out its human settlers eighty years before. The attempt ended in a decisive defeat for the Parahuans. They suffered heavy losses and were forced to retreat to their distant worlds.


  The ruling caste of the Parahuans, which refers to itself as the Everliving, has evolved a form of individual immortality which includes a gradual shrinking of physical structure. They regard the human species as basically inferior to their own; and in an attempt to explain their defeat, they have developed what they call the Tuvela Theory. The Tuvelas were a semilegendary human strain of some centuries past, renowned as military geniuses. The Everliving reason that Tuvelas still exist and are now the secret rulers of the Federation. It is argued that a second, more carefully prepared and executed invasion of Nandy-Cline, which takes the opposition of Tuvelas into consideration, will be successful. The Everliving who favor this approach form a group known as the Voice of Action. They are opposed by a group called the Voice of Caution which would prefer to avoid another hostile confrontation with the human species but which so far has been overruled by the majority of the Everliving.


  Dr. Cay impresses his captors both because he is engaged in longevity research and has made a number of significant discoveries in it and by the fact that a form of mind training he has practiced enables him to withstand their nerve-torture devices. They regard him as an important prisoner who can provide them with valuable information and set up a laboratory in a concealed stronghold on the floatwood island, where he is to continue his research under their supervision. Here Dr. Cay learns about the Tuvela Theory and decides to use it against the invaders.


  He is increasingly concerned about the safety of Dr. Nile Etland, a former student of his who is now laboratory head of the Giard Pharmaceuticals Station on the mainland. Nile presently will be coming out to the floatwood island on one of her periodic visits, and there is no way he can warn her off. If he does nothing, the Parahuans will kill her on her arrival. To prevent this, he indicates to them that she is one of the Tuvelas whose existence they have theorized—a member of the Federation’s secret rulers called the Guardians. This makes them determined to capture Nile alive and test her for Tuvela abilities. If they can prove a Guardian is inferior to the Everliving, they can go ahead with the planned conquest of Nandy-Cline.


  Nile sets out on schedule from the mainland in an aircar, accompanied by Sweeting, one of her two mutant otters. She is looking for a reported large floatwood drift, which might include the island where Dr. Cay is established, and attributes her inability to get into communicator contact with him to the serious seasonal interferences produced by Nandy-Cline’s sun. Heavy typhoon weather hampers her search; and she turns for information to a group of sledmen, an independent and reserved breed of people whose permanent home is the planetary ocean and who have no more dealings with the mainland population than they can help.


  Nile learns that the sledmen have designated the floatwood islands “gromgorru” that season. The term means something like the presence of malignant—possibly magical—unknown powers which must be avoided. Many sledmen have vanished lately while harvesting in the floatwood or simply when venturing too close to one of the islands. Nile reasons that the problem is due to some human criminal syndicate which has discovered a new biochemical treasure in the islands and wants to keep intruders frightened away while it completes its haul.


  This is not a novel situation on Nandy-Cline, and she and Danrich Parrol, the manager of the Giard Station, have acquired a reputation for handling such criminals. She extracts a promise from the sledmen to get word through the communication interferences to Parrot for her, asking him to come out and help her get Dr. Cay off his island. Then she sets out again for the drift the sledmen have told her is south of her present position.


  On her arrival, her aircar is brought down promptly to the island by a Parahuan weapon of unknown type. Nile, thoroughly familiar with the ways of surviving in the floatwood forests since childhood, eludes immediate capture with Sweeting. She sets the otter to scouting the waters to find out more about the situation, and makes her way alone to Dr. Cay’s hidden station, where she encounters one of the leaders of the Everliving, the Great Palach Koll. She stuns him, takes him along as a prisoner, and locates a set of reports Dr. Cay has prepared for her, which tell her in detail about the Parahuan invasion, the Tuvela Theory, and the role of Tuvela-Guardian he has assigned to her to keep her from being killed out of hand. Nile realizes she may be able to use the role to convince the Everliving they should abandon their plans and tries it out on her captive. She is too successful—Koll, believing that she is a Guardian and may in fact be able to persuade the Everliving to retreat from Nandy-Cline, attempts to kill her and is killed himself.


  Sweeting meanwhile has encountered two wild mutant otters who agree to help her and Nile against the Parahuans. The wild otters have seen no sign of Dr. Cay but tell Nile about the Parahuan stronghold in an adjoining forest section. Nile wants to reach that section in any case, in order to set fire to an oilwood stand after nightfall, which will serve as a beacon to tell Danrich Parrol where she is when he arrives. She, Sweeting, and their new allies, prepare to cross the dangerous stretch of open sea between the forests.


  Part 2


  A few minutes later the three otters slipped down into a lifting wave and were gone. Nile glanced about once more before following. A narrow sun-rim still clung to the horizon. Overhead the sky was clear—pale blue with ghostly cluster light shining whitely through. High-riding cloud banks to the south reflected magenta sun glow. Wind force was moderate. Here in the lee of the forest she didn’t feel much of it. The open stretch of sea ahead was broken and foaming, but she’d be moving below the commotion.


  In these latitudes the Meral produced its own surface illumination. She saw occasional gleams flash and disappear among the tossing waves—colonies of light organisms responding to the darkening air. But they wouldn’t give enough light to guide her across. Time to shift to her night eyes . . .


  She brought a pack of dark-lenses from the pouch, fitted two under her lids, blinked them into position. A gel, adjusting itself automatically to varying conditions for optimum human vision—an experimental Giard product, and a very good one.


  She pulled the breather over her face, fitted the audio plugs to her ears, and flicked herself off the floatwood. Sea shadow dosed about her, cleared in seconds to amber half-light as the dark-lenses went into action. Fifteen feet down, Nile turned and stroked into open water.


  Open but not empty. A moving weed thicket ahead and to the right . . . Nile circled about it, a school of small skilts darting past, brushing her legs with tiny hard flicks. She brought her left wrist briefly before her eyes, checked the small compass she’d fastened to it, making sure of her direction. The otters weren’t in view. If the crossing was uneventful, she shouldn’t see much of them. They were to stay about a hundred feet away, one of the wild pair on either side, Sweeting taking the point, to provide early warning of approaching danger.


  A cloud of light appeared presently ahead; others grew dimly visible beyond it . . . pink, green, orange. The Shining Sea was the name the sledmen gave the Meral as it rolled here down the southern curve of the globe towards the pole. Nile began to pass thickets in which the light-bearers clustered. Each species produced its own precise shade of water-fire. None were large; the giants among them might be half the length of her forearm, narrow worm bodies. But their swarms turned acres of the subsurface to flame.


  The fins moved her on steadily. She listened to the sea through the audios, sensed its changing vibrations against her skin. Amber dimness of open water for a while; then she went turning and twisting through a soggy dark forest of weed. Beyond it, light glowed again. She avoided the brightest areas—too easy to be spotted there.


  Sweeting came to her once, circled about, was gone, a flicking shadow. Not an alarm report; the otter had checked on her position.


  Then there was a sound which momentarily overrode the myriad other sounds of the Meral—a deep, distant booming. Half a minute later it was repeated. Closer now.


  Nile held her course but moved towards the surface, scanning the areas below and ahead of her. The giant sea-havals were hunting. An encounter with one of the great creatures in the open sea ordinarily brought no risk to a human swimmer or, in fact, to anything but a sizable skilt. Sea-havals hunted by scent and sight; and skilts were their only prey. But when they made that sound, they were driving a major school. To avoid accidents, it was best to keep well out of the way of such a school—


  If possible, Nile added mentally.


  And there came the first indications of trouble!


  A dozen big torpedo shapes hurtled towards her, coming from a line of light-thickets ahead. Skilts—approximately in the three hundred pound class. Preferred size for a sea-haval.


  Nile checked, moved quickly to the side, lifted farther towards the surface . . . near enough to feel the tugging surge of the swells—


  The sea boomed like the stroke of a tremendous bell.


  And the string of light-thickets exploded as the van of the skilt school bulleted through them—coming at her in a straight line. They were harmless creatures in themselves, but their panic, speed and weight made them deadly now. The impact of any of them would break her body apart. And the sea seemed an onrushing mass of thousands.


  The scene was blotted from Nile’s vision as she broke the surface. She rolled herself into a tight ball. There was nothing else she could do. A great wave lifted her. Then came a vast, thudding sensation from below, streaming past, a racing river which threatened to drag her down. Skilts exploded from the sea in frantic thirty-foot leaps all about, came smashing back to the surface. Then two final tremendous surges of the water beneath her. A pair of sea-havals had gone past.


  Sweeting was there an instant later. The wild otters arrived almost as promptly.


  “Nile here, heh? Fun, heh?”


  Nile had no comment. She’d pulled off the breather, was gulping long lungfuls of storm air. Dim and remote, more sensed by her nerves than heard, came an echo of the sea-havals’ booming. The hunt had moved on.


  Moments later, she and the otters were underway again. For the next two hundred yards, weed beds were ripped and shredded by the passage of the fleeing school. Cleanly sectioned skilts, chopped by the big kesters, drifted about. Then things began to look normal . . .


  Suddenly Sweeting was back, moving past Nile’s face in a swirl of water, dropping a dozen feet, checking to turn, turning again and gliding towards a great limp tangle of weeds below her. Nile followed instantly in a spurt of speed. “Come fast!” was what that had meant.


  She slipped into the rubbery slickness of the thicket. The otter was there, waiting. Far enough, apparently . . . Nile turned, took out the UW, parted the weeds enough to see anything coming towards her. When she glanced aside again, Sweeting was gone.


  She waited. A light-thicket hung twenty yards to her left; about her was dimness. Small skilt shadows slipped past, and something big and chunky drifted up, turning slowly head-on as it came opposite her to stare in at her among the weeds. It paused, moved off. A large weed skilt, perhaps three times the weight of the maddened projectiles which had made up the school. A carrion eater by preference. It should do well in the wake of the sea-havals’ hunt tonight—


  Abrupt violent commotion—swirling of water, lifting and sinking of the weed fronds, thudding sensations which suddenly stopped . . . Nile knew the pattern of an underwater death fight; and this had been one, not many yards away. It was over now. She slipped forwards, gun held out, peering up. Dark smoky veils floated down and something bulky came settling through then, grazing the weed tangle. The Parahuan’s head seemed nearly detached from the squat body, blood pumping out through the throat gashes. Typical otter work.


  Sweeting reappeared from above. Together they hauled the unwieldy thing by its harness straps into the weeds. Fastened to the broad back was the Parahuan version of a jet rig. Nile studied it a moment, gave up the notion of converting the device to her own use; she would lose more time over that than it should take her to get back into the floatwood. They left the big rubbery body wedged in the center of the tangle. As they turned away, the first scavenging weed skilt was nosing towards it from the other side.


  A hissing had begun in the audio pickup and was growing louder. Nile halted Sweeting in the trailing fringes of the thicket. Then two other bulky figures were slanting down swiftly through open water towards them, trailed by thin jet tracks. The Parahuans’ guns were in their hands. Possibly they had picked up traces of the brief commotion and were looking for their dead companion. At any rate, they were hardly twenty-five feet away when Nile saw them, and their faces were turned towards her, semicircular water eyes staring. The UW couldn’t miss on such targets, and didn’t.


  The immediate vicinity of a sea-haval rookery at night was not for the nervous. Monstrous rumblings and splashings came from within the floatwood walls surrounding it, as the adult kesters left the rookery by a diving hole hacked through the forest’s subsurface root floor, returned presently, beak-spears holding up to a ton of mangled skilts, to be greeted by the roars of their gigantic young.


  Upwind of the racket, on the lagoon side, Nile finished recoating herself and her equipment with buti sap. She was down among the massive boles near the water, waiting for Sweeting to return and report. While they were dealing with three members of the Parahuan sea patrol, the wild otters had found and dispatched another three. That seemed to have left no survivors. But the patrol should have been missed by now; and what she did next would depend at least in part on what the Parahuans were doing as a result.


  The tarm had been found still at its station beneath the blockhouse. Nile was thankful for that. The sudden near-encounter in the other forest with the pallid sea thing had rammed fear deep into her nerves; the thought of it hadn’t been far from her mind since. The early reports that the Parahuans might have developed the monsters out of their own kind somehow made the tarm more horrible. After seeing what their biological skills had done in creating the form of a Great Palach, Nile thought it was possible. She told herself the buti and reasonable caution would keep the creature from noticing her if she met it again, but she wasn’t at all sure of that. And the buti would be no protection if it came near her in the water.


  Her wild allies might presently free her of that particular fear. They’d gone to get a supply of the poisoned thorns and seemed confident that in the underwater tangle of floatwood beneath the blockhouse they could plant a lethal dose into the farm’s huge body without too much trouble. Sweeting was prowling the lagoon, looking for signs of alien activity there or in the forest near Nile.


  “Found Tikkos, Nile!”


  “Where?”


  Sweeting slipped up along the bough out of the lagoon, crouched beside her. “In boat,” she said. “With little waddle-feet.”


  “Little waddle-feet?” Palachs? “Half-size,” said Sweeting. “Five, six. Tikkos talking to Guardian Etland. Then waddle-feet talking to Guardian Etland. Loud-voice. You Guardian Etland, heh?”


  “The waddle-feet think so.” Loud-voice was a loudspeaking device. “Let’s get this straight! First, where’s the boat Ticos and the waddle-feet are in?”


  The otter’s nose indicated the eastern end of the forest. “Boat’s coming into lagoon. Coming this way. Got lights. Got loud-voice. Talking to forest. They think Guardian Etland’s in forest. Tikkos say waddle-feet talk, not fight. You talk and maybe they go away. Waddle-feet say they sorry about fighting. No guns in boat. You come talk, please.” Sweeting paused, watching her. “Kill them, get Tikkos now, heh?”


  “No,” Nile said. “No, we don’t kill them. I’d better hear what they have to say. You say the boat’s coming in this direction—”


  “Coming slow. You don’t listen to waddle-feet, Nile! Trick, heh? You come close, they kill you.”


  “It may not be a trick. Stay here.” But she felt shaky as she climbed quickly back into the forest towards the sea-haval rookery. The theoretical Tuvela, totally self-confident, certainly would be willing to talk to the aliens at this point, press the psychological advantage she’d gained. On the other hand, the Tuvela presumably would know what to do if it turned out she’d stepped into a Parahuan trap. Nile wasn’t sure she would know what to do.


  She caught her breath briefly at the wind backed up and assorted rookery stenches billowed around her. Far enough from the lagoon . . . She opened the pouch, took out the roll of tanglecord, added the otter caller to the other items, closed the pouch and shoved it into one of the fins, the buti stick into the other. She taped the fins together. They made a compact package which she wedged into a floatwood niche and secured further with tanglecord, leaving the roll stuck to the package. She was keeping the climb-belt and the UW.


  She looked around a moment, memorizing the place, started back to the lagoon. Sweeting was hissing with alarm and disapproval when she got there. Nile calmed the otter, explained the situation as well as she could. The boat lights hadn’t yet appeared around the curve of the forest to the east. They set off in that direction, Nile moving through the floatwood not far from the edge of the lagoon, Sweeting in the water slightly ahead of her. If a trap had been laid, they should spot it between them before they were in it . . .


  Going by Ticos’ descriptions, the six Parahuans in the boat with him were Palachs. Concealed at a point some fifty feet above the water, Nile looked them over. Two were about his size; four ranged down from there, though none came near the midget level. In the boat lights they displayed odd headgears and elaborate harness arrangements . . . And, of course, they might be carrying concealed weapons.


  She studied Ticos more carefully than his companions. There was a stiffness in the way he moved which showed he wasn’t in good physical condition. But his amplified voice was clear; and if his phrasing had more than a suggestion of obsequiousness about it, that fitted the role he was playing—an inferior addressing the Guardian. A role of his own choosing; not one he had been forced to assume.


  She was convinced that so far there was no trap. But there were other considerations . . .


  The loudspeaker began booming about her again. It was set to penetrate high and deep into the forest, overriding the surging winds, to reach the attention of the Guardian Etland wherever she might be. Ticos and one of the Palachs used it alternately. The others squatted about the boat as it moved slowly through the lagoon along the forest.


  The message was repetitious. She’d been listening to it for the past few minutes, keeping pace with the boat. Her talk with the Great Palach Koll had been monitored by the Everliving. The transmitting device presumably had been another of the jewels fixed to Roll’s head; and the idea might have been Kofi’s—to let the other Great Palachs and Palachs follow his interrogation of the captured human, witness the collapse of her pretensions as Guardian and Tuvela. If so, the plan had backfired. Everything said, the fact that Kofi was the prisoner, the Tuvela’s evident knowledge of Porad Anz’s secrets, was designed to further undermine the Everliving’s confidence. It explained Kofi’s sudden furious attack. He felt she had to be silenced then and there to preserve the goals of the Voice of Action.


  Nile gathered that the ranks of the Everliving had been in turmoil since. The loss of the sea patrol did nothing to calm them. They didn’t suspect she had nonhuman assistants, so it appeared to them that the patrol had encountered the Tuvela on her way over from the other forest and that she’d wiped it out single-handedly before it could get out an alarm. Then a short while ago they’d begun getting reports that a small fast surface vessel was maneuvering elusively about the drift—the Sotira sleds had kept their promise to provide her with a message courier. The Everliving naturally associated the presence of the ship with that of the Tuvela. But they didn’t know what its purpose was . . .


  They’d been under psychological pressure since she’d first avoided what had seemed inevitable capture. With each move she’d made thereafter the pressure increased. That the moves were forced on her they didn’t realize. All of it would seem part of the Tuvela’s developing plan . . . a plan they didn’t understand and seemed unable to check. They didn’t know to what it would lead. Fears they’d nourished and fought down for over half a century fed heavily on them again.


  So they, the proud Palachs of Porad Anz, had sent out Dr. Ticos Cay and a delegation of the Voice of Caution to offer the Tuvela a cessation of hostilities and the opportunity to present the Guardians’ terms to them in person. No doubt some of Kofi’s adherents remained ragingly opposed to the move.


  Could she risk talking to them?


  As things stood, she had a very good chance of getting away from here presently. Then she could warn her kind that there was an enemy among them and that they must prepare for attack. If she walked into the enemy’s camp and couldn’t maintain the Tuvela bluff, she’d have thrown away the chance. If Ticos had understood that, he mightn’t be urging her now to reveal herself.


  But if she didn’t respond and remained concealed, the pressure on the Everliving wouldn’t let down. They’d interpret silence to mean that they were no longer being offered an opportunity to withdraw.


  How would they react? They might feel it was too late to attempt retreat. They’d had many weeks to prepare the strike against Nandy-Cline from their hidden floatwood bases. If they decided to launch it before countermoves began, how long would it be before space weapons lashed out at the mainland? Hours? Her warning would come too late in that case . . .


  The real question might be whether she could risk not talking to them.


  Abruptly, Nile made up her mind.


  The Parahuan boat came slowly about the curve of the forest. The loudspeaker began to shout again. After a few words it stopped. The Palach Moga, standing beside Ticos Cay, lowered the instrument carefully and turned it off with an air of preferring to make no sudden moves. There was a burst of sibilant whisperings behind Ticos. They ceased. The boat’s engines cut out and it drifted up against a tangle of lagoon weeds. The man and the six aliens stared at the motionless figure standing at the forest’s edge ten yards away.


  The Tuvela’s voice said crisply, “Dr. Cay!”


  Ticos cleared his throat. “Yes, Guardian?”


  “Have that craft brought over here and introduce the Parahuan officers to me—”


  Stepping down into the boat was like crossing the threshold of a grotesque dream. They stood erect on long legs, abandoning the natural posture of their kind, balanced not too certainly on broad feet. Parahuan heads inclined in obeisance to the Guardian as Ticos introduced them in turn. She knew the names of the Palach Moga and one of the others from his report. Along with half a dozen Great Palachs, Moga was the most influential member of the Voice of Caution. He retained his place beside Ticos. The others stood well to the back of the boat as it turned out again into the lagoon.


  Moga spoke briefly into a communicator, said to Nile, “The Everliving are assembling to hear the Guardian . . .”


  She didn’t ask where they were assembling. A Tuvela would show no concern for such details. An angry whistling came for an instant from farther out in the lagoon. Sweeting still didn’t approve of this move.


  The sound seemed to jar all along Nile’s nerves. She was frightened; and knowing that now of all times she couldn’t afford to be frightened simply was making it that much worse. For moments her thoughts became a shifting blur of anxieties. She tried to force them back to what she would say to the Everliving, to anticipate questions to which she must have answers. It didn’t work too well. But the physical reactions faded gradually again.


  Stocky Oganoon figures, weapons formally displayed, lined the sides of the water-level entrance to the blockhouse. The boat moved a few yards along a tunnel, was moored to a platform. She followed Moga up into the structure. Ticos stayed a dozen steps behind, effacing himself, playing his own role. After the introductions, she hadn’t spoken to him. On the next level, she realized he was no longer following.


  The Palach Moga paused before a closed door.


  “If the Guardian will graciously wait here, I will see that the Assembly is prepared . . .”


  Nile waited. After moments the door reopened and the Palach emerged. He carried something like a jeweled handbag slung by a long strap over one shoulder. Nile had the impression he was ill at ease.


  “If the Guardian permits . . . There are Great Palachs beyond this door. They are unarmed. They would prefer it if the Guardian did not address them with a weapon at her hand.”


  If she couldn’t convince them, Nile thought, she would die behind the door. But a Tuvela would not need to draw courage from a gun at this stage—and the UW by itself was not going to get her back past the clusters of guards in the passages behind them. She unclipped the holster from her belt, held it out. Moga placed it carefully in the bag and drew open the door. Nile went inside.


  For a moment she had the impression of being in the anteroom to a great, dimly lit hall—too large a hall by far to be part of this structure in the fioatwood. Then she knew that the whole opposite wall of the room was a viewscreen. There were upward of a dozen Great Palachs in the room with her, squatting along the wall to either side . . . creatures not much larger than Koll, in richly colored stiff robes and an assortment of equally colorful hats. The remainder of the Everliving, Palachs and Great Palachs of all degrees, were arranged in rows along the hall, which must be a section of the headquarters ship below the sea. Shallow water shifted and gleamed here and there among the rows. Motionless and silent, the massed amphibians stared up at her from the dimness.


  Nile heard the door through which she had come close quietly at her back. And curiously, with the tiny click her uncertainties were gone. A cool light clarity seemed to settle on her mind, every thought and emotion falling into place . . . She discovered she had moved forward and was standing in the center of the chamber, facing the screen.


  Selecting her words with chilled precision, the Tuvela began to speak.


  VII


  The outstanding feature of the big room in the blockhouse structure the Parahuans had assigned Ticos Cay as his working laboratory was its collection of living specimens. The floatwood island’s life forms lined three of the walls and filled long shelf stands in between. Neatly labeled and charted, they perched on or clung to their original chunks of floatwood, stood rooted in the pockets of forest mold or in victimized life forms in which they had been found, floated in lagoon water, clustered under transparent domes. They varied from the microscopic to inhis organisms with a thirty-foot spread. For the most part, they were in biological stasis—metabolism retarded by a factor of several million, balance maintained by enzyme control and a variety of other checks. Proper handling would otherwise have been impossible.


  The Guardian was able to find little fault with the progress Dr. Cay had made in his work projects. “In this respect you have not done badly,” she acknowledged, for the benefit of whatever ears might be listening. She tapped the charts he’d offered for her inspection together and dropped them into the file from which he’d taken them. “It’s disappointing, however, that it became necessary at last for me to intervene directly in a matter we had expected you to handle alone.”


  “Given more time, I might have done it!” Ticos remonstrated humbly. “I was opposed by a number of intractable beings, as you know.”


  “I do know—having encountered one of those beings. But it was hardly a question of time. The issues were clear. If they had been presented with clarity, a rational majority of our uninvited guests would have drawn the correct conclusions and acted on them. We must count this a failure. You needn’t let it concern you unduly. The excellent thoroughness of your work on the basic assignment, under somewhat limiting conditions, will offset the failure, at least in part.”


  Ticos mumbled his gratitude, went back with evident relief to additional explanations about his projects. Nile checked her watch.


  Forty-two minutes since she’d been escorted with careful courtesy from the assembly chamber to the lab and left there with Ticos. No word from the Everliving since then, and the Palach Moga hadn’t showed up with her gun. Good sign or bad? While she was talking to them, she’d almost been a Tuvela. She’d blasted them! She’d felt exalted. There’d been no questions. The Great Palachs closest to her in the chamber had edged farther back to the walls before she was done, stirred nervously again whenever she shifted a glance in their direction.


  Afterwards, brief sharp letdown. No Tuvela, no Guardian. Simply a scared human in a potentially very bad spot, with much too much at stake. If she’d fumbled this in any way, made the slightest slip—


  Now she was somewhere between those states, back to normal, worried enough but again busily balancing possibilities, planning as much as could be planned here.


  One of the factors she’d been considering was this room itself. It was long, wide, high, located somewhere near the top of the overall structure—she’d come up another level after leaving the chamber. It had a door at either end, probably locked now. The last could make no real difference since there was bound to be a gaggle of armed Oganoon outside each door to make sure the Guardian and her scientist didn’t walk out on the conference. From the door at the left a raised walkway led to a platform some four feet above the floor near the center of the room. The Palachs, Ticos had explained, customarily stood there when they’d come to have dealings with him.


  Lighting came from conductor rods in ceiling and walls, primitive but efficient. Ventilation arrangements, while equally simple, met the lab’s requirements perfectly. There was a large shadowy rectangle enclosed in a grid up on one of the walls just below the ceiling. Behind the grid was an unseen window, a rectangular opening in the wall. The salty-moist many-scented freshness of the floatwood forest swirled constantly about them. Enclosed without it, many of Ticos’s research specimens would have died in days. But the storm gusts which occasionally set the blockhouse structure quivering were damped out at the window, and almost no sound came through.


  So the shadowy rectangle was a forcescreen. It would let out no light, and certainly it was impenetrable to solid objects such as a human body. The screen controls must be outside the room, or Ticos would have indicated them to her. But there was a knobby protrusion on either side of the grid which enclosed the rectangle. And beneath those protrusions were the screen generators—


  Which brought up the matter of tools, and weapons or items which could serve as weapons. Her UW would be hard to replace in either capacity. But one could make do. Ticos had left a small cutter-sealer on the central worktable back of them. A useful all-around gadget, and one that could turn into a factor here. Another potential factor was the instrument studded with closely packed rows of tiny pushbuttons, which Ticos carried attached to his belt and through which he regulated various internal balances and individual environmental requirements of his specimens.


  The only obvious weapons around were the guns in the hands of three Parahuan guards who squatted stolidly in two feet of water in the partitioned end of the room at the right. From the platform, Nile had looked in briefly across the dividing wall at them. Two were faced towards the wall; one was faced away towards a long table near the second exit. None of them moved while she studied them. But they looked ready to act instantly. The guns appeared to be heavy-duty short-range blasters, made to be used by hands four times larger than hers. On the table stood Ticos Cay’s communicator.


  The guns weren’t factors, except as they could become negative ones. But with a Sotira racing sled moving within close-contact band reach, the communicator was a very large factor. The Everliving in their nervous ambivalence had decreed it should be available at a moment’s notice in case they were forced to open emergency negotiations with the Tuvelas through Dr. Cay. The guards were there to blast death into anybody who attempted to use it under any other circumstances.


  Ticos Cay himself was, of course, an important factor. Physically he could become a heavy liability if matters didn’t develop well. He’d lost his wiry bounciness; he was a damaged old man. His face looked drawn tight even when he smiled. He’d been holding pain out of his awareness for weeks; but as an organism he’d been afflicted with almost intolerable strains and begun to drift down towards death. Of course he knew it.


  Mentally he didn’t seem much impaired. His verbal responses might be a trifle slowed but not significantly. Nile thought she still could depend on him for quick and accurate reaction, as she might have to do. Because the final factor in the calculation here was Ticos Cay’s collection of floatwood life. On the worktable, next to the cutter-sealer she’d mentally earmarked, lay several objects like hard-shelled wrinkled gray fruits, twice the size of her fist. Ticos had taken them out of a container to explain the purpose they were to serve in his research, left them lying there.


  They were called wriggler apples and the shells showed they had ripened. The thing to know about ripe wriggler apples was that they remained quiescent until they received the specific environmental stimulus of contact with salt water. At that moment they split open. And the wrigglers came out . . .


  At best, the apples were a dubious research item. And they were not at all the only specimens in that category here. At a rough estimate, one in fifty of the life forms which cluttered the shelf stands and walls had caused Nile to flinch inwardly at first glimpse or whiff of identifying odor. Floatwood stuff she’d been conditioned against almost since she was big enough to walk. It wasn’t all small or unobtrusive. Dominating the center of the room was a great purple-leafed inhis, the pale blue petals of its pseudoflowers tightly furled. A rarity, to no one’s regret. In the forests, Nile wouldn’t have come willingly within thirty feet of one. By classification it was a plant form. A vegetable, with lightning reactions. The sledmen, with good reason, had named it the Harpooneer. For some weeks it had loomed above and just behind the Palachs who had come and squatted on the platform, staring down at the human prisoner . . .


  It was dormant now, as were most of the other unreliable specimens—totally innocuous, metabolism slowed to a timeless pulse. In biological stasis. It would remain innocuous until it was given the precise measured stimulus, massive enzyme jolt or whatever, that broke the stasis.


  And who could produce such stimuli? Why, to be sure, Dr. Cay with his pushbutton control device. He’d made certain that when it came time to die, he should have the means of taking some of the enemy with him.


  Which might not be a detached scientific attitude but was certainly a very human one . . .


  Nile flicked another glance at her watch. Forty-three and a half minutes.


  The door at the left clanged open.


  The Palach Moga came first along the walkway. The bag into which the UW had disappeared swayed at his side, its strap slung over his shoulder. That detail might have been reassuring if the group behind him had looked less like an execution squad.


  Nile stood with her back to the worktable, feeling tensions surge up and trying to show nothing. Ticos gave her an uncertain, questioning look, then turned and moved off slowly along the table, stopping a dozen feet away to watch the Parahuans. The fingers of his right hand fiddled absently with the control device. Moga was approaching the control platform in his grotesquely dainty upright walk, webbed feet placed carefully for each step. Two Oganoon guards came behind him, staring at Nile, massive short-barreled guns held ready for action. Two unfamiliar Palachs followed, moving in an uncompromising Parahuan waddle. Their strap harnesses were an identical crimson; and each carried two sizable handweapons, one on either side, grips turned forward. Another pair of guards concluded the procession. These had their guns slung across their backs and held items like folded black nets. A fifth guard had stopped inside the door, which had closed again after the party passed through. He had another kind of gun with a long narrow barrel, attached to a chunky tripod. He set the tripod down with a thump on the walkway, squatted behind it. The gun muzzle swung around and pointed at Nile.


  She didn’t move. She’d given them some reason not to trust her.


  The group reached the platform, spread out. Moga stood near the platform’s edge. The red-harnessed Palachs flanked him, hands clamped on their gun grips. The guards with the guns took up positions to either side of the Palachs. The guards with the black nets remained a little to the rear, at the left side of the platform. There were, Nile thought, indications of as much nervous tenseness as she was able to make out in a Parahuan visage—silently writhing speech slits, blinking atmosphere eyes. And all eyes were fixed on her, on the Tuvela. Nobody looked at Ticos Cay.


  “Guardian, I shall speak first for myself,” Moga’s voice said suddenly.


  Nile didn’t answer. The voice resumed. “I am in great fear for Porad Anz . . . When you agreed to address the Everliving, I was certain that your mission would succeed and that the balance would shift to reason. And the response of the Assembly was strongly favorable. Your logic was persuasive. But there has been an unforseen development. By violence the Voice of Action has assumed control of our forces. It is against all custom, an unprecedented Violation of Rules—but that appears to be no longer important. Here, on the Command Ship and elsewhere on this world, many Great Palachs and Palachs lie dead. Those who survive have submitted to the Voice of Action which now alone speaks for the Everliving. I have come to inform you of what has been decreed. And having spoken for myself, I shall speak now with the words of the Voice of Action.”


  Silence.


  The group on the platform remained tautly motionless. Nile watched them; they stared at her. So the red-harnessed Palachs represented the Voice of Action . . . The thought came suddenly that these must be very courageous creatures. They’d entered the laboratory to confront a legend. They were braving gromgorru. They waited now to see what the Tuvela might do in response to Moga’s statement.


  The Tuvela also stayed silent and motionless.


  The Palach to Moga’s right began speaking abruptly in a series of fluctuating Parahuan hootings, eyes fixed on Nile. After perhaps half a minute he stopped. Moga promptly began to translate.


  “Whatever you call yourself, you are a Tuvela. We know this now. You have threatened Porad Anz in the name of your kind. That cannot be tolerated. You have told us that in any hostile encounter with the Guardians the Everliving must be defeated. Once and for all, that lie shall now be disproved . . .”


  Moga’s voice ended. The red-harnessed Palach spoke again. His fellow turned his head for an instant, addressed the two Oganoon holding the nets. The two took the nets from their arms, shook them out. Black straps dangled from their rims.


  Moga took up the translation.


  “The Voice of Action offers you and Dr. Cay the death of Palachs. It is painful but honorable. If you accept, you will submit to being enclosed by the confinement nets. If you attempt to resist, you will be shot down and die here like Hulons. In either case, Tuvela, your defeat and death signal the beginning of the hour of our attack on your world. And now, if it is within the power of a Tuvela to defy our purpose, show what you can do—”


  Beyond the group, the Parahuan at the door sagged silently forward over the gun, head and upper body obscured by the curling green fog lifting from a specimen on the wall beside him. The armed guards on the platform had pointed their guns at Nile. The red-harnessed Palachs drew their weapons. A dozen or so of the Harpooneer’s pseudoflowers behind the platform quivered and unfurled in a flick of motion like great yellow-blue eyes blinking open. Nile dropped flat.


  There had been at least two guns aimed directly at her in that instant; and fast as the Harpooneer was, it might not be fast enough to keep the guns from going off.


  They didn’t go off. There were other sounds instead. Something landed with a thump on the floor not far away. With a brief shock of surprise her mind recorded the bag Moga had been carrying. She was coming back up on her feet by then, scooped two of the gray-shelled wriggler apples from the worktable, lobbed them across the partitioning wall into the flooded section of the room. She heard them splash. A detached part of her awareness began counting off seconds. She looked around.


  They were dead up there, nervous systems frozen, unlidded double-lensed eyes staring hugely. Embedded in their backs were bone-white spikes, tipping the thick coiled tendrils extended from the pseudoflowers. Four still stood swaying, transfixed, long legs stretched out rigidly. Three had been lifted from the platform, were being drawn over to the Harpooneer. Nile upended Moga’s bag, shook out the UW, had it clipped to her climb-belt as the part of her mind that was counting seconds reached thirty and stopped. There’d been a few violent splashings from beyond the partition, but she heard nothing now. Ticos, holding the control device in both hands, face taut and white, gave her a quick nod.


  The climb-belt was at half-weight as she reached the partition wall. She jumped, clapped her hands to the top, went up and over.


  Seven years before, she’d seen a wriggler swarm hit a human diver. It was largely a matter of how close one happened to be to the apple when it tumbled down out of the floatwood forest, struck salt water and split. In the same moment thousands of tiny writhing black lines spilled from it and flashed unerringly towards any sizable animal bodies in the immediate vicinity, striking like a cluster of needle drills, puncturing thick hide or horny scales in instants—


  The three guards lay face down, partly submerged, in the water that covered the floor. Two were motionless. The third quivered steadily, something like a haze of black fur still extending along his torso below the surface. All three were paralyzed now, would be dead in minutes as the swarms spread through them, feeding as they went.


  And the passage was safe for Nile. The wrigglers were committed.


  She reached the stand with Ticos’ communicator on it, flipped switches, turned dials, paused an instant to steady her breath.


  “Sotira-Doncar!” she said into the speaker then. “Sotira-Doncar! Parahuans here! Parahuans here!” And cut off the communicator.


  No time to wait for a reply. No time at all—


  “Can you needle the stink-fogs into action?”


  “Of course. But—”


  “Hit them!” Nile drew the climb-belt tight around his waist, clipped the UW to the top of her trunks. “If we can get out, we’ll be out before it hurts us.”


  Ticos glanced up at the force-screened window oblong, grunted dubiously. “Hope you’re right!” His finger tapped a control. “They’re hit. Now?”


  Nile bent, placed her hands together. “Foot up! Try to keep your balance. You’re minim-weight—you’ll go up fast. Latch on to the grid and drop me the belt. I think I can make it to your ankles.”


  She put all her strength into the heave. He did go up fast, caught the grid and hooked an arm through it. The climb-belt floated back down. Greasy clouds boiled about the aroused stink-fogs near the entrance door on the left as Nile snatched the belt out of the air and fastened it around herself. Ticos was hanging by both hands now, legs stretched down. She sprang, sailed up along the wall, gripped his ankles and swarmed up him, the antigrav field again enclosing both of them. Moments later she’d worked her knees over a grid bar, had the belt back around Ticos. Breathing hard, he pulled himself up beside her and reached for the control device.


  “Fogging up down there, all right!” he wheezed. “Can’t see the door. Might alert a few more monsters, eh?”


  “Any you can without killing us.” Somebody outside the room must know by now that the execution plans had hit a snag. Clinging by knees and left hand, Nile placed the Uws muzzle against one of the grid casings that should have a force-screen generator beneath it, held the trigger down. The beam hissed and spat. The casing glowed, turned white. An incredible blending of stenches rose about her suddenly, closing her throat, bringing water to her eyes. She heard Ticos splutter and cough.


  Then the casing gave. Something inside shattered and flared. Wind roared in above Nile.


  “Up and out, Ticos! Screen’s gone!” She hauled herself up, flung an arm across the ledge. Her shoulder tingled abruptly. Nerve charge! Parahuans in the lab . . . Below her, Ticos made a sound of distress. Straddling the ledge, she squinted down, saw him blurrily. He’d dropped the control gadget, was clinging to the grid with both hands, shaking in hard convulsions. Heart hammering, Nile reached for him, caught his arm, brought the low-weight body flopping over the ledge and into the growth outside the window. He grasped some branches, was steadying himself, as she turned back.


  Half the lab below was obscured by stink-fog emissions, whirled about by the wind. There was an outburst of desperate hootings—one or more Parahuans had run into a specimen which wasn’t bothered by smells. She had glimpses of bulky shapes milling about, blinded by the fog. They should also be half-strangled by it. But at least one of them had seen Ticos up here long enough to take aim with a nerve-gun.


  The greasy mist swirled aside from a section of floor where four glassy containers stood on a low table. Nile had seen what was inside them when she came into the lab. The top of the nearest container splintered instantly now under the Uws beam. She shifted aim. The startled organism in the shattered container already was contracting and expanding energetically like a pump. A second container cracked. As Nile sighted on a third one, a Parahuan reeled out of the stink-fog cloud, swung a big gun up at the window.


  She ducked back behind the ledge. No time for gun duels. And no need. Two of the containers were broken and she’d seen jets of pale vapor spurting from both. The specimens in them were called acid bombs, with good reason. Nobody in the lab at present was likely to leave it alive—and certainly no one coming in for a while was going to get out again in good enough condition to report that the captives had fled by way of the force-screen window.


  She aimed along the room’s ceiling to a point where the central lighting bars intersected. Something exploded there, and the lab was plunged into darkness.


  Nile swung back from the window, the stink-fog’s reek wafting about her. Ticos was leaning against branches, clinging to them, making abrupt jerking motions.


  “How badly are you hit?” she asked quickly.


  He grunted. “I don’t know! I’m no weapons specialist. What did hit me? Something like a neural agitator?”


  “In that class. You didn’t stop a full charge, or you wouldn’t be on your feet. With the climb-belt, I can carry you. But if you can move—”


  “I can move. I seem able to hold off some of the effects. If I don’t slow you down too much.”


  “Let’s try it out,” Nile said. “They shouldn’t be after us immediately. Let me know if it gets too difficult.”


  Her bundle was in the niche of floatwood where she’d left it. She opened it hastily. Ticos stood behind her, clinging to the vegetation, bent over and gasping for breath. Nile was winded enough herself. They’d scrambled straight up from the roof of the blockhouse into the forest, cut across south of the sea-haval rookery, clambered down again towards the lagoon. It hadn’t been a lightweight dance along the branches for her this time. Her muscles knew they’d been working. Even so, Ticos, supported by the climb-belt, had been pushed very hard to keep up with her. He wasn’t equipped with dark-lenses, wasn’t sufficiently skilled in the use of the belt; and at intervals the nerve-gun charge he’d absorbed set off spasms of uncontrollable jerking and shaking. There were antidotes for the last, and no doubt the Parahuans had them. But there was nothing available here. He’d have to work it out. Another five or ten minutes of climbing might do it, Nile thought. It had better do it—she knew now Ticos had lost half his reserves of physical energy since she’d seen him last. If the effects of the alien weapon corresponded at all closely to those of its humanly produced counterparts, a more central charge should have killed him quickly. The load he’d stopped might still do it, though that seemed much less likely now.


  She fished the pack of dark-lens gel from the pouch, handed it to him. “Better put on your night eyes.”


  “Huh? Oh! Thanks.”


  A series of shrill whistles rose from the lagoon. Ticos’ head turned quickly.


  “Sounded almost like one of your otters!”


  “It was. Sweeting.” Nile had heard intermittent whistling for the past several minutes, hadn’t mentioned it. The wind still drowned out most other sounds. She pried the end of the buti stem open with her knife. “Got the lenses in place?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then let’s see how fast you can put on a coat of buti. We might have a problem here rather soon.”


  Ticos took the stem, began rubbing sap hurriedly over his clothes. “Parahuans?” he asked.


  “Perhaps. Something seems to be coming this way along the lagoon. That was Sweeting’s warning signal. Did you know your friends had a tarm here?”


  “I’ve seen it.” Ticos’ tone held shock, but he didn’t stop working. “You think that’s what’s—”


  “It’s more likely to be the tarm than Parahuans.”


  “What can we do, Nile?”


  “Buti seems to be good cover if it doesn’t see us. The thing got close to me once before. If it comes this far, it probably will find our trail. I’ll go see what Sweeting has to tell. You finish up with the buti. But don’t smear the stuff on your shoe soles yet.”


  “Why not?”


  “I think we can lose the tarm here. It may not be too healthy by now anyway.”


  He looked up briefly, made a sound that was almost a laugh.


  “More Tuvela work?”


  “This Tuvela has little helpers . . .” Nile switched on the otter-caller, moved quickly towards the lagoon. At the edge of the water she stood glancing about, listening. Nothing significant to be seen. The blurred snarling of engines came for a moment from the general direction of the blockhouse. Then Sweeting broke the surface below her.


  “Nile, you watch out! Tarm coming!”


  Nile rejoined Ticos moments later. The tarm was approaching through the floatwood above water level. It might be casting about for their trail, or might be on the move simply because it was beginning to feel the effects of the wild otters’ weed poison. They’d succeeded in planting a considerable number of the thorns in it under the blockhouse. Sweeting reported its motions seemed sluggish. But for a while it could still be dangerous enough.


  She postponed further explanations, and Ticos didn’t press for any. They hurried down to the lagoon together. If the tarm didn’t turn aside, it should come across their human trail. Then the lagoon must be where the trail seemed to end. If it began searching for them in the water, the otters would try to finish it off. Evidently the tarm didn’t realize that the small elusive creatures might be dangerous to it. After it found it couldn’t catch them, it hadn’t paid them much attention.


  They rubbed buti sap into the soles of their shoes, waves lapping a few feet below. Nile thought the last coating she’d given herself should be adequate otherwise. Her stock of the sap was running out; she might need some later and didn’t know whether she could find another stand. By the time they finished, otter whistling had begun again, not far off. She led the way back into the forest, moving upward. Ticos crowded behind her, tarm fear overriding his fatigue. Perhaps a hundred feet on, Nile suddenly checked.


  “Down, Ticos! Flatten out!”


  She dropped beside him on the bough along which they had been moving. There was a disturbance in the forest below that wasn’t caused by the wind. Vegetation thrashed heavily. The noise stopped for some seconds, then resumed. It seemed to be approaching the area they’d left. They watched, heads raised, motionless.


  Then Nile saw the tarm for the third time. Ticos stiffened beside her. He’d detected it too.


  Even with the dark-lenses she couldn’t make out many details. There was growth between them. The great thing moving among the boles of the forest looked like a fat gliding worm. Its nearness had an almost numbing effect on her again. She stared at it in fixed fascination; and it was some moments then before she realized it had stopped—about at the point where they had gone down to the water, where the human scent lay and where it should end, blotted out by the buti.


  They both started at an abrupt series of loud sucking noises. The pale mass seemed to swell, then flattened. It had turned, was flowing up into the forest.


  “It—” Ticos began.


  “Going back the way we came. It isn’t following us.”


  He sighed with relief. They watched the tarm move out of sight. Long seconds passed. Finally Ticos looked over at Nile. She shook her head. Better not stir just yet.


  And then the tarm reappeared, following the line of their trail back to the water’s edge. Now it slid unhesitatingly down into the lagoon and sank below the surface. Otter whistles gave it greeting.


  They got to their feet at once, hurried on. The wind noises had become allies, covering the sounds of their retreat. Nile selected the easiest routes—broad boughs, slanted trunks. Ticos simply wasn’t up to much more; he stumbled, slipped, breathed in wheezing gasps. At last she stopped to let him rest.


  “Huh?” he asked. “What’s the delay?”


  “We don’t have to kill you at this stage,” Nile told him. “They may not even know yet that we aren’t lying dead in the laboratory. They’ve probably sealed the doors to keep half their fort from becoming contaminated.”


  He grunted. “If they haven’t searched the lab yet, they soon will! They can get protective equipment there in a hurry. And someone should have thought of that window by now.”


  Nile shrugged. The tarm could chill her, but she was no longer too concerned about Parahuan trackers. “We have a good head start,” she said. “If they trail us to the lagoon, they won’t know where to look next. We could be anywhere on the island.” She hesitated. “If they have any sense left, they won’t waste any more time with us at all. They’ll just get their strike against the mainland rolling. That’s what I’m afraid they’ll do.”


  Ticos made a giggling sound. “That’s the one thing they can’t do now! Not for a while.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s the way their minds work. The only justification the Voice of Action had for what it’s done was the fact that it could deliver your head. Proof of the argument—Tuvelas can be destroyed! They’ve lost the proof and they’ll be debating for hours again before they’re up to making another move. Except, of course, to look for you. They’ll be doing that, and doing it intensively. We’d better not wait around. They might get lucky. How far is it still to the incubator?”


  Nile calculated. “Not much more than four hundred yards. But it includes some pretty stiff scrambling.”


  “Let’s scramble,” Ticos said. “I’ll last that far.”


  VIII


  The incubator was a loosely organized colony-animal which looked like a globular deformity of the floatwood bough about which it grew. The outer surface of the globe was a spiky hedge. Inside was a rounded hollow thirty feet in diameter, containing seed pods and other vital parts, sketchily interconnected. The hedge’s spikes varied from finger-long spines to three-foot daggers, mounted on individually mobile branches. Only two creatures big and powerful enough to be a potential threat to the incubator’s internal sections were known to have found a way of penetrating the hedge. One of them was man. The other was no enemy. It was a flying kester, a bony animal with a sixteen-foot wingspread, at home among the ice floes of the south, which maintained a mutually beneficial relationship with the incubator organism. Periodically it flew northwards to meet floatwood islands coming along the Meral, sought out the incubators installed on them, left one of its leathery eggs in a seed pod on each, finally returned to its cold skies. In the process it had distributed the incubators’ fertilizing pollen among the colonies, thereby carrying out its part of the instinctual bargain. When the young kester hatched, the seed pod produced a sap to nourish the future pollinator until it left its foster parent and took to the air.


  Man’s energy weapons could get him undamaged through the hedge. The simpler way was to pretend to be a polar kester.


  “It’s right behind these bushes,” Nile said. She indicated a section of the guard hedge curving away above the shrubbery before them. “Don’t get much closer to it.”


  “I don’t intend to!” Ticos assured her. Their approach had set off a furious rattling as of many dry bones being beaten together. The incubator was agitating its armament in warning. He stood back watching as Nile finished trimming a ten-foot springy stalk she’d selected to gain them passage through the hedge. Another trick learned in childhood—the shallows settlers considered incubator seeds and polar kester eggs gourmet items. Spiky fronds at the tip of the stalk were a reasonable facsimile of the spines on the kester’s bony wing-elbow. Confronted by an incubator’s challenge, the kester would brush its elbow back and forth, along one of the waving hedge branches. A number of such strokes identified the visitor and admitted it to the globe’s interior.


  Nile moved up to the shrubs standing across their path on the floatwood bough, parted them cautiously. The rattling grew louder and something slashed heavily at the far side of the shrubs. She thrust out the stalk, touched the fronds to an incubator branch, stroked it lightly. After some seconds the branch stiffened into immobility. Moments later, so did the branches immediately about it. The rattling gradually died away. Nile continued the stroking motion. Suddenly the branches opposite her folded back, leaving an opening some five feet high and three wide.


  They slipped through, close together. Nile turned, tapped the interior of the hedge with the stalk. The opening closed again.


  Unaided human eyes would have recorded blackness here. The dark-lenses still showed them as much as they needed to see. “Over there,” Nile said, nodding.


  The interior of the colony-animal was compartmentalized by sheets of oily tissue, crisscrossed by webbings of fibrous cables. In a compartment on their left were seven of the big gourd-shaped seed pods. The caps of all but two stood tilted upwards, indicating they contained neither fertilized seeds nor an infant kester.


  “We settle down in those?” It was Ticos’ first experience inside an incubator.


  “You do,” Nile said. “They’re clean and comfortable if you don’t mind being dusted with pollen a bit. The whole incubator has built-in small-vermin repellents. We could camp here indefinitely.”


  “It doesn’t object to being tramped around in?”


  “If it’s aware of being tramped around in, it presumably thinks there’s a kester present. Go ahead!” He grunted, gripped one of the cables, stepped off the bough to another cable and swayed over to the nearest pod. Nile came behind, waited while he scrambled up the pod, twisted about, let himself down inside and found footing. “Roomy enough,” he acknowledged, looking over the edge at her. He wiped sweat from his face, sighed. “Here, let me give you back your belt.”


  “Thanks.” Nile fastened the climb-belt about her. “Where’s yours, by the way?”


  “Hid it out in my quarters when I saw the raiding party come up. Thought I might have use for it later. But I never got an opportunity to pick it up again. It’s probably still there.”


  “How do you feel now?”


  Ticos shrugged. “I’ve stopped twitching. Otherwise—physically exhausted, mentally alert. Uncomfortably alert, as a matter of fact. I gather you’ve had experience with nerve guns?”


  “Our kinds,” said Nile. “The Parahuan items seem to produce the same general pattern of effects.”


  “Including mental hyperstimulation?”


  “Frequently. If it’s a light charge, a grazing shot—which is what you caught—the stimulation should shift to drowsiness suddenly. When it does, don’t fight it. Just settle down in the pod, curl up and go to sleep. That’s the best medicine for you at present.”


  “Not at present!” Ticos said decidedly. “Now that we’ve hit a lull in the action, you can start answering some questions. That ship you may have contacted—”


  “A sledman racer. It was waiting for a message from me.”


  “Why? How did it happen to be there?”


  Nile told him as concisely as possible. When she finished, he said, “So nobody out there has really begun to suspect what’s going on . . .


  “With the possible exception of Tuvelas,” Nile said dryly.


  “Yes, the Tuvelas. Gave you quite an act to handle there, didn’t I?”


  “You did. But it kept me from being clobbered in the air. The Parahuans have been creating the recent communication disturbances?”


  “They’ve been adding to the natural ones. Part of the Great Plan. They’re familiar with the comm systems in use here. They worked out the same general systems on their own water worlds centuries ago. So they know how to go about disrupting them.”


  “What’s the purpose?”


  “Testing their interference capability. Conditioning the humans to the disturbances. Just before they strike, they intend to blank out the planet. No outgoing messages. Knock off spaceships attempting to leave or coming in. Before anyone outside the system gets too concerned about the silence, they intend to be in control.”


  Nile looked at him, chilled. “That might work, mightn’t it?”


  “Up to that point it might. I’m no trained strategist—but I believe the local defenses aren’t too impressive.”


  “They aren’t designed to deal with major invasions.”


  “Then if the Voice of Action can maintain the previous organization—coordinate the attack, execute it in planned detail—I should think they could take Nandy-Cline. Even hold it a while. The situation might still be very much touch and go in that respect. Of course the probability is that they killed too many dissenting Palachs tonight to leave their military apparatus in good working condition. And in the long run the Great Plan is idiotic. Porad Anz and its allies don’t have a reasonable chance against the Hub.”


  “Are you sure of that?”


  “I am. Take their own calculations. They’ve studied us. They’ve obtained all the information they could, in every way they could, and they’ve analyzed it in exhaustive detail. So they wound up with the Tuvela Theory. A secretly maintained strain of superstrategists . . .”


  “I don’t see how they ever got to the theory,” Nile said. “There isn’t really a shred of evidence for it.”


  “From the Palachs’ point of view there’s plenty of evidence. It was a logical conclusion when you consider that with very few exceptions they’re inherently incapable of accepting the real explanation—that on the level of galactic competition their species is now inferior to ours. They’ve frozen their structure of civilization into what they consider a pattern of perfection. When they meet conditions with which the pattern doesn’t cope, they can’t change it. To attempt to change perfection would be unthinkable. They met such conditions in their first attempt to conquer Hub worlds. They failed then. They’d meet the same conditions now. So they’d fail again.”


  “They’ve acquired allies,” Nile said.


  “Very wobbly ones. Porad Anz could never get established well enough to draw them into the action. And they’re showing sense. Various alien civilizations tried to grab off chunks of the Hub while the humans were busy battling one another during the war centuries. All accounts indicate the intruders got horribly mangled. How do you account for it?”


  Nile shrugged. “Easily enough. They got in the way of a family fight—and the family had been conditioned to instant wholesale slaughter for generations. It isn’t surprising they didn’t do well. Frankly I have begun to wonder just how prepared we’d be generally to handle that kind of situation now. The nearest thing to a war the Hub’s known for a long time is when some subgovernment decides it’s big enough for autonomy and tries to take on the Federation. And they’re always squelched so quickly you can hardly call it a fight.”


  “So they are,” Ticos agreed. “What do you think of the Federation’s Overgovernment?”


  She hesitated. One of the least desirable aftereffects of a nerve gun charge that failed to kill could be gradually developing mental incoherence. If it wasn’t given prompt attention, it could result in permanent derangement. She suspected Ticos might be now on the verge of rambling. If so, she’d better keep him talking about realities of one kind or another until he was worked safely past that point. She said, “That’s a rather general question, isn’t it? I’d say I simply don’t think about the Overgovernment much.”


  “Why not?”


  “Well, why should I? It doesn’t bother me and it seems able to do its job—as witness those squelched rebellious subgovernments.”


  “It maintains the structure of the Federation,” Ticos said, “because we learned finally that such a structure was absolutely necessary. Tampering with it isn’t tolerated. Even the suggestion of civil war above the planetary level isn’t tolerated. The Overgovernment admittedly does that kind of thing well. But otherwise you do hear a great many complaints. A recurrent one is that it doesn’t do nearly enough to control the criminal elements of the population.”


  Nile shook her head. “I don’t agree! I’ve worked with the Federation’s anticrime agencies here. They’re efficient enough. Of course they can’t handle everything. But I don’t think the Overgovernment could accomplish much more along those lines without developing an oppressive bureaucratic structure—which I certainly wouldn’t want.”


  “You feel crime control should be left up to the local citizenry?”


  “Of course it should, when it’s a local problem. Criminals aren’t basically different from other problems we have around. We can deal with them. We do it regularly.”


  Ticos grunted. “Now that,” he remarked, “is an attitude almost no Palach would be able to understand! And it seems typical of our present civilization.” He paused. “You’ll recall I used to wonder why the Federation takes so little obvious interest in longevity programs, eugenics projects and the like.”


  She gave him a quick glance. Not rambling, after all? “You see a connection?”


  “A definite one. When it comes to criminals, the Overgovernment doesn’t actually encourage them. But it maintains a situation in which the private citizen is invited to handle the problems they create. The evident result is that criminality remains a constant threat but is kept within tolerable limits. Which is merely a small part of the overall picture. Our society fosters aggressive competitiveness on almost all levels of activity; and the Overgovernment rarely seems too concerned about the absolute legality of methods used in competition. The limits imposed usually are imposed by agreements among citizen organizations—who also enforce them.”


  “You feel all this is a kind of substitute for warfare?”


  “It’s really more than a substitute,” Ticos said. “A society under serious war stresses tends to grow rigidly controlled and the scope of the average individual is correspondingly reduced. In the kind of balanced anarchy in which we live now, the individual’s scope is almost as wide as he wants to make it or his peers will tolerate. For the large class of nonaggressive citizens who’d prefer simply to be allowed to go about their business and keep out of trouble that’s a nonoptimum situation. They’re presented with many unpleasant problems they don’t want, are endangered and occasionally harassed or destroyed by human predators. But in the long run the problems never really seem to get out of hand. Because we also have highly aggressive antipredators. Typically, they don’t prey on the harmless citizen. But their hackles go up when they meet their mirror image, the predator—from whom they can be distinguished mainly by their goals. When there are no official restraints on them, they appear to be as a class more than a match for the predators. As you say, you handle your criminals here on Nandy-Cline. Wherever the citizenry is making a real effort, they seem to be similarly handled. On the whole our civilization flourishes.” He added, “There are shadings and variations to all this, of course. The harmless citizen, the predator and the antipredator are ideal concepts. But the pattern exists and is being maintained.”


  “So what’s the point?” Nile asked. “If it’s maintained deliberately, it seems rather cruel.”


  “It has abominably cruel aspects, as a matter of fact. However, as a species,” said Ticos, “man evolved as a very tough, alert and adaptable creature, well qualified to look out for what he considered his interests. The war centuries honed those qualities. They’re being even more effectively honed today. I think it’s done deliberately. The Overgovernment evidently isn’t interested in establishing a paradisiac environment for the harmless citizen. It’s interest is in the overall quality of the species. And man as a species remains an eminently dangerous creature. The Overgovernment restricts it no more than necessity dictates. So it doesn’t support the search for immortality—immortality would change the creature. In what way, no one can really say. Eugenics should change it, so eugenics projects aren’t really favored, though they aren’t interfered with. I think the Overgovernment prefers the species to continue to evolve in its own way. On the record, it’s done well. They don’t want to risk eliminating genetic possibilities which may be required eventually to keep it from encountering some competitive species as an inferior.”


  Nile said after a pause, “Well, that’s mainly speculation, Ticos.”


  “Of course it is. But it’s no speculation to say that the Hub still has its Tuvelas and that they’re as thoroughly conditioned to act at peak performance as they ever were in the pre-Federation days. Further, there’s now a relatively huge number of them around. That’s what makes the position of the Parahuans and their potential allies impossible. They aren’t opposed by a narrow caste of Guard-


  ians. They’d hit automatic Tuvela strategy again wherever and whenever they tried to strike. A few, a very few, of the Palachs realized that. Moga was one of them. That’s why he killed himself.”


  “Moga killed himself?”


  “At the crucial moment in the lab,” Ticos said, “you rather cravenly dropped flat on your face. Since nobody was pointing a gun at me, I remained standing and watched. Moga couldn’t foresee exactly what would happen, but I knew he’d been aware of the purpose of my specimens for some time. He understood that he and the group which came into the lab with him would have to die if we were to escape. We had to escape to keep the Voice of Action checked. When the moment came, Moga was quite ready. The others didn’t find time to squeeze their gun studs. He found time to pitch that bag at you so you would get your gun back. You see, he knew you were a very competent but still very vulnerable human being. He didn’t believe at all in the legend of the invincible Tuvela. But he had to do what he could to help preserve the legend. He had a cold, hopeless hatred for humanity because he had realized it was the superior species. And as he said, he was in deathly fear for Porad Anz. The Everliving as a whole were simply unable to understand that mankind could be superior to them. The concept had no meaning. But they could be persuaded to withdraw if they became convinced that the freakish supermen who ruled humanity were truly invincible. So, in effect, Moga conspired with me, and later with you, to produce that impression on them . . .”


  He paused, shook his head, yawned deeply. Nile watched him.


  “You see, I . . . uh, what . . .” His voice trailed off. His eyes were half closed now, lids flickering. After a moment his head began to sag.


  “How do you feel?” she asked.


  “Huh?” Ticos raised his head again, shook it. “I don’t know,” he said hesitantly. “There was—mental confusion for a moment . . . swirling bright lights. Don’t quite know how to describe it.” He drew a deep breath. “Part of the nerve charge effect, I suppose?”


  “Yes, it is,” she said. “Neural agitators are dirty weapons. You never know what the results will be. The particular kind of thing you’re experiencing can build up for hours. When it does, it may cause permanent brain damage.”


  Ticos shrugged irritably. “What can I do about it? I’ve been blocking the stuff, but it seems to be leaking through to me now.”


  “Sleep’s indicated. Plenty of sleep—preferably not less than a day or two. After that you should be all right again.”


  “The problem there,” Ticos said, “is that I don’t believe I’ll be able to sleep without drugs. And we don’t—” He glanced at her. “Or do we?”


  “We do. I saw balath seeds on the way here and brought a few along.”


  He grunted. “Think of everything, don’t you? Well, I’ll be no good to the cause in the shape I’m in; that’s obvious. Better give me the balath and get on about your Tuvela business. Try to make it back here though, will you?”


  “I will.” The natural end to the balath sleep was death—for the human organism, in about a week. Ticos knew that if she couldn’t get him to the mainland and to antidotes presently, he wouldn’t wake up again.


  He took three soft-shelled seeds from her hand, said, “Hold your breath—good luck!” and cracked them between his fingers, close to his face. Nile heard him breathe deeply as the balath fumes drifted out from the seeds. Then he sighed, slumped back and slid down out of sight into the pod. After a few seconds, the pod cover closed over the vacated opening. Well, he’d be as safe in there for a while as he could be anywhere in this area.


  She reset the belt, checked her gear. Then paused a moment, head turned up. Something—a brief muffled thudding, as much body sensation as sound. It seemed to come from the sky. She’d heard similar sounds twice before while Ticos was talking. Evidently he hadn’t heard them. They might have been the rumble of thunder, but she didn’t think it was thunder.


  Lightweight again, she moved back quickly along the living cables to the floatwood bough which intersected the incubator and on to the barrier hedge. She laid her hands for a moment against the hedge’s branches. They opened quietly for her, and she slipped out into the forest.


  For a minute she stood glancing about and listening. The thudding noise hadn’t been repeated and there were no other indications of abnormal activity about. A great racket was starting up in the sea-haval rookery; but the sea-havals, young and old, needed no abnormal activities to set them off. Nile descended quickly through the forest until she heard water surge and gurgle below, then moved back to the lagoon.


  The sky was almost cloudless now, blazing with massed starshine. She gazed about the lagoon from cover. At the base of the forest across from her a string of tiny bright-blue lights bobbed gently up and down. Were they looking for her over there? She twisted the otter caller.


  Sweeting appeared, bubbling and hunting-happy, eager to be given fresh instructions. The tarm was dying or dead. The otters had rammed a fresh battery of poison thorns into it when it came out into the water, and shortly afterwards it sank to the lagoon’s root floor, turned on its side and stopped moving. Next they discovered a large group of armed Parahuans prowling about the floating pads and other vegetation in the central area of the lagoon. The otters accompanied them in the water, waiting for opportunities to strike. Opportunities soon came. By the time the search party grew aware of losses in its ranks, eight lifeless Oganoons had been left wedged deep among the root tangles.


  “You didn’t let yourselves be seen?”


  Sweeting snorted derisively.


  “Waddle-foot jumps into water. Doesn’t come up. Is sad, heh? Sea-haval eat him? Guardian Etland eat him? No otters there then.”


  Nile could picture it. A subsurface swirl in the dark water, three or four slashes, another flopping body hauled quickly down towards the roots . . . and no slightest indication of the nature of the attacker. The remaining Parahuans had bunched up together on the pads, keeping well away from the water. When lights began to flash and several boats approached, bristling with guns, Sweeting and her companions moved off. From a distance they watched the boats take the search party away.


  Presently then: “Bloomp-bloomp! Big gun—”


  Which explained the thudding noises Nile had heard. Great geysers boiled up suddenly from the area where the Parahuans had been waylaid. The fire came from a hidden emplacement on the far side of the lagoon. Sweeting described pale flares of light, soft heavy thumps of discharge. A medium energy gun—brought into action in hopes of destroying what? The Tuvela? The Palachs would have no other explanation for what had happened out there. And if they’d realized by now that their great tarm was also among the dead or missing . . .


  “What were they shooting at later?” she asked.


  Sweeting tilted her nose at the sky, gave the approximate otter equivalent of a shrug. “Up there! Kesters . . .”


  “Kesters?”


  Kesters it seemed to have been. Perhaps the gun drew had picked up a high-flying migratory flock in its instruments and mistaken it for human vehicles. In any case, some time after the discharge a rain of charred and dismembered kester bodies briefly sprinkled the lagoon surface.


  Nile chewed her lip. Parrol couldn’t possibly be about the area yet, and that some other aircar should have chanced to pass by at this particular time was simply too unlikely. It looked like a case of generally jittery nerves and growing demoralization. Ticos had questioned whether the Voice of Action would be able to maintain the organization of the forces which were now under its sole control.


  “And this last time?” she asked. Water stirred at her left as she spoke. She glanced over, saw that the wild otter pair had joined them, lifted a hand in greeting. They grinned silently, drifted closer.


  “Wasn’t us,” Sweeting told her. The fire had been directed into the lagoon again, near the western end of the island. The otters hadn’t been anywhere near those waters. Another panic reaction?


  “What are they doing over there?” Nile asked. She nodded to the north, across the lagoon. The pinpricks of blue light moved slowly along the base of the forest.


  The otters had investigated them. A flotilla of small submersibles had appeared, presumably dispatched by the great command ship in the depths. Each was marked by one of the lights—purpose unknown. They were stationing sentries in pairs along the edge of the forest.


  Nile considered it. The beginning of a major organized drive to encircle the Tuvela in the lagoon—assuming the energy gun hadn’t got rid of her? It seemed improbable. Sentries normally were put out for defensive purposes. They had at least one gun emplacement over there, perhaps other posts that looked vulnerable to them. They might be wondering whether the Tuvela would presently come out of the water and start doing something about those posts . . .


  How open were the sentries to attack?


  The otters had been considering the point when Sweeting picked up Nile’s signal. The Parahuans were stationed above water level, at varying heights. One pair squatted on a floatwood stub not much more than fifteen feet above the lift of the waves. There was no visual contact between most of the posts.


  Nile had seen Spiff and Sweeting drive up twenty-five feet from the surface of the sea to pluck skimmingkesters out of the air . . .


  “If you can pick off that one pair before they squawk,” she said, “do it. It will keep the rest of them interested in that side of the lagoon for a while. Stay away from there afterwards . . . and don’t bother any other waddle-feet until you hear from me.”


  They agreed. “What you doing now, Nile?” Sweeting asked.


  “Getting a fire started so Dan can find us.”


  IX


  She moved steadily upward. The ancient floatwood trunks swayed and creaked in the wind; lesser growth rustled and whispered. The uneasy lapping of the ocean receded gradually below.


  When she had come high enough, she turned towards the sea-haval rookery. The thickest sections of the oilwood stand rose somewhat beyond it. A swirl of the wind brought the rookery’s stenches simmering about her. Vague rumblings rose through the forest. The area was quieter than it had been in early evening, but the gigantic feedings and the periodic uproar connected with them would continue at intervals through the night. She kept well above the rookery in passing. It was like a huge dark cage, hacked and sawn by great toothed beaks out of the heart of the forest. Intruders there were not viewed with favor by the sea-havals.


  She was perhaps three hundred feet above the rookery and now well over towards the southern front of the forest when she came to an abrupt halt.


  Throughout these hours her senses had been keyed to a pitch which automatically slapped a danger label on anything which did not match normal patterns of the overall forest scene. The outline which suddenly impressed itself on her vision was more than half blotted out by intervening thickets; but her mind linked the visible sections together in an instant. The composite image was that of a very large pale object.


  And that was enough. She knew in the same moment that another tarm had been brought to the island by the Parahuans.


  Nile stood where she was, frozen with dismay. There was no immediate cover available here; the slightest motion might bring her to the tarm’s attention. The massive latticework of the forest was fairly open, with only scattered secondary growth between her and the clusters of thickets along the great slanted branch where the giant thing lay. The wild otters had reported seeing two of the creatures when the Parahuans first arrived. This one must have been kept aboard the big headquarters ship since then. It had been taken back to the surface to be used against her, had approached the island through the open sea to the south—


  What was it doing in the upper forest levels? Had it already discovered her?


  The answer to the first question came immediately. The wind carried the scent of all life passing through the area to the west and along the lagoon up to the tarm. It was lying in wait for an indication that the human enemy was approaching the big blockhouse. A defensive measure against the Tuvela . . . And it was possible that it had, in fact, made out her shape, approaching along the floatwood branches in the night gloom, but hadn’t yet defined her as human because she didn’t bring with her a human scent.


  Nile took a slow step backwards, then another and a third, keeping her eyes fixed on what she could see of the tarm. As she reached the first cluster of screening growth, the great body seemed to be hunching, shifting position. The bushes closed behind her. Now the tarm was out of sight . . . and it was difficult to avoid the thought that it had waited only for that instant to come swinging cunningly through the floatwood in pursuit, grappling branches with its tentacle clusters, sliding along the thicker trunks. She ran in lightweight balance towards a huge central bole, rounded it quickly, clutching the gnarled surface with hands and grip-soles, hesitated on the far side, eyes searching the area below.


  Forty feet down was a twisted branch, thickets near its far end. Nile pushed off, dropped, landed in moments, knees flexing, ran along the branch and threaded her way into the thickets. From cover, she looked back. Nothing stirred above or behind her. The tarm hadn’t followed.


  She moved on less hurriedly, stopped at last to consider what she could do. She was still stunned by the encounter. Scentlessness would have been no protection if she had come much closer to that lurking sea beast before she discovered it. And how could she get to the oilwood now? The tarm lay so near it that it seemed suicidal recklessness to approach the area again. She scanned mentally over the weapons the floatwood offered. There was nothing that could stop a great creature like that quickly enough to do her any good. The Uws beam would only enrage it.


  She had an abrupt sense of defeat. The thing might very well lie there till morning, making it impossible to start the beacon which was to identify the island to Parrol. There must be something she could do to draw it away from its position.


  Almost with the thought, a vast bellowing erupted about her, seeming to come from inches beneath her feet, jarring her tight-drawn nerves again . . . Only a sea-haval from the rookery below.


  Nile’s breath caught.


  Only a sea-haval? From the rookery below—


  She went hurrying on down through the forest.


  Presently she returned, retracing her former route. But now she gave every section of it careful study—glancing ahead and back, planning it out, not as a line of ascent but of a headlong descent to follow. When she came back along it, she would be moving as quickly as she could move, unable to afford a single misstep, a single moment of uncertainty about what to do, or which way to turn. A good part of that descent would be low-weight jumping; and whenever one of the prospective jumps looked at all tricky, she tried it out before climbing farther.


  She reached a point at last where she must be within a minute of sighting the tarm . . . if it had stayed where it was. For it might have been having second thoughts about the upright shape which had been coming towards it and then backed away, and be prowling about for her now. Nile moved as warily and stealthily as she ever had in her life until she knew she was within view of the branch where the tarm had lain. She hadn’t approached it from the previous direction but had climbed up instead along the far side of the great bole which supported most of the floatwood and other growth in the area.


  When she edged around the bole, she saw the tarm immediately where she had judged it would be—flattened out on the branch, the head end of the big worm body turned towards her. A great lidless pale eye disk seemed fixed on the bole. Something thick and lumpy—the mass of retracted tentacles—stirred along the side. There was a deceptively sluggish heavy look about the thing.


  Nile glanced back and down along her immediate line of retreat. Then she took the UW from its holster and stepped out on a branch jutting from the massive trunk. Weaving tips lifted abruptly from the tarm’s clumped tentacles. Otherwise it didn’t move. Nile pointed the gun at the center of the horny eye lens and held down the trigger.


  The tarm’s body rose up. Nile snapped the gun into the holster, slipped back around the bole. Turned and sprang.


  There was a sound of something like tons of wet sand smashing against the far side of the bole as she darted through a thicket thirty feet down. She swung out below the thicket, dropped ten feet, dropped twenty-five feet, dropped again, descending a stairway of air . . .


  A deep howling swept by overhead, more like the voice of the storm than that of an animal. Nile turned, saw the tarm, contracted almost to the shape of a ball, hurtle through smashing growth a hundred feet above, suspended from bunched thick tentacles. She pulled out the UW and held the beam centered on the bulk, shouting at the top of her lungs. The awesome cry cut off and the big body jerked to a stop, hung twisting in midair for an instant, attached by its tentacles to fifty points of the floatwood. Then the tarm had located her and swiftly came down. Nile slipped behind a trunk, resumed her retreat.


  She was in and out of the tarm’s sight from moment to moment, but the next series of zigzagging downward leaps did not draw her away from it again. She heard its crashing descent, above and to this side or that, always following, cutting down distance between them—then stench and noise exploded about. Strain blurred her vision, but there was a wide opening among the branches below and she darted towards it. A horizontal branch came underfoot—a swaying narrow bridge, open space all about and beneath. Sea-haval stink roiled the air. Heavy stirrings below, angry rumble . . .


  A great thump behind her. The branch shook violently. The tarm’s howl swelled at her back, and furious bellowings replied. The branch creaked. Ahead to the right were the waving thickets she remembered—.


  Nile flung herself headlong off the branch into the growth, clutching with arms and legs. An explosively loud crack, not yards away—another. Then, moments later, a great thudding splash below.


  Then many more sounds. Rather ghastly ones . . .


  Nile scrambled farther into the thicket, found solid foothold and stood up, gripping the shrubbery. She fought for breath, heart pounding like an engine. The racket below began to settle into a heavy irregular thumping as the beaks of the sea-havals slammed again and again into the rubbery monster which had dropped into their rookery, gripping a branch of floatwood . . . a branch previously almost cut through at either end by the beam of Nile’s gun. The farm was finished; the giant kesters wouldn’t stop until it had been tugged and ripped apart, tossed in sections about the evil-smelling rookery, mashed to mud under huge webbed feet.


  Nerves and lungs steadying gradually, Nile wiped sweat from her eyes and forehead, then looked over her gear to make sure nothing of importance had been lost in that plunging chase. All items seemed to be on hand.


  And now, unless she ran into further unforeseen obstacles on the way, she should be able to get her oilwood fire started . . .


  There were no further obstacles.


  For the fourth or fifth time Nile suddenly came awake, roused perhaps by nothing more than a change in the note of the wind. She looked about quickly. A dozen feet below her, near the waterline, an otter lifted its oval head, glanced up. It was the wild female, taking her turn to rest while her mate and Sweeting patrolled.


  “Is nothing, Nile . . .” The otter yawned.


  Nile turned her wrist, looked at her watch. Still about two hours till dawn . . . She’d been dozing uneasily for around the same length of time at the sea edge of the forest, waiting for indications of Parrol’s arrival. Current conditions on the island had the appearance of a stalemate of sorts. On the surface, little happened. The Parahuans had withdrawn into their installations. An occasional boat still moved cautiously about the lagoon, but those on board weren’t looking for her. If anything, since the last developments, they’d seemed anxious to avoid renewed encounters with the Tuvela. There was underwater activity which appeared to be centered about the ship beneath the lagoon floor. If she’d had a jet rig, she would have gone down to investigate. But at present the ship was out of her reach; and while the otters could operate comfortably at that depth, their reports remained inconclusive.


  In spite of the apparent lull, this remained an explosive situation. And as she calculated it, the blowup wouldn’t be delayed much longer . . .


  It must seem to the Voice of Action that it had maneuvered itself into an impossible situation. To avoid the defeat of its policies, it had, by its own standards, committed a monstrous crime and dangerously weakened the expeditionary force’s command structure. Porad Anz would condone the slaughter of the opposed Great Palachs and Palachs only if the policies could be successfully implemented.


  And now, by the Voice of Action’s own standards again, the policies already had failed completely to meet the initial test. The basis of their argument had been that Tuvelas could be defeated. Her death was to prove it. With the proof at hand, the fact at last established, the attack on the planet would follow.


  Hours later, she not only was still alive but in effect disputing their control of the upper island areas. They must have armament around which could vaporize not only the island but the entire floatwood drift and her along with it. But while they remained here themselves, they couldn’t employ that kind of armament. They couldn’t use it at all without alerting the planet—in which case they might as well begin the overall attack.


  Their reasoning had become a trap. They hadn’t been able to overcome one Tuvela. They couldn’t expect then that an attack on the Tuvelas of the planet would result in anything but failure. But if they pulled out of Nandy-Cline without fighting, their crime remained unexpiated, unjustified—unforgivable in the eyes of Porad Anz.


  Nile thought the decision eventually must be to attack. Understaffed or not, their confidence shaken or not, the Voice of Action really no longer had a choice. It was simply a question now of when they would come to that conclusion and take action on it.


  There was nothing she could do about that at present. At least she’d kept them stalled through most of the night; and if the Sotira racer had caught her warning, the planet might be growing aware of the peril overhanging it. Nile sighed, shifted position, blinking out through the branches before her at the sea. Starshine gleamed on the surging water, blended with the ghostly light of the luminous weed beds. Cloud banks rolled through the sky again. Fitful flickering on the nearby surface was the reflection of the oilwood . . . If Parrol would only get here—


  She slid back down into sleep. Something very wet was nuzzling her energetically. She shoved at it in irritation. It came back.


  “Nile, wake up! Spiff’s here!” Grogginess vanished instantly. “Huh? Where are—”


  “Coming!” laughed Sweeting. “Coming! Not far!”


  She’d picked up the tiny resonance in the caller receiver which told her Spiff was in the sea, within three miles, homing in on her. And if Spiff was coming, Parrol was with him. Limp with relief, Nile slipped down to the water’s edge with the otter. Almost daybreak, light creeping into the sky behind cloud cover, the ocean black and steel-gray, great swells running before the island.


  “Which way?”


  Sweeting’s nose swung about like a compass needle, held due south. She was shivering with excitement. “Close! Close! We wait?”


  “We wait.” Nile’s voice was shaky. “They’ll be here fast enough . . .” Parrol had done as she thought—read the oilwood message from afar, set his car down to the south, worked it in subsurface towards the floatwood front. He’d be out of it now with Spiff, coming in by jet rig and with equipment.


  “Where are your friends? Has anything been happening?”


  “Heh? Yes. Two ships under lagoon now. Big one.”


  “Two—Has the command ship moved up?”


  “Not that big. Waddle-feet carrying in things.”


  “What kind of things?”


  Sweeting snorted. “Waddle-feet things, heh? Maybe they leave. Ho! Spiff’s here . . .”


  She whistled, went forward into the water. Nile stood watching intently. Against the flank of a great rising wave two hundred yards out, two otters appeared for an instant, were gone again . . .


  “You look something of a mess, Dr. Etland!”


  She’d jerked half around on the first low-pitched word, had the gun out and pointing as his voice registered on her consciousness. She swore huskily. “Thought you were a . . . forget it!”


  On the surface twenty feet to her right, straddling the saddle of a torpedo-shaped carrier, Parrol shoved black jet rig goggles up on his forehead, reached for a spur of floatwood to hold his position. A UW rifle was in his right hand. He grinned briefly. “Dr. Cay?”


  “All right for the moment,” Nile said. She replaced her gun, hand shaking. “Did you run into trouble coming in?”


  “None at all. The immediate area’s clear?”


  “At present.”


  Parrol had left the mainland in response to Nile’s first call for help nine hours previously. Most of the interval he’d spent being batted around in heavy typhoon weather with a static-blocked communicator. He was within two hours of the island when he got a close-contact connection with sledman fleet units and heard for the first time that Dr. Etland meanwhile had got out another message. The Sotira racer had received her chopped-off report about Parahuans, carried it within range of other sleds. It was relayed through and around disturbance areas, eventually had reached the mainland and apparently was reaching sled fleet headquarters all about Nandy-Cline. Parrol’s informants couldn’t tell him what the overall effect of the warning had been; if anything, communication conditions had worsened in the meantime. But there seemed to be no question that by now the planet was thoroughly alerted.


  They speculated briefly on the possibilities. There might or might not be Federation warships close enough to Nandy-Cline to take an immediate hand in the matter. The planet-based Federation forces weren’t large. If they were drawn into defensive positions to cover key sections of the mainland, they wouldn’t hamper the Parahuans much otherwise. The mainland police and the Citizens Alert Cooperative could put up a sizable fleet of patrol cars between them. They should be effective in ground and air encounters but weren’t designed to operate against heavily armed spacecraft. In general, while there were weapons enough around Nandy-Cline, relatively few were above the caliber required to solve personal and business problems.


  “The sleds have unwrapped the old spaceguns again,” said Nile. “They’ll fight, now they know what they’ll be fighting.”


  “No doubt,” Parrol agreed. “But the Navy and Space Scouts are the only outfits around organized for this kind of thing. We don’t know if they’re available at present—or in what strength. If your webfooted acquaintances can knock out communications completely . . .”


  “Evidently they can.”


  Parrol was silent a moment. “Could get very messy!” he remarked. “And in spite of their heavy stuff, you figure they’re already half convinced they’ll lose if they attack?”


  “Going by their own brand of logic, they must be. But I don’t think it will keep them from attacking.”


  Parrol grunted. “Well, let’s talk with the otters again . . .”


  The wild otters had joined the group. They confirmed Sweeting’s report of the arrival of a second ship beneath the lagoon. It was more than twice the size of the first, anchored directly behind it. Parahuans were active about both. Parrol and Nile asked further questions and the picture grew clear. The second ship seemed to be a cargo carrier, and the Parahuans apparently were engaged in dismantling at least part of the equipment of their floatwood installations and storing it in the carrier.


  “So they’re clearing the decks,” Parrol said. “And not yet quite ready to move. Now, if at this stage we could give them the impression that the planet was ready—in fact, was launching an attack on them . . .”


  Nile had thought of it. “How?” she asked. “It would have to be a drastic demonstration now. Not blowing up their blockhouse. Say something like hitting the command ship.”


  “We can’t reach that. But we can reach the two under the lagoon. And we can get rather drastic about them.”


  “With what?”


  “Implosion bombs,” Parrol said. “Your message suggested I should bring the works, so I did. Three Zell-Eleven two-pounders, tactical, adherent.” He nodded at the equipment carrier in the water below them. “In there with the rest of it.”


  “Their ship locks are open,” said Nile, after a moment.


  “Two should do it. One in each lock.”


  “Spaceships. It may not finish them. But—”


  They glanced over at Spiff. He’d been watching them, silently, along with the other three.


  “Like to do a little bomb hauling again, Spiff?” Parrol inquired.


  The big otter’s eyes glistened. He snorted. Parrol got to his feet.


  “Brought your rig,” he told Nile. “Let’s go pick up Dr. Cay and get him out to the car. He’ll be safest there. Then we’ll take a look at those ships . . .”


  Trailing Parrol and the carrier out to the aircar, Nile darted along twenty feet below the surface, the twin to his UW rifle clasped against her, luxuriating in the jet rig’s speed and maneuverability. They’d left the otters near the floatwood; fast as they were, Sweeting and her companions Couldn’t have maintained this pace. It was like skimming through air. The rig’s projected field very nearly canceled water friction and pressure; the rig goggles clamped over Nile’s eyes pushed visibility out a good two hundred yards, dissolving murk and gloom into apparent transparency. Near the surface, she was now the equal of any sea creature in its own element. Only the true deeps remained barred to the jet rig swimmer. The Parahuan rigs she’d seen had been relatively primitive contrivances.


  Parrol, riding the carrier with Ticos Cay asleep inside, was manipulating the vehicle with almost equal ease. It, too, had a frictionless field. He slowed down only in passing through the denser weed beds. By the time they reached the aircar, riding at sea anchor in the center of a floating thicket, a blood-red sun rim had edged above the horizon.


  They got Ticos transferred to the car, stowed the carrier away, locked the car again, made it a subsurface race back to the floatwood and gathered up the otters. Spiff and Sweeting knew about tactical bombs by direct experience; their wild cousins knew about human explosives only by otter gossip and were decidedly interested in the operation. Roles were distributed and the party set off. Spiff, nine-foot bundle of supple muscle, speed, and cold nerve, carried two of Parrol’s implosion devices strapped to his chest in their containers. He’d acted as underwater demolition agent before. Parrol retained the third bomb—


  And shortly Nile was floating in a cave of the giant roots which formed the island floor, watching the open locks of the two Parahuan spaceships below. A fog of yellow light spilled from them. Two points of bright electric blue hovered above the smaller ship, lights set in the noses of two midget boats turning restlessly this way and that as if maintaining a continuous scan of the area. There were other indications of general uneasiness. A group of jet-rigged Oganoon, carrying the heavy guns with which she had become familiar, floated between the sentry boats; and in each of the locks a pair of guards held weapons ready for immediate use.


  All other activities centered about the lock of the larger ship. Parahuans manipulating packaged and crated items were moving into it from the sea in escorted groups, emerging again to jet off for more. Like the guards they carried guide lights fastened to their heads.


  Nile glanced around as Spiff came sliding down out of the root tangles above. The otters had returned to the surface to saturate themselves with oxygen before the action began. Spiff checked beside her, peering out through the roots at the ships, then tilted his head at her inquiringly. His depth-dark vision wasn’t equal to hers but good enough for practical work. Nile switched on her rig speaker. “Dan?”


  “I read you.”


  “Spiff’s back and ready to go.”


  “My group’s also on hand,” Parrol’s voice told her. “We’ll start the diversionary action. Sixty seconds, or any time thereafter—”


  Nile’s muscles tightened. She gave Spiff a nod, watched him start off among the roots. Resting the barrel of the UW rifle on the root section before her, she glanced back and forth about the area below. Her position placed her midway between the two ship locks; Spiff was shifting to the right, to a point above the lock of the cargo carrier, his first target. Where Parrol and the other three otters were at the moment she didn’t know.


  A group of Oganoon approached the cargo lock again, guiding a burdened transport carrier. As they moved into the lighted area, the one in the lead leaped sideways and rolled over in the water, thrashing violently. The next in line drifted limply upwards, long legs dangling. The rippling sound of Parrol’s UW reached Nile’s audio pickup a moment later.


  There was abrupt milling confusion around and within the lock. The rest of the transport crew was struggling to get inside past the guards. Thumping noises indicated that a number of Parahuan weapons had gone off. A medley of watery voice sounds filled the pickup. Then one of the little boats was suddenly in purposeful motion, darting at a slant up from the ships towards the root floor of the island. The other followed.


  “Boats have a fix on you and are coming, Dan!”


  “I’m retreating.”


  The boats reached the roots, edged in among them. The patrol above the smaller ship had dispersed, was now regrouping. Somebody down there evidently was issuing orders. Nile waited, heart hammering. Parrol’s rifle snarled, drew a heavier response, snarled again. Among the roots he had a vast advantage in mobility over the boats. A swarm of armed Parahuans jetted out from the smaller ship’s lock. One of them shifted aside, beckoned imperiously to the patrol above. They fell in line and the whole group moved quickly up to the roots. Their commanding officer dropped back into the lock, stood gazing after them.


  “The infantry’s getting into the act,” Nile reported.


  “Leaving the ships clear?”


  “Clear enough.”


  The transport crew had vanished inside the carrier. Its two guards floated in the lock, shifting their weapons about. The pair on duty in the other lock must still be there, but at the moment only the officer was in sight. Nile studied him. Small size, slight build—a Palach. He might be in charge of the local operation . . . Parrol’s voice said, “I’ve given the otters the go ahead. They’re hitting the infantry. Move any time!”


  Nile didn’t answer. She slid the rifle barrel forward, sighted on one of the carrier guards, locked down the trigger, swung to the second guard as the fist one began a back somersault. In the same instant she saw Spiff, half the distance to the carrier already behind him, doubling and thrusting as he drove down in a hunting otter’s awesomely accelerating sprint. He’d picked up his cue.


  Now the Palach at the smaller ship floated in the rifle’s sights, unaware of events at the carrier. Nile held fire, tingling with impatience. The two guards there hadn’t showed again; she wanted them out of the way before Spiff arrived. The Palach glanced around, started back into the lock. She picked him off with a squeeze of her finger—and something dark curved down over the hull of the ship, flicked past the twisting body and disappeared in the lock.


  Nile swallowed hard, slipped forward and down out of the cover of the roots. There were thumping sounds in the pickup; she couldn’t tell whether some of them came now from the ship. Her mind was counting off seconds. Parrol’s voice said something, and a moment later she realized she hadn’t understood him at all. She hung in the water, eyes fixed on the lock entrance. Spiff might have decided his second implosion bomb would produce a better effect if carried on into the spaceship’s guts—


  A Parahuan tumbled out of the lock. Nile’s hand jerked on the rifle, but she didn’t fire. That Parahuan was dead! Another one . . .


  A weaving streak emerged from the lock, rocked the turning bodies in its passage, seemed in the same instant a hundred feet away in the water, two hundred—


  Nile said shakily, “Bombs set, Dan! Jet off!”


  She swung about, thumbed the rig’s control grip, held it down, became a glassy phantom rushing through the dimness in Spiff’s wake.


  Lunatic beast—


  Presently the sea made two vast slapping sounds behind them.


  There was light at the surface now. Sun dazzle shifted on the lifting waves between the weed beds. The front of the floatwood island loomed a quarter of a mile to the north. Flocks of kesters circled and dipped above it, frightened into the upper air by the implosions which had tom out a central chunk of the lagoon floor.


  “Can you see me?” Parrol’s voice asked.


  “Negative, Dan!” Nile had shoved the rig goggles up on her head. Air sounds rolled and roared about her. “Too much weed drift! I can’t get far enough away from it for a clear look around.”


  “Same difficulty here. We can’t be too far apart.”


  “Nobody seems to be trailing us,” Nile said. “Let’s keep moving south and clear this jungle before we try to get together.”


  Parrol agreed and she submerged again. Spiff and Sweeting were around, though not in view at the moment. The wild otters had stayed with Parrol. There was no real reason to expect pursuit; the little gunboats might have been able to keep up with them, but the probability was that they’d been knocked out among the roots by the bombs. She went low to get under the weed tangles, gave the otter caller a twist, glanced at her rig compass and started south. Parrol had a fix on the aircar. She didn’t; but he’d said it lay almost due south of them now.


  Sweeting and Spiff showed up half a minute later, assumed positions to her right and left . . . Then there was a sound in the sea, a vague dim rumbling.


  “You getting that, Nile?”


  “Yes . . . Engine vibrations?”


  “Should be something of that order. But it isn’t exactly like anything I’ve ever heard. Any impression of direction?”


  “No.” She was watching the otters. Their heads were turning about in quick darting motions. “Sweeting and Spiff can’t tell where it’s coming from either . . .” She added, “It seems to be fading at the moment.”


  “Fading here, too,” Parrol said. “Let’s keep moving.”


  They maintained silence for a minute or two. The matted canopy of weeds still hung overhead. The strange sound became almost inaudible, then slowly swelled, grew stronger than before. There was a sensation as if the whole sea were shuddering faintly and steadily about her. She thought of the great spaceship which had been stationed in the depths below the floatwood drift these months. If they were warming up its drives, it might account for such a sound.


  “Nile,” Parrol’s voice said.


  “Yes?”


  “Proceed with some caution! Our wild friends just showed up again. They indicate they have something significant to report. I’m shifting to the surface with them to hear what it is.”


  “All right,” said Nile. “We’ll stay awake.”


  She moved on, holding rig speed down to her companions’ best traveling rate. The dim sea thunder about them didn’t seem to change. She was about to address Parrol when his voice came again.


  “Got the report,” he said. “There’s a sizable submersible moving about the area. Evidently it is not the source of the racket we’re hearing. It’s not nearly large enough for that. The otters have seen it three times—twice in deeper water, the third time not far from the surface. It was headed in a different direction each time. It may not be interested in us, but I get the impression it’s quartering this section. That seems too much of a coincidence.”


  Nile silently agreed. She said, “Their detectors are much more likely to pick up your car than us.”


  “Exactly.”


  “What do we do, Dan?”


  “Try to get to the car before the sub does. You hold the line south, keep near cover if you can. Apparently I’m somewhere ahead of you and, at the moment, closer to the sub. The otters are out looking for it again. If we spot it on the way to the car, I’ll tag it.”


  “Tag it?”


  “With bomb number three,” Parrol said. “Had a feeling it might be useful before we were through . . .” Nile gave Spiff and Sweeting the alert sign, indicating the area before them. They pulled farther away on either side, shifted to points some thirty feet ahead of her. Trailing weed curtains began limiting visibility and the overhead blanket looked as dense as ever. The rumbling seemed louder again, a growing irritation to tight nerves . . . Then soggy tendrils of vegetation suddenly were all about. Nile checked rig speed, cursing silently, pulled and thrust through the thicket with hands and feet. And stopped as she met Sweeting coming back.


  Something ahead . . . She followed the otter down through the thicket to the edge of open water. Other drift thickets in the middle distance. Sweeting’s nose pointed. Nile watched. For an instant then, she saw the long shadow outline of a submersible glide past below. Her breath caught. She cut in the rig, came spurting out of the growth, drove after the ship—


  “Dan!”


  “Yes?”


  “If you see that sub, don’t try to tag it!”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it’s ours, idiot! I was looking down on it just now. It’s a Narcotics Control boat! And at a guess the reason it’s been beating around here is that it has its detectors locked on the Parahuan command ship—”


  The receiver made a muffled sound of surprise. Then, quickly: “It’s probably not alone!”


  “Probably not. How far do you register from your car?”


  “Nine hundred yards,” Parrol’s voice said. “By the time we get together and make it there, we might—”


  “We might be in the middle of a hot operation!”


  “Yes. Let’s get back upstairs and see what we can see.”


  Nile jetted up through the water, trailed by darting otter shapes, broke surface in a surging tangle of drift growth, began splashing and crawling out of the mess. Morning sun blazed through wind-whipped reeds about and above her.


  “Nile,” snapped the intercom, “their ship’s here!”


  “Their ship?”


  “It’s got to be the Parahuan. Something beneath me—lifting! Looks like the bottom of the ocean coming up. Keep out of the way—that thing is big! I’m scrambling at speed.”


  The intercom went silent. Nile stumbled across a pocket of water, lunged through a last tangle of rubbery brown growth, found open sea before her. The drift was rising sluggishly on a great swell. She shoved the goggles up on her head. Something shrieked briefly above. An aircar swept past, was racing back into the sky. Higher up, specks glinted momentarily, circling in the sun. A chain of patrol cars, lifting towards space, cutting through the aliens’ communication blocks—


  The swell had surged past; the weed bed was dropping towards its trough, shut off by a sloping wall of water to the south. Nile knifed into the sea, cut in the rig, swept upwards, reached and rode the shifting front of the wave. View unobstructed—


  “Sleds coming, Dan! Three of them.”


  His voice said something she didn’t catch. Off to the right, less than half a mile away, the black hull of the Parahuan command ship lifted glistening from the sea. Rounded back of a giant sea beast.


  Nile tried to speak again and couldn’t. Wind roar and sea thunder rolled about her. Out of the west, knifing lightly through the waves like creatures of air, the three sleds came racing in line on their cannon drives. On the foredeck of the one in the lead, the massive ugly snouts of spaceguns swiveled towards the Parahuan ship—already a third clear of the water and rising steadily. Pale beams winked into existence between the sled’s guns and the ship, changed to spouts of smashing green fire where they touched the dark hull. The following sleds swung left, curving in; there were spaceguns there, too, and the guns were in action. About the spaceship the ocean exploded in steam. Green fire glared through it. A ragged, continuous thundering rolled over Nile. The ship kept lifting. The sleds’ beams clung. There was no return fire. Perhaps the first lash of the beams had sealed the ship’s gunports. It surged heavily clear of the sea, fled straight up into the sky with an enormous howling, steam and water cascading back from it. The beams lifted with it, then winked out in turn, ceasing their thunder.


  Nile’s ears still rang with the din. Lying back in the water, she watched the ship dwindle in a brilliant blue sky.


  Run, Palachs, run! But see, it’s too late!


  Two thin fire lines converged in the blue on the shrinking dot of the Parahuan ship. Then a new sun blazed in white fury where the dot had been. The fire lines curved away, vanished.


  Federation warships had come hunting out of space . . .


  She swung about in the water, saw a section of a broken floatwood bough twenty feet away, caught it and clambered aboard. A wave lifted the bough as she came to her feet, sent it rushing south. Nile rode it, balanced against a spur, gaze sweeping the sea . . . a world of brilliance, of dazzling flashes, of racing wind and tumbling whitecaps. Laughter began to surge in her, a bubbling release. One of the great sleds knifed past, not a hundred yards away, rushing on humming drives towards the island. A formation of CA patrol cars swept above it, ports open. Jet chutists would spill from the ports in minutes to start cleaning the abandoned children of Porad Anz from the floatwood.


  Details might vary considerably. But as morning rolled around the world, this was the scene that was being repeated now wherever floatwood drifts rode the ocean currents. The human demon was awake and snarling on Nandy-Cline . . .


  “Nile—”


  “Dan! Where are you?”


  “On the surface. Just spotted you. Look southwest. The aircar’s registering. Dr. Cay’s all right . . .”


  Flick of guilt—I forgot all about Ticos! Her eyes searched, halted on a swell. There he was.


  She flung up an arm and waved, saw Parrol return the salute. Then she cut in the rig, dived from the floatwood, went down and flashed through the quivering crystal halls of the upper sea to meet him.


  X


  “You are not,” said the blonde emphatically, “Dr. Ticos Cay. You are not Dr. Nile Etland. There are no great white decayed-looking monsters chasing you through a forest!”


  Rion Gilennic blinked at her. She was an attractive young creature in her silver-blue uniform; but she seemed badly worried.


  “No,” he told her reassuringly. “Of course not.”


  The blonde brightened. “That’s better! Now who are you? I’ll tell you who you are. You’re Federation Council Deputy Rion Gilennic.”


  “Quite right,” Gilennic agreed.


  “And where are you?”


  He glanced about. “In the transmitter room.”


  “Anybody can see that. Where’s this transmitter room?”


  “On the flagship. Section Admiral Tatlaw’s flagship. Oh, don’t worry! When I’m myself, I remember everything. It’s just that I seem to slide off now and then into being one of the other two.”


  “You told us,” the blonde said reproachfully, “that you’d absorbed recall transcriber digests like that before!”


  “So I have. I realize now they were relatively minor digests. Small doses.”


  She shook her head. “This was no small dose! A double dose, for one thing. A twenty-six minute bit, and a two minute bit. Both loaded with emotion peaks. Then there was a sex crossover on the two minute bit. That’s confusing in itself. I think you’ve been rather lucky, Deputy! Next time you try out an unfamiliar psych machine, at least give the operators straight information. On a rush job like this we had to take some things for granted. You could have stayed mixed up for weeks!”


  “My apologies,” said Gilennic. Then he made a startled exclamation.


  “Now what?” the blonde asked anxiously.


  “What time is it?”


  She checked her watch. “Ship or standard?”


  “Standard.”


  She told him. Gilennic said, “That leaves me something like ten minutes to get straightened out before Councilman Mavig contacts me.


  “I can give you a shot that will straighten you out in thirty seconds,” the blonde offered.


  “Then I won’t remember the digests.”


  “No, not entirely. But you should still have the general idea.”


  Gilennic shook his head. “That’s not good enough! I need all the details for the conference.”


  “Well, I understand the councilman’s absorbed the digests, too. He may not be in any better shape.”


  “That’ll be the day!” said Gilennic sourly. “Nothing shakes the councilman.”


  She reflected, said, “You’ll be all right, I think. You’ve been coming out of it fast . . . Those two subjects had some remarkable experiences, didn’t they?”


  “Yes, remarkable. Where are they at present?”


  She looked concerned again. “Don’t you remember? They left ship almost an hour ago. On your order. Dr. Etland wanted to get Dr. Cay back to the planet and into a hospital.”


  Gilennic considered. “Yes, I do remember now. That was just before this stuff began to take effect on me, wasn’t it? I suppose—”


  He broke off as the entrance door slid open. A trim young woman stepped in, smiled, went to the transmitter stand, placed a sheaf of papers on it, and switched on the screen. She glanced at other items on the stand and looked satisfied.


  “These are the reports you wanted for the conference, Mr. Gilennic,” she announced. “You’ll have just time enough to check them over.”


  “Thanks, Wyl.” Gilennic started for the stand.


  “Anything else?” Wyl asked.


  “No,” he said. “That will be all.”


  Wyl looked at the blonde. “We’d better be leaving.”


  The blonde frowned. “The deputy isn’t in good condition!” she stated. “As a Psychology Service technician, I have a Class Five clearance. Perhaps—”


  Wyl took her arm. “Come along, dear. I’m Mr. Gilennic’s confidential secretary and have a Class Two clearance. That isn’t good enough to let me sit here and listen.”


  The blonde addressed Gilennic. “If you start running hallucinations again—”


  He smiled at her. “If I do, I’ll buzz for help. Good enough?”


  She hesitated. “If you don’t put it off too long, it will be. I’ll wait beside the buzzer.” She left the room with Wyl, and the door slid shut.


  Rion Gilennic sighed and sat down at the stand. His brain felt packed—that was perhaps the best way to describe it. Two sets of memories that weren’t his own had been fed in there in the time span of fifty seconds. He’d gathered the emotional effects they contained were damped out as far as possible; but they remained extraordinarily vivid memories as experienced by two different sensory patterns and recorded by two different and very keen minds. For the next several hours, a part of him would be in effect Dr. Ticos Cay, able to recall everything that had occurred from his first realization of a search party of alien beings closing in stealthily on the floatwood hideout to the moment consciousness drained from him in the incubator pod. And another part would be Dr. Nile Etland, scanning at will over the period between her discussion with the Sotira sledmen and her return to the mainland with Danrich Parrol, Dr. Cay, and a pair of mutant otters.


  By now Gilennic’s mind seemed able to recognize these implants for what they were and to keep them distinct from his personal memories. But for a while there’d been confusion and he’d found himself running colorful floatwood nightmares in a wide-awake condition, blanked out momentarily on the fact that he was not whichever of the two had experienced that particular sequence. He’d really been much less upset about it than the two transcriber technicians who evidently blamed themselves for the side effects. A recall digest, in any case, was the fastest and most dependable method known to get all pertinent information on a given set of events from a person who’d lived through them; and a few hours from now the direct impressions would fade from his mind again. No problem there, he decided . . .


  He flicked through the reports Wyl had left. Among them was one from the surgeon’s office on the condition of Dr. Ticos Cay—a favorable prognosis. In spite of his age Dr. Cay’s recuperative ability remained abnormally high. He’d been near total exhaustion but should recover in a few weeks of treatment. Gilennic was glad to see the memo; he’d been worried about the old man.


  The latest report on military developments had nothing of significance. Most of the fighting had been concluded five hours ago, almost before the Etland party reached the mainland. Space pursuit continued; but the number of targets was down to twelve. Gilennic considered. Call Tatlaw and tell him to let a few more get away? No, two shiploads were enough to carry the bad word to Porad Anz. Too many lucky escapees would look suspicious—the Parahuans had learned the hard way the Fed ships could run them down . . . Some eight hundred Oganoon, holed up in a floatwood island, had been taken alive. The Palachs with them were dead by suicide. No value to that catch—


  The other reports weren’t important. The Psychology Service was doctoring newscast sources on Nandy-Cline. He’d hear more about that in the conference.


  Gilennic sat a moment reflecting, smiled briefly. Not a bad setup, he thought. Not bad at all!


  “Ship’s comm section to Deputy Gilennic,” said the screen speaker.


  “Go ahead,” he told it.


  “Transmission carrier now hot and steady, sir! Orado is about to come in. When I switch off, the transmission room will be security-shielded.”


  “Double check the shielding,” Gilennic said and pushed down the screen’s ON button.


  “What decided you to give the order to allow two Parahuan warships to escape?” Federation Councilman Mavig asked.


  Gilennic looked at the two men in the screen. With Mavig was Tolm Sindhis, a Psychology Service director—publicity angles already were very much a part of the situation, as he’d expected. The discussion wasn’t limited to the three of them; Mavig had said others were attending on various extensions on the Orado side. He hadn’t given their names and didn’t need to. Top department heads were judging the Federation Council Deputy’s actions at Nandy-Cline. Very well—


  Gilennic said, “Section Admiral Tatlaw’s fleet detachment was still approaching the system when we picked up a garbled report from Nandy-Cline indicating the fighting had started there. Tatlaw went in at speed. By the time the main body of the detachment arrived, Parahuan ships were boiling out into space by twos and threes. Our ships split up and began picking them off.


  “It was clear that something drastic had happened to the enemy on the planet. The colonial forces were in action, but that couldn’t begin to account for it. The enemy wasn’t in orderly retreat—he was breaking from the planet in absolute panic. Whatever the disaster was, I felt it was likely to be to our advantage if Porad Anz were permitted to receive a firsthand account of it by informed survivors.


  “The flagship had engaged the two largest Parahuan ships reported so far, approximately in our cruiser class. It was reasonable to assume they had high-ranking Parahuans on board. We know now that except for the headquarters ship, which was destroyed before it could escape from the planet’s atmosphere, they were in fact the two largest ships of the invasion. There was no time to check with Orado, even if it had been possible in the infernal communication conditions of the system. We were in a running fight, and Tatlaw would have cut the enemy apart in minutes. I was the leading representative of the civilian government with the detachment. Therefore I gave the order.”


  Mavig pursed his lips. “The admiral didn’t entirely approve of the move?”


  “Naturally not,” said Gilennic. “From a tactical point of view it made no sense. There were some moments afterwards when I was inclined to doubt the wisdom of the move myself.”


  “I assume,” Mavig said, “your doubts were resolved after you absorbed the digest of Dr. Etland’s recall report.”


  “Yes. Entirely so.”


  Mavig grunted.


  “Well, we know now what happened to the invasion force,” he remarked. “Its command echelons were subjected to a concentrated dose of psychological warfare, in singularly appalling form. Your action is approved, Deputy. What brought Dr. Etland and her companions to your attention?”


  “I went down to the planet at the first opportunity,” Gilennic said. “There was still a great deal of confusion and I could get no immediate explanation for the Parahuan retreat. But I learned that a warning sent out by a Dr. Etland from one of the floatwood islands had set off the action. She reached the mainland at about that time, and I found her at the hospital to which she’d taken Dr. Cay. She told me in brief what had occurred, and I persuaded her to accompany me to the flagship with Dr. Cay. She agreed, on condition that Dr. Cay would remain under constant medical attention. She took him back to a mainland hospital a short while ago.”


  Mavig said, “The people who know about this—”


  “Dr. Etland, Dr. Cay, Danrich Parrol,” said Gilennic. “The two recall transcriber technicians know enough to start thinking. So does my secretary.”


  “The personnel will be no problem. The other three will maintain secrecy?”


  “They’ve agreed to it. I think we can depend on them. Their story will be that Dr. Etland and Dr. Cay discovered and spied on Parahuans from hiding but were not seen by them and had no contact with them.


  There’ll be no mention made of the Tuvela Theory or of anything else that could be of significance here.”


  Mavig glanced at the Psychology Service director. Sindhis nodded, said, “Judging by the personality types revealed in the recall digests, I believe that’s safe. I suggest we give those three people enough additional information to make it clear why secrecy is essential from the Federation’s point of view.”


  “Very well,” Mavig agreed. “It’s been established by now that the four other water worlds which might have been infiltrated simultaneously by Parahuans are clear. The rumored enemy action was concentrated solely on Nandy-Cline. We’re proceeding on that basis.” He looked at Tolm Sindhis. “I understand your people have begun with the publicity cover work there?”


  “Yes,” Sindhis said. “It should be simple in this case. We’re developing a popular local line.”


  “Which is?”


  “That the civilian and military colonial forces beat the fight out of the invaders before they ever got back to space. It’s already more than half accepted.”


  Gilennic said thoughtfully, “If it hadn’t been for Dr. Etland’s preparatory work, I’m inclined to believe that’s what would have occurred. Not, of course, without very heavy human casualties. The counterattack certainly was executed with something like total enthusiasm.”


  “It’s, been a long time between wars,” Mavig said. “That’s part of our problem. How about the overall Hub reaction, Director?”


  “We’ll let it be a three-day sensation,” said Sindhis. “Then we’ll release a series of canned sensations which should pretty well crowd the Nandy-Cline affair out of the newscasts and keep it out. I foresee no difficulties.”


  Mavig nodded. “The follow-up then. I rather like that term ‘grom-gorru’. We can borrow it as the key word here.”


  “Gromgorru and Tuvela-Guardians,” said Tolm Sindhis.


  “Yes. The two escaped cruisers reach Porad Anz. The sole survivors of the invasion present their story. The top echelons of the Everliving have a week or two to let new Tuvela-fear soak through their marrows. There is no word of a significant reaction in the Federation. What happens then? Deputy, you’ve shown commendable imagination. How would you suggest concluding the matter?”


  “How would Tuvela-Guardians conclude it?” said Gilennic. “Dr. Etland set the pattern for us, I think. The attitude is not quite contempt, but not far from it. We’ve taken over a thousand low-grade prisoners for whom we have no use. Guardians don’t kill purposelessly. In a week or two the prisoners should be transported to Porad Anz.”


  “By a fleet detachment?” Mavig asked.


  Gilennic shook his head.


  “One ship, Councilman. An impressive ship—I’d suggest a Giant Scout. But only one. The Guardian Etland came alone to the floatwood. By choice, as far as the Parahuans know. The Guardians would not send a fleet to Porad Anz. Or more than one Guardian.”


  “Yes—quite right. And then?”


  “From what Dr. Cay was told,” Gilennic said, “there are no surviving human captives on Porad Anz. But we’d make sure of that, and we’d let them know we’re making sure of it. Half dead or insane, we don’t leave our kind in enemy hands.”


  Tolm Sindhis said, “The Service will supply a dozen xenopaths to the expedition. They’ll make sure of it.” Mavig nodded. “What else, Deputy?”


  “Men were murdered on Nandy-Cline,” said Gilennic. “The actual murderers are almost certainly dead. But the authorities on Porad Anz need a lesson—for that, and simply for the trouble they’ve made. They’re territory-greedy. How about territorial restrictions?”


  Mavig said, “Xeno intelligence indicates they’ve occupied between eighteen and twenty water planets. They can be told to evacuate two of those planets permanently—say the two closest to the Federation—and given a limited time in which to carry out the order. We’ll be back presently to see it’s been done. Would that sum it up?”


  “I think,” said Gilennic, “a Guardian would say so.” He hesitated, added, “I believe the terms Tuvela or Guardian should not be used in this connection by us, or in fact used by us at all. The Everliving of Porad Anz can form their own conclusions about who it is that issues them orders in the name of the Federation. As far as we’re concerned, the superhumans can fade back now into mystery and grom-gorru. They’ll be more effective there.”


  Mavig nodded, glanced aside. “I see,” he remarked, “that meanwhile the selection of the person who is to issue the Council’s orders to Porad Anz has been made.” He pressed a button on the stand before him. “Your transmission duplicator, Deputy—”


  Rion Gilennic slid a receptacle from the stand duplicator, took a card from it, saw, without too much surprise, that the name on the card was his own. “I’m honored by the assignment,” he said soberly.


  “You can start preparing for it.” Mavig shifted his gaze to Tolm Sindhis. “We should expect that some weeks from now there’ll be individuals on Nandy-Cline taking a discreet interest in the backgrounds of Dr. Etland and Dr. Cay. It might be worth seeing what leads can be developed from them.”


  The director shrugged. “We’ll watch for investigators, of course.


  My opinion is, however, that if the leads take us anywhere, they’ll show us nothing new . . .


  CONCLUSIONS OF THE EVALUATING COMMITTEE OF THE LORDS OF THE SESSEGUR, CHIEFS OF THE DARK SHIPS


  SUBJECT: THE HUMAN-PARAHUAN ENGAGEMENT OF NANDY-CLINE


  The Committee met in the Purple Hall of the Lord Ildaan. Present besides the Lord Ildaan and the permanent members of the Committee were a Wirrollan delegation led by its Envoy Plenipotentiary. The Lord Ildaan introduced the Envoy and the members of the delegation to the Committee and referred to the frequently voiced demands of Wirrolla and its associated species that the Alliance of the Lords of the Sessegur should agree to coordinate and spearhead a unified attack on the Federation of the Hub. He explained that the conclusions to be expressed by the Committee might serve as a reply to such demands. He then requested the Lord Toshin, High Ambassador of the Alliance to the Federation of the Hub, to sum up intelligence reports compiled in the Federation following the Parahuan defeat.


  THE LORD TOSHIN: The overall impression left in the Federation by the attempted Parahuan conquest of the world of Nandy-Cline is that it was an event of almost no significance. In the relatively short period before I left Orado to confer in person with other members of this Committee, it appeared that the average Federation citizen had nearly forgotten such an attempt had been made and certainly would have found it difficult to recall much more than the fact. We must understand, of course, that this same average citizen in all likelihood never before had heard of the planet of Nandy-Cline. The sheer number of Federation worlds blurs their individual significance.


  On Nandy-Cline itself the conflict with the Parahuans naturally has remained a topic of prime interest. While we may suspect that the bulk of the Parahuan force was destroyed in space by Federation military, the continental population takes most of the credit for its defeat. No opinions have been obtained from the sizable pelagic population known as sledmen, who appear to be secretive by habit and treat Federation news personnel and other investigators with such scant civility that few attempt to question them twice.


  There has been no slightest public mention in the Federation of the Parahuan Tuvela Theory. The person referred to in the reports of Parahuan survivors to Porad Anz as “the Guardian Etland,” and believed by them to be a member of a special class of humans known as Tuvelas, does exist. Her name is Dr.


  Nile Etland and she is a native of Nandy-Cline. My office had a circumspect but very thorough investigation made of her activities and background. Most of you are familiar with the result. It indicates that Dr. Etland is very capable and highly intelligent, but in a normally human manner. She is a biochemist by training and profession, and there is nothing to suggest overtly that she might be one of a group of perhaps mutated humans who have made themselves the secret rulers and protectors of the Federation. A simultaneous investigation made of her associate, Dr. Ticos Cay, believed by the Parahuans to be possibly another Tuvela, had similar results. We have no reason to think that Dr. Cay is more or other than he appears to be.


  Of particular interest is the fact that there is no public knowledge in the Federation of the role ascribed to these individuals by Parahuan survivors in bringing about the evidently panic-stricken retreat from Nandy-Cline. On the planet Dr. Etland and Dr. Cay are generally credited with having given the first warning of the presence of alien intruders, but it is assumed that this is all they did.


  Under the circumstances, I felt it would be unwise to attempt to have Dr. Etland questioned directly. It would have been impossible in any case to question Dr. Cay. After a period of hospitalization, he appears to have returned to his research on one of the many floating jungles of that world; and it is believed that only Dr. Etland is aware of his current whereabouts.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: The Lord Mingolm, recently the Alliance’s Ambassador to Porad Anz, will comment on discrepancies between the Federation’s publicized version of the Parahuan defeat and the account given by Parahuan survivors.


  THE LORD MINGOLM: As the Committee knows, only two of the Parahuan invasion ships escaped destruction and eventually returned to Porad Anz. Aboard those ships were eighty-two Palachs and Great Palachs, twenty-eight of whom had been direct witnesses of the encounter between the Everliving and the female human referred to as the Guardian Etland.


  All of these twenty-eight were members of the political faction known as the Voice of Action and under sentence of death for their complicity in the disastrous revolt of the faction on Nandy-Cline. All were questioned repeatedly, frequently under severe torture. I attended a number of the interrogations and on several occasions was permitted to question the subjects directly.


  Their stories agreed on every significant point. Both Dr. Cay and Dr. Etland had stated openly that Dr. Etland was a Guardian of the Federation and that the designation of Tuvela applied to her. Such statements would not have convinced the Voice of Action, which had argued vehemently against the implications of the Tuvela Theory in the past, and particularly against the claim that Tuvelas appeared to have supernormal powers. However, the chain of events which began with the arrival of Dr. Etland in the area where they were holding Dr. Cay did convince them. There seemed to be nothing they could do to check her. She came and went as she chose, whether in the sea or in the dense floating forests, and was traceless as a ghost. Moreover, those who had the misfortune of encountering her did not report the fact. They simply disappeared. The list of the missing included an advanced Great Palach, renowned as a deadly fighter and the leader of the Voice of Action, and two battle-trained tarms, which are most efficiently destructive giant beasts. When a majority of the Everliving voted to parley with the Guardian, she came voluntarily into their forest stronghold, spoke to them and ordered them off the planet. The Voice of Action realized the nerve of their colleagues had broken and that the order would be obeyed. In frenzy and despair they struck out at the yielding majority and gained control of the invasion forces.


  But now the situation simply worsened. The Voice of Action had made its move under the assumption that the Guardian Etland, in her willingness to speak to the Everliving, had allowed herself to be trapped. At the time she was still in a guarded compartment of the stronghold, disarmed and in the company of Dr. Cay. Hut when a detachment was sent to execute her there, it was destroyed in a horribly vicious attack by native life forms which until then had appeared completely innocuous. Deadly fumes infested other sections of the fort; and there was so much confusion that considerable time elapsed before it was discovered that the Guardian had left the stronghold, evidently unharmed, and had taken Dr. Cay with her.


  Neither of the two was seen thereafter, but there were continuing manifestations of the Guardian’s presence in the area. The Great Palachs and Palachs of the Voice of Action, now in furious dispute among themselves as to what might be the best course to follow, retreated to the expedition’s command ship and to two other space vessels in the vicinity. The ships were stationed at depths below the surface of the sea which seemed to place them beyond the reach of the Guardian, but presently the command ship received a fragmentary report that she was attacking the two other vessels. This was followed by violent explosions in which the two ships evidently were destroyed.


  It was enough. The command ship broadcast an order to all divisions on Nandy-Cline to withdraw at once from the planet. As we know, this belated attempt to escape was not successful. The general human attack already had begun. The command ship apparently was annihilated in the planet’s atmosphere, and in a short time the entire expeditionary force was virtually wiped out.


  I must emphasize strongly the oppressively accumulating effect these events produced on the Parahuans during the relatively short period in which they occurred. As related by the survivors, there was a growing sense of shock and dismay, the conviction finally of having challenged something like an indestructible supernatural power. At the time they were questioned, the survivors still seemed more disturbed by this experience than by the practical fact of their own impending demise on orders of Porad Anz, of which they were aware. It is not only that at the end there were no Parahuan disbelievers in the Tuvela Theory on Nandy-Cline but that the Tuvelas seemed to have proved to be monstrously more dangerous even than had been assumed. The impression was strengthened by the fact that the Guardian Etland appeared to be a young female. The Parahuans are aware that in the human species, as in many others, it is the male who is by biological and psychic endowment, as well as by tradition, the fighter. What a fully mature male Tuvela might have done to them in the circumstances staggered their imagination. Evidently the Guardians had considered it unnecessary to employ one of their more formidable members to dispose of the invasion force—and evidently their judgment was sound.


  I must conclude that the account of the surviving Parahuan witnesses was objectively correct. What they reported did occur. The interpretation we should put on these events may be another matter. But the reports circulating in the Federation obviously were distorted in that the true cause of the Parahuan rout at Nandy-Cline—that is, the appearance and actions of Dr. Etland—was not made public. I offer no opinion on the possible reasons for the falsification.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: The Lord Toshin will comment.


  THE LORD TOSHIN: I agree with the Lord Mingolm’s conclusion. We can assume that the Parahuan survivors told the truth as they knew it. We must ask, then, why the Federation’s official version of the Parahuan defeat did not refer to the Tuvela Theory, why Dr. Etland’s name was barely mentioned, and why she is credited only with having warned of the enemy’s presence.


  The simplest explanation might seem to be that she is in fact, as she claimed and as Dr. Cay claimed, a Tuvela-Guardian. But that confronts us with the other question of why a Guardian should reveal her most secret identity and expose her group to the enemy. To that question there is no reasonable answer.


  Further, I see no room in the structure of the Federation’s Overgovernment for a class of hidden rulers. It is a multilayered complex in which the Federation Council, though popularly regarded as the central seat of authority, frequently appears to be acting more as moderator among numerous powerful departments. That all these organizations, led by very capable beings, should be the unwitting tools and pawns of Tuvela-Guardians may not be impossible but is highly questionable.


  Therefore, I say we should not accept the possibility that Dr. Etland is a Guardian as a satisfactory explanation. I ask the Lord Ildaan to poll the Committee.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: I poll the Committee and the Committee agrees. The Lord Toshin will resume comment.


  THE LORD TOSHIN: The second possible explanation is that Dr. Etland, while not a Guardian and not in the Parahuan sense a Tuvela, has paranormal abilities and employed them to terrorize the invasion force to the point of precipitate retreat. I refer to what is known as the Uld powers. To this, I can say only that there is nothing in her record or reputation to indicate she has such abilities. Beyond that, lacking sufficient information on the human use of Uld powers, I shall offer no opinion.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: The Lord Gulhad will comment.


  THE LORD GULHAD: At one time I made an extensive investigation of this subject in the Federation. My purpose was to test a theory that the emergence of a species from its native world into space and the consequent impact of a wide variety of physical and psychic pressures leads eventually to a pronounced upsurge in its use of Uld powers. The human species, of course, has been in space for a very short time in biological terms. Because of the recent acute disturbances in its political history, I was unable to obtain confirmation of the theory. The available records are not sufficiently reliable.


  However, I could establish that the humans of our day make use of Uld powers more extensively than most other intelligent species now known to us. Humans who do so are called psis. There is little popular interest in psis in the Federation and there is considerable misinformation concerning them’. It is possible that several branches of the Overgovernment are involved in psi activities, but I found no proof of it. It is also possible that the Federatios has advanced the nonbiological harnessing of Uld powers to an extent considerably beyond what is generally known, and is, therefore, relatively indifferent to its usually less exact control by living minds.


  The question is then whether Dr. Etland, either directly or with the aid of Uld devices, could have used Uld powers to produce the disconcerting manifestations reported to the Committee by the Lord Mingolm. Did she incite normally harmless lower life forms to attack the Parahuans? Did she make herself invisible and generally untraceable? Did she cause opponents to disappear, perhaps into the depths of the sea, into space—even into dimensions present unknown to us? Did she madden the minds of the Voice of Action, forcing them into their disastrous revolt? Was the explosion of the two submerged ships which triggered the abrupt retreat brought on by a manipulation of Uld powers?


  All this is possible. We know or suspect that human psis and other users of Uld have produced phenomena which parallel those I listed.


  However, it is improbable. In part because there is no record that any one Uld user could employ the powers in so many dissimilar ways. Even if we assume that Dr. Cay was also an accomplished psi and that the two worked together, it remains improbable.


  It is further improbable because we cannot say that Dr. Etland could have achieved what she did only through the use of Uld power. Considered individually, each reported event might have had a normal cause. And since the deliberate control of Uld to a significant extent remains exceedingly rare also among humans, its use should not be assumed when other explanations are available.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: I poll the Committee and the Committee agrees. The Lord Toshin will comment.


  THE LORD TOSHIN: There remains, as the Lord Gulhad indicates, a third possibility. I find it perhaps more disquieting than the two we have considered. It is, of course, that Dr. Etland is precisely what she seems to be—an exceptionally capable human, but one with no abnormal qualities and no mysterious authority. Our investigation indicated that she is thoroughly familiar with the floating forests of her world and the life forms to be found there, is skilled with weapons and on a number of occasions has engaged successfully in combat with her kind. Dr. Cay was a Parahuan captive long enough to have gained detailed information on the Tuvela Theory. It is difficult to see how he could have transmitted this knowledge to Dr. Etland. But if we assume he found a way of doing it, it seems we should accept, as the most probable explanation of the events reported by the Parahuan survivors, that Dr. Etland used the information and her familiarity with the area and its tactical possibilities, along with physical competence and technological weapons, to demoralize and rout the enemy.


  Of course, we cannot prove this. And evidently that is precisely what the Federation’s Overgovernment intends, in seeing to it that no mention was made of Dr. Etland’s role or the Tuvela Theory in the accepted reports on the Parahuan invasion. Any investigators who were aware of the Parahuan version of the affair would know something was being concealed but could only speculate, and perhaps speculate uneasily, on what was concealed. For note that it is not of major significance which of the possibilities considered here contains the answer. To an enemy, the individual we know as Dr. Etland would be as deadly in one aspect as in another. We should regard the silence of the Federation’s authorities on the point as a warning directed to those who might base their actions on too definite a conclusion—such as the one made by Porad Anz. It implies that a hostile intruder cannot know in what shape disaster may confront him among humans, that if he comes he will face the unexpected—perhaps the uncalculable.


  My own training as a military weapons specialist leads me to certain conclusions which cannot be proven, but merit weighing in consideration.


  First, in the most general sense, a “weapon” is any system, device or entity which has military effect. In this general sense, Dr. Etland is a weapon—and a weapon which, alone, demonstrated greater military effect than the Parahuan Expeditionary Force.


  Her activities were characterized by great mobility and agility. She evidently used highly compact, portable weapons—in the more usual sense of technical devices. Repeatedly she made contact with fully armed and alerted Parahuan patrols, and without exception the patrols suddenly, silently vanished. Whatever personal weapons she employed—whether based on Uld forces or otherwise—must be recognized as representing an extremely high military technology. The psychological effect of those swift, silent vanishments was so great that it tends to distract our attention from the purely physical weapon technology implied.


  Finally, the equally sudden and silent vanishing of the gigantic tarm suggests strongly something far more deadly. Our present technology knows of no portable hand weapon which can be expected to allow a single individual to survive an encounter with a tarm; self-propelled heavy weapons would be required. However Dr. Etland destroyed two tarms with some very compact weapon—but more significant is the total vanishment of many tons of dead flesh. In neither instance were the Parahuans able to find any trace of the tarms, nor any area showing application of forces competent to destroy that sheer mass in the very limited time.


  We cannot establish whether Dr. Etland was or was not a “normal” human female—though if that is “normal,” the race is equipped with a very large number of exceedingly dangerous weapons. But we are forced to observe that she used some device so small as to be no impediment in her swift movements, yet so powerful as to completely dissipate a giant tarm.


  Such a weapon implies a level of weapon technology of a completely new order.


  It then becomes quite clear that the two Parahuan ships that “escaped” were, in fact, sent home to report. I wonder as to the effect of a ship-borne scale-up of that hand weapon.


  THE LORD MINGOLM; Still we must reach decisions as to action. We have established only that Dr. Etland was a dangerous individual. What information does the Parahuan mistake give us about the species?


  THE LORD TOSHIN: It confirms that the species is extremely variable. The Parahuan evaluation was based on the study of a few thousand individuals, plucked secretly from space over a long period of time and tested to destruction. No doubt Porad Anz learned a great deal about these humans in the process. Its mistake was to generalize from what it learned and to calculate from the generalizations. To say that the human is thus and so is almost to lie automatically. The species, its practices and philosophies remain unpredicatable. Individuals vary, and the species varies with circumstances. This instability seems a main source of its strength. We cannot judge it by what it is today or was yesterday. We do not know what it will be tomorrow. That is the cause of our concern.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: It is, indeed, the cause of our concern. And it seems from what has been said that the human Overgovernment must be considered now as a prime factor. The Lord Batras will comment.


  THE LORD BATRAS: The function of the Overgovernment is strategy. In part its strategies are directed at the universe beyond the Federation. But that is a small part.


  Regard the Federation as the object of an invader’s plans. It covers a vast area of space. Its inhabited worlds appear almost lost among the far greater number of worlds which support no human life. Below the central level, its political organization seems tenuous. Federation military power is great but thinly spread.


  The area of the Federation would thus appear open to limited conquests by a determined and well prepared foe. But we are aware that during many star periods every such attempted thrust has failed. We have seen more subtle plans to weaken and cripple the human civilization fail as completely, and we still do not know specifically why some of them failed. However, on the basis of what we have observed, we can say, in general, now that the Federation is a biological fortress armed by the nature of its species. The fortress may be easily penetrated. When this occurs, it turns into a complex of unpredictable but always deadly traps.


  This being true, we must ask why the Overgovernment persists in acting in a manner which appears almost designed to conceal the strength of the Federation’s position. We have seen that its policy is to treat hostile activities as being of no importance and that it provides its own people with no more information concerning them than it can avoid. We may assume it genuinely believes its present galactic neighbors do not constitute a serious military threat. However, the great restraint it shows in retaliating for planned attacks must have a further reason. In the latest instance, it has not even forced Porad Anz to disarm, as it easily could have done.


  I believe we have amassed sufficient information at last to explain the matter. The Overgovernment’s main concern is with its own populations. What plans it has for the species we do not know. As yet, that defies analysis. But we know what plans it does not have for the species and the means it employs to keep it from turning into directions regarded as undesirable.


  Consider the creature again as the Lord Toshin described it. Individuals vary in attitude and behavior, but the creature as a class is eminently dangerous. It is, of course, inherently aggressive. Before the structure of the Federation was forged, humans fought one another for many star periods throughout that area with a sustained fury rarely observed in other species. Since that time they have remained technically at peace. But the aggressive potential remains. It expresses itself now in many ways within the confines of the human culture.


  I said that we know what the human Overgovernment does not want. It does not want its unstable, variable, dangerous species to develop a philosophy of space conquest from which it could gain nothing it does not already have, and through which it might return eventually to the periods of interhuman conflict which preceded the Federation. Possibly the Overgovemment is influenced by additional considerations in the matter. We do not know that. We do know that the human species is oriented at present to deal with other intelligent beings in a nonhostile manner. There are criminal exceptions to that rule—we and others have clashed with them. But those exceptions are regarded as criminals also by their kind.


  This general attitude could change if the present humans of the Federation gained the impression they were being seriously challenged by outside enemies. So far, they have been given no reason to believe it. The Parahuan invasion was a serious challenge only in the minds of Porad Anz. We anticipated its failure but believed we could gain information from it—as we have done.


  I submit to the Committee that we now have gained information enough. The human Overgovernment has shown it is afraid of the effects continuing irritations of the kind might have on its species. We, too, should be wise enough to be afraid of such effects. If the Federation is launched on a pattern of retaliatory conquests, the pattern might well become an established habit. That is the real danger.


  THE LORD ILDAAN: The Committee agrees. I speak then as the Lord Ildaan, representing the Alliance of the Lords of the Sessegur, Chiefs of the Dark Ships. I address the Wirrollan delegation and all those they represent. To the ends of the area through which the influence of the Alliance extends there will be no future hostile action prepared or planned against the human Federation. The Alliance forbids it, and the Dark Ships enforce our ruling as they have done in past star periods. Be warned!


  The Committee concurs. The meeting is closed.


  WHERE THE TIME WENT


  No wonder Belk had troubles. His time particles were not synchronal!


  This began in the office of John D. Carew, of the John D. Carew Literary Agency, New York City. Present in the room were John D. Carew and George Belk, one of his authors.


  “George,” Carew was saying, “please don’t misunderstand me. When—rather long ago—I saw the first samples of your work, I was delighted. I told myself you might grow in time to be one of our most valuable properties. I still believe you retain that potential. But having represented you for over eight years, I begin to feel concerned. Your overall output remains regrettably slight.”


  George Belk sighed. “I know it.”


  “I can place almost anything you write,” Carew went on, “for relatively good money. But over the years checks have been few and far between. You must be feeling the financial pinch from time to time.”


  “I get by,” George said, looking despondent. “But barely.”


  Carew clucked in a sympathetic way. “If you’d like to confide in me, George—what seems to be your problem?”


  George sighed again. “I wish I could define the problem! I can’t. The effect is simply that I don’t seem to have time to get more writing done.”


  Carew’s eyebrows lifted for a moment. “You are engaged in other work? Perhaps in intensive social activities?”


  “No! Neither. I write full time. Of course I have chores to take care of around the house. I go shopping. And I try to reserve half an hour a day for physical exercise.”


  Carew nodded. “The last is commendable! One should keep fit. But is that all you do? Besides writing?”


  “Yes,” George said. “That’s all.”


  “Then you must, in fact, be putting in a great deal of worktime during an average day . . .


  “No, I don’t,” George said. “Let me try to explain it to you—though, as I said, I can’t explain it myself. You may not believe this, but I’m a methodical and orderly man. I keep files and records. So I can’t help noticing that I manage to waste an incredible amount of time.”


  “In what way?”


  George scowled. “That’s what I’d like to know! Take my half-hour of exercise in the morning. Nine to nine-thirty is the period I set aside for it. I shave at eight, right after breakfast. Then I drag some mats out into the living room and pull back the furniture. By then it’s nine o’clock.”


  Carew looked very thoughtful. “Shaving and dragging out some mats and pulling back a few pieces of furniture consumes a full hour?”


  “It doesn’t seem reasonable, does it?” George said. “Well, that’s part of what I mean. A small part . . . So then it’s nine o’clock and I exercise. I time that—thirty minutes exactly.


  “But before I’ve got dressed again and straightened out the living room and am ready to go shopping, it’s usually close to eleven.” Carew grunted and stroked his chin. “When do you actually get to work?”


  George looked embarrassed. “Well, around one-fifteen.”


  “You shop for two hours?”


  “Yes, somehow it comes to that. I have to go to several stores. No one store ever seems to carry everything you want.”


  “I see. Then you work through the afternoon?”


  “In principle. I may put in a short break now and then.”


  “Doing what?” Carew asked. “Oh, I might have a snack—and then of course I have to wash the dishes again. Oh I’ll tidy up a room that’s beginning to look too messy. That kind of thing.”


  “Umm. And in the evening?”


  “Ordinarily I’m working. I take in an occasional TV show.”


  Carew leaned back in his chair. “And what is your average daily output under those circumstances?” George hung his head. “Roughly—five hundred words.”


  Carew just blinked at him in silence.


  “That’s the incredible part of it!” George said explosively. “Because I’ve timed myself on occasion. When I have, I’ve found I can turn out a page of perfectly usable material in around twenty minutes.” He leaned forward, slammed his fist on the desk. “I tell you, sometimes I think this is going to drive me crazy! Where does the rest of my time go?”


  “I’m not hure,” said Carew, pulling open a desk drawer. “But it’s possible that there is a solution to your problem. Yes, quite possible!”


  “What kind of solution?” George asked hopefully.


  Carew fished about in the drawer, took out a business card and slid it across the desk to George. “When you get home,” he said, “call this number and get yourself an appointment. I’ll have talked with their office meanwhile.”


  George read the card. The name on it was William W. Gordon, M.D.


  “Now wait a minute!” he said suspiciously. “This Dr. Gordon doesn’t happen to be a psychiatrist, does he?”


  “No,” said Carew. “Dr. Gordon is not a psychiatrist. He has medical and psychological degrees, but he isn’t in general practice. He does research work.”


  “And just how is he supposed to research me?” George asked in a somewhat belligerent tone.


  “He isn’t going to research you, George. He’s going to research your problem.”


  “Well, I don’t know,” George muttered. He stared uneasily at the card, turning it around in his fingers.


  “George,” said Carew, “you exhibit the not uncommon fear of your ilk that if a headshrinker ever got his hooks on you, you’d be in for a fast trip to the funny farm. Let me assure you that you run no risk of that in doing as I suggest. Let me assure you further that I know of several cases in which a problem quite similar to yours was solved by Dr. Gordon to the applicants’ great satisfaction.”


  “Could you give me a few names?” George said warily.


  “I could, but I don’t intend to,” Carew told him.


  Dr. Gordon was a big warm fuzzy man who seemed reluctant to voice even the most general sort of opinion about George’s problem. “First, Mr. Belk,” he said, “we must establish precisely what the nature of the trouble is. Only then can we begin to think in terms of corrective procedures.”


  George had to be satisfied with that. He sat rigid in a chair while Dr. Gordon fitted a mesh of metal bands about his skull and tightened them down gently with large stubby fingers.


  “What’s that for?” George asked.


  “It should give me some information about this and that going on inside your head.”


  George cleared his throat. “Carew told me you weren’t a psychiatrist.”


  “Pm not,” Dr. Gordon said, “though I started out in that direction. Think of me as an electronics specialist and don’t worry about your mittful of neuroses and compulsions. I couldn’t care less about them. Now let’s see how well you can let yourself relax for the next five minutes . . .”


  The five minutes passed eventually, and George was told he could stop relaxing. He twisted around in the chair and saw Dr. Gordon place some instruments into a drawer in his desk. He was frowning pensively-


  “What did you find out, Doctor?” George asked.


  Dr. Gordon looked up and stopped frowning. “Oh, about what I expected.” He came over and began to remove the metal mesh from around George’s head.


  “Is it . . . serious?” asked George.


  “Well, definitely it’s something we must follow up. Now, Mr. Belk, I need your cooperation for the next step. It will hardly inconvenience you at all.”


  Dr. Gordon then turned to a wall closet and took from it a device which looked like one of the more expensive kinds of camera except that it had no lens and nothing visibly on it which would be twisted or pressed. “We’ll put this in a case,” Dr. Gordon said, placing the instrument in a case as he spoke, “and you’ll set it up in your house for the next two days. You say you’re not married. Do you have many visitors?”


  “Very few nowadays,” said George.


  “You live alone?”


  “Yes. Except for some cats.”


  “Cats don’t count,” said Dr. Gordon. “Very well. Set up this instrument—you can leave it in the case—somewhere near the center of your house. This is Tuesday. Between now and ten A.M. Friday, I’d like you to note down the occasions when somebody besides yourself is in the house or even comes to the door. The mailman, as an example. If you happen to forget, it won’t matter too much. But try to remember. Note the time anybody arrives and the length of time he stays around. I’ll see you again Friday at ten. Bring the instrument back with you.” Hesitantly George took the instrument case. “This is all rather mystifying!” he remarked uncomfortably.


  “I’m sure it must seem that way to you,” Dr. Gordon. “But remember, Mr. Belk, that we live in a rapidly evolving scientific age!” He gave George a brief smile and a reassuring clap on the shoulder. “Put your trust in advanced electronics!”


  Touring the next two days George forgot half the time that he had Dr. Gordon’s device in the house. When he first got home with it, he’d taken it out of the case and looked it over carefully. That told him nothing. There were no settings, no concealed switches in it. He put it back in the case on a small table which stood approximately in the center of the house. He called John Carew, told him what Dr. Gordon had said and described the mysterious instrument. “Is that his usual procedure?” Carew said he had no idea what Dr. Gordon’s usual procedure was. However they could assume he knew what he was doing, and George should go along with instructions.


  That part was easy. Only the mailman came to the house on Wednesday and Thursday, and George dutifully noted the time of day. Otherwise he went about his normal activities, still wondering now and then at the way time seemed to be slipping through his grasp. In spite of Carew’s assurances, he found himself unable to develop much faith in the effectiveness of Dr. Gordon’s approach.


  At quarter to eleven on Friday morning his telephone rang. He picked up the receiver.


  “Hello, Mr. Belk,” Dr. Gordon’s voice said. “It appears we’ve forgotten our appointment, heh?” Abashed, George admitted that he had indeed forgotten it. “And I don’t know how it happened,” he said. “I definitely planned to be at your office by ten o’clock. It seems to me I was looking at my watch just a moment ago, and it was then barely past nine.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Dr. Gordon said cryptically. “I’ll see you as soon as you can make it here. Bring along the drainometer.”


  “The what?” asked George.


  “The gadget,” said Dr. Gordon, and hung up.


  On reflection George decided that knowing the device was called a drainometer didn’t really tell him much. He took it from its place on the table and set off, feeling unhappy and badly confused. At the office Dr. Gordon ushered him into a side room, provided him with some magazines to leaf around in, and disappeared with the drainometer. Some fifteen minutes, later he came back into the room, dosed the door, and stood staring at George.


  “This is as bad a case as I’ve come across,” he observed, shaking his head. “Worse even than I’d suspected!”


  “As bad a case of what?” George asked, alarmed.


  “Of time drainage!” Dr. Gordon pulled a chair out from behind a table and sat down. “I’ll explain the situation to you as well as I can, Mr. Belk, and I believe you’ll see why it was necessary for me to remain silent until now.”


  He steepled his fingers. “I won’t attempt to go into the math of this,” he said. “For one reason, because I suspect that scientific math is not your forte.”


  “No, it isn’t,” George agreed. “Then let me tell you in a more general way about time. There are two distinct kinds of time. There is TIME—time in capitals, so to speak—which is the time through which the world about all of us progresses. And then there is subjective, or individual, lower case time.” George nodded interestedly. “Einstein’s theories have to do that, don’t they?”


  “Not really. The science of time units is a different development. Picture to yourself that everybody generates and has available for his use a personal supply of time units or particles. Say, roughly, that for every fifty years of real time, or TIME, everybody generates and uses up fifty million time particles.


  “When this process is operating normally, the individual is synchronal in TIME. He feeds out his time particles in a steady uniform stream which keeps him comfortably abreast of the passage of TIME in the world. However, problems may arise. You, for example, Mr. Belk, do not have as solid a contact with the flow of your time particles as you might have—we can assume that something in you withdraws to some extent from the outside world and TIME. As a result you’re a natural time particle waster. At present there isn’t much we can do about that condition. On the other hand, it’s hardly a serious matter. I’d estimate that you normally lose about one time particle in twenty—not a significant percentage.”


  “I’m not sure I’m following all all this,” George admitted.


  “It’s not necessary for you to grasp it all,” Dr. Gordon assured him. “I simply want you to have the general picture. Now look at another aspect of the matter. People, as you know, have widely varying feelings about the value of time. Some never get enough of it. They have many things to do and many more things they’d like to do and simply can’t get around to doing. If they could squeeze forty-eight full hours into a single workday, they’d be delighted.


  “And then there are people who have, as we say, time on their hands. Often very heavily on their hands. It is a commodity for which they can find no real use. If it were possible, they would be glad to be relieved of a large part of it.


  “And nowadays it is possible. That’s the point here. There are methods whereby a portion of the flow of one individual’s time particles can be diverted from him and integrated into the flow of another person’s time particles. The second person now has subjectively more time available to him than he had before, and the first person has subjectively less. It is an insidious process: the loser in this transaction has no way of grasping what has happened. If he is a man who places no value on time and has time to spare in that sense, he may not even notice that anything has happened. He may feel quite comfortable—and less bored—within the time particle flow left at his disposal.


  But when the victim is a busy man, a man who needs his time, it is a different matter. Again, of course, he doesn’t understand the situation. He simply is aware that is seems to take him forever to get anything done. He feels that the minutes and hours are slipping through his fingers, as in fact they are.”


  George stared at the doctor in shocked dismay. “That’s what’s been happening to me?” he asked.


  “That’s what’s been happening to you, Mr. Belk.”


  “But,” George cried, outraged, “this has been going on for years!”


  “Evidently.”


  “What can I do to stop it? You said—”


  “I indicated that your problem could be solved, Mr. Belk,” said Dr. Gordon. “And indeed it will be. You see, this situation is so fraught with unethical possibilities that an organization exists which is dedicated to policing the transfer of subjective time among individuals. Such transactions may be quite legitimate. As I explained, a good many people have more time than they know what to do with, they have surplus time which is a nuisance to them. People who need additional time are allowed to draw it from such individuals, providing suitable compensation is made. Since our organization operates with as much secrecy as possible, the donor frequently doesn’t know there has been a transaction. But always he must be compensated. An unexpected stroke of good fortune comes his way; he may find a better job, more suitable to his unenergetic nature, suddenly open to him, and so forth. Both parties have benefited.”


  “But why the secrecy?” George asked. “If everybody knew—”


  “If everybody were aware of this, Mr. Belk, the situation might get completely out of hand. As I said, the process of extracting time particles from somebody else is very simple, once it is understood. We want no more people to know about it than we can help.”


  “I see.” George hesitated. “Then you—this organization—will keep whoever has been stealing my time from doing it again?”


  Dr. Gordon smiled. “We can do better than that. Much better. The drainometer recordings indicate that at various periods during the past two days as much as nine out of ten of your time particles have been surreptitiously diverted. This is a blatant crime. The fact that you are, as I previously indicated, inherently somewhat careless with your time has made you an easy victim. But now compensation must be made by those who took advantage of this. When you leave here, you will carry another instrument with you. The next attempt to tap the flow of your time particles will give us a direct line to the perpetrator. In all likelihood we shall find then that you have been preyed upon not by one individual but by a criminal gang.”


  “A gang?” George repeated.


  “Exactly. As I pointed out, Mr. Belk, time is a commodity. It has value. For some it has great value. Among such people there always will be a number who do not care whether the commodity they want can be obtained legally or ethically, provided only they get it. And there always will be criminal elements willing to supply the commodity for a price. We’re constantly on the lookout for indications of such a situation.”


  “And you can make them compensate for what they’ve done?”


  “Yes, we can,” said Dr. Gordon. “The organization has very effective means of dealing with such criminals and those who benefit unethically by their crimes. We shall establish exactly how much time was diverted from you and by whom during the past years, and to the last particle this time will be drained from the guilty parties involved and restored. Not in a lump sum, so to speak. But you will have established a time credit with the organization, on which you can draw as your requirements or wishes dictate. In other words, if you should like to operate for a while on the basis of a fully usable forty-eight-hour working day, or even a hundred-hour day, you will be able to do it.”


  George was silent a moment. “I hardly know how to thank the organization—and you, sir!” he said then. “There must be some way I can repay you.”


  Dr. Gordon cleared his throat. “Well, as a matter of fact, it is customary to charge a fee. The fee goes not to me but to the organization. As I say, time is a commodity. We all can use it. Would a fee of say ten per cent of the time you will regain seem fair to you?”


  “Eminently fair!” George declared.


  He called John Carew next day to tell him of the outcome of the matter.


  “Exactly as I thought!” Carew; said with evident satisfaction.


  “So you knew all about this time drain stuff, eh?” said George.


  “I should,” Carew’s voice told him. “Quite a long while ago I found myself in a pickle not unlike yours. Somebody steered me to the organization, and they adjusted the matter very satisfactorily. In fact, I’ll still put in an occasional fifty hours day, though I found, as I believe you will, that a fully available ordinary workday is quite enough in the long run.”


  “I expect you’re right,” George agreed. “For a few months though I intend to really live it up on my time account!”


  “Fine,” said John Carew. “In that case, I’ll look forward to getting a new novel from you within . . . oh, let’s say the next two weeks.”


  And he got it.  END


  THE CUSTODIANS


  The surgically altered alien looked passably human—his terrible danger was neatly camouflaged. He way not, however, alone in being a deadly, camouflaged warrior . . .


  McNulty was a Rilf. He could pass for human if one didn’t see him undressed; but much of the human appearance of the broad, waxy-pale face and big hands was the result of skillful surgery. Since the Rilf surgeons had only a vague notion of what humans considered good looks, the face wasn’t pleasant, but it would do for business purposes. The other Rilf characteristic McNulty was obliged to disguise carefully was his odor—almost as disagreeable to human nostrils as the smell of humans was to him. Twice a day, therefore, he anointed himself with an effective deodorant. The human smells he put up with stoically.


  Probably no sort of measures could have made him really attractive to humans. There was nothing too obviously wrong about his motions, but they weren’t quite right either. He had an excellent command of English and spoke four other human languages well enough to make himself understood, but always with an underlying watery gurgle which brought something like a giant bullfrog to mind. To some people McNulty was alarming; to others he was repulsive. Not that he cared very much about such reactions. The humans with whom he dealt professionally were not significantly influenced by them.


  To Jake Hiskey, for example, captain and owner of the spaceship Prideful Sue McNulty looked, sounded, and smelled like a million dollars. Which was approximately what he would be worth, if Hiskey managed things carefully for the next few days. Hence the skipper was smiling bemusedly as he poked the door buzzer of McNulty’s cabin.


  “Who is it?” the door speaker inquired in McNulty’s sloppy voice.


  “Jake. I’ve got news—good news!”


  The lock snicked and the door swung open for Hiskey. As he stepped through, he saw another door at the far end of the cabin close abruptly. Beyond it were the living quarters of the other Rilf currently on the Prideful Sue, who went by the name of Barnes and whose olfactory sense was more seriously affronted by humans than McNulty’s. Barnes might be second in command of McNulty’s tribe of Rilf mercenaries, or possibly a female and McNulty’s mate. Assuming that McNulty was male, which was by no means certain. Rilfs gave out very little information about themselves, and almost all that was known of their species was that it had a dilly of a natural weapon and a strong interest in acquiring human currency with which to purchase advanced products of human technology. Hence the weapon was hired out on a temporary basis to human groups who knew about it and could afford it.


  “You will excuse Barnes,” McNulty said, looking over at Hiskey from a table where he sat before a tapeviewer. “He is indisposed.”


  “Of course,” said Hiskey. He added curiously, “What are you studying up on now?” McNulty and Barnes never missed an opportunity to gather information pertinent to their profession.


  “Recent Earthplanet history,” replied McNulty. “The past three years. I must say the overall situation looks most favorable!”


  Hiskey grinned. “It sure does! For us . . .”


  McNulty shut off the tapeviewer. “During the past two ship days,” he remarked, “I have recorded news reports of forty-two of these so-called miniwars on the planet. Several others evidently are impending. Is that normal?”


  “Actually it sounds like a fairly quiet period,” Hiskey said. “But we might liven it up!” He pulled out a chair, sat down. “Of course I haven’t been near Earthsystem for around eight years, and I haven’t paid too much attention to what’s been going on here. But on the planet it’s obviously the same old stuff. It’s been almost a century since the world government fizzled out; and the city states, the rural territories, the sea cities, the domes, the subterranes and what-not have been batting each other around ever since. They’ll go on doing it for quite a while. Don’t worry about that.”


  “I am not worrying,” McNulty said. “The employment possibilities here appear almost unlimited, as you assured us they would be. What is this good news of which you spoke, lake? Have your Earth contacts found a method of getting us down on the planet without further delay?”


  “No,” said Hiskey. “It will be at least five days before they have everything arranged. They’re playing this very quietly. We don’t want to alert anybody before you and your boys are set up and ready to go into action.”


  McNulty nodded. “I understand.”


  “Now here’s what’s happened,” Hiskey went on. “This station we’ve stopped at is a branch of Space U. The navigator shuttled over to it half an hour ago to find out where he can get in touch with his sister. She’s connected with Space U—a student, I suppose—and, of course, he hasn’t seen her for the past eight years.”


  “She is what is known as a graduate student,” said McNulty, who disliked vagueness. “Her name is Elisabeth and she is three Earth years younger than Gage. I heard him discuss the matter with you yesterday, and he mentioned those things specifically.”


  “I guess he did, at that,” said Hiskey. “Anyway, he was told on the Space U station that she’s a guest on a private asteroid at present, and he contacted her there by transmitter. The asteroid people offered to pick him up so he could spend a few days with his sister as their guest. Gage called me and I told him to say we’d deliver him to the asteroid’s lock in the Prideful Sue, since we’ve got time to kill before we can get scheduled through the System check stations anyway. So that’s been arranged. And when we get there, I’ll see to it that I’m invited down to the asteroid with Gage.”


  “That is the good news?” McNulty asked blankly.


  Hiskey grinned. “There’s a little more to it than that. Did your tapes tell you anything about Earthsystem’s asteroid estates?”


  “Yes. They were mentioned briefly twice,” McNulty said. “I gathered their inhabitants retain only tenuous connections with the planetary culture and do not engage in belligerent projects. I concluded that they were of no interest to us.”


  “Well, start getting interested,” Hiskey told him. “Each of those asteroids is a little world to itself. They’re completely independent of both Earthplanet and Earthsystem. They got an arrangement with Earthsystem which guarantees their independent status as long as they meet certain conditions. From what Gage’s sister told him, the asteroid she’s on is a kind of deluxe spacegoing ranch. It belongs to a Professor Alston . . . a handful of people, some fancy livestock, plenty of supplies.”


  “And what business could we have with such people?” inquired McNulty.


  “I think they’ll be useful. I told you the one thing that might bug our plans right now is to have the System Police get too curious about the Prideful Sue while we’re hanging around here for the next five or six days.”


  “So you did,” said McNulty. “And I now have a question about that. According to these tapes, Earthsystem has no jurisdiction over Earthplanet. Why then should the System Police attempt to control or investigate what Earth imports?”


  Hiskey shrugged. “For my money they’re busybodies. The SP got kicked off Earth for good something like forty years ago, but it still acts like it’s responsible for what happens there. And it’s got muscle enough to control the space of the system. Earth doesn’t like that but can’t do much about it. If the System Police got an idea of why we’re bringing in a shipload of Rilfs to Earth, they’d never let us go down. As long as we do nothing to make them suspicious, they probably won’t bother us—but we can’t really count on it. However, if we move the Prideful Sue down beneath the force fields around Professor Alston’s asteroid, she’ll be out of sight and out of the SP’s jurisdiction. By Earthsystem’s own ruling, they can’t bother us even if they have reason to think we’re there.”


  “You believe Professor Alston will permit you to land the ship?”


  “No, I doubt he’d extend his hospitality that far. But it’ll be difficult for him to avoid inviting me down for an hour or so, as Harold Gage’s captain. When I mention we have a very interesting alien on board—first representative of his kind to reach Earthsystem, who has an intellectual curiosity about the human private asteroids—he’ll invite you down. Half the crew can crowd into the skiff with you then and stay hidden in it till we want them.”


  McNulty gurgled interestedly. “You mentioned a handful of people—”


  “From all I’ve heard, there’d be at most fifty even on a really big estate. Probably no more than half that. They don’t like to be crowded on the asteroids—one reason most of them got off Earth to start with was that they wanted privacy and one place they could still buy it, if they had money enough, was in space.”


  “There should be then,” said McNulty, “a most efficient and compact system of controls.”


  “You get the idea, McNulty. Those asteroids are set up like ships. That’s what they’ve been turned into—big ships. Mostly they coast on solar orbit, but they can maneuver to some extent on their own.”


  “Then, as on a ship,” McNulty continued, “the main controls will be concentrated for maximum efficiency within a limited area. It should take us at most an hour or two to gain a practical understanding of their use and operation.”


  “Might take you less than that,” said Hiskey. Perhaps because of a congenital deficiency in inventive imagination, Rilf technology was at a primitive level as compared with the human one. But there was nothing wrong with their ability to learn, and McNulty, like most of them, was intensely interested in human gadgetry and very quick to grasp its function and principles. There wasn’t much about the Prideful Sue’s working innards he didn’t know by now. “We needn’t make any final decisions before you and I have checked the situation,” Hiskey pointed out. “But it should be a cinch. We take over the control section, block the communication system, and we have the asteroid.”


  “That part of it may well be easy,” McNulty agreed. “However, I would expect serious problems to follow.”


  “What kind of problems?”


  “These asteroid people obviously do not isolate themselves completely from Earthsystem. They converse by transmitter. They receive guests. If these activities suddenly stop and no response is obtained from the asteroid, the Systems Police certainly should grow suspicious. With or without jurisdiction, they will investigate.”


  Hiskey shook his head. “No, they won’t, McNulty. That’s what makes this easy for us.”


  “Please explain,” said McNulty.


  “A private asteroid—any private asteroid—is expected to go out of communication from time to time. They’re one of Solar U’s science projects. They seal their force field locks, shut off their transmitters; and when they open up again is entirely up to them. I’ve heard some have stayed incommunicado for up to ten years, and the minimum shutoff period’s supposed to be not less than one month out of every year. What they’re out to prove I don’t know. But nobody’s going to be upset if they discover suddenly that they’re not able to get through to Professor Alston and his asteroid. They’ll just settle back to wait until he’s open to contact again.”


  McNulty reflected for a considerable time. “That does indeed sound like a favorable situation,” he stated abruptly then. “Excuse us, Jake.” He went on, without shifting his eyes from Hiskey’s face, in the Rilf speech which sounded more like heavy sloshings of water than anything else. When he paused, Barnes’s voice responded in kind from a wall speaker. The exchange continued for a minute or two. Then McNulty nodded ponderously at Hiskey.


  “Barnes agrees that your plan is an excellent one, Jake. The elimination of the humans now in possession of the asteroid should present no great difficulty.”


  Hiskey looked startled. “I hadn’t planned on killing them unless they try to give us a fight.”


  “Oh, but killing them is quite necessary,” McNulty said.


  “Why? We’ll need the place only a few days.”


  “Jake, consider! On the ship which has trailed yours to Earthsystem and is now stationed outside it beyond the patrol range of the System Police are fifty-five Rilfs and their equipment—our army. Four of them have been humanized in appearance as Barnes and I are. The ethers are obviously not human. The System Police must not be permitted to encounter them.”


  “Of course not,” Hiskey agreed. “But if we’re prepared to whisk them down to Earth as soon as they move into the system, the SP isn’t going to have time to encounter them.”


  “I understand,” McNulty said. “However, your plan gives us the opportunity to cover ourselves against any deceit or treachery which might be considered by our Earth employers. With perhaps a third of our army left waiting in space, prepared to act, nobody will attempt to renege on contracted payments. And where could a better concealed base be found for our reserve and their ship than such an asteroid, only a few hours from Earth? And we can’t afford to have prisoners on that base who would have to be constantly and closely guarded to make sure they cause no trouble. There is too much at stake.”


  Hiskey said slowly, “Yeah. I guess I see your point.”


  “Nor,” continued McNulty, “can we destroy some and spare others. A single surviving witness might become most inconvenient eventually. Therefore, we must also, kill Gage’s sister. Since Gage will make a great deal of money as a participant in our operation, he may not object too strongly to that.”


  Hiskey stared at him for a moment.


  “Some things you just don’t get, McNulty,” he remarked. “Harold Gage is going to object like hell to having his sister killed!”


  “He will? Well, I must accept your opinion on the point,” said McNulty. “It follows then—”


  “I know. We’d have had to get rid of Gage anyway. He wouldn’t go along with taking over the asteroid even if his sister weren’t there and it wasn’t a killing job. We were friends once, but he’s been giving me a lot of trouble like that. Now we’re in Earthsystem, we don’t need a navigator. He goes with the asteroid people.”


  “That will not cause trouble among your men?”


  Hiskey shook his head. “He hasn’t had a friend on board for the past two years. We needed him, that’s all. If he’s eliminated, everybody gets that much better a split. There’ll be no trouble.”


  “I’d gained the impression,” McNulty observed, “that he was a rather dangerous person.”


  “He’s a bad boy to go up against with a gun,” Hiskey said. “But he won’t be wearing guns on a friendly visit to a private asteroid, will he? No, you needn’t worry about Gage.”


  McNulty said he was glad to hear it. He added, “There is, incidentally, an additional advantage to disposing of the asteroid humans. Before I demonstrate the toziens to our prospective employers, they should be exercised. At present, after their long idleness on shipboard, they have become sluggish.”


  Hiskey grimaced. “I thought those things were always ready to go.”


  “No. Permit me.” McNulty reached into the front of his coat, paused with his hand just out of sight, made an abrupt shrugging motion. For an instant there was a glassy glittering in the opening of the coat. Then it was gone, and something moved with a hard droning sound along the walls of the cabin behind Hiskey. He sat very still, not breathing, feeling blood drain slowly from his face.


  “Do not be disturbed, Jake,” said McNulty. “The drug I give you and your crew makes you as immune as a Rilf to the toziens’ killing reaction.” He lifted his hand. “Ah, now! It becomes conditioned. It adjusts! We no longer hear it.”


  The drone was thinning to a whisper; and as McNulty stopped speaking, there was a sudden complete silence. But the unseen thing still moved about the cabin. Hiskey felt abrupt brief stirrings of air to right and left of his face, as if the tozien were inspecting him; and in spite of McNulty’s assurance he sat frozen and rigid.


  “Well, enough of this,” McNulty said. Hiskey didn’t know what means the Rilf had of summoning the tozien back to him, but for a moment he saw it motionless on the front of McNulty’s coat, a clinging glassy patch about the size of a man’s hand. Then it disappeared beneath the coat and McNulty closed the coat, and Hiskey breathed again.


  “That illustrates my point,” McNulty told him. “The tozien remained audible while I might have counted to twenty, slowly. They are all like that now.”


  Hiskey wiped his forehead. “If they adjust in a few seconds, I can’t see it makes much practical difference.”


  McNulty shook his head reprovingly.


  “Those few seconds might give someone time to be warned, find shelter, and escape, Jake! In a tozien attack there should be no escape for foreign life which is not already behind thick walls or enclosed in strong armor. That is the beauty of it! On my last contract I was in a crowd of alert armed men when I released my toziens. In an instant the air was full of a thousand invisible silent knives, striking simultaneously. Some of the humans gasped as they died, but there were no screams. A clean piece of work! That is how it must be when we demonstrate the toziens to our Earth employers. And since I will be the demonstrator, I shall blood my swarm on the asteroid, on its humans and their livestock, and then they will be ready again.”


  “Well, that part of it is your business,” Hiskey said, rather shakily.


  Along the perennial solar orbit it shared with Earthplanet, the Alston asteroid soared serenely through space. Earth was never visible from the asteroid because the sun remained between them. The asteroid’s inhabitants had no regrets about that; they were satisfied with what they could see, as they might be. The surface of what had been a ragged chunk of metal and mineral had been turned into an unobtrusively cultivated great garden. The outer atmosphere was only two hundred yards thick, held in by a shell of multiple force fields; but looking up, one would have found it difficult to say how it differed from the day and night skies of Earth. Breezes blew and clouds drifted; and a rainfall could be had on order. And if clouds, breezes, sky blueness and rainfall weren’t entirely natural phenomena, who cared? Or, at least, cared very much . . .


  It had cost a great deal of money initially to bring the asteroid over from the Belt and install the machines which transformed its surface into a facsimile section of Earth, planted Earth gravity at its core, set it on Earth’s orbit and gave it measured momentum and a twenty-four hour spin. It cost considerably more money to bring in soil, selected plants, selected animals, along with all the other appurtenances of enclosed but very comfortable and purposeful human habitation and activity. But once everything had been set up, it cost nothing to keep the asteroid going. It was self-powered, very nearly self-maintaining and self-sustaining. A variety of botanical projects initiated by Professor Derek Alston, its present owner, incidentally produced crops of spices disposed of in Earthsystem, which more than covered current expenses.


  On this morning Derek Alston sat cross-legged by the side of a miniature lake, listening to and sometimes taking part in the conversation between his wife Sally and Sally’s friend, Elisabeth Gage. Sally was a slightly tousled bronze blonde and Elisabeth had straight long jet-black hair sweeping about her shoulders, but Derek kept noticing points of resemblance between the two, in structure, motions and mannerisms, almost as if they had been rather closely related, say first cousins. Though they were, Derek thought, in fact simply two excellent examples of the type of tall comely young women Earthsystem seemed to produce in increasing numbers each year. They had been fellow students at Solar U before Sally’s marriage a little less than a year ago now, and, until Elisabeth arrived yesterday at the asteroid they hadn’t met in person since then. From what Sally had told him, Derek already knew a good deal about Elisabeth before he saw her.


  The talk, naturally, mainly was about Elisabeth’s brother who should reach the asteroid in another hour or so. There was, Derek knew, in what was being said and in what was not being said between these two, a trace of awkwardness and uncertainty. Essentially, of course, it was an occasion for festivities and rejoicing. Elisabeth was happy. There was no question about that. Her face was filled with her reflections . . . dreamy dazed smiles, cheeks glowing, eyes brimming briefly now and then. Her brother was the only surviving member of her family, and they’d been very close throughout her childhood. And now there’d been eight years of separation, and she hadn’t known until Harold called that he’d come back to Earthsystem, or was even planning to come back. She’d had no reason to expect him. So she was happy, melting in happiness in fact. And Sally shared sympathetically in her friend’s feelings.


  But there was the other side to this matter. It wasn’t to be mentioned now, but it couldn’t be dismissed either . . .


  “His voice hasn’t changed at all—” Elizabeth had just said. There was a tiny silence then, because she had touched, inadvertently, the other side of the matter, and it seemed to Derek the right moment to speak.


  “Only twenty-eight years old,” he remarked. “Your brother’s very young to have put eight years of outsystem travel behind him.”


  Elisabeth looked at him a moment and smiled. “Yes, I suppose he is,” she said. “He was just twenty when he was graduated from navigation school at the SP Academy. Dad was with the SP in Mars Underground, and I know he thought Harold would stay with the force. But after Dad died, Earthsystem looked too tame to Harold. He wanted real adventure and he wanted to make his fortune. Captain Hiskey was putting together his crew just then, and Harold signed as navigator. The pay wasn’t much, but the crew was to share in ship’s profits.” She gave a small shrug. “I’m afraid Harold hasn’t made his fortune yet, but he’s certainly had adventures. Even from the little he’s told me, I know the ship often must have been doing very risky work.”


  “What were Captain Hiskey’s qualifications for that kind of work—for outsystem commerce generally?” Derek asked.


  Elisabeth’s eyes flickered. “Harold said Hiskey had been first officer on a big transsolar transport. Then he got money enough to buy his own ship.” She hesitated. “I guess they’ve tried about anything they could. But they never had a good enough streak of luck to do much better than break even . . . or else they’d get good luck mixed up with bad. Perhaps Harold will stay in Earthsystem now. But I have a feeling he won’t. He was always very stubborn when he set himself a goal.”


  “You heard from him regularly?”


  “No, not regularly. Not very often either. I’ve had seven message-packs from him in eight years. Somebody would get back to Earthsystem and drop the pack off at Mars Underground or Solar U, and I’d receive it that way. The last one was just six months ago. It didn’t say a word about the ship coming back. That’s why I can still hardly believe Harold’s here.”


  The eyes had begun to brim again. Sally said quickly, “Perhaps he wasn’t sure he’d be coming back and didn’t want to build up your hopes.”


  Elisabeth nodded. “I suppose that was it. And . . .”


  Derek drew back mentally from what she was saying. An independent outsystem trader—not a very large ship, from what Elisabeth had told them. A crew working mainly on a gamble, willing to try anything, each man out to make his fortune, hit the big money by some means. At least some of the men on Captain Hiskey’s ship had pursued that objective for eight years without getting there.


  Man played it dirty and rough on Earth, held back only by a few general rules which none dared break. In the outsystems the same games were played, as extensions of those on Earth, perhaps somewhat dirtier and rougher, with no enforceable rules of any kind. Drop an adventurous, eager twenty-year-old into that kind of thing after the quiet order of Mars Underground, the disciplines of the SP Academy . . . well, it might shape the twenty-year-old in one way or another, but shape him it would, thoroughly and fast, if he was to survive. Eight years should have worked quite a few changes in Harold Gage. The changes needn’t have been evident in the message-packs Elisabeth had received. But she was intelligent, and she knew in general what the outsystems were like. And so, unwillingly, she was apprehensive of what she would find in her brother.


  It bothered Derek because he liked Elisabeth and thought that whatever her expectations were, she might still be in for a shock. He checked his watch, got to his feet, smiled at his wife and guest and excused himself. A few minutes later, seated at a transmitter, he dialed a number.


  “Lieutenant Pierce,” a voice said. “Who is calling?”


  “This is Derek Alston, Mike.”


  “And what can the System Police do for Professor Alston today?” asked Michael Pierce.


  “Do you have anything on an outsystem tramp trader called Prideful Sue? Captain-owner’s name is Hiskey. He might have checked in a day or two ago.”


  “Hold on,” Pierce told him. Perhaps a minute passed before his voice resumed. “There’s a ship by that name and of that description in the territory, Derek. She’s Earthplanet registry. Last SP check was ten years ago. No record of present owners. First reported as having arrived from transsolar three days ago. We have a mild interest in the ship because the captain evidently has no intention of checking in or going through Customs. Of course, an SP check isn’t compulsory if his business is only and directly with Earthplanet and if we have no reason to suspect Class A contraband.


  However he keeps shifting about the system as if he preferred to keep out of our way. Do you feel we should give him more attention?”


  “I have no definite reason to think so,” Derek said. “But possibly you should.”


  A number of things were disturbing Harold Gage. One of them was that Jake Hiskey had invited himself down on the asteroid with him. Jake had made no mention of such plans until the Prideful Sue eased in to a stop on the coordinates given them in the Alston asteroid’s gravity field and went on space anchor. Then Harold came forward to the comm room; and there was Jake, freshly shaved and in dress uniform, talking to the Alstons on viz screen. The matter was already settled. How Jake wrangled the invitation Harold didn’t know, but he was downright charming when he wanted to be; and undoubtedly he’d made the Alstons feel it would be impossibly rude not to include him in the party. Jake switched off the screen, looked at Harold’s face and grinned.


  “Hell, Harold,” he said. “You’re not begrudging an old friend a few hours’ look at sheer luxury, are you?”


  “No,” Harold said. “But in this case I felt I was already imposing on Elisabeth’s friends.”


  “Ah—don’t be so sensitive. They invited you, didn’t they? And Professor Alston and that sweet-looking wife of his will get a boot out of me. These millionaire hermits must get mighty bored on their pretty-pretty asteroids where nothing ever happens. We’re transsolar spacers, man! We’ve been places and done things it would curl their hair to think about. We’re romantic!” He clapped Harold on the shoulder. “Come on! They told me your sister’s waiting at the lock. Hey, this is one place we don’t have to wear guns when we stick our noses outside—seems odd, doesn’t it?”


  And then they were down; and there, first of all, was Elisabeth—not a girl any more but, startlingly, a beautiful woman. Harold wasn’t even sure he would have recognized her if she hadn’t run towards him, laughing and crying a little, as he stepped out of the skiff, and clung to him for long seconds. And there were the Alstons, pleasant people who immediately took Jake in hand and smoothly dissociated him and themselves from the Gages, so that in only minutes Harold and Elisabeth were wandering about alone in this sunlit, rather dreamlike garden of an asteroid.


  He’d been afraid there’d be an awkwardness between them, but none developed. Elisabeth was a completely honest person, of the kind whose expression hides nothing because there is rarely anything in their minds they want to hide. She studied him frankly and gravely, his eyes, his mouth, his motions, listened to his voice and its inflections, her face telling him meanwhile that she realized he’d changed and something of the manner in which he’d changed, and that she was accepting it, perhaps with regret but without judgment and with no loss of affection. He knew, too, that this was a matter it wouldn’t be necessary to talk about, now or later . . . later meaning after the business on Earthplanet was concluded. What was left then was that he always would have to be a little careful of what he said to her, careful not to reveal too much. Because what Elisabeth didn’t know, couldn’t possibly know, was just how extensive the change had been.


  He told himself it couldn’t have been helped. In the outsystems it could hardly have worked out otherwise. For a while they’d remained fairly selective about what they did with the Prideful Sue. If a job looked too raw, they didn’t touch it. But they weren’t making money, or not enough, and the raw jobs began to look less unacceptable. Then some of the crew dropped out, and some got killed, and the replacements were outsystem boys with outsystem ideas. On occasion they’d come close to straight raiding then; and if it had been up to Jake Hiskey alone, what difference was left finally mightn’t have mattered enough to count.


  But a first-class navigator was the most valuable man on the ship in the outsystems; and Harold was a first-class navigator by then. If he hadn’t been one, he still would have been the most valuable man on the Prideful Sue; Hiskey had come to depend on him more and more. So he could put a stop to an operation if it looked too bad, and from time to time he did. It didn’t get him liked on board; but, as it happened, he’d also developed a first-class gun hand. If necessary the hand might get a little more blood on it, and Navigator Gage would get his way.


  This last move now, the big one, the one which was to make the whole past eight years pay off extremely well, importing McNulty’s mercenaries and their devastating weapon, the Rilf toziens, to Earthplanet—he’d thought about it long and hard and had been at the point of backing out more than once. Hiskey, whose idea it had been, argued that it was a perfectly legitimate enterprise. It was, without question. Earthplanet’s criterion of permissible weaponry was the guaranteed limitation of effect. A tozien strike had an active period of less than two days, a target radius of less than twenty miles. It fell well within the allowable range.


  And it would have the value of a completely unexpected innovation. Earthplanet hadn’t yet heard of the Rilfs. Hiskey had contacts who knew how to handle this kind of thing to best advantage all around. Everyone involved would share in the cut, and the cut was going to be a very large one. Of course, after the first dozen miniwars came to an abrupt end, that part of it would be over. McNulty would be in general demand and could get along without middlemen. There’d be no further payoffs to the crew of the Prideful Sue. But down to the last man on board, they’d be more than wealthy enough to retire.


  It was, Jake Hiskey pointed out, no more of a dirty business, if one wanted to call it that, than other operations they’d carried out. The Earth gangs periodically slaughtered one another, and there was very little to choose between them. What great difference did it make to hand some of them a new weapon?


  It wasn’t much of an argument, but what decided Harold was that this was Jake Hiskey’s last chance and that Jake knew it and was desperate. He was fifteen years older than Harold and looked a decade older than that. The outsystems had leached his nerve from him at last. If Harold pulled out, Hiskey wouldn’t be able to handle the deal with the Rilfs, wouldn’t be able to work a troop of them back to Earthsystem. He was no longer capable of it. And when one had flown and fought a ship for eight years with a man, had backed him and been backed by him in tight spots enough to do for a lifetime, it was difficult to turn away from him when he was finished. So all right, Harold had thought finally, one more play, dirty as it might be. Then he and Jake could split. There was nothing really left of their friendship; that had eroded along the line. If the SP didn’t manage to block them, they’d get the Rilfs to Earth. Afterwards they couldn’t be touched by Earthsystem, even if it became known what role they’d played. They’d have done nothing illegal.


  And he could hope the role they’d played wouldn’t become known. He’d told Elisabeth the Prideful Sue had returned to Earthsystem on very big and very hush-hush business, something he wasn’t free to talk about, and that if the deal was concluded successfully he might be taking a long vacation from spacefaring. She seemed delighted with that and didn’t ask for details, and Harold inquired what she’d been doing these eight years, because none of the message-packs she’d sent ever had caught up with him, and soon Elisabeth was talking and laughing freely and easily. For a short while, the past years seemed almost to fade, as if they were strolling about a park in Mars Underground rather than on this fabulous garden asteroid where handsome horned beasts stepped out now and then from among the trees to gaze placidly at them as they went by . . .


  “Mr. Gage! Elisabeth!”


  He stopped, blinking. It was like an optical illusion. There was a steep smooth cliff of rock to the left of the path they were following; and in it, suddenly, an opening had appeared, a doorway, and Sally Alston had stepped out of it and was coming towards them, smiling. “I looked for you in the scanners,” she told Elisabeth. Then she turned to Harold. “Mr. Gage, why didn’t you let us know you had this extraordinary alien person on board? If Captain Hiskey hadn’t mentioned—”


  “Alien person?” Elisabeth interrupted.


  “Why, yes! Somebody called a Rilf. Derek is certain Solar U has no record of the species, and Captain Hiskey and Mr. Gage are taking him to Earthplanet on a commercial mission for his people. It’s really an historical event!”


  Harold stared at her, completely dumbfounded. Had Jake gone out of his mind to mention McNulty and the Rilfs to the Alstons? Elisabeth gave him a quick glance which asked whether this was the big hush-hush business he’d been talking about.


  “He’s even given himself a human name,” Sally told Elisabeth. “McNulty!” She smiled at Harold. “I must admit I find him a little shivery!”


  “He’s here?” Harold heard himself saying. “McNulty’s here, on the asteroid?”


  “Of course! We invited him down. When Captain Hiskey—”


  “How long’s he been here?”


  She looked at him, startled by his tone. “Why, about twenty minutes. Why?”


  “No,” Harold said. “Don’t ask questions.” He took each of them by an arm, began to walk them quickly towards the opening in the cliff. “Do you know exactly where McNulty is at the moment?”


  “Well, they—my husband and Captain Hiskey and McNulty—probably are in the control room now. McNulty was saying how interested he’d be in seeing how the asteroid was operated.”


  That tied it. “You didn’t send up for him?” Harold asked. “The ship’s skiff brought him down?”


  “Yes, it did. But what is the matter, Mr. Gage? Is—”


  “And the skiff’s still here?” Harold said. “It’s inside the field lock?”


  “I suppose so. I don’t know.”


  “All right,” Harold said. He stopped before the opening. “Now listen carefully because we’re not likely to have much time!” He drew a quick deep breath. “First, where is the control room?”


  “In the building in the space lock section,” Sally said. “The administration building. You saw it when you came down.” They were watching him, expressions puzzled and alarmed.


  Harold nodded. “Yes, I remember. Now—you and everyone else on the asteroid is in very serious danger. McNulty is a real horror. He has a special weapon. The only way you can stay reasonably safe from it is to hide out behind good solid locked doors. I hope you’ll have some way of warning Professor Alston and whoever else is around to do the same thing. Anyone who’s in the open, isn’t behind walls, when McNulty cuts loose won’t have a chance. Not for a moment! Unless he belongs to the Prideful Sue’s crew. If you can get to a transmitter in the next few minutes, call the SP and tell them to come here and get in any way they can—in space armor. But transmitters aren’t going to stay operable very long. You’ll have to hurry.” He looked at their whitened faces. “Don’t think I’m crazy! The only reason Hiskey would have told you about McNulty, and the only reason McNulty would have showed himself, is that they’ve decided between them to take over the place.”


  “But why?” cried Sally.


  “Because we’re the next thing to lousy pirates. Because they think they can use this asteroid.” Harold started to turn away. “Now get inside, seal that door tight, move fast, and with luck you’ll stay alive.”


  So this was one place guns wouldn’t be needed! In mentioning that, Jake Hiskey had made sure his navigator wouldn’t—quite out of habit and absentmindedly—be going down armed to the peaceful Alston asteroid and to the reunion with his sister. He knew this was a job I couldn’t buy, Harold thought. Even if Elisabeth hadn’t been involved—


  He’d set off at a long lope as soon as the camouflaged door in the cliff snapped shut. The asteroid surface in this area was simulated hilly ground, slopes rising and dipping, occasional smooth slabs of meteorite rock showing through. Clusters of trees, shrubbery, cultivated grassy ground . . . The space lock section couldn’t be more than a few hundred yards away, but he couldn’t see it from here. Neither could anyone in the open see him approaching. Sally Alston had said she’d located them by using scanners. Hiskey and McNulty could spot him by the same means, but they wouldn’t be looking for him before they’d secured the control room. Standard raiding procedure . . . hit the nerve center of an installation as quickly as possible; take it, and the rest is paralyzed, helpless, silenced.


  He checked an instant. A curious sensation, like a vibrating pressure on his eardrums, a tingling all through his nerves; it continued a few seconds, faded, returned, faded again . . . and the herd came suddenly around the side of the hill ahead of him. Some fifteen large gray-brown animals, a kind of antelope with thick corkscrew horns, running hard and fast. In the moment he saw them, startled, he took it for an indication that McNulty had released the toziens—and knew immediately it wasn’t that. Nothing ran from toziens; there was no time. The herd crossed his path with a rapid drumming of hoofs, pounded through thickets, wheeled and appeared about to slam head-on into a vertical cliff wall. At the last moment an opening was there in the rock, similar to the one out of which Sally Alston had stepped, five or six times as wide. The beasts plunged through it, shouldering and jostling one another, and the opening vanished behind the last of them.


  It all seemed to have happened in an instant. He ran on, wondering. That odd sensation, switching on and off—an alert signal? An alarm to which even the animals here were conditioned to respond immediately, in a predetermined manner, a “take cover!” that cleared the surface level of anything capable of reacting to it in moments . . . it indicated a degree of efficiency and preparedness he wouldn’t have attributed to these asteroid dwellers. What sort of emergencies could they expect here?


  He saw no more fleeing beasts, or any beasts at all; and in perhaps another minute the tingling irritation in his nerves had ended. The space-lock section couldn’t be far away. He’d been cutting across the slopes, avoiding the leisurely winding and intersecting paths along which he’d come with Elisabeth, and keeping to cover when it didn’t slow him down. At last then, coming out of a grove of trees on the crest of one of the little hills, he saw the administration building ahead—or rather one corner of it, warm brown, edged with gleaming black, the rest concealed behind trees. There was no one in sight, but he moved cautiously now, staying within the shrubbery. A hundred feet on, he came to a point which overlooked the landing area beneath the space lock. The Prideful Sue’s skiff stood in the center of the area, entry port open. Otherwise the section looked deserted.


  Above the skiff nothing showed but the simulated Earth sky. If the space lock through the energy carriers englobing the asteroid had been activated, it would have been visible—a ring of frozen fire from below, a glowing cylinder from where Harold stood, the cylinder’s thickness depending on the degree to which the lock was expanded. Undoubtedly it could be expanded enough to let in the Prideful Sue, and undoubtedly Hiskey had just that in mind. But whatever else he might have accomplished so far, he hadn’t yet got around to bringing down the ship.


  The skiff wasn’t large, but eight or nine men with raiding gear—about half the crew—could have been crammed in with McNulty and left waiting in concealment until they received Hiskey’s signal to emerge and go into action. The open entry lock indicated they’d already received the signal, were now inside the administration building. In other words, at some point within the past few minutes the attack on the asteroid had begun. Barnes, the second Rilf, and the rest of the crew were still on the ship. If they joined the group on the asteroid, the situation might become nearly hopeless. As things stood, it seemed quite bad enough, but at least there’d been no sign as yet of the Rilf toziens. It was possible that if Jake Hiskey met no significant resistance from Alston’s people, he would prefer not to turn this into a killing operation.


  But he’ll want to get me in any case, Harold thought. To keep me from interfering . . .


  They hadn’t had time to try to locate him with scanners, but somebody might have been posted outside the administration building to ambush him if he showed up here. The most likely spot for a watcher seemed the cluster of trees and bushes which screened the building—


  A blue and golden bird twice the size of a pigeon burst out of the undergrowth six feet ahead and launched itself upwards with a strong beat of wings. Startled—that might easily have advertised his approach—Harold dropped to a deep crouch, glancing after the bird. It rose swiftly to a point about thirty feet above the ground. There something struck and destroyed it.


  It seemed as abrupt as an explosion. The flying shape changed to sprays of blood and colorful ribbons and rags which were slashed and scattered again and again in the same instant, then left to fall back to earth. So it was a killing operation after all and McNulty had turned loose his toziens. Not, of course, all of them. There were thousands packed away in his thick nonhuman thorax; and only a small fraction of that number were required to sweep the surface of the asteroid and any sections of the interior open to intrusion clear of animal life large enough to attract their attention. They could have been released only moments ago or he would have been made aware of their presence—as he was aware of it now. An eerie whispering about him, now here, now there, as the toziens darted down in turn in their invisible speed towards this living flesh, sensed the Rilf drug which protected him as it protected all those who manned the Prideful Sue, and swerved away. But everyone else on the asteroid who had not found shelter had died or was dying in these seconds.


  Starting forwards again, he shut that thought away. Jake Hiskey and McNulty, having begun the slaughter, would finish it. They’d be in the control room at present, securing their hold on the asteroid. That done, they’d bring in the ship and start looking for holed-up survivors.


  The man Hiskey had selected to act as lookout at the building was Tom Connick. Not the brightest, but an excellent shot and normally steady as a rock—a good choice as an assassin. He stood, screened by a thicket, thirty feet from what seemed to be the only entrance into the building, a gun ready in his hand. They knew Harold wasn’t armed; and if he wanted to get into the administration building, he’d have to come past the thicket, within easy range for Connick. It must have seemed as simple as that.


  McNulty’s toziens, however, had provided a complication. Connick’s usual calm was not in evidence. He kept making small abrupt motions, bobbing his head, flinching right or left, jerking up the gun and putting it down again. Harold could appreciate his feelings. He, too, was still drawing the interest of the invisible swarm; every few seconds there would be a momentary indication that a tozien was nearby, and each time his flesh crawled though he knew, as Connick did, that theoretically they were protected from the little horrors. The thought remained that some tozien or other might not realize in time that they were protected. But at present that was all to his advantage. Connick darted glances this way and that, now and then half turning to see what was in back of him; but he was looking for the wrong kind of danger. So in the end Harold rose up quietly from the undergrowth ten steps behind Connick with a sizable rock in either hand.


  He lobbed the left-hand rock gently upwards. It lifted in a steep arc above Connick’s head and came down in front of him. And, for a moment, Connick’s nerves snapped. He uttered a frightened sound, a stifled squeal, jabbed the gun forward, shoulders hunching, attention frozen by the deadly dark moving thing which had appeared out of nowhere. It was doubtful whether he even heard the brief rustle of the thicket as Harold came up behind him. Then the edge of the second rock smashed through his skull.


  And now there was a gun for Harold, and for Jake Hiskey one man less he might presently send out to look for surviving asteroid people. Harold found a recharger for the gun in one of Connick’s pockets. There’d been some question in his mind whether there mightn’t be a second man around, though he had studied the vicinity thoroughly before moving in on Connick. But nothing stirred, so Connick’s death had not been observed. He could expect to find somebody else stationed inside the building entrance, as a standard precaution.


  He started quickly towards the building, then checked. On the far side of the space-lock area there was a faint greenish shimmering in the air, which hadn’t been there before. Harold stared at it sharply, looked around. Behind him, too, much closer, barely a hundred feet away—like a nearly invisible curtain hanging from the simulated sky, fitted against the irregularities of the ground below. He pointed Connick’s gun into the air, triggered it for an instant. There was a momentary puff of brightness as the charge hit the immaterial curtain. More distantly to the right, and, beyond the administration building to the left, was the same shimmering aerial effect.


  Energy screens. Activated within the past few minutes. By whom? They enclosed the space-lock section, boxed it in. If they’d been thrown up before the tozien swarm appeared in the section, then McNulty’s weapon was still confined here unless it had found an entry to the asteroid’s interior from within the building. And the screens might have gone up just in time to do that; he’d been too involved in his wary approach to the building area to have noticed what happened behind him. There was suddenly some real reason for hope . . . because this fitted in with the silently pervasive alert signal which had come so quickly after his warning to Sally Alston, with concealed doors opening and closing on the surface and animals streaming off it into the interior. The asteroid had defenses, and somebody was using them—which did not make it any less urgent to do something about the Prideful Sue’s crew and its Rilf allies before the defenses were broken down.


  There was someone waiting inside the entrance. It was Dionisio.


  “What’s slowing you down in there, Dionisio?” Navigator Gage demanded curtly, striding towards him. “Why aren’t you moving?”


  Dionisio was considerably more intelligent than Connick, but, besides being also badly fretted by the toziens, he was, for a moment, confused. He’d been told the navigator was among those to get it here; but he’d also been told that the navigator was unarmed and had no idea of what was going to happen. And here the navigator came walking up, casually holding a gun at half-ready, looking annoyed and impatient, which was standard for him on an operation, and sounding as if he were very much in on the deal. And, of course, there was the further consideration that the navigator was an extremely fast and accurate man with a gun. So Dionisio blinked, licked his lips, cleared his throat, finally began, “Well . . . uh—”


  “The skipper’s got the control room cleaned up?”


  “Well, sir, I guess so.”


  “You guess so?”


  “I wasn’t there,” Dionisio said sullenly, eyes fixed with some nervousness on the gun Navigator Gage was waving around rather freely. “I was in the skiff. There was that funny feeling we all got. Right after that we got the skipper’s signal. So we came out. The skipper tells us to start looking around for the people.”


  “The people in the building?”


  “Uh-huh. The skipper and McNulty were in the control room. There were five, six of the people here with them. And then the skipper looks around, and there’s nobody there.”


  The navigator’s lip curled. “You’re implying they disappeared? Just like that?”


  “Looks like it,” said Dionisio warily.


  “Everybody in the building?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “So what are they doing in there now?”


  “Blowing in the walls. Looking for, uh, doors.”


  “Looking for doors!” repeated Navigator Gage, total disgust in his voice. “And what are you doing up here?”


  Dionisio swallowed. “I’m to, uh, look out to see if somebody comes.”


  “With the toziens around? You out of your mind? Who’s in the skiff? Have the rest of them come down from the ship?”


  “No. There’s nobody in the—” And then Dionisio stopped talking and twitched his gunbarrel up very quickly. Because Navigator Gage had glanced back towards the skiff out in the landing area just then; and while this was a kind of odd situation, Dionisio was positive the skipper anyhow wanted Navigator Gage dead, and he himself had no slightest use for the navigator. So up came the gun, and it was Dionisio who was dead in the same moment, because Navigator Gage had, after all, not glanced away to the extent of not being able to catch the motion.


  Beyond the entry a lit hallway extended back into the building. Harold thought he’d heard distant human voices in there while he was talking to Dionisio, but at the moment there was silence. He checked quickly through the man’s gear, found a folded gas-breather and fitted that over his face. He took off his suit coat, put on Dionisio’s faded brown jacket, slapped Dionisio’s visor cap on his head and set it at the jaunty angle Dionisio favored. As he finished, there was a remote heavy thump from within the building, followed in seconds by another. Jake Hiskey was still having holes blown out of the walls, looking for the hidden passages through which Professor Alston and the people working in the administration building had vanished when they got the alert signal. He should find them if he kept at it long enough. And as soon as they had the space-lock controls figured out, they’d haul down the Prideful Sue with the heavier raiding equipment she carried.


  Dionisio’s gun was the only other useful item here. Harold pocketed it, pulled the body over against the entry wall where it wouldn’t be visible from within the building and set off quickly along the long hallway. Glassy motion flickered for an instant before his eyes; the toziens were still around. Now a series of five doors on the right—all locked. Ahead the hall made a turn to the right. As he came towards the corner, he heard men’s voices again, at least three or four, mingled in a short burst of jabbering, harsh with excitement. Hiskey’s voice among them? The ammonia smell of jolt bombs began to tingle faintly in his nostrils.


  He went around the corner without hesitating or slowing his stride. The gas-breather covered half his face; and while Dionisio was about an inch shorter, they were similar enough in general build that he could be accepted as Dionisio for a few moments by men with their attention on other things. Sixty feet ahead, rubble covered the hall floor, chunks of colorful plastic masonry shaken by jolt bombs out of a great jagged hole in the left wall. Only two men in sight, standing waiting in tensed attitudes behind a semi-portable gun pointed at the hole. Jake Hiskey’s voice now, raw with impatient anger; “Hurry it up! Hurry it up!” A glow spilled from the hole and there was the savage hiss of cutters. Bomb fumes hung thick in the air. Hiskey and at least four of the crew here. Wait till you’re right among them.


  One of the men at the semiportable glanced around as Harold came up, looked away again. He went past them. The hole drove deep into the wall; evidently they’d uncovered a passage but found it sealed a few yards farther on, and the sealing material was holding. Three men were at work in there with Hiskey. The cutters blazed and a broken conduit spat vicious shorted, power . . . And what damn fool had left two unused jolt bombs lying on this boulder of plastic? Harold scooped them up in passing, glanced back and saw Hiskey staring open-mouthed over at him, then clawing for his gun.


  Harold dropped behind the boulder, thumbed the stud on one of the little bombs and pitched it over into the opening of the hole. The second one went in the general direction of the semiportable. Their successive shock waves rammed at his eardrums, lifted the boulder against him. Clouds of dust filled the hall. After a moment he took out one of his guns and stood up.


  They lay where the double shock had caught and battered them. Hiskey had been coming for him, had nearly reached the boulder when he was smashed down. Harold looked at the bloodied head and was surprised by a wash of heavy regret, a brief but intensely vivid awareness of that bright yesterday in which Jake Hiskey and he first swung their ship out past the sun, headed towards high adventure. Too bad, Jake, he thought. Too bad that in eight years the adventure soured so that it’s ending here like this.


  McNulty and one or at most two of the original landing group left. Finish it up now before their reinforcements get here—


  McNulty at any rate should be in the control room.


  Harold went on along the hallway. No sounds anywhere. An open door. He approached it cautiously, looked in. A sizable office, half a dozen desks spaced out, machine stands, wall files—two of these left open. Not many minutes ago, people had been working here. Then the asteroid’s alarm reached them, and like ghosts they’d vanished. At the far side of the office was another door. As he started towards it, two men stood suddenly in the doorframe. Guns went off; Harold dropped behind the nearest desk. Across the room, the two had taken cover as quickly.


  A real gun fight now, fast and vicious. The crewmen were Harding and Ruse, two of the Prideful Sue’s best hands. The office furniture, in spite of its elegant appearance, was of tough solid plastic; but within a minute it was hammered half to pieces. Harold had emptied the charge in one of his guns before he got Harding. Ruse was still pouring it at him, battering the shielding desk. There was no way to reach back at him from here. Harold took a chance finally, shifting to another desk in a crouching leap, felt pain jar up from the heel of his right leg as he reached cover. Not an immediately crippling charge, though any hit of that kind was bad enough. Now, however, lying half across the desk, he had the advantage and could pour it on Ruse and did. Pinned behind his cover, Ruse kept firing furiously but ineffectively. At last he stopped firing and tried to duplicate Harold’s trick, and Harold got him in the open. The second gun hissed out emptily instants later.


  Ruse had rolled on behind a low console. Only his legs were in sight. He seemed to be sprawled loosely on his side, and the legs weren’t moving. It might be a trick, though Harold didn’t think so. He knew he’d caught Ruse with a head shot; and even at minimum charge that should have been almost instantly fatal. But he stayed where he was and reached back carefully with one hand to get the gun recharger he’d taken from Connick out of his pocket. A moment’s fumbling told him it was no longer there. At some point along the line it had been jolted from the pocket and lost.


  But Harding should have a recharger. Harold slid back slowly off the desk and turned towards Harding’s body.


  And there, coming towards him in a soft heavy rush across the littered office, clutching a thick metal spike in one human-looking hand, was McNulty.


  Harold slipped back behind the desk. McNulty lunged across the desk with the spike, then lumbered around it; and as he came on, his big shape seemed to be blurring oddly from moment to moment. Then a hard deep droning noise swelled in the air, and Harold knew the Rilf’s thorax was spewing out its store of toziens.


  The purpose was immediately obvious. The toziens couldn’t touch him, but they provided a distraction. In an instant Harold seemed enclosed in roaring thunders, and the office had turned into something seen through a shifting syrupy liquid. McNulty, in addition, hardly needed help. He was clumsy but strong and fast; his broad white face kept looming up distortedly in the tozien screen near Harold. For a nightmarish minute or two, it was all Harold could do to keep some sizable piece of office equipment between the Rilf and himself. McNulty didn’t give him a chance to get near Ruse’s or Harding’s guns. Then finally McNulty stumbled on a broken chair and fell; and with the tozien storm whirling about him, Harold managed to wrench the spike away from the Rilf. As McNulty came back up on his feet, he moved in, the spike gripped in both hands, and rammed it deep into what, if McNulty had been human, would have been McNulty’s abdomen. He had no idea where McNulty’s vital organs were or what they were like, but the spike reached one of them. McNulty’s mouth stretched wide. If he made any sound, it was lost in the droning uproar. His big body swayed left and right; then he went down heavily on his back and lay still, the spike’s handle sticking up out of him. His eyes remained open.


  Harold leaned back for an instant against the edge of a desk, gasping for breath. The toziens still boiled around, sounding like a swarm of gigantic metallic insects, but they seemed to have drawn away a little; he began to see the office more clearly. Then one of them appeared suddenly on McNulty’s chest. It stayed there, quivering. Another appeared, and another. In a minute, McNulty’s body was covered with them, clustering, shifting about, like flies gathering thick on carrion. Harold’s skin crawled as he watched them. They were specialized cells produced by the Rilf body, pliable or steel-hard and razor-edged, depending on what they were doing. McNulty’s remote ancestor had been a hunting animal, too awkward perhaps to overtake nimble prey, which had evolved a method of detaching sections of itself to carry out the kill, not unlike the hawks men had trained on old Earth to hunt on sight. McNulty still had been able to use his toziens in that manner, releasing one or more under an inhibition which impelled them to return to him after bringing down a specific victim. Their use by the thousands for uninhibited wholesale slaughter evidently had been a more recent Rilf development, perhaps not attained until they had acquired a civilization and scientific methods. Under those conditions, the toziens ranged over an area of a dozen miles, destroying whatever life they found for almost fifty hours, until their furious energy was exhausted and they died.


  Harding had been carrying a recharger, and Harold replenished his guns with it before placing it in his pocket. He looked over once more at McNulty’s body, motionless under its glittering blanket, and left the office by the door opposite to the one through which he had entered. Not all the toziens had returned to McNulty. An unidentifiable number still darted about, and some stayed near Harold, attracted by his motion. He knew it because they weren’t inaudible now but continued to make droning or whirring sounds as they had during McNulty’s attack. Perhaps McNulty’s death was having an effect on their life processes. At any rate, they no longer seemed to have any particular interest in him.


  Limping a little because of the charge he’d stopped in his heel, he followed the narrow passage beyond the door to another doorway. There, at the bottom of a short flight of steps, the brightly lit deserted control room whispered and hummed. Harold hurried down the steps, looked around.


  He found the space-lock controls almost immediately. And they were a puzzler. The instruments indicated that the lock was open to its fullest extent. But the screen view of the landing area showed only the skiff standing there, and the screen view of the force-field sections containing the space lock showed it wasn’t activated, was shut tight. He shifted the controls quickly back and forth. There was no change in the screens. He scowled at the indicators, left them at the shut and secured mark, turned to other instruments nearby, began manipulating them.


  In a minute, he had the answer. He sat down at a console, heard himself make a short laughing sound. No wonder Jake Hiskey had worked so furiously to break through into the hidden passages leading into the interior of the asteroid. For every practical purpose, the control room was dead. Power was here, the gadgetry appeared to be operating. But it did and could do nothing. None of it. Nothing at all.


  He drew a long slow breath, looked up at the ceiling.


  “Is somebody listening?” he asked aloud. “Can you see me here?”


  There was a momentary excited babble of voices, male and female. Elisabeth? He discovered the speaker then, ten feet away. “Elisabeth?” he asked, a sudden rawness in his throat.


  “Yes, I’m here, Harold. We’re all here!” Elisabeth’s voice told him. “Harold, we couldn’t see you. We didn’t know what was happening out—”


  “The scanners, Mr. Gage.” That was Alston. “The scanning circuits in that section have been shorted. We were afraid of drawing attention to you by speaking. And—”


  “I understand,” Harold said. “Better let me talk first because this thing isn’t finished. Captain Hiskey and the men he smuggled down here from the ship are dead. So is McNulty—the Rilf. But McNulty’s weapon isn’t dead and should stay effective for the next two days—make it two and a half, to be safe. You can’t come into this section before then, and you can’t go anywhere else on the asteroid where it might have spread. It can’t hurt me, but any of you would be killed immediately.”


  “Just what is this biological weapon?” Alston’s voice asked.


  Harold told him briefly about the toziens, added, “You may have thrown up those screen barriers about this section fast enough to trap them here. But if you didn’t, they’re all over the surface of the asteroid. And if they’re given an opening anywhere, they’ll come pouring down into it.”


  “Fortunately,” Alston said, “they have been trapped in the space-lock section. Thanks to your prompt warning, Mr. Gage.”


  “What makes you sure?”


  “They were registering on biological sensing devices covering that section until the scanners went off. The impressions were difficult to define but match your description. Every section of the asteroid is compartmentalized by energy screens at present, and no similar impressions have been obtained elsewhere. Nevertheless, we shall take no chances. We’ll remain sealed off from the surface for the next sixty hours.”


  “You seem to have an override on the instruments here,” Harold said.


  “An automatic override,” Alston acknowledged. “It cuts in when the asteroid shifts to emergency status. The possibility of a successful raid always had to be considered. So there is an interior control room.”


  Harold sighed. Jake Hiskey and McNulty, he thought, hadn’t been alone in underestimating these people. Well, let’s get the mess cleaned up . . . “You’ve asked the SP to do something about the Prideful Sue?”


  “Yes,” Alston said. “They’ll be here within a few hours.”


  Tozien whirring dipped past Harold’s face, moved off. “She has heavier armament than they might expect,” he said. “Eight men and another Rilf on board. Our gunnery isn’t the worst. But tell them to give her a chance.”


  “I’ll do that. And I’ll advise the police to take precautions.”


  “Yes, they should. There’s one more thing then. We guided a Rilf ship here and left it outside Earthsystem. It’s manned by more than half a hundred Rilfs. We’ve been negotiating to have them take a hand for pay in Earth’s miniwars. They may still try to go ahead with the deal. I think they should be turned back.”


  “Where is that ship now?” Alston sounded startled.


  “No fixed position. But it should be moving into Earthsystem to rendezvous on your orbit. If the SP look for it, they’ll find it.”


  Alston began to reply, but his voice blurred out for Harold. Almost as he’d stopped speaking, something had slammed into his back, below his right shoulder blade. The impact threw him out of the chair. He went on down to the floor, rolled over, twisting, on his left side, stopped, and had one of the guns in his right hand, pointed up.


  Jake Hiskey’s face was a smiling red mask as he leaned against the doorframe at the end of the room. There was a gun in his hand too, and he fired before Harold did. The charge shuddered into the transmitter stand behind Harold and crept quickly down. Harold pulled the trigger then, and Hiskey was flung back and fell beyond the doorframe, out of sight. Harold sucked air back into lungs that seemed tight as a clenched fist in his chest. Spent gun . . . or the hit where he’d taken it should have killed him outright. Jake had been too groggy to check that detail. Not that it was going to make very much difference.


  Well, Jake, he thought, perhaps that wasn’t really the worst solution.


  The big room swung in circles overhead as he pulled himself against the stand and sat up. Then a voice was crying his name. Elisabeth.


  “It’s all right,” Harold announced thickly, idiotically. “I stopped a hit, that’s all.”


  Questions.


  “Captain Hiskey wasn’t quite as dead as I believed,” he explained. “He’s dead enough now.”


  The voices grew blurred. Harold decided he was, definitely, finished. It might take a while. But the charge, spent though it had been, would start him hemorrhaging. In an hour or two heart and lungs should be dying mush. Wicked guns, thorough guns—


  “. . . Immediate medical attention . . .”


  Oh, sure.


  But he was listening now to what they were telling him, and abruptly he became alarmed. “No one can come in here,” he said. “I told you why. Not even in armor. Lift the screens anywhere while the toziens are alive, and they’ll pour through They’re too fast to stop. You’ll have to wait till you know they’re dead.”


  Then there was, they said, another way. Between this section and the next was a small emergency personnel lock—if he could follow their instructions, if he could reach it. A suit of armor couldn’t pass through it, but Harold could. And once he was inside the lock, sensing devices would establish with complete reliability whether any Rilf toziens had entered it with him.


  Harold considered that. It seemed foolproof.


  “All right,” he said. “We’ll see if it works.” He began struggling up to his feet. “Just keep those screens down.”


  Some while later he reached the main entry to the control room, glanced down at Jake Hiskey and turned to the right, as they’d said. Toziens went with him, drawn towards the only thing that still moved in the section. There came a passage, and another one, and a door and, behind the door, a small room. Harold entered the room and looked around. “I think I’m there,” he said aloud.


  “Yes, you’re in the right room,” Alston’s voice told him. “You won’t see the lock until it opens, but it’s in the center of the wall directly opposite the door.”


  “Don’t open it yet,” Harold said. “They’re here, too.”


  He got across the room. As Alston had told him, there was nothing in the smooth bare wall to suggest an emergency lock behind it, but he was lined up with the center of the door on the other side, as well as he could make it out; and he should be within a few feet, at most, of the lock.


  “Professor Alston,” he said. “Yes?”


  “I’m in front of the lock now. Wait till I give you the word. Then open it fast.”


  “We’re ready,” Alston said. “We’ll know when you’re inside.” Harold fished the two guns from his pockets, took them by their barrels in one hand, turned around. Supporting himself against the wall with his other hand, he lifted the guns and began waving them about. Tozien droning drew in towards the motion, thickening, zigzagging back and forth above and in front of him. Then he pitched the guns towards the far corner of the room.


  The droning darted off with them. They hit the wall with a fine crash, went clattering to the floor. The air seethed noisily above them there.


  “Now!” Harold said.


  He saw the narrow dark opening appear in the wall two feet away, stumbled into it. After that, he seemed to go on stumbling down through soft darkness.


  At first there was nothing. Then came an occasional vague awareness of time passing. A great deal of time . . . years of it, centuries of it . . . seemed to drift by steadily and slowly. Shadows began to appear, and withdrew again. Now and then a thought turned up. Some thoughts attracted other thoughts, clusters of them. Finally he found he had acquired a few facts. Facts had great value, he realized; they could be fitted together to form solid structures.


  Carefully, painstakingly, he drew in more facts. His thoughts took to playing about them like schools of fish, shifting from one fact to another. Then there came a point at which it occurred to him that he really had a great many facts on hand now, and should start lining them up and putting them in order.


  So he started doing it.


  The first group was easy to assemble. In the process, he remembered suddenly having been told all this by one of the shadows:


  The men left on the Prideful Sue had elected to put up a fight when the System Police boats arrived, and they’d put up a good one. (They should have, a stray thought added as an aside; he’d trained them.) But in the end the Prideful Sue was shot apart, and there’d been no survivors.


  The Rilf ship, edging into Earthsystem, turned sullenly back when challenged. By the time it faded beyond the instrument range of its SP escort, it was a quarter of a light-year away from the sun, traveling steadily out.


  That seemed to clear up one parcel of facts.


  Other matters were more complex. He himself, for example—first just lying there, then riding about on one of the small brown cattle which had once been a wild species of Earth, finally walking again—remained something of a puzzle. There were periods when he was present so to speak, and evidently longer, completely vacant periods into which he dropped from time to time. When he came out of them, he didn’t know where he’d been. He hadn’t noticed it much at first; but then he began to find it disturbing.


  “Well,” Elisabeth said gently—she happened to be there when he started thinking seriously about this odd practice he’d developed—“the doctor said that, aside from more obvious physical damage, your nervous system got quite a bad jolt from that gun charge. But you are recovering, Harold.”


  So he was recovering. He decided to be satisfied with that. “How long has it been?” he asked.


  “Not quite four weeks,” said Elisabeth. She smiled. “You’re really doing very well, Harold. What would you like me to show you today?”


  “Let’s look at some more of the things they’re doing downstairs,” Harold said.


  Professor Derek Alston’s asteroid also remained something of an enigma. In Mars Underground, and in the SP Academy’s navigation school, the private asteroids had been regarded much as they were on Earthplanet, as individually owned pleasure resorts of the very rich which maintained no more contact with the rest of humanity than was necessary. Evidently they preferred to have that reputation. Elisabeth had told him it wasn’t until she’d been a Solar U student for a few years that she’d learned gradually that the asteroids performed some of the functions of monasteries and castles in Earth’s Middle Ages, built to preserve life, knowledge and culture through the turbulence of wars and other disasters. They were storehouses of what had become, or was becoming, now lost on Earth, and their defenses made them very secure citadels. The plants and animals of the surface levels were living museums. Below the surface was a great deal more than that. In many respects they acted as individual extensions of Solar U, though they remained independent of it.


  All of which seemed true, from what he had seen so far. But the thought came occasionally that it still mightn’t be the complete picture. There were the projects, for one thing. This miniature planet, for all that it was an insignificant speck of cosmic debris, had, on the human scale, enormous quantities of cubic space. Very little of the space was in practical use, and that was used in an oddly diffused manner. There were several central areas which in their arrangement might have been part of a residential section of Mars Underground. Having lived mainly on an interstellar ship for the past eight years, Harold found himself reflecting on the fact that if the asteroid’s population had been around a hundred times its apparent size, it would not have been unduly crowded. Elsewhere were the storerooms; and here Elisabeth loved to browse, and Harold browsed with her, though treasures of art and literature and the like were of less interest to him. Beautiful things perhaps, but dead.


  And then the projects—Step into a capsule, a raindrop-shaped shell, glide through a system of curving tunnels, checking here and there to be fed through automatic locks; and you came to a project. Two or three or at most four people would be conducting it; they already knew who you were, but you were introduced, and they showed you politely around. Elisabeth’s interest in what they had to show was moderate. Harold’s kept growing.


  “You’re running some rather dangerous experiments here,” he remarked eventually to Derek Alston. This was on another day. There’d been only a scattered few of those blank periods lately.


  Derek shook his head. “I don’t run them,” he said. “They’re Solar U and SP projects. The asteroid merely provides facilities.”


  “Why do you let them set themselves up here?”


  Derek Alston shrugged. “They have to be set up somewhere. If there should be some disastrous miscalculation, our defensive system will contain the damage and reduce the probable loss in human lives.”


  And the asteroid had, to be sure, a remarkable defensive system. For any ordinary purpose it seemed almost excessive. Harold had studied it and wondered again.


  “In Eleven,” he said, “they’re working around with something on the order of a solar cannon. If they slip up on that one, you might find your defensive system strained.”


  Derek looked over at him.


  “I believe you weren’t supposed to know the purpose of that device,” he said idly.


  “They were a little misleading about that, as a matter of fact,” said Harold. “But I came across something similar in the outsystems once.”


  “Yes, I imagine you’ve learned a great deal more there than they ever taught in navigation school.” Derek scratched his head and looked owlish. “If you were to make a guess, what would you say was the real purpose of maintaining such projects on our asteroid? After all, I have to admit that the System Police and Solar U are capable of providing equally suitable protective settings for them.”


  “The impression I’ve had,” Harold told him, “is that they’re being kept a secret from somebody. They’re not the sort of thing likely to be associated with a private asteroid.”


  “No, not at all. Your guess is a good one. There are men, and there is mankind. Not quite the same thing. Mankind lost a major round on Earthplanet in this century and exists there only in fragments. And though men go to the outsystems, mankind hasn’t reached them yet.”


  “You think it’s here?”


  “Here in Solar U, in the System Police, in major centers like Mars Underground. And on the private asteroids. Various shapes of the same thing. Yes, mankind is here, what’s left of it at the moment. It has regrouped in Earthsystem and is building up.”


  Harold considered that. “Why make it a conspiracy?” he asked then. “Why not be open about it?”


  “Because it’s dangerous to frighten men. Earthplanet regards Earthsystem as an irritation. But it looks at our lack of obvious organization and purpose, our relatively small number, and it doesn’t take alarm. It knows it would take disproportionate effort, tremendous unified effort, to wipe us out, and we don’t seem worth it. So Earth’s men continue with their grinding struggles and maneuverings which eventually are to give somebody control of the planet. By that time Earthsystem’s mankind should not be very much concerned about Earthplanet’s intentions towards it. The projects you’ve seen are minor ones. We move farther ahead of them every year, and our population grows steadily. Even now I doubt that the planet’s full resources would be sufficient to interfere seriously with that process. But for the present we must conceal the strength we have and the strength we are obtaining. We want no trouble with Earth. Men will have their way there for a time, and then, whatever their designs, mankind will begin to evolve from them again, as it always does. It is a hardy thing. We can wait . . .”


  And that, Harold decided, had been upper echelon information, given him by one who might be among Earthsystem’s present leaders. Elisabeth and Sally Alston had a general understanding of the situation but did not seem to be aware of the underlying purpose. Professor Alston evidently had made him an offer.


  He thought about it, and presently a feeling began to grow in him, something like loss, something like loneliness. Elisabeth appeared to sense it and was disturbed.


  Then another day. A gun was in his hand again, and in his other hand were the last three of a dozen little crystal globes he’d picked up in one of the machine shops. He swung them up, and they went flying away along a massive wall of asteroid rock. As they began to drop again, the gun snaked out and, in turn, each of the globes sparkled brightly and vanished.


  He’d been aware of Derek Alston coming up from behind him before he fired; and now he pocketed the gun and turned.


  “Very pretty shooting, friend!” Derek remarked. “I never was able to develop much skill with a handgun myself, but I enjoy watching an expert.”


  Harold shrugged. “I had the time, and the motivation, to put in a great deal of practice.”


  “No doubt.” Derek held up a sheaf of papers. “Your final medical and psychological reports! It appears you’ve come all the way back. Care to look them over?”


  Harold shook his head. “No. I’ve known for a couple of days that I’d come all the way back.” He patted the pocket which held the gun. “This was a test.”


  They regarded each other a moment. And now, Harold wondered, how was he going to say it? The Alstons had been more than generous hosts, and Derek took pride in what Earthsystem was accomplishing—with very good reason.


  But he’d moved for eight years among the stars. And in spite of all the plans that had gone sour; and the ugliness which tarnished and finally destroyed the Prideful Sue, he’d found there what he’d been looking for. Earthsystem seemed dwindled and small. He couldn’t possibly come back to it.


  Make it brief, he thought.


  “I’m not sure what I’ll do next,” he told Derek Alston. “But I’m shipping transsolar again.”


  “Well, I should hope so!” said Derek promptly.


  “I was wondering whether you’d understand . . . Elisabeth in particular.”


  “Of course she understands! I do—we all do!” Derek smiled. “But before you start talking of leaving, there’s one more project I must show you. It’s one you should appreciate . . .”


  They stepped, a minute later, out of a capsule deep in the bowels of the asteroid, and went along a passage with steel bulkheads. A massive lock opened at their approach, and lights came on.


  “Come on in and look around,” Derek said. “This is our third control room. Not too many people know we have it.”


  Harold looked around the shining place. First incredulously, then with something like growing awe. He glanced at Derek Alston. “Mind if I check these?” he asked.


  “Not at all. Go ahead.”


  Once, some two years before, he’d been in the control room of Earthplanet’s biggest, newest, and proudest outsystem transport. What he’d seen then was dwarfed, made trifling and clumsy, by what was here. His skin shivered with a lover’s delight. “You have power to go with it?” he asked presently.


  “We have the power.”


  “Where’s the asteroid going on interstellar drives?”


  “I told you mankind hadn’t got to the outsystems yet,” Derek said. “But it’s ready to move there. We’ve been preparing for it. The outsystems won’t know for a while that we’re around—not till we’re ready to let them know it.”


  “This asteroid is moving to the outsystems?”


  “Not this one. Not for some years. We still have functions to perform here. But a few others—the first—will be ready to start within the next three months. They can use an experienced transsolar navigator. They think they can also use a fighting captain with an outsystem background. If you’re interested, I’ll take you over to one of them this afternoon.”


  Harold drew in a long, deep breath.


  “I’m interested,” he said.


  JUST CURIOUS


  Roy Litton’s apartment was on the eighteenth floor of the Torrell Arms. It was a pleasant place which cost him thirty-two thousand dollars a year. The living room had a wide veranda which served in season as a sun deck. Far below was a great park. Beyond the park, drawn back to a respectful distance from the Torrell Arms, was the rest of the city.


  “May I inquire,” Roy Litton said to his visitor, “from whom you learned about me?”


  The visitor’s name was Jean Merriam. She was a slender, expensive brunette, about twenty-seven. She took a card from her handbag and slid it across the table to Litton. “Will that serve as an introduction?” she asked.


  Litton studied the words scribbled on the card and smiled. “Yes,” he said, “that’s quite satisfactory. I know the lady’s handwriting well. In what way can I help you?”


  “I represent an organization,” Jean said, “which does discreet investigative work.”


  “You’re detectives?”


  She shrugged, smiled. “We don’t refer to ourselves as detectives, but that’s the general idea. Conceivably your talents could be very useful to us. I’m here to find out whether you’re willing to put them at our disposal from time to time. If you are, I have a test assignment for you. You don’t mind, do you?”


  Litton rubbed his chin. “You’ve been told what my standard fee is?”


  Jean Merriam opened the handbag again, took out a check, and gave it to him. Litton read it carefully, nodded. “Yes,” he said, and laid the check on the table beside him. “Ten thousand dollars. You’re in the habit of paying such sums out of your personal account?”


  “The sum was put in my account yesterday for this purpose.”


  “Then what do you, or your organization, want me to do?”


  “I’ve been given a description of how you operate, Mr. Litton, but we don’t know how accurate the description is. Before we retain you, I’d like you to tell me exactly what you do.”


  Litton smiled. “I’m willing to tell you as much as I know.”


  She nodded. “Very well. I’ll decide on the basis of what you say whether or not your services might be worth ten thousand dollars to the organization. Once I offer you the assignment and you accept it, we’re committed. The check will be yours when the assignment is completed.”


  “Who will judge when it has been completed?”


  “You will,” said Jean. “Naturally there will be no further assignments if we’re not satisfied with the results of this one. As I said, this is a test. We’re gambling. If you’re as good as I’ve been assured you are, the gamble should pay off. Fair enough?”


  Litton nodded. “Fair enough, Miss Merriam.” He leaned back in his chair. “Well, then—I sometimes call myself a ‘sensor’ because the word describes my experiences better than any other word I can think of. I’m not specifically a mind reader. I can’t predict the future. I don’t have second sight. But under certain conditions, I turn into a long-range sensing device with a limited application. I have no theoretical explanation for it. I can only say what happens.


  “I work through contact objects; that is, material items which have had a direct and extensive physical connection with the persons I investigate. A frequently worn garment is the obvious example. Eyeglasses would be excellent. I once was able to use an automobile which the subject had driven daily for about ten months. Through some such object I seem to become, for a time which varies between approximately three and five minutes, the person in question.” Litton smiled. “Naturally I remain here physically, but my awareness is elsewhere.


  “Let me emphasize that during this contact period I am—or seem to be—the other person. I am not conscious of Roy Litton or of what Roy Litton is doing. I have never heard of him and know nothing of his sensing ability. I am the other person, aware only of what he is aware of, doing what he is doing, thinking what he is thinking. If, meanwhile, you were to speak to the body sitting here, touch it, even cause it severe pain—which has been done experimentally—I wouldn’t know it. When the time is up, the contact fades and I am back. Then I know who I am and can recall my experience and report on it. Essentially, that’s the process.”


  Jean Merriam asked, “To what extent do you control the process?”


  “I can initiate it or not initiate it. I’m never drawn out of myself unless I intend to be drawn out of myself. That’s the extent of my control. Once it begins, the process continues by itself and concludes itself. I have no way of affecting its course.”


  Jean said reflectively, “I don’t wish to alarm you, Mr. Litton. But mightn’t you be running the risk of remaining permanently lost in somebody else’s personality . . . unable to return to your own?”


  Litton laughed. “No. I know definitely that can’t happen, though I don’t know why. The process simply can’t maintain itself for much more than five minutes. On the other hand, it’s rarely terminated in less than three.”


  “You say that during the time of contact you think what the other person thinks and are aware of what he’s aware?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Only that? If we employed you to investigate someone in this manner, we usually would need quite specific information. Wouldn’t we have to be extremely fortunate if the person happened to think of that particular matter in the short time you shared his mind?”


  “No,” said Litton. “Conscious thoughts quite normally have thousands of ramifications and shadings the thinker doesn’t know about. When the contact dissolves, I retain his impressions and it is primarily these ramifications and shadings I then investigate. It is something like developing a vast number of photographic prints. Usually the information my clients want can be found in those impressions in sufficient detail.”


  “What if it can’t be found?”


  “Then I make a second contact. On only one occasion, so far, have I been obliged to make three separate contacts with a subject to satisfy the client’s requirements. There is no fee for additional contacts.”


  Jean Merriam considered a moment. “Very well,” she said. She brought a small box from the handbag, opened it, and took out a ring, which she handed to Litton. “The person in whom the organization is interested,” she said, “was wearing this ring until four weeks ago. Since then it’s been in a safe. The safe was opened yesterday and the ring taken from it and placed in this box. Would you consider it a suitable contact object?”


  Litton held the ring in his palm an instant before replying. “Eminently suitable!” he said then.


  “You can tell by touching such objects?”


  “As a rule. If I get no impression, it’s a waste of time to proceed. If I get a negative impression, I refuse to proceed.”


  “A negative impression?”


  Litton shrugged. “A feeling of something that repels me. I can’t describe it more definitely.”


  “Does it mean that the personality connected with the object is a repellent one?”


  “Not necessarily. I’ve merged with some quite definitely repellent personalities in the course of this work. That doesn’t disturb me. The feeling I speak of is a different one.”


  “It frightens you?”


  “Perhaps.” He smiled. “However, in this case there is no such feeling. Have you decided to offer me the assignment?”


  “Yes, I have,” Jean Merriam said. “Now then, I’ve been told nothing about the person connected with the ring. Since very few men could get it on, and very few children would wear a ring of such value, I assume the owner is a woman—but I don’t know even that. The reason I’ve been told nothing is to make sure I’ll give you no clues, inadvertently or otherwise.” She smiled. “Even if you were a mind reader, you see, you could get no significant information from me. We want to be certain of the authenticity of your talent.”


  “I understand,” Litton said. “But you must know what kind of information your organization wants to gain from the contact?”


  Jean nodded. “Yes, of course. We want you to identify the subject by name and tell us where she can be found. The description of the locality should be specific. We also want to learn as much as we can about the subject’s background, her present activities and interests, and any people with whom she is closely involved. The more details you can give us about such people, the better. In general, that’s all. Does it seem like too difficult an assignment?”


  “Not at all,” Litton said. “In fact, I’m surprised you want no more. Is that kind of information really worth ten thousand dollars to you?”


  “I’ve been told,” Jean said, “that if we get it within the next twenty-four hours, it will be worth a great deal more than ten thousand dollars.”


  “I see.” Litton settled comfortably in the chair, placed his clasped hands around the ring on the table, enclosing it. “Then, if you like, Miss Merriam, I’ll now make the contact.”


  “No special preparations?” she inquired, watching him.


  “Not in this case.” Litton nodded toward a heavily curtained alcove in the wall on his left. “That’s what I call my withdrawal room. When I feel there’s reason to expect difficulties in making a contact, I go in there. Observers can be disturbing under such circumstances. Otherwise, no preparations are necessary.”


  “What kind of difficulties could you encounter?” Jean asked.


  “Mainly, the pull of personalities other than the one I want. A contact object may be valid, but contaminated by associations with other people. Then it’s a matter of defining and following the strongest attraction, which is almost always that of the proper owner and our subject. Incidentally, it would be advantageous if you were prepared to record my report.”


  Jean tapped the handbag. “I’m recording our entire conversation, Mr. Litton.”


  He didn’t seem surprised. “Very many of my clients do,” he remarked. “Very well, then, let’s begin . . .”


  “How long did it take him to dream up this stuff?” Nick Garland asked.


  “Four minutes and thirty-two seconds,” Jean Merriam said.


  Garland shook his head incredulously. He took the transcript she’d made of her recorded visit to Roy Litton’s apartment from the desk and leafed through it again. Jean watched him, her face expressionless. Garland was a big gray-haired bear of a man, coldly irritable at present—potentially dangerous.


  He laid the papers down, drummed his fingers on the desk. “I still don’t want to believe it,” he said, “but I guess I’ll have to. He hangs on to Caryl Chase’s ring for a few minutes, then he can tell you enough about her to fill five typed, single-spaced pages . . . That’s what happened?”


  Jean nodded. “Yes, that’s what happened. He kept pouring out details about the woman as if he’d known her intimately half her life. He didn’t hesitate about anything. My impression was that he wasn’t guessing about anything. He seemed to know.”


  Garland grunted. “Max thinks he knew.” He looked up at the man standing to the left of the desk. “Fill Jean in, Max. How accurate is Litton?”


  Max Jewett said, “On every point we can check out, he’s completely accurate.”


  “What are the points you can check out?” Jean asked.


  “The ring belongs to Caryl Chase. She’s thirty-two. She’s Phil Chase’s wife, currently estranged. She’s registered at the Hotel Arve, Geneva, Switzerland, having an uneasy off-and-on affair with one William Haskell, British ski nut. He’s jealous, and they fight a lot. Caryl suspects Phil has detectives looking for her, which he does. Her daughter Ellie is hidden away with friends of Caryl’s parents in London. Litton’s right about the ring. Caryl got it from her grandmother on her twenty-first birthday and had worn it regularly since. When she ran out on Phil last month, she took it off and left it in her room safe. Litton’s statement, that leaving it was a symbolic break with her past life, makes sense.” Jewett shrugged. “That’s about it. Her psychoanalyst might be able to check out some of the rest of what you got on tape. We don’t have that kind of information.”


  Garland growled, “We don’t need it. We got enough for now.”


  Jean exchanged a glance with Jewett. “You feel Litton’s genuine, Mr. Garland?”


  “He’s genuine. Only Max and I knew we were going to test him on Caryl. If he couldn’t do what he says he does, you wouldn’t have got the tape. There’s no other way he could know those things about her.” Garland’s face twisted into a sour grimace. “I thought Max had lost his marbles when he told me it looked like Phleger had got his information from some kind of swami. But that’s how it happened. Frank Phleger got Litton to tap my mind something like two or three months ago. He’d need that much time to get set to make his first move.”


  “How much have you lost?” Jean asked.


  He grunted. “Four, five million. I can’t say definitely yet. That’s not what bothers me.” His mouth clamped shut, a pinched angry line. His eyes shifted bleakly down to the desk, grew remote, lost focus.


  Jean Merriam watched him silently. Inside that big skull was stored information which seemed sometimes equal to the intelligence files of a central bank. Nick Garland’s brain was a strategic computer, a legal library. He was a multimillionaire, a brutal genius, a solitary and cunning king beast in the financial jungle—a jungle he allowed to become barely aware he existed. Behind his secretiveness he remained an unassailable shadow. In the six years Jean had been working for him she’d never before seen him suffer a setback; but if they were right about Litton, this was more than a setback. Garland’s mind had been opened, his plans analyzed, his strengths and weaknesses assessed by another solitary king beast—a lesser one, but one who knew exactly how to make the greatest possible use of the information thus gained—and who had begun to do it. So Jean waited and wondered.


  “Jean,” Garland said at last. His gaze hadn’t shifted from the desk.


  “Yes?”


  “Did Litton buy your story about representing something like a detective agency?”


  “He didn’t seem to question it,” Jean said. “My impression was that he doesn’t particularly care who employs him, or for what purpose.”


  “He’ll look into anyone’s mind for a price?” It was said like a bitter curse.


  “Yes . . . his price. What are you going to do?”


  Garland’s shoulders shifted irritably. “Max is trying to get a line on Phleger.”


  Jean glanced questioningly at Jewett. Jewett told her, “Nobody seems to have any idea where Frank Phleger’s been for the past three weeks. We assume he dropped out of sight to avoid possible repercussions. The indications are that we’re getting rather close to him.”


  “I see,” Jean said uncomfortably. The king beasts avoided rough play as a matter of policy, usually avoided conflict among themselves, but when they met in a duel there were no rules.


  “Give that part of it three days,” Garland’s voice said. She looked around, found him watching her with a trace of what might be irony, back at any rate from whatever brooding trance he’d been sunk in. “Jean, call Litton sometime tomorrow.”


  “All right.”


  “Tell him the boss of your detective organization wants an appointment with him. Ten o’clock, three days from now.”


  She nodded, said carefully, “Litton could become extremely valuable to you, Mr. Garland.”


  “He could,” Garland agreed. “Anyway, I want to watch the swami perform. We’ll give him another assignment.”


  “Am I to accompany you?”


  “You’ll be there, Jean. So will Max.”


  “I keep having the most curiously definite impression,” Roy Litton observed, “that I’ve met you before.”


  “You have,” Garland said amiably.


  Litton frowned, shook his head. “It’s odd I should have forgotten the occasion!”


  “The name’s Nick Garland,” Garland told him.


  Still frowning, Litton stared at him across the table. Then abruptly his face paled. Jean Merriam, watching from behind her employer, saw Litton’s eyes shift to her, from her to Max Jewett, and return at last, hesitantly, to Garland’s face. Garland nodded wryly.


  “I was what you call one of your subjects, Mr. Litton,” he said. “I can’t give you the exact date, but it should have been between two and three months ago. You remember now?”


  Litton shook his head. “No. After such an interval it would be impossible to be definite about it, in any case. I keep no notes and the details of a contact very quickly grow blurred to me.” His voice was guarded; he kept his eyes on Garland’s. “Still, you seemed familiar to me at once as a person. And your name seems familiar. It’s quite possible that you have been, in fact, a contact subject.”


  “I was,” Garland said. “We know that. That’s why we’re here.”


  Litton cleared his throat. “Then the story Miss Merriam told me at her first visit wasn’t true.”


  “Not entirely,” Garland admitted. “She wasn’t representing a detective outfit. She represented me. Otherwise, she told the truth. She was sent here to find out if you could do what we’d heard you could do. We learned that you could. Mr. Litton, you’ve cost me a great deal of money. But I’m not too concerned about that now, because, with your assistance, I’ll make it back. And I’ll make a great deal more besides. You begin to get the picture?”


  Relief and wariness mingled for an instant in Litton’s expression. “Yes, I believe I do.”


  “You’ll get paid your regular fees, of course,” Garland told him. “The fact is, Mr. Litton, you don’t charge enough. What you offer is worth more than ten thousand a shot. What you gave Frank Phleger was worth enormously more.”


  “Frank Phleger?” Litton said.


  “The client who paid you to poke around in my mind. No doubt he wouldn’t have used his real name. It doesn’t matter. Let’s get on to your first real assignment for me. Regular terms. This one isn’t a test. It’s to bring up information I don’t have and couldn’t get otherwise. All right?”


  Litton nodded, smiled. “You have a suitable contact object?”


  “We brought something that should do,” Garland said. “Max, give Mr. Litton the belt.”


  Jean Merriam looked back toward Jewett. Garland hadn’t told her what Litton’s assignment was to be, had given her no specific instructions, but she’d already turned on the recorder in her handbag. Jewett was taking a large plastic envelope from the briefcase he’d laid beside his chair. He came over to the table, put the envelope before Litton, and returned to his place.


  “Can you tell me specifically what you want to know concerning this subject?” Litton asked.


  “To start with,” Garland said, “just give us whatever you can get. I’m interested in general information.”


  Litton nodded, opened the plastic envelope, and took out a man’s leather belt with a broad silver buckle. Almost immediately an expression of distaste showed in his face. He put the belt on the table, looked over at Garland.


  “Mr. Garland,” he said, “Miss Merriam may have told you that on occasion I’m offered a contact object I can’t use. Unfortunately, this belt is such an object.”


  “What do you mean?” Garland asked. “Why can’t you use it?”


  “I don’t know. It may be something about the belt itself, and it may be the person connected with it.” Litton brushed the belt with his fingers. “I simply have a very unpleasant feeling about this object. It repels me.” He smiled apologetically. “I’m afraid I must refuse to work with it.”


  “Well, now,” Garland said, “I don’t like to hear that. You’ve cost me a lot, you know. I’m willing to overlook it, but I do expect you to be cooperative in return.”


  Litton glanced at him, swallowed uneasily. “I understand—and I assure you you’ll find me cooperative. If you’ll give me some other assignment, I assure you—”


  “No,” Garland said. “No, right now I want information about this particular person, not somebody else. It’s too bad if you don’t much like to work with the belt, but that’s your problem. We went to a lot of trouble to get the belt for you. Let me state this quite clearly, Mr. Litton. You owe me the information, and I think you’d better get it now.”


  His voice remained even, but the menace in the words was undisguised. The king beast was stepping out from cover, and Jean’s palms were suddenly wet. She saw Litton’s face whiten.


  “I suppose I do owe it to you,” Litton said after a moment. He hesitated again. “But this isn’t going to be easy.”


  Garland snorted. “You’re getting ten thousand dollars for a few minutes’ work!”


  “That isn’t it. I . . .” Litton shook his head helplessly, got to his feet. He indicated the curtained alcove at the side of the room. “I’ll go in there. At best, this will be a difficult contact to attempt. I can’t be additionally distracted by knowing that three people are staring at me.”


  “You’ll get the information?” Garland asked.


  Litton looked at him, said sullenly, “I always get the information.” He picked up the belt, went to the alcove, and disappeared through the curtains.


  Garland turned toward Jean Merriam. “Start timing him,” he said.


  She nodded, checked her watch. The room went silent, and immediately Jean felt a heavy oppression settle on her. It was almost as if the air had begun to darken around them. Frightened, she thought, Nick hates that freak . . . Has he decided to kill him?


  She pushed the question away and narrowed her attention to the almost inaudible ticking of the tiny expensive watch. After a while she realized that Garland was looking at her again. She met his eyes, whispered, “Three minutes and ten seconds.” He nodded.


  There was a sound from within the alcove. It was not particularly loud, but in the stillness it was startling enough to send a new gush of fright through Jean. She told herself some minor piece of furniture, a chair, a small side table, had fallen over, been knocked over on the carpeting. She was trying to think of some reason why Litton should have knocked over a chair in there when the curtains before the alcove were pushed apart. Litton moved slowly out into the room.


  He stopped a few feet from the alcove. He appeared dazed, half-stunned, like a man who’d been slugged hard in the head and wasn’t sure what had happened. His mouth worked silently, his lips writhing in slow, stiff contortions as if trying to shape words that couldn’t be pronounced. Abruptly he started forward. Jean thought for a moment he was returning to the table, but he went past it, pace quickening, on past Garland and herself without glancing at either of them. By then he was almost running, swaying from side to side in long staggering steps, and she realized he was hurrying toward the French doors which stood open on the wide veranda overlooking the park. Neither Garland nor Jewett moved from their chairs, and Jean, unable to speak, twisted around to look after Litton as they were doing. She saw him run across the veranda, strike the hip-high railing without checking, and go on over.


  * * *


  The limousine moved away from the Torrell Arms through the sunlit park, Jewett at the wheel, Garland and Jean Merriam in the back seat. There was no siren wail behind them, no indication of disturbance, nothing to suggest that anyone else was aware that a few minutes ago a man had dropped into the neatly trimmed park shrubbery from the eighteenth floor of the great apartment hotel.


  “You could have made use of him,” Jean said. “He could have been of more value to you than anyone else in the world. But you intended to kill him from the start, didn’t you?”


  Garland didn’t reply for a moment. Then he said, “I could have made use of him, sure. So could anyone else with ten thousand dollars to spare, or some way to put pressure on him. I don’t need somebody like Litton to stay on top. And I don’t like the rules changed. When Phleger found Litton, he started changing them. It could happen again. Litton had to be taken out.”


  “Max could have handled that,” Jean said. Her hands had begun to tremble again; she twisted them tightly together around the strap of the handbag. “What did you do to get Litton to kill himself?”


  Garland shook his head. “I didn’t intend him to kill himself. Max was to take care of him afterward.”


  “You did something to him.”


  Garland drew a long sighing breath. “I was just curious,” he said. “There’s something I wonder about now and then. I thought Litton might be able to tell me, so I gave him the assignment.”


  “What assignment? He became someone else for three minutes. What happened to him?”


  Garland’s head turned slowly toward her. She noticed for the first time that his face was almost colorless. “That was Frank Phleger’s belt,” he said. “Max’s boys caught up with him last night. Phleger’s been dead for the last eight hours.”


  1969


  ATTITUDES


  James H. Schmitz’s new story takes place on a giant ship with the most precious cargo imaginable: huge storerooms of artificial bodies along with containers holding half a billion personalities, identities, selves; in short the makings of an entire intelligent species.


  IT WAS NOW SIX OF their HOURS since the Federation escort ships had signaled that they had completed their assignment and were turning back. Soon, Azard told himself, it would be safe to act . . . to take the final steps in the great gamble which had seemed so dangerous and had been so necessary, Without the Malatlo Attitude, it would have been impossible. Malatlo had helped him in more ways than one.


  He stared from the back of the big control compartment at the three Federation humans. They were turned away, intent on various instruments, as the giant cargo carrier made its unhurried approach to the planet. Sashien had said he would begin landing operations in an hour. It would seem unnatural if Azard wasn’t with them to observe the process in the screens. Therefore the arrangements he had to make must be made now.


  He turned, left the room silently. They mightn’t miss him. If they did, it wouldn’t matter. He’d established on the voyage out from die Hub that he was constantly preoccupied with the condition and security of the immeasurably precious cargo destiny had placed in his care. As in all other matters, they did nothing to interfere with him in this.


  He stepped into a transfer drop and emerged five levels below in a dully gleaming passage studded by many doors. This ship was huge, greater than anything he could have imagined was possible before he came to the Hub. A large part of it contained the layered multitudes of artificially grown inert human bodies, each of which presently would be imprinted with a mature eld and thus come to conscious, intelligent life. A gift to lost Malatlo from the Federation of the Hub. Gifts, too, were the endless thousands of tools, machines, instruments, stored in shrink-containers elsewhere on the ship; the supplies and means of immediate colonial life. The Federation was rich and generous. And it had respected, if it did not share generally, the Malatlo Attitude. It respected Azard and his mission . . . the mission to let Malatlo come into renewed existence on the world which now lay ahead.


  Azard hurried down the echoing passages to the sealed ship area to which, by agreement, he alone had the means of entry. He hadn’t taken it for granted that the agreement would be kept. His responsibilities were far too great to permit himself the weakness of trust. Supposedly the two men and the woman in the control compartment were the only Federation humans on the ship. Yet in this vast vessel one couldn’t be certain of it; so, in the section which was his greatest concern, he had set up many concealed traps and warnings. If anyone entered there, he surely must leave some indication for Azard to read. So far there had been no indications.


  He opened a massive compartment lock, went through and sealed it behind him. He checked the hidden warning devices meticulously. They had registered no intrusion. He went down another level, opened a second lock.


  This one he left open. In the room beyond were the culture cases. Eight of them. Two contained, between them, in the energies flowing through their microscopically honeycombed linings, over half a billion elds—over half a billion personalities, identities, selves. Azard was not trained in the eld sciences, and had been given no information about the forces which maintained and restricted the elds in the cases. But he knew they were there.


  He stood, head half turned sideways, eyes partly closed, in an attitude of listening. Nothing detectable, he thought. Nothing that possibly could be detected here while the cases remained shut, by instruments of any kind, or even by sensitivities such as his own. He bent forward, went through the complicated series of manipulations which alone could open a culture case. The thick lid of the one he was handling presently lifted back, revealing the instruments on its underside. Azard didn’t touch those. He waited. A moment passed; then, gradually, he grew aware of the confined personalities.


  It was like the rising hum of an agitated cloud of tiny swarming creatures. His ears didn’t hear it, but his mind did. They were awake, conscious, greedy—terribly greedy, terribly driven to move, sense, live again. He wondered whether Federation humans would be able to hear them as he did, and, if they could, whether they would understand what they heard.


  Not long, he told the elds. Not long! But the hum of their urge to regain the trappings of life didn’t abate.


  He closed the case, then checked the security devices on all eight. There were no signs of attempted tampering. The last six cases did not contain elds but something almost as valuable. The Federation humans didn’t know about that. At least, Azard could be nearly certain they didn’t know.


  He left the sealed ship compartment. It no longer mattered, he told himself, whether or not he had avoided suspicion entirely. The gamble had succeeded this far, was close to complete success. His three ship companions in the control room soon would be dead. Then the ship and everything on it would be in his hands.


  He went off to complete his arrangements.


  Sashien, the engineer, had brought the ship down on the planet’s nightside, to the area suggested by Hub colonization specialists as being one where all conditions favored Malatlo’s new beginning. The giant vehicle settled so smoothly that Azard didn’t realize the landing had been completed until Sashien began shutting down the engines.


  “And now,” Odun said presently to Azard, “let’s go out and have a firsthand look at your world.”


  Azard hesitated. He didn’t want to be away from the ship, even for a few of their hours, while one of the Federation humans stayed on it. But it turned out then that they were all going . . . Odun, Sashien and the woman Griliom Tantrey who represented the project which had mass-produced and mass-conditioned the stored zombi bodies for Malatlo. A small atmosphere cruiser lifted from the cargo ship’s flank. Thirty minutes later they were floating in sunshine.


  It was a world of pleasing appearance, verdant and varied, with drifting clouds and rolling oceans. They flew over great animal herds in the plains, skimmed the edges of towering mountains. Finally they turned back into the night.


  “What’s that?” Azard asked, indicating a great glowing yellow patch on the dark ocean surface below and to their left.


  Sashien turned the cruiser in that direction.


  “A sea creature which eventually should become a valuable source of food and chemicals,” said Odun. He’d been involved in the study of the records of this world and its recommendation for the Malatlo revival. “Individually it’s tiny. But at various seasons it gathers in masses to spawn”.


  Sashien checked a reading on the screen, said, “That patch covers more than forty square miles! That’s quite a mass!”


  They flew across the blanket of living fire on the sea surface. Azard said, “This is a rich planet. The Federation is being very generous . . .”


  “Not too generous, really,” said Odun. “This is a world which was surveyed and earmarked for possible settlement a long while ago. But it’s so very far from the Hub that it’s quite possible it never would have been put to any use. There’s no shortage of habitable planets much closer to us.” He added, “Its remoteness from the Federation and from any civilization of which we know is, of course, one of the reasons this world was chosen for Malatlo.”


  “It is still an act of great generosity,” said Azard.


  “Well, you see,” Odun explained, “there are many more of us in the Federation than Malatlo believed who cared for it and its ideals.”


  Griliom Tantrey nodded. “We loved Malatlo,” she said. “That’s why we three are here . . .”


  Malatlo. The Malatlo Attitude.


  Turn back something like two centuries from the night the giant cargo carrier came down to an untouched world.


  The Federation of the Hub had been forged at last. It was forged in blood and fire and fury, but that was over now. For the first time in many human generations no Cluster Wars were being fought. And a great many people everywhere had begun to look back with shock and something like growing incredulity on the destruction and violence and cruelties of the immediate past. They wanted no more of that. None whatever.


  But, of course, the forming of the Federation did not end violence and cruelties. It did establish a working society and one with a good deal of promise in it, but it was not a perfect society and probably never would be perfect. And when these people realized they couldn’t change that, they simply wanted no more to do with the Federation either.


  That was Malatlo, the Malatlo Attitude. No one seemed able to say how the term originated. On a thousand worlds it was somehow in the air. There were no great leaders of this movement or cult or philosophy, whatever one wanted to call it. But there were very many minor leaders.


  They put it to the Federation. They wanted to be away from the Federation, these people who shared the Malatlo Attitude, away from all people who did not fully share it; they wanted to be by themselves. They had no dislike for other human beings, but they did not want to have Malatlo disturbed by those whose thinking and actions weren’t in accord with it.


  The Federation accepted the demand. Perhaps the men in authority looked on it as an experiment. Possibly they approved individually of the Malatlo Attitude but considered it impractical for most human beings—certainly impractical for the Federation. At any rate, they did everything needed to bring the world of Malatlo into being.


  The location of the world was never made public. But it was known that it lay at an immense distance from the Hub, beyond any probability of chance discovery. It had a neighbor planet on which lived a race of beings who called themselves Raceels and called their world Tiurs. They had a well-developed civilization but had not yet discovered space flight. The followers of the Malatlo Attitude had wanted such neighbors to demonstrate that man could live in peace with all other creatures. Some eighty million of them were transferred to the world Malatlo within the time of a few years. Thereafter almost all ties with the Federation were dissolved. The people of Malatlo were opposed to galactic travel and retained only spacecraft designed to let them move about the system of their new sun.


  By agreement, one connection with the Federation was retained. Once every ten years a small ship traveled from the Hub to the Malatlo system. It had few people on board, and all of them were sufficiently sympathetic to the Malatlo Attitude to create no discord. Even so they remained on the planet only long enough to gather the information wanted by the Federation, and then returned to report.


  The reports remained favorable. In something less than two centuries, Malatlo’s population increased to two hundred million and stabilized at that level. They had developed new branches of science dealing with the human psyche but were unwilling to reveal their findings in that area to outsiders. They established increasingly friendly contacts with the Raceels of Tiurs, who looked with favor on the Malatlo Attitude. That had been the last report.


  And then Azard arrived in the Federation in a small battered ship which had taken more than three years to make the voyage from the Malatlo System. The world of Malatlo had been destroyed. The Raceels of Tiurs had struck against it with matter conversion fields which within days made the planet uninhabitable, then consumed it completely. With the exception of Azarch the followers of the Malatlo Attitude no longer existed in the flesh. But the elds, the personalities, of over half of them had been preserved, in the eight cases Azard brought with him. The isolation of the eld, the ability to maintain it in independence of a physical body, had been the last of Malatlo’s great discoveries.


  Azard reported that Tiurs had destroyed itself in the process. Evidently at least one conversion field had gone out of control on the planet, and once a field became active, there was no way to check it. Whatever had been the cause, it was apparent that before the one ship which escaped from Malatlo left the system, the Raceel world also was undergoing rapid disintegration.


  Azard came with the plea that the Federation should once more help Malatlo become established. Federation science knew how to construct human bodies which were physically functional but lacked self-awareness, lacked a developed personality. The elds of Malatlo could be transferred to such bodies and resume physical existence.


  The Federation agreed. Zombi bodies were primarily research tools; there had been no previous occasion to produce them in large quantities. But given sufficient supervisory personnel, their mass production involved no significant problems, and forced growth processes could bring armies of them to the point of physical maturity in months. Concurrent mechanical exercise and programmed neuron stimulation completed the process. The result was a limited but viable human facsimile. If the discoveries of Malatlo’s experimenters could turn the facsimile into a complete new human being, they were welcome to the material.


  So the construction of the bodies began. Meanwhile a world was selected which would meet the requirements of the Malatlo Attitude, and presently the zombis and the basic tools of a simple civilization were stored away on the great cargo ship. Azard brought his precious cases aboard. The Federation had selected Sashien, Odun and Griliom as the three specialists who would ferry the ship to the planet, supervise the automatic unloading and construction equipment, and check the final conditioning of the zombis, before returning with the ship to the Hub.


  From Azard’s point of view, the thing basically wrong with this schedule was that a considerable number of people were aware of the new world’s location. It made it inevitable that someone presently would come out to see how things fared with Malatlo. And that was not an acceptable situation.


  Naturally he’d made no mention of this. But the cargo ship would neither return to the Hub after disgorging its contents, nor would it remain on this world. Azard planned to destroy his Federation aides within hours after the landing, then equip as many selected elds as would be required to handle the ship with their new bodies, and lift the ship back into space to search for another planet so far from the Federation that they could be sure it never would be found.


  As soon as the atmosphere cruiser returned from the survey tour of the planet, he took steps to execute the plan.


  He was somewhat afraid of the three specialists. They would not have been chosen for this mission if they hadn’t been very competent people. During the trip he’d avoided their company as much as possible, for which they showed no offense. But he’d still had enough contact with them to know that they were alert and quick thinking. It was unlikely that anything would go wrong. But it was possible. His first move, therefore, was to make the ship transmitters inoperative. It was quickly done, and with that, they were temporarily cut off from any chance of summoning help. No doubt it wouldn’t take them long to trace down and repair the damage, if they discovered it in time, but before that happened, Azard’s maneuvers would engulf them in one way or another.


  His immediate preparations for their death were complete. The control compartment was one place on the ship where they regularly could be found together. Another was an adjoining three-room area where they took their meals, worked on their records, sometimes relaxed with music and tapes. From various points on the ship, he could now release an odorless vapor which killed on contact into either of these sections, but it was necessary to do this at a time when the three of them would be destroyed simultaneously.


  They were in the control compartment, engaged in calculations connected with the disembarking of the heavy automatic construction equipment, when Azard went down once more to the ship’s sealed section. When he emerged from it, he was carrying one of the eld cases. A few minutes later, he locked himself into a storage area where thirty zombi bodies lay in individual full-stimulation containers.


  He’d been instructed thoroughly by Griliom Tantrey and others in the methods required to bring these bodies out of the stage of almost totally quiescent metabolism used to store them and to the functional level normal for an active human body. These thirty had been approaching that level for the past shipday, and the instruments on the containers told Azard that they now had reached it. All that remained to be done was to give them consciousness—and the elds could handle that.


  He opened the case and slowly and carefully began to adjust its settings. Most of the vast swarm of personalities in there could not be isolated or handled individually. But the members of certain key groups could be contacted individually by the combined use of a number of dials and released one by one, and that was all that was required. Azard set the case down before one of the opened zombi containers, directed the release needle at the inert body within and set an eld free. He sensed it hurtle forward and take possession. The others knew at once what was happening. He felt their body-greed surge up like a roaring pressure against his mind. Not yet, he thought.


  But thirty in all he set free. They were disciplined entities. The zombi bodies remained still, unstirring, except for their deep regular breathing. Azard turned on a device, and his voice began to speak from it. As he left the section, it was telling the thirty elds, listening now through the bodies’ senses, what they must do . . .


  And, elsewhere in the ship, Azard was switching on a small viewscreen. It showed him first the control compartment—empty now. He turned to a view of one of the living-area rooms. Griliom Tantrey was just coming in through a door, and Sashien turned from a table to speak to her. Their voices became audible, and Azard listened a moment to what they were saying. Then Sashien called off to Odun, and Odun came through the door.


  Azard smiled briefly, reached back of the screen, uncovered a stud set flush into its surface, pressed the stud down and held it. The gas which drifted into the room towards the three Federation specialists was colorless, soundless, odorless. It touched them in seconds, and one after the other, they collapsed. Azard released the stud. They were already dead . . . and within an hour, the ship’s ventilation system would have filtered the poisonous vapor out of the living area again and disposed of it.


  And now his duties were nearly concluded! With a sense of vast relief and triumph, he told himself the moment had come when he could turn all responsibility back to others greater than himself. Almost running in his eagerness, he returned through the ship to the sealed section. This time he didn’t bother to close its locks behind him; there was no need.


  There were over two thousand widely varying genetic patterns represented in the zombi bodies provided by the Federation. One of them was truly outstanding, both in physical development and mental potential. Azard had brought a specimen of this group here the preceding day and activated the awakening mechanisms of its container. It was to receive the eld of the greatest of all those who had been in his charge so long. He now examined the zombi and its condition for the final time with great care. But it was clearly an excellent choice, the best he could have made in the circumstances . . .


  As he was setting the last of the transfer dials, there was a touch of odd weakness, a heaviness. A feeling then as if, in an instant, all his strength had been drained from him.


  With immeasurable effort, in total dismay and incredulity, he forced himself to turn his head.


  And there they stood. Sashien and the woman Griliom—


  The third?


  The insane realization came that the third figure was himself.


  “No,” the figure said, “this isn’t you, Azard. We’ve concocted a disguise which will lend me your physical appearance for a while.” The voice was Odun’s.


  Staring, unable to do more than stare, Azard watched Sashien hand a device which had been pointed at him to Griliom. The two men approached, picked him up from the floor and set him in a chair.


  Griliom told him, “I’m reducing the pressure. You’ll be able to speak.”


  Azard drew a deep breath. Some hope flowed back into him. The elds he had provided with bodies and information should soon be arming themselves and coming here. He’d warned them to be cautious. If these three wanted him to talk, he would talk. He said hoarsely, “What do you want?”


  Odun said, “Why did you try to kill us?”


  “I didn’t,” Azard said. How could they possibly have escaped? “You should have been unconscious for a time but unhurt.” They stared at him a moment. Sashien said, “What was your purpose in making the attempt?” Azard sighed. “I needed this ship for Malatlo.”


  “Malatlo could have had the ship for the asking,” said Odun. “You knew that.”


  “Yes. But we can’t stay here. This world is still too close to the Federation, and too many people would know Malatlo was here. We owe renewed gratitude to the Federation. But now we must break all ties with its people. The new Malatlo must be born on a world no one knows about—and too far away to be discovered accidentally.”


  “Malatlo,” said Griliom, “did not object to maintaining limited contacts with the Federation before this.”


  “Many did object to it,” Azard assured her. “And at the end many believed that our trouble arose because the Raceels of Tiurs had learned through us about the Federation. They tried to exterminate us not because they were afraid of us but because they were afraid of the Federation where the Malatlo Attitude didn’t prevail.”


  “You still needed the Federation to supply you with zombi bodies,” Griliom remarked. “The number we were able to store on this ship were no more than a beginning.”


  “But they were sufficient,” said Azard. “Naturally our best scientists would have been among those awakened first. Their study of the bodies and of what I recorded of the techniques involved in developing them would allow them to duplicate the process.”


  He went on earnestly. “You must believe that no harm would have come to you. You would have been left here on the planet with the atmosphere cruiser and supplies. As soon as the cargo carrier was far enough away so that It could no longer be traced, we would have transmitted word to the escort ships to return and pick you up.”


  Sashien and Odun looked at Griliom. She shook her head. “Analysis showed three lethal components in the gas he released,” she said. She glanced at Azard. “We weren’t in that room. What you saw and heard were programmed zombis. They died in moments—as we would have done in their place.” She added to the other two, “So we have here an alleged Malatlo Follower who was willing to kill three human beings to attain his ends. That seems difficult to believe.”


  Azard said doggedly, “The fact that I am a Malatlo Follower must indicate to you that if the gas I used was in fact deadly, it could only have been a mistake! A mistake which, I must admit, might have had terrible consequences . . .”


  Odun said thoughtfully, “Perhaps we should question one of the others.” He nodded at the case standing before the body container. “I’ll take the paralyzer, Griliom. Will you see how far along he was with that.”


  Azard slowly tensed his muscles as the woman went to the eld case, stooped above it to inspect the pattern of dials inside. There was no hesitancy in her manner—did she understand what she saw?


  She said, “He’s selected a specific psyche for transfer to the body. Let me see . . .” She turned to the container, opened it, bent over the zombi. Her shoulders moved. Azard couldn’t see what she was doing, but he could assume she was checking its condition on the various instruments. She straightened again presently, looked at Odun. “Total capacity,” she said. “We can effect the transfer.”


  Azard made a straining effort to arise. But they were watchful; the paralyzer’s pressure increased instantly—he could not move, and now he discovered he had also become unable to speak. A wave of dizziness passed through him, his vision blurred. He became aware next that Griliom and Sashien were moving about him; then clear sight gradually returned.


  He found himself still immobilized in the chair, looking out into the room through something like a thin veil of darkness. He guessed it was an energy field of some kind. Odun stood in the center of the room. Some twenty feet from him the zombi body Azard had prepared lay on its back, on the floor. Azard realized then that Sashien and Griliom stood on either side of his chair, a little behind him.


  The body stirred, opened its eyes, sat up.


  It looked about the room but seemed unable to see Azard and the two on his right and left. The energy veil evidently blocked vision from that side. Its gaze fastened on Odun, who stood watching it with the face of Azard. It came to its feet.


  There had been no uncertainty in any of its motions; This was a powerful eld, instantly capable of impressing its intentions on the full range of the zombis physical and mental response patterns. Azard should have been able to sense its presence in the room, but he could force no eld contact through the energy barrier. There was no way to transmit a warning.


  “Dom belke anda grom, Azard!” the body addressed Odun. It was a strong, self-assured voice.


  “Gelan ra Azard,” Odun said. “Ra diriog Federation. Sellen ra Raceel.”


  The body moved instantly. It sprang sideways to a table standing ten feet away. And Azard saw only now what it must have noted in its sweeping glance about the room—the gun which lay on the table. The body snatched it up, pointed the muzzle at Odun, pulled the trigger.


  And dropped limply back to the floor, the gun spinning from its hand.


  “This was a test,” Odun told Azard. He no longer wore Azard’s face; the false skin or whatever it was had been removed. “You heard what I said to him. I identified myself as a human of the Federation and told him he was a Raceel. He immediately attempted to destroy me. The weapon, of course, was rigged. If the trigger was pressed, it would kill the user.”


  Azard did not reply.


  “So you are Raceels,” Odun went on. “And you’d kill any of us—any human being—as readily as you destroyed the people of Malatlo. We should like to know how this came about. Are you willing to talk?”


  “Yes. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” Azard made his voice dull, his expression listless and resigned. But there was savage anger in him—and the longer he held these three in talk, the more certain their death and eventual Raced victory became. The thirty elds he’d released had been a select group of superb fighters, and they must be searching the ship by now, in strong new bodies and with weapons in their hands. The demonstration here confirmed that they’d know very quickly how to put those bodies to full use.


  “We were desperate,” he said, and went on, knowing the statement had gained him their full attention. Before the Malatlo settlers contacted it, Tiurs had faced the problem of a population constantly on the verge of expanding beyond the ability of the planet to support it and no adequate techniques of space travel which might have helped alleviate the problem. A temporary and unsatisfactory solution had been the development of methods of preserving a conscious personality indefinitely without the support of a physical body . . .


  “So it was you and not Malatlo,” said Sashien, “who originated the eld sciences.”


  “They were investigating the subject,” Azard told him. “But we accomplished the eld separation a century before they began to make significant progress in that direction—”


  The Malatlo Followers did not push their contacts with Tiurs, believing it best to let the relationship develop gradually and in a manner which would be satisfactory to the Raceels. And the Raceels, though hungry for the information they might get from the humans, remained equally cautious. For them the situation held both great promise and a great threat. There were means of practical interstellar space travel, and there were worlds upon worlds among the stars to which their kind might spread. That was the promise.


  The threat was the prospect of encountering competitors in space more formidable than themselves. The Followers were harmless, but from what they had told the Raceels of the species to which they? belonged, the species certainly was not. Evidently it already controlled an enormous sector of space. Further, there might be other species equally dangerous to those weaker than they.


  The logical approach was to remain unnoticed until one became strong enough to meet any opposition.


  The Raceels immersed themselves in research on many levels, including lines long since abandoned as being too immediately dangerous to themselves. Somewhat to their surprise, they found Malatlo completely willing to supply them with spaceships for study when they indicated an interest in them. Unfortunately, these craft were not designed to accomplish interstellar flights, but they advanced the scientists of Tiurs a long step in that direction. The Raceels kept this as well as their other hopes and fears a careful secret from Malatlo.


  They were a race which had a naturally high rate of reproduction and which throughout a war-studded history had made a fetish of the expansion of its kind. That drive became a liability when Tiurs was united at last into a single rigidly controlled society confined to the surface of its planet. Now suddenly it might be turned into an asset again. When they burst upon the stars, it would be in no timid and tentative colonial probes, but in many thousands of ships, each capable of peopling a world in a single generation.


  They worked towards that end with feverish determination. From Malatlo they learned of the eldless zombi bodies Federation science knew how to produce in theoretically limitless quantities, and they took up that line of investigation. The disembodied elds in the storage vaults, for whom there had been no room for normal existence on Tiurs, would come to life again in new bodies on new worlds. Dormant fertile germ cells of selected strains were stockpiled by the millions. Weaponry research moved quickly forwards. The full interstellar drive seemed almost within reach.


  And then—


  “Malatlo Followers informed us they had become aware of our plans and were horrified by them.” Azard said. “Apparently they believed they could persuade us to abandon them.” He hesitated. “So we silenced them.”


  “You extinguished a living world,” said Griliom.


  Azard said, “We couldn’t stop what we were doing. And Malatlo would reveal what it had learned to the Federation. We believed we had no choice.”


  “How was Tiurs destroyed?” Sashien asked.


  “We had intended to destroy it with mass-converter fields after we left,” said Azard. “To later investigators it would appear that Malatlo and Tiurs had been engulfed by the same unexplained disaster. We didn’t realize then how dangerously unstable the fields were. There was a premature reaction among the ones being positioned on Tiurs. After that—”


  He shrugged. For a moment a three-year old horror seemed to darken his mind again.


  “We were totally unprepared, and we had only days left to act, he continued. Up to the last moment, the most valuable sections of the population were moved through eld separation centers. Only one ship equipped with an experimental interstellar drive had escaped the initial conversion burst. It was very small. But it could carry as many Raceel elds as there would be time to salvage. It could carry a relatively huge quantity of stored fertile germ cells. And supplies for one Raceel during a trip that must take years. Because there was now only one place where zombi bodies for the salvaged elds could be produced, and that place was the human Federation of the Hub . . .


  Griliom remarked, “The body you use has been analyzed. It obviously is a human one. How did you obtain it?”


  “There were a number of Followers on Tiurs when we destroyed Malatlo,” Azard said. “I was one of a group who had the various qualifications required to take our survival ship to the Federation. My eld was transferred to the body of a Follower for the purpose. The method employed was to bring the human subject to the point of physical death. The death process dissolved the inhabiting eld. The Raceel eld was then injected and an attempt made to revive the body. The first forty-eight such attempts failed, and the Raceel elds involved also died before they could be detached again from the dying bodies which had absorbed them. I was the forty-ninth transfer. That body was successfully revived, and so I lived.


  He added, “There is much valuable information we could exchange if, for example, the Raceel scientists in charge of the eld transfer methods and the ones who developed the mass-converter fields were restored to physical existence. We offer you what they have learned in return for the use of your zombi bodies.”


  He didn’t expect them to respond to the offer. They must believe that if they wanted such information they could get it from the elds who were now in effect their prisoners, without giving anything in return. But if they continued to let him talk, the released elds would have more time to find them here and destroy them.


  He added again, “You must not judge us too harshly. Our history and traditions made the continued expansion of our species a matter of driving necessity to us. Nothing could be allowed to block it. But your species and mine can now be of value to each other. You should consider that rather than the question of avenging Malatlo.”


  “Azard,” Odun said, “you don’t fully understand the situation. The story you told in the Federation was tentatively accepted, but you were under close observation. And certain incongruities gradually became evident. Even allowing for the shock of the disaster, you didn’t speak and act quite as a Malatlo Follower might be expected to speak and act. Your demands were logical, in the light of the Malatlo Attitude. But they were a trifle too precisely logical and uncompromising.


  “Then there is the matter of your mind. It presents automatic blocks to psychic probes. Human minds can demonstrate that ability in various forms. In your case, however, it is brought into action in a manner no human mind of record has employed to date. So there presently was the question of whether you were in fact, in spite of physical appearances, wholly human. Meanwhile it had been confirmed that, as you reported, the worlds of Malatlo and Tiurs had disappeared. If you weren’t human then, it followed that you were in all probability a Raceel eld in a human body . . . and that you were trying to trick the Federation into helping you reestablish the Raceel species.”


  Azard stared at him. “If that was suspected, why—”


  “It was a test.”


  “A test?” Azard repeated. Odun sighed. “Even at second hand,” he remarked, “the Malatlo Attitude seems to retain a curious power. It was decided that if some indication could be found that the destruction of Malatlo was an act of thoughtless panic, an act which you and your kind regretted not only because of the destruction it brought in turn on yourselves, we would then help bring the stored Raceel elds into physical existence. But everything you’ve done since this voyage began was continuing evidence of the implacable hostility your species entertains towards all others. And you’ve been kept under constant observation.”


  Azard said harshly, “That would have been impossible!”


  “We employed certain safeguards, of course,” Griliom Tantrey told him. She nodded at the zombi body on the floor. “I gave that body a final stimulant before we transferred the eld of what was presumably one of your people’s leaders to it. This was a step in the animation of zombis of which you had not been informed. The bodies to which you transferred elds an hour ago lacked that stimulant. They all died therefore within minutes after the elds brought them into full normal activity, and the elds, of course, died with them.”


  He tried for some seconds to make himself disbelieve her, but it was clear that she spoke the truth. He looked at their faces, addressed Odun. “You used our language. How did you learn it?”


  “I’ve made a study of the Malatlo-Raceel relationship for some years,” Odun said. “The last ship to return from the system provided me with language tapes.” He looked at his companions. “I believe Azard has told us as much as we need or wish to know.”


  They nodded.


  “Then,” Odun resumed, “it’s time to take the final steps in this.”


  His hand moved. And darkness closed in with a rush around Azard.


  He came awake again presently and looked about in dimness. He was seated in another chair, again unable to move his limbs or body, and the three were busy with something not far from him.


  After some seconds he realized they were in the atmosphere cruiser. The screen showed the surface of one of the planetary oceans. The two eld cases stood near it.


  Azard discovered he could speak and asked aloud, “What are you doing?”


  They looked around. Griliom said matter-of-factly, “Well dispose of the elds here.”


  In spite of everything, Azard felt a shock of incredulous rage.


  But at least, he thought, these three would also die! Released simultaneously, the eld hordes would struggle furiously for possession of their bodies as well as his own. And neither the inhabiting elds nor the physical bodies could survive such an onslaught.


  He said, “You have no authority to make such a decision!”


  “We do have that authority, Azard,” said Odun. “That’s why we’re here.”


  “Then,” Azard told him, “you’re worse than we ever were. We destroyed only the population of a world. You’re taking it on yourselves to destroy an intelligent species.”


  They didn’t respond immediately. They were watching the screen now, and Azard was able to shift his head far enough to watch it too. After, a moment the rim of a glowing yellow formation came drifting into the screen. He realized it was a spawning swarm of billions of tiny sea creatures such as the one they’d seen earlier that night.


  Griliom said without looking around at him, “Down there is an endless supply of bodies which have neither elds nor intelligence. I’ve set the controls on these cases so that the Raceel elds will be released within a minute after the cases strike the surface of the water. They’ll emerge and enter host bodies in which they can live for something less than a standard year—the life span of these creatures. And then they’ll die with them. That’s the way were settling this.”


  Odun added, “But you’re mistaken in one basic respect, Azard. We’re preserving the stored Raceel ova, and a new generation will be raised from them under our supervision. Only some terrible necessity would force us to destroy a species. So your species will not die. Its history, its traditions and its attitudes will die.”


  Azard asked, “And what are we if not our history, our traditions, and our attitudes?”


  The humans didn’t reply, and he wasn’t certain then whether he’d asked the question aloud. He discovered he was indifferent about the matter, and that the question itself had been an indifferent one. Then he noticed that the cruiser had moved close to the surface of the sea, and that someone was opening a hatch. The eld cases were dropped out, and the hatch closed again.


  It occurred to Azard that he had no emotional feeling about this or about anything else. By their skills, they’d drained his emotions from him. He realized next that his senses were dimming and that he was dying. But he remained indifferent to that, too. He decided that in their way they were merciful.


  Then he died.


  Down below, the open eld cases bobbed in the glowing water. The elds, conscious and terribly hungry for physical existence, discovered abruptly that they had been released. They flashed out of the cases and found life in abundance about them. They entered, took possession, affixed themselves. Perhaps for an instant some of them retained awareness enough to understand they had become joined to a form of life which provided no vehicle for consciousness. But then, with nothing to give it support, their own consciousness drained away.


  However, they would live on for a while. For something less than a standard year.


  WOULD YOU?


  After dinner Markus Menzies suggested he might show Geoffrey about the chalet. Geoffrey agreed. The place had belonged previously to some Liechtenstein, and Marcus had bought it five years ago. What a man like Menzies could want with an expensive antique in the heart of the Alps, Geoffrey couldn’t imagine. It wasn’t the proximity of the ski slopes which had drawn Geoffrey into the area for the season. Markus always had looked on sporting activities involving physical exertion or risk as an occupation for lunatics. And he was an old man now. Though, Geoffrey reminded himself, only fifteen years his senior.


  And what, for that matter, had induced Markus to invite him here for dinner tonight? It had been eight years since they last met, considerably longer than that since they’d had any significant dealings with each other. There’d been a time, of course, when Markus Menzies and Geoffrey Bryant had made a great team . . . in aircraft, in textiles, in shipping, in one thing and another, legitimate for the most part, occasionally not quite so legitimate. They’d both made their pile in the process; and then they’d split up. Markus went on to become extremely wealthy; Geoffrey remained as wealthy as he wanted to be or saw any use in being. It made sense to start to enjoy what he had rather than continue maneuvering for more. He wasn’t married, had no intention of getting married, had no dependents of any kind. The world waited to be savored at leisure.


  He’d accepted the telephoned invitation to dinner mainly out of curiosity. Markus wasn’t prone to nostalgic sentimentality; he should have something in mind, and it might be interesting to find out what it was. But nothing was said over dinner to give Geoffrey a definite clue. The talk ranged widely but comfortably. Markus had acquired a variety of hobbies; the chalet might be one of them. He seemed completely relaxed, which meant nothing. If he had a purpose, it would show when he intended it to show, not before.


  “I had quite a start the other day,” he was remarking. “I was coming through the village, and there was a tall slender woman who . . . well, for an instant I actually believed I was looking, over a space of not more than twenty feet, at Eileen Howard.”


  After a moment Geoffrey said soberly, “I’ve made similar mistakes more than once.”


  Markus glanced across the table at him. Briefly his face looked worn and tired, more so than his age indicated. “Not at all like seeing a ghost,” he said, as if to himself. “A compellingly vivid impression of Eileen as she was then. All life, warmth!” He shook his head. “Immediately afterwards, I was unable to understand what could have given me the idea. There was some general resemblance, of course.” His voice trailed off.


  Something in a motion or gesture could be enough, Geoffrey thought. The glimpse of a finely drawn profile, the inflection in a laugh. It hadn’t happened to him in some time. They’d both wanted Eileen; probably they’d both loved her. And because of that, between them in their maneuverings, they shared in a way the responsibility for her accidental death. They’d never talked about it, rarely mentioned Eileen again. But the other’s presence soon became a growing irritation. It was a relief when their informal partnership ended.


  It might have been simply that chance incident in the village which caused Markus to extend his invitation, some sudden urge to speak of Eileen. But he did not seem to want to pursue the subject farther. Geoffrey was glad of it.


  The talk shifted to impersonal things. It was after the brandy that Markus suggested a tour of the chalet. For a while they moved unhurriedly about the big hall downstairs, along corridors, in and out of rooms. Markus had taken the house with its furnishings and left most of those untouched. Landscapes and portraits shared the walls with formidably antlered and horned heads. Markus kept up a line of talk about the chalet’s history and the affairs of previous owners. Geoffrey found himself getting bored.


  “Where’s the mysterious chair you mentioned?” he asked.


  Markus nodded towards the stairway. “Upstairs.” He smiled. “I was saving it for the last. Would you like to see it now?”


  Geoffrey said he would, hoping that would end the tour. He followed his host up a narrow flight of stairs to the third floor of the chalet. Markus stopped before a door, took out a key. Geoffrey looked at him curiously. “You keep the room locked?”


  “Some of the servants know the story,” Markus said. “They have a superstitious feeling about the chair. I think they’re a little afraid of it. So the room remains locked mainly for their peace of mind.” He opened the door, switched on overhead lights. “There it is.”


  The room was not large and the chair dominated it. It stood on a low dais, evidently constructed for the purpose. A sizable chair of smoothly polished wood, rather heavily built but in lines of flowing grace. The carvings were restrained, barely more than indicated, except for an animal head at the end of each broad armrest. The heads lifted out from the chair, pointing into the room. They were oblong and flattened, somewhat like the heads of lizards or snakes.


  Well, it’s a chair, Geoffrey thought. He realized Markus was watching him. “Markus,” he said, “do you expect me to be impressed?”


  Markus smiled. “Why not? You’re looking at a mystery. Do you recognize the period?”


  Geoffrey shook his head. “Period furniture isn’t one of my interests.”


  “The chair is at least two hundred years old,” Markus said. “Records show it was acquired that long ago. They don’t show from whom it was acquired. But it belongs to no definable period.”


  He moved towards the chair, Geoffrey following him. “What would you call that wood?” Markus asked.


  Geoffrey shrugged. “Oak, possibly.” Markus stroked a finger along the armrest. “Touch it,” he suggested.


  Geoffrey laid the palm of his hand on the chair, moved it tentatively back and forth, frowned, and pressed down with his fingers.


  “That’s very odd!” he said.


  “What impression do you get?”


  “A smoothness, almost like velvet. Not only that. I had the feeling it was soft, that it was giving a little under my touch. But it obviously is quite solid.”


  He drew his hand away, looked at Markus with increased interest. “What was that story again? That anyone who sits in this chair can change his past life?”


  “That’s it. One sits in the chair. One places his hands”—Markus nodded at the armrests—“on those carved heads—”


  “—and makes a wish, eh?” Geoffrey concluded.


  “No. Not a wish. One is then able, quite literally, to edit the events in his past. Say you made a wrong decision twenty years ago. You can now undo that mistake, and remake the decision. Lost opportunities can be regained, and your life up to the present will have been changed correspondingly. Anything can be changed. Anything. That’s the story.”


  Geoffrey smiled uncomfortably. “You sound almost as if you believed it!”


  “Perhaps I do.”


  Now this was getting eerie. Geoffrey stared at his host. Had Markus gone out of his mind? “You’ve tried it?” he asked.


  “Should I want to change my life? I have my health, my hobbies, my money.”


  “Isn’t there anything you’d like to have done differently?”


  Markus said slowly, “I’m not sure there is.”


  “How did the people who are supposed to have used the chair make out?” Geoffrey asked, smiling to indicate he wasn’t taking this seriously.


  Markus shook his head. “Whoever has tried it evidently preferred not to put the fact on record. Would you?”


  “Probably not.” Geoffrey laughed. “Well, it’s a good story, Markus. And perhaps I’m a little sorry it isn’t true. Because there might be things in my life I would prefer to be otherwise. That wood—it must be wood—is certainly odd! I can’t imagine what kind of treatment was given it to produce that effect.”


  “Put your hand on one of the reptile heads,” Markus said.


  Geoffrey looked at him, then cupped his palm over the carved head nearest him. “Now what?” he asked.


  “Leave it there a moment.”


  Geoffrey shrugged mentally, let his hand rest on the wood. After some seconds his expression changed. Perhaps a minute later, he removed his hand. “This is very curious!” he remarked.


  “What did you experience?” Markus asked.


  “Something like a current of energy. It built up gradually, then held at a steady level. Almost electric. But not at all unpleasant. I gather you’ve felt it.”


  “Yes, I’ve felt it.”


  “While I was sensing this,” Geoffrey said. “I found myself beginning to believe that I could change the past. If I wanted to.”


  “If you’d like to experiment,” Markus told him, “the chair is yours.”


  “How does it work?”


  “The way it’s been described,” said Markus, “you will be in contact with your past as long as you are seated in the chair and keep your hands on the carved heads. You’ll begin to remember past events in all detail and find yourself a part of them again. And if you wish to change them then, turn them into something other than you recall as having happened, you’ll be able to do it. When you’re ready to stop the process, simply lift your hands from the heads. That’s all there is to it . . .”


  So Geoffrey sat in the chair. He gave Markus, standing near the center of the room, watching him, a final probing glance. Then he clasped his hands firmly about the snakelike or lizardlike heads.


  For a few seconds there was nothing. Then came the sense of flowing power, faint and far away, but growing stronger as if he were being drawn towards it, until it seemed all about him and streaming through him.


  Like a great recording tape unreeling in all his senses, the past burst in.


  It was a swift blur of impressions at first. Glimpses of color and motion, the ghostly murmuring of voices, flicks of smell and taste, a sense of shifting physically, a jerking in the muscles. It all rushed past him, or he was rushing, being rushed, through it. There remained some awareness of the room dimly about, of the motionless shadowy shape of Markus Menzies. Emotions began to wash through Geoffrey, a hurrying tide of anxieties, grief, furious anger, high delight, changing from moment to moment . . .


  And then, somewhere in darkness, it all stopped. As if he’d touched a button or switch on a machine, bringing it to a standstill. The awareness arose that he could control this.


  At that point he was caught midway between apprehension—because of the strangeness of the experience—and fascinated interest. Something in him kept insisting that his sensations had been simply sensations, without further significance. That the chair, whatever strange machine the chair might be, was stirring up memories and drawing on them to produce such effects, and that there was nothing else to it, no preternatural connection at all with the realities of the past. But there was also the growing sense of power, of almost godlike power, and of being in control of what occurred here.


  So all right, he thought, let’s try it out. Let’s select some occasion when something went wrong, some very minor thing for a start, and see if I can edit out the mistakes I made.


  And he found such an occasion.


  And then another, and another—


  Until presently he discovered he was sitting in the chair again. His hands were still closed on the carved heads, but the feeling of the flow of power was gone. Markus Menzies stood staring at him, his face set and tense.


  Geoffrey pushed himself rather stiffly to his feet and stepped down from the dais.


  “Well?” Markus said harshly. “What happened?”


  Geoffrey shook his head. “Oh, I was back there all right,” he said. “At least, that was my impression.”


  He smiled carefully. “This is some kind of trickery, I think, Markus. But very clever trickery.”


  “It’s no trick, you fool! Did you change anything?”


  “No, I didn’t change anything. Though I admit I was tempted. Oh, yes! Strongly tempted—” To Geoffrey’s surprise, his voice shook for an instant. “In particular,” he went on, “in that series of events which ended, as you recall, in Eileen’s death.”


  Markus’s face was white now. “You were there—and you did nothing?”


  “I changed nothing,” Geoffrey said irritably. “I felt I could do it. I believe now that feeling was part of the deception. But if it wasn’t deception, if it would have been possible, then I think I was wise not to make the attempt.”


  “You wouldn’t save Eileen?”


  “Markus. Eileen is dead. Quite dead. How could she be made alive again? And assuming she still were alive, had never died, the recent years would not have been at all what they were. That was a consideration. I realized during this that I’ve been very fortunate. The decisions I made, right and wrong, brought me safely to this point in life and into not unfavorable circumstances. In retrospect I know now that the odds were against that, though day by day, as I lived it, I never was fully conscious of them. Think of the countless opportunities each of us is given to turn unawares into the wrong path, the less satisfactory path, even the fatal path . . . no, I don’t care to gamble deliberately against those odds, to place what I am and have now at stake again. And if I had acted in any way, that’s what I would have done. To force change on the past, even in one minor aspect, might alter all the subsequent past in unforeseeable ways. That very well could be disastrous.”


  Markus said, with intense bitterness, “You’re a coward!”


  “Aren’t you?” Geoffrey asked.


  “Yes. I am,” Markus said. “I once sat in that chair as you have done.”


  “I was sure you had,” Geoffrey said. “And I don’t blame you entirely for trying to get me to do something for which you didn’t have the courage. But to do it was quite out of the question. Perhaps I might have modified the past without affecting the present external world in any noticeable way. Even that would have brought an element of intolerable uncertainty into my personal existence. As things are, I believe I understand the world and its realities well enough. My life has been based on the feeling of understanding it and being able to deal with it. I want to retain the feeling. And I would have lost it if I had attempted to change the past and succeeded. If I knew that was possible, I could never be sure of the reality of anything about me again. The world would have become as insubstantial and meaningless as a madman’s dream.


  “I don’t want that. I couldn’t live that way. So I won’t put your device to the test. If I haven’t proved that it can do what it is supposed to do, I can continue to believe that it’s impossible. I prefer to believe it.” He added, after a moment, “And so, I think, do you.”


  Markus shrugged heavily. “Did you have the feeling that this was the one opportunity you would be given—that if you didn’t change the past now, you wouldn’t have another chance?”


  “Yes, I had that feeling,” Gregory said. “It was part of the temptation.” He looked over at the dais, and his gaze stayed for a moment on the carved animalic heads lifting silently into the room. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, “whether it was a valid feeling or not. Because nothing would induce me to sit in that chair again.”


  He started out of the room. Markus followed and locked the door behind them. As they went down the stairs, Geoffrey said, “I imagine that was your purpose in inviting me here tonight.”


  “Of course it was,” Markus said.


  “When did you have the experience?”


  “Shortly after I bought this place. Almost five years ago.”


  “Have you ever tried to repeat it?”


  Markus shook his head.


  1970


  RESIDENT WITCH


  Kyth Interstellar, a detective agency, had a problem that not even their highly skilled operatives could handle—without Telzey, their Resident Witch!


  I


  Telzey checked in at the Morrahall Hotel in Orado City that evening, had an early dinner, and then locked herself in her room. The impression she’d left at Pehanron College was that she would be spending the night with her family. Her parents, on the other hand, naturally assumed she was at the college. She’d arranged with the ComWeb Service to have calls coming in at college, at home, or to her car, transferred to the hotel room—if the caller, having been informed that she was busy and much preferred not to be disturbed before morning, felt there was justification enough for intruding on her privacy.


  The semifinals of the annual robochess district championship series had begun, and she was still well up among the players. There should be two or three crucial games tonight, very little sleep. She wanted all the seclusion she could get.


  She got into a casual outfit, settled down at the set, dialed herself into the series. Five minutes later, she was fed an opening move, an easy-looking one. She countered breezily. Six moves on, she was perspiring and trying to squirm out of an infernally ingenious trap. Out of it, though not unscathed, just ahead of deadline, she half closed a rather nasty little trap of her own.


  Time passed in blissful absorption.


  Then the ComWeb rang.


  Telzey started, frowned, glanced at the instrument. It rang again. She pushed the Time Out button on the set, looked at her watch, switched on the ComWeb. “Yes?”


  “A caller requests override, Miss Amberdon,” the ComWeb told her. “Who is it?”


  “The name is Wellan Dasinger.”


  “All right.” Telzey clicked in nonvisual send, and Dasinger’s lean tanned face appeared in the screen. “I’m here,” she said. “Hello, Dasinger.”


  “Hello, Telzey. Are we private?”


  “As private as we can be,” she assured him. Dasinger was the head of Kyth Interstellar, a detective agency to which she’d given some assistance during the past year, and which in turn was on occasion very useful to her.


  “I need information,” he said. “Quite urgently—in your special study area. I’d like to come out to Pehanron and talk to you. Immediately, if possible.” This was no reference to her law studies. Dasinger knew she was a psi; but neither he nor she referred to psi matters directly on a ComWeb. He added, “I realize it can’t be the most convenient hour for you.” Dasinger wasn’t given to overstatement. If he said a matter was quite urgent, it was as urgent as matters could get. Telzey depressed the Concede button on the robochess set, thereby taking herself out of the year’s series. The set clicked off. “The hour’s convenient, Dasinger,” she said. “So is the location.”


  “Eh?”


  “I’m not at the college. I took a room at the Morrahall for the night. You’re at the agency?”


  “I am.” The Kyth offices were four city block complexes away. “Can I send someone over for you?”


  “I’ll be down at the desk in five minutes,” Telzey told him.


  She slipped into sportswear, fitted on a beret, slung her bag over her shoulder, and left the room.


  There were three of them presently in Dasinger’s private conference room. The third one was a Kyth operator Telzey hadn’t met before, a big blond man named Corvin Wergard.


  “What we want,” Dasinger was saying, “is a telepath, mind reader—the real thing. Someone absolutely dependable. Someone who will do a fast, precise job for a high fee, and won’t be too fussy about the exact legality of what he’s involved in or a reasonable amount of physical risk. Can you put us in contact with somebody like that? Some acquaintance?”


  Telzey said hesitantly, “I don’t know. It wouldn’t be an acquaintance; but I may be able to find somebody like that for you.”


  “We’ve tried the listed professionals,” Wergard told her. “Along with some unlisted ones who were recommended to us. Mind readers; people with telepathic devices. None of them would be any good here.”


  Telzey nodded. No one like that was likely to be much good anywhere. The good ones stayed out of sight. She said, “It might depend on exactly what you want the telepath to do; why you want him to do it. I know it won’t be anything unethical, but he’ll want to be told more than that.”


  Dasinger said, “It may concern a murder already carried out, or a murder that’s still to come. If it’s the last, we want to prevent it. Unfortunately, there’s very little time. Would you like to see the file on the case? It’s a short one.”


  Telzey would. It was brought to her.


  The file was headed; “Selk Marine Equipment.” Which was a company registered on Cobril, the water world eighteen hours from Orado. The brothers Noal and Larien Selk owned the company, Larien having been involved in it for only the past six years. For the past four years, however, he alone had been active in the management. Noal, who’d founded the company, had been traveling about the Hub during that time, maintaining a casual connection with the business.


  A week ago, Noal had contacted the Kyth agency’s branch on Cobril. He’d returned unexpectedly, found indications that Larien was syphoning off company funds, and apparently investing them in underworld enterprises on Orado. He wanted the agency to start tracing the money on Orado, stated he would arrive there in a few days with the evidence he’d accumulated.


  He hadn’t arrived. Two days ago, Hishee Selk, Larien’s wife, appeared at the agency’s Cobril branch. She said Larien had implied to her that Noal had tried to make trouble for him and would pay for it. From his hints, she believed Larien had arranged to have Noal kidnapped and intended to murder him. She wanted the agency to find Noal in time to save his life.


  The Selk file ended there. Visual and voice recordings of the three principals were included. Telzey studied the images, listened to the voices. There wasn’t much obvious physical resemblance between the brothers. Larien was young, athletically built, strikingly handsome, had an engaging smile. Noal, evidently the older by a good many years, seemed a washed-out personality—slight, stooped, colorless. Hishee was a slender blonde with slanted black eyes and a cowed look. Her voice matched the look; it was low and uncertain. Telzey went through that recording again, ignoring Hishee’s words, absorbing the voice tones.


  She closed the file then. “Where’s the rest of it?”


  “The rest of it,” said Dasinger, “is officially none of the Kyth agency’s business at the moment. Hence it isn’t in the agency files.”


  “Oh?”


  “You know a place called Joca Village, near Great Alzar?”


  She nodded. “I’ve been there.”


  “Larien Selk acquired an estate in the Village three months ago,” Dasinger said. “It’s at the northeast end, an isolated cliffside section overlooking the sea. We know Larien is there at present. And we’ve found out that Noal Selk was in fact kidnapped by professionals and turned over to Larien’s people. The probability is that he’s now in Larien’s place in Joca Village. If they try to move him out of there, he’ll be in our hands. But that’s the only good prospect of getting him back alive we have so far. Larien has been given no reason to believe anyone is looking for his brother, or that anyone but Hishee has begun to suspect Noal is missing. That’s our immediate advantage. We can’t afford to give it up.”


  Telzey nodded, beginning to understand. Joca Village was an ultra-exclusive residential area, heavily guarded. If you weren’t a resident, or hadn’t been issued a pass by a resident, you didn’t get in. Passes were carefully checked at the single entrance and had to be confirmed. Overhead screens barred an aerial approach. She said, “And you can’t go to the authorities until you have him back.”


  “No,” Dasinger said. “If we did, we’d never get him back. We might be able to pin murder on Larien Selk later, though that’s by no means certain. In any case, it isn’t what we’re after.” He hesitated, said questioningly after a moment, “Telzey?”


  Telzey blinked languidly.


  “Telzey—” Dasinger broke off, watching her. Wergard glanced at him. Dasinger made a quick negating motion with his hand. Wergard shifted his attention back to Telzey.


  “I heard you,” Telzey said some seconds later. “You have Hishee Selk here in the agency, don’t you?”


  Wergard looked startled. Dasinger said, “Yes, we do.”


  “It was her voice mainly,” Telzey said. “I picked her up on that.” She looked at Wergard. “Wergard can’t really believe this kind of thing is real.”


  “I’m trying to suspend my doubts,” Wergard said. “Bringing in a mind reader wasn’t my idea. But we could use one only too well here.”


  Dasinger said, “All right to go on now, Telzey?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said. “I was gone for only a moment. Now I’m making contact, and Hishee looks wide open. She’s very easy!” She straightened up in her chair. “Just what do you want your mind reader to do?”


  Dasinger said to Wergard, “What Telzey means is that, having seen what Hishee Selk looks like, and having heard her voice, she gained an impression of Hishee’s personality. She then sensed a similar impression around here, found a connection to the personality associated with it, and is now feeling her way into Hishee’s mind. Approximately correct, Telzey?”


  “Very close.” For a nonpsi, Dasinger did, in fact, have a good understanding of psi processes.


  “Now as to your question,” he went on. “When Larien Selk bought the place in Joca Village, he had it equipped with security devices, installed by Banance Protective Systems, a very good outfit. During the past week, Banance added a few touches—mainly a Brisell pack and its handler. At the same time, the Colmer Detective Agency in Great Alzar was employed to provide round-the-clock guards, five to a shift, stationed directly at the house, behind the pack. However, we’ve obtained copies of the Banance security diagrams which show the setup on the grounds. And, of course, there are various ways of handling guards.”


  “You mean you can get into Joca Village and into the house?”


  “Very likely. One of the residents is an agency client and has supplied us with Village passes. Getting on the Selk estate and into the house without alerting security presents problems, but shouldn’t be too difficult. Everything is set up to do it now, two or three hours after nightfall at Joca Village. It’s after we’re inside the house that the matter becomes really ticklish.” Wergard said, “It’s a one-shot operation. If we start it, it has to come off. We can’t back away, and try again. Either Noal will be safe before his brother realizes somebody is trying to rescue him, or he’ll have disappeared for good.” Telzey considered. It was easy enough to dispose of a human being instantly and tracelessly. “And you don’t know Noal’s in the house?” she said.


  “No,” Dasinger said. “There’s a strong probability he’s there. If we can’t do better, we’ll have to act on that probability tonight, because every hour or delay puts his life—if he’s still alive—in greater danger. If he isn’t there, Larien is the one person in the house who’s sure to know where he is. But picking up Larien isn’t likely to do Noal any good. He’s bound to have taken precautions against that, and again Noal, wherever he is, will simply vanish, along with any evidence pointing to him. So we come back to the mind reader—somebody who can tell us from Larien’s mind exactly where Noal is and what we can do about it, before Larien knows we’re in the house.”


  “Yes, I see,” Telzey said. “But there’re a number of things I don’t understand here. Why does Larien—” She broke off, looked reflective a moment, nodded. “I can get that faster from Hishee now! It’s all she’s thinking about.”


  II


  Larien Selk, legally and biologically Noal’s junior by twenty-five years, was, in the actual chronology of events, the older brother. He’d been conceived first by three years. The parents were engaged in building up a business and didn’t want to be burdened with progeny taxes. The Larien-to-be went to an embryonic suspense vault. When Noal was conceived, the family could more readily afford a child, and the mother decided she preferred giving natural birth to one.


  So Noal was born. His parents had no real wish for a second child. They kept postponing a decision about the nameless embryo they’d stored away, and in the end seemed almost to have forgotten it. It wasn’t until they’d died that Noal, going through old records, found a reference to his abandoned sibling. Somewhat shocked by his parents’ indifference, he had Larien brought to term. When his brother grew old enough to understand the situation, Noal explained how he’d come to take his place.


  Larien never forgave him. Noal, a shrewd enough man in other respects, remained unaware of the fact. He saw to it that Larien had the best of everything—very nearly whatever Larien wanted. When he came of age, Noal made him a partner in the company he’d founded and developed. Which put Larien in a position to begin moving against his brother.


  Hishee was his first move. Hishee was to have married Noal. She was very young, but she was fond of him and a formal agreement wasn’t far away. Then Larien turned his attention on Hishee, and the formal agreement was never reached. Hishee fell violently in love.


  Noal accepted it. He loved them both; they were near the same age. But he found it necessary to detach himself from them. He waited until they married, then turned the effective management of the company over to Larien, and began traveling.


  Larien set out casually to break Hishee. He did an unhurried thorough job it, gradually, over the months, eroding her self-esteem and courage in a considered variety of ways. He brought her to heel, continued to reduce her. By the time Noal Selk came back to Cobril, Hishee was too afraid of Larien, too shaken in herself, to give her brother-in-law any indication of what had happened.


  But Noal saw it. Larien had wanted him to see it, which was a mistake. Larien wasn’t quite as well covered in his manipulation of the company’s assets as he’d believed.


  Noal, alerted to Larien’s qualities, became also aware of that. He made a quiet investigation. It led him presently to the Kyth detective agency.


  Then he disappeared.


  Dasinger said dryly, “We’d put you on the Kyth payroll any time, Telzey! It took us some hours to extract half that information from Hishee. The rest of it checks. If Larien thinks it’s safe, he’ll see Noal broken completely before he dies. No doubt he’s made ingenious arrangements for that. He’s an ingenious young man. But the time we have for action remains narrowly limited.”


  “He doesn’t know Hishee’s gone?” Telzey asked.


  “Not yet. We have that well covered. We had to take her out of the situation; she’d be in immediate danger now. But it’s an additional reason for avoiding delay. If Larien begins to suspect she had courage enough left to try to save Noal, he’ll destroy the evidence. He should be able to get away with it legally, and he knows it.”


  Telzey was silent a moment. There were some obscure old laws against witchcraft, left deliberately unchanged, very rarely applied. Aside from that, the Federation was officially unaware of the existence of psis; a psi’s testimony was meaningless. Legally then, it was probable enough that Larien Selk could get away with the murder of his brother. She doubted he’d survive Noal long; the private agencies had their own cold rules. But, as Dasinger had said, that wasn’t what they were after.


  She said, “Why do you want to plant the telepath in the house? If he’s good enough, he should be able to tap Larien’s mind from somewhere outside Joca Village, though it probably would take a little longer.”


  Wergard said, “One of the Banance security devices is what’s known technically as a psi-block. It covers the outer walls of the house. Larien shares some of the public superstitions about the prevalence of efficient mind-reading instruments. Presumably the block would also stop a human telepath.”


  She nodded. “Yes, they do.”


  “When he’s outside one of his psi-blocked structures, he wears a mind shield,” Wergard said. “A detachable type. If we’d known about this a little earlier, we might have had an opportunity to pick him up and relieve him of it. But it’s too late now.”


  “Definitely too late,” Dasinger agreed. “If you think you can find us a telepath who’s more than a hit-and-miss operator, we’d take a chance on waiting another day, if necessary, to bring him in on it. But it would be taking a chance. If you can’t get one, we’ll select a different approach and move tonight.”


  Telzey said, “A telepath wouldn’t be much good to you if Larien happens to be probe-immune. About one in eight people are.”


  “Seven to one are good odds in the circumstances,” Dasinger said. “Very good odds. We’ll risk that.”


  “They’re better than seven to one,” Telzey told him. “Probe-immunes usually don’t know that’s what they are, but they usually don’t worry about having their minds read either. They feel safe.” She rubbed her nose, frowning. “A Psychology Service psi could do the job for you, and I can try getting one. But I don’t think they’ll help. They won’t lift a finger in ordinary crime cases.”


  Dasinger shook his head. “I can’t risk becoming involved with them here anyway. Technically it’s an illegal operation. The Kyth agency won’t be conducting it unless we come up with evidence that justifies the illegality. I resigned yesterday, and Wergard and some others got fired. We’ll be acting as private citizens. But that’s also only a technicality, and the Service is unpredictable. I don’t know what view they’d take of it. We might have them blocking us instead of helping. Can you find someone else?”


  She nodded. “I can get you a telepath. Just one. The other psis I know won’t touch it. They don’t need the fee, and they don’t want to reveal themselves—particularly not in something that’s illegal.”


  “Who’s the one?” Wergard asked.


  “I am, of course.”


  They looked at her a moment. Wergard said, “That isn’t what we had in mind. We want a pro who’ll take his chances for the money he’s getting. We needed information from you, but no more than that.”


  Telzey said, “It looks like it’s turned into more than that.”


  Wergard said to Dasinger, “We can’t get her involved.”


  “Corvin Wergard,” Telzey said. He looked back at her. “Yes?”


  “I am not reading your thoughts,” she said. “I don’t have to. You’ve been told who I am, and that I’m sixteen years old. So I’m a child. A child who comes of a very good family and has been very carefully raised. Somebody really too nice to get shot tonight, if something goes wrong, by a Colmer guard or Joca security people, or ripped up by Brisells. Right?” Wergard studied her a long moment. “I may have had such notions,” he said then. “Perhaps I’ve been wrong about you.”


  “You’ve definitely been wrong about me,” Telzey told him. “You didn’t know enough. I’ve been a psi, a practicing psi, for almost a year. I can go through a human life in an hour and know more about it than the man, or woman, who’s living it. I’ve gone through quite a few lives, not only human ones. I do other things that I don’t talk about. I don’t know what it exactly makes me now, but I’m not a child. Of course, I am sixteen years old and haven’t been that very long. But it might even be that sometimes people like you and Wellan Dasinger look a little like children to me. Do you understand?


  “I’m not sure,” Wergard said. He shook his head. “I believe I’m beginning to.”


  “That’s good. We should have an understanding of each other if we’re to work together. The agency would save the fee, too,” Telzey said. “I don’t need it. Of course, there may come a time when I’ll ask you to stick your neck out for something I’d like to have done.”


  Wergard asked Dasinger, “Has that been the arrangement?”


  Dasinger nodded. “We exchange assistance in various matters.” He added, “I still don’t want you in this, Telzey. There will be risks. Not unreasonable ones; but our people are trained to look out for themselves in ways you’re not. You’re too valuable a person to be jeopardized on an operation of this kind.”


  “Then I can’t help you help Noal Selk,” she said. “I’d like to. But the only way I can do it is by going along with you tonight. It would take more time than you have to hunt around for somebody else.”


  Dasinger shook his head. “We’ll use a different approach then. With a little luck, we can still save Noal. He isn’t your problem.”


  “How do you know?” Telzey said. “He mightn’t be if he were someone I’d only heard about. If I helped everybody I could help because I happen to be a psi, I’d have no time for anything else the rest of my life. There isn’t a minute in the day I couldn’t find someone somewhere who needs the kind of help I can give. I’d keep busy, wouldn’t I? And, of course, everything I did still wouldn’t make any real difference. There’d always be more people needing help.”


  “There would be, of course,” Dasinger agreed.


  She smiled. “It gave me a bad conscience for a while, but I decided I wasn’t going to get caught in that. I’ll do something, now and then. Now, here I’ve been in Hishee Selk’s mind. I’m still in her mind. I know her, and Noal and Larien as she knows them—perhaps better than most people know the members of their family. So I can’t say their problem isn’t my problem. It wouldn’t be true. I simply know them too well.”


  Dasinger nodded. “Yes, I see now.”


  “And I,” said Wergard, “made a big mistake.”


  Dasinger looked at his watch.


  “Well, let’s not waste time. The plan goes into operation in thirty minutes. Telzey, you’re going high style—Joca Village level. Wergard, take her along, have her outfitted. Scratch Woni. We won’t need her.”


  III


  The only entry to the secluded Selk estate in Joca Village was a narrow road winding between sheer cliff walls. Two hundred yards along the road was a gate; and the gate was guarded by Selk employees.


  Up this road came a great gleaming limousine, preceded by a cry of golden horns. It stopped near the gate, and Larien Selk’s three guards moved forward, weapons in their hands, to instruct the intruders to turn back. But they came prepared to give the instruction in as courteous a manner as possible. It was unwise to offer unnecessary offense to people who went about in that kind of limousine.


  Its doors had opened meanwhile; and, gaily and noisily, out came Wergard in a Space Admiral’s resplendent and heavily decorated uniform; Dasinger with jeweled face mask, a Great Alzar dandy; Telzey, finally, slender and black-gowned, wearing intricate silver headgear. From the headgear blazed the breath-stopping beauty of two great star hyacinths, proclaiming her at once to be the pampered darling of one who looked on ordinary millionaires as such millionaires might look on the lowest of bondsmen.


  Weapons most tactfully lowered, the guards attempted to explain to these people—still noisily good-natured, but dangerous in their vast arrogance and wealth and doubly unpredictable now because they were obviously high on something—that a mistake had been made, that, yes, of course, their passes must be honored, but this simply didn’t happen to be a route to the estate of the Askab Odarch. In the midst of these respectful explanations, an odd paralysis and confusion came to the guards. They offered no objection when men stepped out from behind the limousine, gently took their weapons and led them toward the small building beside the gate, where Wergard already was studying the gate controls. The study was a brief one; the gate’s energy barrier, reaching up to blend into the defense shield of Joca Village above, winked out of existence a minute later and the great steel frames slid silently back into the rock walls on either side. The instruments which normally announced the opening of the gate to scanners in the Selk house remained inactive.


  The limousine drifted through and settled to the ground beside the road. The gate closed again, and the vehicle was out of sight. Joca Village security patrols would check this gate, as they did the gates of all Village residents, several times during the night, and leaving the limousine outside would have caused questions. Whether suspicions were aroused otherwise depended mainly on whether someone began to wonder why Larien Selk’s three gate guards were men who hadn’t been seen here before. Measures had been taken to meet that contingency, but they were measures Dasinger preferred not to bring into play at present. The goal was to get Telzey into the house quickly, find out where Noal Selk was, pick him up if he were here and get back out with him, with no more time lost than could be helped. Whether or not his brother came along would be determined by what they discovered. With luck in either case, they’d be out of Joca Village again, mission accomplished, before the next patrol reached the Selk estate.


  Only Dasinger, Wergard and Telzey had gone through with the limousine. They emerged from it quickly again, now in fitted dark coveralls, caps and gloves, difficult to make out in the nighttime halfdark of the cliff road, and with more sophisticated qualities which were of value to burglars seeking entry into a well-defended residence. They moved silently along the road in the thick-soled soundabsorbing boots which went with the coveralls, Wergard carrying a sack. The road led around a turn of the cliffs; and a hundred yards beyond the turn, Dasinger said, “You might give them the first blast from here.”


  They stopped. The rock wall on the left was lower at this point, continued to slope downward along the stretch of road ahead. Wergard opened the sack and took out a tube a foot long and about three inches in diameter. He lifted the tube, sighting along it to a point above the cliffs on the left, pressed a trigger button. Something flicked silently out of the mouth of the tube and vanished in the dark air. They went on fifty yards, stopped again, and Wergard repeated the performance. The next time they stopped, the cliff on the left had dwindled to a rocky embankment not much more than twelve feet high. Larien Selk’s big house stood in its gardens beyond the embankment, not visible from here.


  They stood listening.


  “It’s got them,” Wergard said then, low-voiced. “If it hadn’t, they’d be aware of us by now, and we’d hear them moving around.”


  “Might as well give them a third dose—to be sure,” Dasinger remarked.


  “Why not?” Wergard agreed. He took a third tube from the sack, adjusted its settings, squinting through the dusk, then discharged its contents up across the embankment. The copies of the diagrams, briefly borrowed from the files of Banance Protective Systems, had showed that beyond the fence above the embankment was the area patrolled by a dozen Brisell dogs, dependable man-killers with acute senses. The three canisters Wergard had fired into the area were designed to put them out of action. They contained a charge stunning canine olfactory centers, approximately equivalent, Telzey had gathered, to the effect which might have been achieved by combining the most violent odors obtainable in their heaviest possible concentration, and releasing the mix in a flash of time. The canine mind thus treated went into prolonged dazed shock.


  “Getting anything so far?” Dasinger asked her.


  She nodded. “There is a psi-blocked area around. It seems to be where the house is. If Noal and Larien are here, they’re in that area.”


  She’d kept bringing up impressions of both Selk brothers on the way from Orado City—things she knew about them from Hishee Selk’s recalls and reflections, and from the visual and auditory recordings her own senses had registered. After they’d passed through the gate, she’d been searching mentally for anything which might relate to those impressions, blocking off her awareness of Wergard and Dasinger. There’d been occasional faint washes of human mind activities hereabouts, but they carried unfamiliar patterns. She’d fastened on the most definite of those and was developing the contact when Dasinger addressed her.


  She mentioned this now, added, “It’s one of the Colmer guards outside the house. Nobody’s expecting trouble there. I can’t tell yet what he’s thinking, but nothing’s worrying him.”


  Dasinger smiled. “Good! Keep your inner ears tuned to the boy! That could be useful. Let’s move on—starting from here, as ghosts.”


  He reached under his collar as he spoke, abruptly became a bulkier smoky figure, features distorted though still vaguely distinguishable. There was a visual dispersion effect connected with the coverall suits, increasing with distance. Wergard and Telzey joined him in apparent insubstantiality. They went around the embankment, came to the fence.


  It was more than a fence.


  Closely spaced along the rails topping it, twenty feet above, were concealed pickup devices which registered within the house. The diagrams had listed and described them. Now reasonable caution and the equipment in the suits of the three trespassers should give the devices nothing to register.


  They moved slowly along the fence, twelve feet apart, not speaking here though they carried distorters which smothered voice tones within the distance of a few feet, until Wergard, in the lead, reached a closed gate where the road they’d been following turned through the fence. His wavering contours stopped there; and Telzey and Dasinger also stopped where they were. Wergard was the burglary expert; his job was now to get them through the gate. It was locked, of course. The relays which opened the lock were in the house, and the lock itself was a death trap for anyone attempting to tamper with it. However, nobody had seemed concerned about those details, and Telzey decided not to worry either. Wergard was doing something, but she couldn’t determine what. His foggy shape blurred out a quarter of the gate. Which wasn’t bothering Wergard; the effect wasn’t a subjective one. Telzey could see a faint haze about herself, which moved as she did. But it didn’t interfere with her vision or blur her view of herself. She looked over at the house, still more than half hidden here by intervening trees.


  It was a large windowless structure. A pale glow bathed the lower section of the front wall. That came from a lit area they’d have to cross. Closer to them, on this side of the trees, the ground was shadowy, heavily dotted with sizable shrubs, through which she could make out the outlines of a high hedge. This was where the Brisell pack prowled. She thought she could distinguish something moving slowly on the ground between two shrubs. It might be one of the dogs. Otherwise there was no sign of them.


  A voice suddenly said something.


  Telzey didn’t move. She hadn’t heard those words through her ears but through the ears of her contact. He was replying now, the sound of his own voice less distinct, a heavy rumble. She blinked, pushing probes out quickly into newly accessible mind areas, orienting herself. The contact was opening up nicely.


  A hand tapped her shoulder. She looked up at Dasinger beside her. He indicated the gate, where Wergard had stepped back and stood waiting for them. The gate was open.


  The thing she’d thought she’d seen moving occasionally on the ground between two shrub clusters was one of the Brisells. He was lying on his side as they came up, and, except for jerking his hind legs slightly, he wasn’t moving just then. Two other dogs, not far from him, had been out of sight behind the shrubs. One turned in slow circles, with short, staggering steps. The other sat with drooping head, tongue lolling far down, shaking himself every few seconds. They were powerful animals with thick necks, huge heads and jaws, torsos protected by flexible corselets. None of them paid the slightest attention to the human ghost shapes.


  Dasinger beckoned Telzey and Wergard to him, said softly, “They’ll be no good for an hour or two. But we don’t know that our business here will be over in an hour or two. We’ll get their handler in the shelter now. Then it should be worth a few minutes finding the rest of the pack and putting them out till tomorrow with stun charges.”


  Wergard nodded; and Dasinger said to Telzey, “Stay here near those three so we don’t lose you.”


  “All right.”


  She watched them hold their guns briefly to the heads of the dogs. Then the blurred shapes moved soundlessly off, becoming more apparitional with each step. In moments, she couldn’t see them at all. The dogs lay unmoving now; and nothing else stirred nearby. She went back to her contact. Human thought whispers which came from other minds were reaching her from time to time, but she didn’t try to develop those touches. The man she’d started working on was in charge of the Colmer Agency group and stationed near the entry of the house, directly beyond the lit area. She should get the best results here by concentrating attention on him.


  His superficial thoughts could be picked up readily by now. It was the thinking of a bored, not very intelligent man, but a dangerous and well-trained one—a human Brisell. He and his group were in the second hour of an eight-hour stint of guard duty. He was looking forward to being relieved. Telzey gave the vague flow of thoughts prods here and there, turning them into new directions. She got a self-identification: his name was Sommard. He and the other Colmer guards knew nothing of what went on inside the house, and weren’t interested.


  On arrival, they’d been admonished to constant alertness by a Mr. Costian. Sommard figured Mr. Costian for a nervous nut; the place obviously was well protected without them. But that wasn’t his business, and he was doing his duty, however perfunctorily. His attention never wandered far. Two other guards stood to his right and left some fifty yards away, at the corners of the house. The remaining two were at the rear of the building where there was a service entry. That checked with what the Kyth agency had established about the defense arrangements.


  There was a sudden wash of mental brightness. It steadied, and Telzey was looking out of Sommard’s eyes into the wide illuminated court below the house where the estate road terminated. Keeping watch on that open area, up to the fence on the far side and the locked road gate in the fence, was his immediate responsibility. If anyone not previously authorized by Mr. Costian to be there appeared in the court, there’d be no challenge. He’d give his companions and the people in the house a silent alert, and shoot the intruder. Of course, no one would appear there! He yawned.


  Telzey let the view of the court go, made some preparations, reduced contact and glanced at her watch. It has been four and a half minutes since the Kyth men left her. She began looking about for them, presently saw a haziness some twenty feet away, condensing slightly and separating into two shapes as it drew closer. A genuine pair of ghosts couldn’t have moved more quietly. “The section’s taken care of,” Dasinger was saying then. “Anything to report?”


  Telzey told them what she’d learned. Dasinger nodded. “Costian’s been Larien Selk’s underworld contact on Orado. It’s probable that the pros delivered Noal to him.” He scratched his chin. “Now what’s the best way to take the agency guards out gently? We have no dispute with Colmer.”


  Wergard said, “Going through the gate’s still possible, but it’ll call for fast moving once we’re through or we’d risk a disturbance. The long way around past the cliffs seems safer to me.”


  Telzey shook her head.


  “That won’t be necessary,” she said.


  Sommard presently shut his eyes for no particular reason except that he felt like it. The road gate across the court opened slightly, stayed open a few seconds, closed quietly again. Sommard then roused himself, looked briskly about. He glanced at his two colleagues, stationed at the corners of the house on either side of him. They stood unmoving, as bored as he was. All was well. He scratched his chest, yawned again.


  Thirty feet from him, invisible as far as he was concerned, Telzey settled herself on the low balustrade above the court, looked at him, reached back into his mind. She waited. Something like a minute passed. The guard at the house corner to Sommard’s left took two stumbling steps to the side and fell backward.


  Sommard’s awareness blanked out in the same instant. His knees buckled: he slid down along the wall against which he had been leaning, went over on his side and lay still.


  Telzey looked around at the guard at the other house corner. He was down and out, too, and Wergard and Dasinger were now on their way along the sides of the house to take care of the two guards at the rear. She stood up and went over to Sommard. What she’d done to him was a little more complicated than using a stun gun, a good deal gentler than a stun gun’s jolt. The overall effect, however, was the same. He’d go on sleeping quietly till morning.


  She stayed beside him to make it easier for Dasinger to find her when he came to take her to the back of the house. There was an entry there which led to the servants’ quarters below ground level. They would use that way to get into the house. There should be only three men in the servants’ quarters tonight—Larien Selk’s second gate guard team. They might be asleep at present. The estate’s normal staff had been transferred to other properties during the past week. In the upper house were Costian, Larien Selk, probably Noal Selk, and two technicians who kept alternate watch on the instruments of the protective system. That was all.


  Getting into the house wasn’t likely to be much of a problem now. But the night’s work might have only begun.


  IV


  “I’m getting traces of Larien,” Telzey said.


  “And Noal?” Dasinger asked.


  “I’m not sure. There was something for a moment . . . but—” Her voice trailed off unsteadily.


  “Take your time.” Dasinger, leaning against a table ten feet away, watching her in the dim glow of a ceiling light, had spoken quietly. They’d turned off the visual distorters; the ghost haze brought few advantages indoors. Wergard had found the three off-duty gate guards asleep, left them sleeping more soundly. He’d gone off again about some other matter. Telzey and Dasinger were to stay on the underground level until she’d made her contacts, established what the situation here was.


  She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, sighed. There was silence then. Dasinger didn’t stir. Telzey’s face was pale, intent. After a while, her breathing grew ragged. Her lips twisted slowly. It might have been a laborious mouthing of words heard in her mind. Her fingers plucked fitfully at the material of the coveralls. Then she grew quiet. Wergard returned soundlessly, remained standing outside the door.


  Telzey opened her eyes, looked at Dasinger and away from him, straightened up in the chair, and passed her tongue over her lips.


  “It’s no use,” she said flatly.


  “You couldn’t contact Noal?” She shook her head. “Perhaps I could. I don’t know. You’ll have to get the psi block shut off, and I’ll try. He’s not in the house.” She began crying suddenly, stopped as suddenly. A valve had opened; had been twisted shut. “But we can’t help him,” she said. “He’s dying.”


  “Where is he?”


  “In the sea.”


  “In the sea? Go ahead.”


  She shrugged. “That’s it! In the sea, more or less east of Joca Village. It might be a hundred miles from here, or two thousand. I don’t know; nobody knows. Larien didn’t want anybody to know, not even himself.”


  Wergard had come into the room. She looked over at him, back at Dasinger. “It’s a bubble for deep-water work. Something the Selks made on Cobril. Marine equipment. Larien had it brought in from Cobril. This one has no operating controls. It was just dropped off, somewhere.”


  An automated carrier had been dispatched, set on random course. For eight hours it moved about the sea east of the mainland; then it disintegrated and sank. At some randomly selected moment during those eight hours, relays had closed, and the bubble containing Noal Selk began drifting down through the sea.


  She told them that.


  Dasinger said, “You said he’s dying . . .”


  She nodded. “He’s being eaten. Some organism—it tries to keep the animals it feeds on alive as long as it can. It’s very careful . . . I don’t know what it is.”


  “I know what it is,” Dasinger said. “When was it injected?”


  “Two days ago.”


  Dasinger looked at Wergard. Wergard shrugged, said, “You might find something still clinically alive in the bubble five days from now. If you want to save Noal Selk, you’d better do it in hours.”


  “It’s worth trying!” Dasinger turned to Telzey. “Telzey, what arrangements has Larien made in case the thing got away from him?”


  “It isn’t getting away from him,” she said. “The bubble’s got nondetectable coating. And if somebody tried to open it, it would blow up. There’s a switch in the house that will blow it up any time. Larien’s sitting two feet from the switch right now. But he can’t touch it.”


  “Why not?” Wergard asked.


  Telzey glanced at him. “He can’t move. He can’t even think. Not till I let him again.”


  Dasinger said, “The destruct switch isn’t good enough. Isn’t there something else in the house, something material, we can use immediately as evidence of criminal purpose?”


  Telzey’s eyes widened. “Evidence?” For a moment, she seemed about to laugh. “Goodness, yes, Dasinger! There’s all the evidence in the world. He’s got Noal on screen, two-way contact. He was talking to Noal when I started to pick him up. That’s why—”


  “Anyone besides Costian and the two techs around?” Dasinger asked Wergard.


  “No.”


  “Put them away somewhere,” Dasinger said. “Telzey and I will be with Larien Selk.”


  They weren’t going to find the bubble. And if some accident had revealed its location, they wouldn’t have got Noal Selk out of it alive.


  They hadn’t given up. Dasinger was speaking to the Kyth agency by pocket transmitter within a minute after he’d entered Larien’s suite with Telzey, and the agency promptly unsheathed its claws. Operators, who’d come drifting into Joca Village during the evening, showing valid passes, converged at the entry to the Selk estate, set up some lethal equipment, and informed Village Security the section was sealed. Village Security took a long, thoughtful look at what confronted it in the gate road, and decided to wait for developments.


  Dasinger remained busy with the transmitter, while Wergard recorded what Larien’s two-way screen showed. Telzey, only halffollowing the talk, spoke only when Dasinger asked questions. She reported patiently then what he wanted to know, information she drew without much difficulty from Larien’s paralyzed mind—the type of nondetectable material coating the deep-water device; who had applied it; the name of the Cobril firm which installed the detonating system. They were attacking the problem from every possible angle, getting the help of researchers from around the planet. On Cobril, there was related activity by now. Authorities who would be involved in a sea search here had been alerted, were prepared to act if called on. The Kyth agency had plenty of pull and was using it.


  The fact remained that Larien Selk had considered the possibilities. It had taken careful investigation, but no special knowledge. He’d wanted a nondetectable coating material and a tamperproof self-destruct system for his deep-water device. Both were available; and that was that. Larien had accomplished his final purpose. The brother who’d cheated him out of his birthright, for whom he’d been left in a vault, ignored, forgotten, incomplete, had been detached from humanity and enclosed in another vault where he was now being reduced piecemeal, and from which he would never emerge. As the minutes passed, it became increasingly clear that what Dasinger needed to change the situation was an on-the-spot scientific miracle. Nothing suggested there were miracles forthcoming. Lacking that, they could watch Noal Selk die, or, if they chose, speed his death.


  Telzey bit at her lip, gaze fastened on Larien who lay on a couch a dozen feet from her. They’d secured his hands behind his back, which wasn’t necessary; she’d left her controls on him, and he was caught in unawareness which would end when she let it end. That strong, vital organism was helpless now, along with the mind that had wasted itself in calculating hatred for so many years.


  There was something here she hadn’t wanted to see . . .


  A psi mentality needed strong shutoffs. It had them, developed them quickly, or collapsed into incoherence. The flow of energies which reached nonpsis in insignificant tricklings, must be channeled, directed, employed—or sealed away.


  Shutoffs were necessary. But they could be misapplied. Too easily, too thoroughly, by a mind that had learned to make purposeful use of them.


  There was something she’d blocked out of awareness not long ago. For a while, she’d succeeded in forgetting she’d done it. She knew now that she had done it, but it was difficult to hold her attention on the fact. Her mind drew back from such thoughts, kept sliding away, trying to distract itself, trying to blur the act in renewed forgetfulness.


  She didn’t want to find out what it was she’d shut away. By that, she knew it was no small matter. There was fear involved.


  Of what was she afraid?


  She glanced uneasily over at the screen showing the brightly lit metallic interior of the bubble. Wergard stood before it, working occasionally at his recordings. She hadn’t looked at the screen for more than a few seconds since coming into the room. It could be turned to a dozen views, showing the same object from different angles and distances.


  The object was a human body which wasn’t quite paralyzed because it sometimes stirred jerkily, and its head moved. The eyes were sometimes open, sometimes shut. It looked unevenly shrunken, partly defleshed by what seemed a random process, skin lying loosely on bone here and there, inches from the swell of muscle. However, the process wasn’t a random one; the alien organism within the body patched up systematically behind itself as it made its selective harvest. Outside tubes were attached to the host. The body wouldn’t die of dehydration, or starvation; it was being nourished. It would die when not enough of it was left to bind life to itself, or earlier if the feeding organism misjudged what it was doing. Dasinger had said its instincts were less reliable with humans because they weren’t among its natural food animals.


  Or Noal Selk would die when it was decided he couldn’t be saved, and somebody’s hand reached for the destruct switch.


  In any case, he would die. What the screen showed were the beginnings of his death, whatever turn it took in the end. There was no reason for her to watch that. Noal, lost in the dark sea, in his small bright-lit tomb unknown miles from here, was beyond her help.


  Her eyes shifted back to Larien. It happened, she decided, at some point after she’d moved into his mind, discovered what he had done, and, shocked, was casting about for further information, for ways to undo this atrocity. Almost now, but not quite, she could remember the line of reflections she’d followed, increasingly disturbed reflections they seemed to be. Then—then she’d been past that point. Something flashed up, some horrid awareness; instantly she’d buried it, sealed it away, sealed away that entire area of recall.


  She shook her head slightly. It remained buried! She remembered doing it now, and she wouldn’t forget that again. But she didn’t remember what she had buried, or why. Perhaps if she began searching in Larien Selk’s mind . . .


  At the screen, Wergard exclaimed something. Telzey looked up quickly. Dasinger had turned away from the table where he’d been sitting, was starting toward the screen.


  Sounds began to come from the screen. She felt the blood drain from her face.


  Something was howling in her mind—wordless expression of a terrible need. It went on for seconds, weakened abruptly and was gone. Other things remained.


  She stood up, walked unsteadily to the screen. The two men glanced around as she came up. An enlarged view of Noal Selk’s head filled the screen. There were indications that the feeder had been selectively at work here, too; but there wasn’t much change in the features. The eyes were wide open, staring up past the pickup. The mouth was lax and trembling; only wet, shaky breathing sounds came from it now.


  Wergard said, “For some moments, he seemed fully conscious. He seemed to see us. He . . . well, the speaking apparatus isn’t essential to life, of course. Most of that may be gone. But I think he was trying to speak to us.”


  Telzey, standing between them, looking at the screen, said, “He saw you. He was trying to ask you to kill him. Larien let him know it could be done any time.”


  Dasinger said carefully, “You know he was trying to ask us to kill him?”


  “Yes, I know,” Telzey said. “Be quiet, Dasinger. I have to think now.”


  She blinked slowly at the screen.


  Her diaphragm made a sudden, violent contraction as a pain surge reached her. Pain shutoff went on; the feeling dimmed. Full contact here . . .


  Her mouth twisted. She hadn’t wanted it! Not after what she’d learned. That was what she hadn’t allowed to come into consciousness. She’d told herself it wasn’t possible to reach Noal where he was, even after they’d shut off the psi block in the walls of the house. She’d convinced herself it was impossible. But she’d made the contact, and it had developed, perhaps as much through Noal’s frenzied need as through anything she’d done; and now she’d been blazingly close to his mind and body torment—


  She brushed her hand slowly over her forehead. She felt clammy with sweat.


  “Telzey, is something wrong with you?” Dasinger asked.


  She looked up at their watchful faces.


  “No, not really. Dasinger, you know you can’t save him, don’t you?”


  His expression didn’t change. “I suppose I do,” he acknowledged. “I suppose we all do. But we’ll have to go on trying for a while, before we simply put him to death.”


  She nodded, eyes absent. “There’s something I can try,” she told them. “I didn’t think of it before.”


  “Something you can try?” Wergard said, astonished, uneasily. His head indicated the screen. “To save him there?”


  “Yes. Perhaps.”


  Dasinger cleared his throat. “I don’t see . . . what do you have in mind?”


  She shook her head. “I can’t explain that. It’s psi. I’ll try to explain as I go along, but I probably won’t be able to explain much. It may work, that’s all. I’ve done something like it before.”


  “But you can’t—” Wergard broke off, was silent.


  Dasinger said, “You know what you’re doing?”


  “Yes, I know.” Telzey looked up at them again. “You mustn’t let anyone in here. There mustn’t be any disturbance or interference, or everything might go wrong. And it will take time. I don’t know how much time.”


  Neither of them said anything for some seconds. Then Dasinger nodded slowly.


  “Whatever it is,” he said, “you’ll have all the time you need. Nobody will come in here. Nobody will be allowed on the estate before you’ve finished and give the word.”


  Telzey nodded. “Then this is what we’ll have to do.”


  V


  She had done something like this, or nearly like this, before . . .


  Here and there was a psi mind with whom one could exchange the ultimate compliment of using no mental safeguards, none whatever. It was with one of those rare, relaxing companions that she’d done almost what she’d be doing now. The notion had come up in the course of a psi practice session. One was in Orado City; one at the tip of the Southern Mainland, at the time. They’d got together at the thought level, and were trying out various things, improving techniques and methods.


  “I’ll lend you what I see if you’ll lend me what you see,” one of them had said.


  That was easy enough. Each looked suddenly at what the other had looked at a moment ago. It wasn’t the same as tapping the sensory impressions of a controlled mind. Small sections of individual awareness, of personality, appeared to have shifted from body to body.


  It went on from there. Soon each was using the other’s muscles, breathing with the other’s lungs, speaking with the other’s voice. They’d got caught up in it, and more subtle transfers continued in a swift double flow, unchecked: likes and dislikes, acquired knowledge, emotional patterns. Memories disintegrated here, built up there; vanished, were newly complete—and now quite different memories. Only the awareness of self remained—that probably couldn’t be exchanged, or could it?


  Then:


  “Shall we?”


  They’d hesitated, looking at each other, with a quarter of the globe between them, each seeing the other clearly, in their exchanged bodies, exchanged personalities. One threadlike link was left for each to sever, and each would become the other, with no connection then to what she had been.


  “Of course, we can change right back—”


  Yes, but could they? Could they? Something would be different, would have shifted; they would be in some other and unknown pattern—and suddenly, quickly, they were sliding past each other again, memories, senses, controls, personality particles, swirling by in a giddy two-way stream, reassembling, restoring themselves, each to what was truly hers. They were laughing, but a little breathlessly, really a little frightened now by what they’d almost done.


  They’d never tried it again. They’d talked about it. They were almost certain it could be done, oh, quite safely! They’d be two telepaths still, two psis. It should be a perfectly simple matter to reverse the process at any time.


  It should be. But even to those who were psis, and in psi, much more remained unknown about psi than was known. Anyone who gained any awareness at all understood there were limits beyond which one couldn’t go, or didn’t try to go. Limits beyond which things went oddly wrong.


  The question was whether they would have passed such a limit in detaching themselves from their personality, acquiring that of another. It remained unanswered.


  What she had in mind now was less drastic in one respect, seemed more so in another. She would find out whether she could do it. She didn’t know what the final result would be if she couldn’t.


  She dissolved her contact with Noal. It would be a distraction, and she could restore it later.


  Larien Selk had been fastened securely to his couch. Dasinger and Wergard then fastened Telzey as securely to the armchair in which she sat. She’d told them there might be a good deal of commotion here presently, produced both by herself and by Larien. It would be a meaningless commotion, something to be ignored. They wouldn’t know what they were doing. They had to be tied down so they wouldn’t get hurt.


  The two men asked no questions. She reached into a section of her brain, touched it with paralysis, slid to Larien Selk’s mind. In his brain, too, a selected small section went numb. Then the controls she’d placed on him were flicked away.


  He woke up. He had to be awake and aware for much of this, or her work would be immeasurably, perhaps impossibly, increased. But his wakefulness did result in considerable commotion, though much less than there would have been if Larien had been able to use his voice—or, by and by, Telzey’s. She’d silenced both for the time being. He couldn’t do more than go through the motions of screaming. Nor could he move around much, though he tried very hard.


  For Larien, it was a terrifying situation. One moment, he’d been sitting before the screen, considering whether to nudge the console button which would cause a stimulant to be injected into Noal and bring him back to consciousness again for an hour or two. He enjoyed talking to Noal.


  Then, with no discernible lapse in time, he sensed he was lying on his back, arms and legs stretched out, tied down. Simultaneously, however, he looked up from some point in midair at two tense-faced men who stood between him and the screen that peered into Noal’s bubble.


  Larien concluded he’d gone insane. In the next few minutes, he nearly did. Telzey was working rapidly. It wasn’t nearly as easy work as it had been with a cooperating psi; but Larien lacked the understanding and ability to interfere with her, as a psi, who wasn’t cooperating, would have done. There was, of course, no question of a complete personality exchange here. But point by point, sense by sense, function by function, she was detaching Larien from all conscious contacts with his body. His bewildered attempts to retain each contact brought him into a corresponding one with hers—and that particular exchange had been made.


  The process was swift. It was Larien’s body that struggled violently at first, tried to scream, strained against its fastenings. Telzey’s remained almost quiescent. Then both twisted about. Then his, by degrees, relaxed. The other body continued to twist and tug, eyes staring, mouth working desperately.


  Telzey surveyed what had been done, decided enough had been done at this level. Her personality, her consciousness, were grafted to the body of Larien Selk. His consciousness was grafted to her body. The unconscious flows had followed the conscious ones.


  She sealed the access routes to memory storage in the Telzey brain. The mind retained memory without the body’s help for a while. For how long a while was something she hadn’t yet established.


  Time for the next step. She withdrew her contact with Larien’s mind, dissolved it. Then she cut her last mind links to her body. It vanished from her awareness. She lay in Larien Selk’s body, breathing with its lungs. She cleared its throat, lifted the paralysis she’d placed on the use of its voice.


  “Dasinger!” the voice said hoarsely. “Wergard!”


  Footsteps came hurrying over.


  “Yes, he’s over there. I’m here . . . for now. I wanted you to understand so you wouldn’t worry too much.”


  They didn’t say anything, but their faces didn’t look reassured. Telzey added, “I’ve got his . . . its voice cut off. Over there, I mean.”


  What else should she tell them? She couldn’t think of anything; and she had a driving impatience now to get on with this horrid business, to get it done, if she could get it done. To be able to tell herself it was over.


  “It’ll be a while before I can talk to you again,” Larien Selk’s voice told Wergard and Dasinger.


  Then they vanished from her sight. Larien’s eyes—no longer in use—closed. Telzey had gone back to work. Clearing the traces of Larien’s memories and reaction patterns from his brain took time because she was very thorough and careful about it. She wanted none of that left; neither did she want to damage the brain. The marks of occupancy faded gradually, cleaned out, erased, delicately annihilated; and presently she’d finished. She sent out a search thought then to recontact the mind of Noal Selk in the brightly lit hell of his bubble, picked up the pattern almost at once and moved over into his mind.


  He was unconscious, but something else here was conscious in a dim and limited way. Telzey turned her attention briefly to the organism which had been implanted in Noal. A psi creature, as she’d thought. The ability to differentiate so precisely between what was and was not immediately fatal to a creature not ordinarily its prey had implied the use of psi. The organism wasn’t cruel; it had no concept of cruelty. It was making a thrifty use of the food supply available to it, following its life purpose.


  She eased into the body awareness from which Noal had withdrawn, dimming the pain sensations which flared up in her. It was immediately obvious that very extensive damage had been done. But a kind of functional balance lingered in what was left. The body lived as a body.


  And the mind still lived as a mind, sustaining itself by turning away from the terrible realities about it as often as Noal could escape from pain into unconsciousness. She considered that mind, shifting about it and through it, knowing she was confronting the difficulty she’d expected. Noal couldn’t cling to this body; in intention, he already was detached from it. But that was the problem. He was trying, in effect, to become disembodied and remain that way.


  He had a strong motivation. She should be able to modify it, nullify it eventually; but it seemed dangerous to tamper with Noal any more than she could help. There wasn’t enough left of him, physically or mentally, for that. He had to want to attach himself fully and consciously to a body again, or this wasn’t going to work. She could arouse him, bring him fully awake . . .


  He would resist it, she thought.


  But she might give him something he wouldn’t resist.


  Noal dreamed.


  It was a relaxed dream, universes away from pain, fear, savage treachery. He remembered nothing of Larien. He was on Cobril, walking along with a firm, quick stride in warm sunlight. He was agreeably aware of the strength and health of his body.


  Something tugged at him.


  Vision blurred startingly. Sound faded. The knowledge came that the thing that tugged at him was trying to drag him wholly away from his senses, out of himself, into unfeeling nothingness.


  Terrified, he fought to retain sight and sound, to cling to his body.


  Telzey kept plucking him away, taking his place progressively in the still functional wreckage left by the organism, barring him more and more from it. But simultaneously she made corresponding physical anchorages available for him elsewhere; and Noal, still dreaming, not knowing the difference, clung to each point gained with frantic determination. She had all the cooperation she could use. The transfer seemed accomplished in moments.


  She told him soothingly then to go on sleeping, go on dreaming pleasantly. Presently, agitations subsiding, he was doing it.


  And Telzey opened Noal Selk’s gummily inflamed and bloodshot eyes with difficulty, looked out into the metallic glittering of the bubble, closed the eyes again. She was very much here—too much so. Her pain shutoffs were operating as far as she could allow them to operate without hampering other activities, but it wasn’t enough. A sudden fresh set of twinges gave her a thought then; and she put the busy psi organism to sleep. At least, that part of it shouldn’t get any worse.


  But she’d have to stay here a while. In this body’s brain was the physical storehouse of Noal’s memories, the basis of his personality. It was a vast mass of material; getting it all transferred in exact detail to the brain she’d cleared out to receive it was out of the question. It probably could be done, but it would take hours. She didn’t have hours to spare.


  The essentials, however, that which made Noal what he was, should be transplanted in exact detail. She started doing it. It wasn’t difficult work. She’d doctored memories before this, and it was essentially the same process.


  It was simply a question of how much she could get done before she had to stop. The physical discomforts that kept filtering into her awareness weren’t too serious a distraction. But there was something else that frightened her—an occasional sense of vagueness about herself, a feeling as if she might be growing flimsy, shadowy. It always passed quickly, but it seemed a warning that too much time was passing, perhaps already had passed, since she’d cut herself off from her own brain and body and the physical basis of memory and personality.


  She paused finally. It should do. It would have to do. Her mind could absorb the remaining pertinent contents of this body’s brain in a few minutes, retain it until she had an opportunity to feed back to Noal whatever else he might need. It would be secondhand memory, neither exact nor complete. But he wouldn’t be aware of the difference, and no one who had known him would be able to tell there was a difference. She couldn’t risk further delay. There was a sense of something that had been in balance beginning to shift dangerously, though she didn’t yet know what it was.


  She began the absorption process. Completed it. Went drifting slowly off then through nothing, through nowhere . . . Peered out presently again through puzzled sore eyes into the gleaming of the bubble.


  Hot terror jolted through her—


  “Dasinger!”


  Dasinger turned from the couch on which the Larien body lay, came quickly across the room. “Yes?”


  Wergard indicated the other figure in the armchair.


  “This one seems to be coming awake again!”


  Dasinger looked at the figure. It was slumped back as far as the padded fastenings which held its arms clamped against the sides of the chair permitted. The head lolled to the left, eyes slitted, blood-smeared mouth half open. “What makes you think so?” he asked.


  The figure’s shoulders jerked briefly, almost as he spoke.


  “That,” Wergard said. “It’s begun to stir.”


  They watched, but the figure remained quiet now. Wergard looked at the screen. “Some slight change there, too!” he remarked. “Its eyes were open for a while. A minute ago, they closed.”


  “Coinciding with the first indications of activity here?” Dasinger asked.


  “Very nearly. What about the one on the couch?”


  Dasinger shrugged. “Snoring! Seems to smile now and then. Nobody could be more obviously asleep.”


  Wergard said, after a moment, “So it must be between these two now?”


  “If she’s been doing what we think, it should be . . . There!”


  The figure in the chair sucked in a hissing breath, head slamming up against the back rest. The neck arched, strained, tendons protruding like tight-drawn wires. Dasinger moved quickly. One hand clamped about the jaw; the other gripped the top of the skull. “Get something back in her mouth!”


  Wergard already was there with a folded wet piece of cloth, wedged it in between bared teeth, jerked his fingers back with a grunt of pain. Dasinger moved his thumb up, holding the cloth in place. The figure was in spasmodic, violent motion now, dragging against the fastenings. Wergard placed his palms above its knees, pressed down hard, felt himself still being shifted about. He heard shuddering gasps, glanced up once and saw blue eyes glaring unfocused in the contorted face.


  “Beginning to subside!” Dasinger said then.


  Wergard didn’t reply. The legs he was holding down had relaxed, gone limp, a moment before. Howling sounds came from the screen, turned into a strangled choking, went silent. He straightened, saw Dasinger take the cloth from Telzey’s mouth. She looked at them in turn, moved her puffed lips, grimaced uncomfortably.


  “You put your teeth through your lower lip a while ago,” Dasinger explained. He added, “That wasn’t you, I suppose. You are back with us finally, aren’t you?” She was still breathing raggedly. She whispered, “Not quite . . . almost. Moments!”


  Animal sounds blared from the screen again. Their heads turned toward it. Wergard went over, cut off the noise, looked at the twisting face that had belonged to Noal Selk. He came back then and helped Dasinger free Telzey from the chair. She sat up and touched her mouth tentatively, reminding Wergard of his bitten finger. He looked at it.


  Telzey followed his glance. “Did I do that, too?”


  “Somebody did,” Wergard said shortly. He reached for one of the cloths they’d used to keep her mouth propped open, wrapped it around the double gash. “How do you feel, Telzey?”


  She shifted her shoulders, moved her legs. “Sore,” she said. “Very sore. But I don’t seem to have pulled anything.”


  “You’re back all the way?”


  She drew a long breath. “Yes.” Wergard nodded. “Then let’s get this straight. Over there on the couch, asleep—that’s now Noal?”


  “Yes,” Telzey said. “I’ll have to do a little more work on him because he doesn’t have all his memory yet. But it’s Noal—in everything that counts, anyway.”


  “He doesn’t have all his memory yet,” Wergard repeated. “But it’s Noal!” He stared at her. “All right. And you’re you again.” He jerked his thumb at the screen. “So the one who’s down in the bubble now is Larien Selk?”


  She nodded.


  “Well—” Wergard shrugged. “I was watching it,” he said. He looked at Dasinger. “It happened, that’s all!”


  He went to the screen console, unlocked the destruct switch, and turned it over. The screen went blank.


  The three of them remained silent for some seconds then, considering the same thought. Wergard finally voiced it. “This is going to take a remarkable amount of explaining!”


  “I guess it will,” Telzey said. “But we won’t have to do it.”


  “Eh?” said Dasinger.


  “I know some experts,” she told him. She climbed stiffly out of the chair. “I’d better get to work on Noal now, so we’ll have that out of the way.”


  The Operator on Duty at the Psychology Service Center in Orado City lifted his eyebrows when he saw Telzey walking toward his desk in the Entry Hall. They’d met before. He pretended not to notice her then until she stopped before the desk.


  He looked up. “Oh, it’s you,” he said indifferently.


  “Yes,” said Telzey. They regarded each other with marked lack of approval.


  “Specifically,” asked the Operator, “why are you here? I’ll take it for granted it has to do with your general penchant for getting into trouble.”


  “I wouldn’t call it that,” Telzey said. “I may have broken a few Federation laws last night, but that’s beside the point. I’m here to see Klayung. Where do I find him?”


  The Operator on Duty leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers.


  “Klayung’s rather busy,” he remarked. “In any case, before we bother him you might explain the matter of breaking a few Federation laws. We’re not in that much of a hurry, are we?”


  Telzey considered him reflectively.


  “I’ve had a sort of rough night,” she said then. “So, yes—we’re in exactly that much of a hurry. Unless your shields are a good deal more solid now than they were last time.”


  His eyelids flickered. “You wouldn’t be foolish enough to—”


  “I’ll count to two,” Telzey said. “One.”


  Klayung presently laid her report sheets down again, sat scratching his chin. His old eyes were thoughtful. “Where is he at present?” he asked.


  “Outside the Center, in a Kyth ambulance,” Telzey told him. “We brought Hishee along, too. Asleep, of course.”


  Klayung nodded. “Yes, she should have almost equally careful treatment. This is a difficult case.”


  “You can handle it?” Telzey asked.


  “Oh, yes, we can handle it. We’ll handle everything. We’ll have to now. This could have been a really terrible breach of secrecy, Telzey! We can’t have miracles, you know!”


  “Yes, I know,” Telzey said. “Of course, the Kyth people are all right.”


  “Yes, they’re all right. But otherwise—”


  “Well, I know it’s going to be a lot of trouble for you,” she said. “And I’m sorry I caused it. But there really wasn’t anything else I could do.”


  “No, it seems there really wasn’t,” Klayung agreed. “Nevertheless—well, that’s something I wouldn’t recommend you try very frequently!”


  Telzey was silent a moment.


  “I’m not sure I’d try it again for any reason,” she admitted. “At the end there, I nearly didn’t get back.”


  Klayung nodded. “There was a distinct possibility you wouldn’t get back.”


  “Were you thinking of having Noal go on as Noal?” Telzey inquired.


  “That should be the simplest approach,” Klayung said. “We’ll see what the Make-up Department says. I doubt it would involve excessive structural modifications . . . You don’t agree?”


  Telzey said, “Oh, it would be simplest, all right. But—well, you see, Noal was just nothing physically. He’s got a great body now. It would be a shame to turn him back to being a nothing again.” Klayung looked at her a moment.


  “Those two have had a very bad time,” Telzey continued. “Due to Larien. It seems sort of fair, doesn’t it?”


  “If he’s to become Larien Selk officially,” Klayung remarked, “there’ll be a great many more complications to straighten out.”


  “Yes, I realize that,” Telzey said.


  “Besides,” Klayung went on, “neither Noal nor Hishee might want him to look in the least like Larien.”


  “Well, they wouldn’t now, of course,” Telzey agreed. “But after your therapists have cleared up all the bad things Larien’s done to them, it might be a different matter.”


  Klayung’s sigh was almost imperceptible. “All right. Supposing we get the emotional and mental difficulties resolved first, and then let the principals decide for themselves in what guise Noal is to resume his existence. Would that be satisfactory?”


  Telzey smiled. “Thanks, Klayung!” she said. “Yes, very satisfactory!”


  COMPULSION


  That plants could produce addictive metabolites was old—but the Siren pseudotrees had something else going for them. And Telzey found it was enormously more than she’d bargained for!


  I


  There’d been a dinner party at the Amberdon town house in Orado City that night. Telzey was home for the weekend but hadn’t attended the party. Graduation exams weren’t far away, and she’d decided she preferred to get in additional study time. It was mainly a political dinner anyway; she’d been at enough of those.


  Most of the guests had left by now. Four of them still sat in the room below her balcony alcove with Gilas and Jessamine, her parents. They’d all strolled in together a while ago for drinks and conversation, not knowing someone was on the balcony. The talk was about Overgovernment business, some of it, from the scraps Telzey absently picked up, fairly top-secret stuff. She wasn’t interested until a man named Orsler started sounding off on something about which he was evidently very much annoyed. It had to do with the activities of a young woman named Argee.


  Telzey started listening then because she disliked Orsler. He was an undersecretary in Conservation, head of a subdepartment dealing with uncolonized and unclaimed worlds and the life forms native to them. Telzey had scouted around in his mind on another occasion and discovered that those remote, unsuspecting life forms had a dubious champion in Orsler. He was using his position to help along major exploitation schemes, from which he would benefit substantially in roundabout ways. She’d decided that if nobody had done anything about it by the time the schemes ripened, she would. She gave the Overgovernment a little quiet assistance of that kind now and then. But the time in question was still several months away.


  Meanwhile, anything that vexed Orsler should make enjoyable hearing. So she listened.


  The group below evidently was familiar with the subject. There was a treelike creature, recently discovered somewhere, which was dangerous to human beings. Orsler’s department had it tentatively classified as “noxious vermin,” which meant it could be dealt with in any manner short of complete extermination. Miss Argee, whose first name was Trigger, had learned about this; and though she lacked, as Orsler pointed out bitterly, official status of any kind, she’d succeeded in having the classification changed to “quarantined, pending investigation,” which meant Orsler’s department could do nothing about the pseudotrees until whatever investigations were involved had been concluded.


  “The girl is simply impossible!” Orsler stated. “She doesn’t seem to have the slightest understanding of the enormous expense involved in keeping a planet under dependable quarantine—let alone three of them!”


  “She’s aware of the expense factor,” said another guest, whose voice Telzey recognized as that of a Federation admiral who’d attended Amberdon dinners before. “In fact, she spent some time going over it with me. I found she had a good grasp of logistics. It seems she’s served on a Precol world and has been on several long-range expeditions where that knowledge was put to use.”


  “So she’s annoyed you, too!” said Orsler. “If any citizen who happens—”


  “I wasn’t annoyed,” the Federation admiral interrupted quietly. “I rather enjoyed her visit.”


  There was a pause. Then Orsler said, “It’s amazing that such an insignificant matter could have been carried as far as the Hace Committee! But at least that will put a prompt end to Argee’s fantastic notions. She’s a Siren addict, of course, and should be institutionalized in her own interest.”


  Federation Councilwoman Jessamine Amberdon, who served on the Hace Ethics Committee, said pleasantly, “I’d prefer to think you’re not being vindictive, Orsler.”


  “I?” Orsler laughed. “Of course not!”


  “Then,” said Jessamine, “you’ll be pleased to know that the Committee is handling this as it handles all matters properly brought before it. It will await the outcome of the current investigations before it forms a conclusion. And you needn’t be concerned about Miss Argee’s health. We have it on good authority that, while she was at one time seriously addicted to the Sirens, she’s now free of such problems. Her present interest in them, in other words, is not motivated by addiction.”


  Orsler evidently didn’t choose to reply, and the talk turned to other subjects. Regrettably, from Telzey’s point of view. Orsler had found no support, and had been well squelched by Jessamine, which she liked. But now she was intrigued. Treelike Sirens which addicted people and rated a hearing in the Ethics Committee were something new.


  She could ask Jessamine about it later, but she’d have to admit to eavesdropping then, which her mother would consider not quite the right thing to have done. Besides, one of the minds down there could tell her. And having been in Orsler’s mind before, reentry would be a simple matter—


  Unless there happened to be a Guardian Angel around. Frequently enough, they hovered about people in upper government levels for one reason or another. She’d picked up no trace of their presence tonight, but they were rather good at remaining unnoticed.


  Well, she’d find out. She dropped an entry probe casually toward Orsler.


  And right enough.


  “Telzey Amberdon, you stop that!”


  It was a brisk, prim thought form, carrying distinct overtones of the personality producing it. She knew this particular Guardian Angel, or Psychology Service psi operator, who probably was in a parked aircar within a block or two of the Amberdon house—a hard-working, no-nonsense little man with whom she’d skirmished before. He was no match for her; but he could get assistance in a hurry. She didn’t complete the probe.


  “Why?” she asked innocently. “You’re not interested in Orsler, are you?”


  “He’s precisely the one in whom I’m interested!”


  “You surprise me,” said Telzey. “Orsler’s a perfect creep.”


  “I won’t argue with that description of him. But it’s beside the point.”


  “A little mental overhauling wouldn’t hurt him,” Telzey pointed out. “He’s no asset to the Federation as he is.”


  “Undersecretary Orsler,” the Angel told her sternly, “is not to be tampered with! He has a function to perform of which he isn’t aware. What happens after he’s performed it is another matter—but certainly no business of yours.”


  So they knew of Orsler’s planetary exploitation plans and would handle it in their way. Good!


  “All right,” Telzey said amiably. “I have no intention of tampering with him, actually. I only wanted to find out what he knows about those Sirens they were talking about.”


  A pause. “Information about the pseudotrees is classified,” said the Angel’s voice. “But I suppose that technicality means little to you.”


  “Very little,” Telzey agreed. “Then I suggest that your mother knows more about the subject than anyone else in the room.” Telzey shrugged mentally. “I don’t snoop in Jessamine’s mind. You know that.”


  A longer pause. “You’re really interested only in the Sirens?” asked the Angel.


  “And Trigger Argee.”


  “Very well. I can get you a report on the former.”


  “How soon?”


  “It will be in your telewriter by the time you reach your room. As for Miss Argee, we might have a file on her, but you can hardly expect us to violate her privacy to satisfy your curiosity.”


  “I wouldn’t ask you to violate anyone’s privacy,” Telzey said. “All I’d like is her background, what kind of person she is—the general sort of thing I could get from a good detective agency tomorrow.”


  “I’ll have a scan extract made of her file,” the Angel’s voice told her. “You’ll receive it in a few minutes.”


  The blue reception button on the ComWeb’s telewriting attachment was glowing when Telzey came into her room. She closed the door, took the report tape on the Sirens from the reception slot, put the study reader she’d brought with her on a table, locked in the tape and sat down. The report began flowing up over the reading screen at her normal scanning rate.


  An exploration group had discovered the Sirens on a terratype world previously covered only sketchily by mapping teams. They were the planet’s principal life form, blanketing the land masses in giant forests. The explorers soon discovered that a kind of euphoria, a pleasurable feeling of being drawn to them, was experienced by anyone coming within a few hundred yards of the pseudotrees. So they began referring to this life form as the Sirens.


  It was a hospitable life form. Every other creature found on the planet turned out to be a Siren parasite, living on the seemingly endless variety of edible items they produced. Tests disclosed surprisingly that many, perhaps all, of those items also satisfied human nutritional needs, and that most were pleasantly flavored. It wasn’t long before half the expedition personnel were plucking their meals from the Sirens whenever they felt like it, in preference to resorting to their Hub supplies.


  The notion of establishing this interesting and useful find in the Federation naturally arose. However, some caution seemed indicated; there was reason to believe the Sirens had a potentially very high propagation rate, perhaps enough to make them a problem on civilized worlds. Two expedition ships presently carried Siren saplings and seedlings, along with other specimens from the planet, back to the Hub for further research.


  At that time, several disconcerting discoveries were made almost simultaneously. A number of expedition members deserted together, leaving a message explaining that they intended to spend the rest of their lives among the Sirens, and it was realized belatedly that all who had been in contact with the Sirens for any length of time had developed varying degrees of emotional addiction to them. Then the ruins of a human colony, judged to be eight hundred years old, were unearthed; and the question of what had happened to the colonists on the Siren world was solved by the dissection of one of the parasitical specimens brought back to the Federation. Much of its internal structure still recognizably followed the human pattern. Without such evidence, no one could have suspected that this slow-moving, blind climber and crawler had branched away from the human species less than a thousand years ago.


  It appeared that the Sirens induced other creatures to become dependent on them, and that even a highly evolved species then degenerated very rapidly to the point of becoming a true parasite, unable to survive away from its hosts. A space scan disclosed that two other worlds in that stellar area were also covered with Siren forests. On those worlds, too, there seemed to be no creatures left which hadn’t become Siren parasites, and the indication was that their original human discoverers had introduced them to two associated colonies. In effect, all three human groups then had been wiped out. Their modified descendants could no longer be regarded as human in any significant sense.


  The discovery of the Sirens wasn’t publicized. General curiosity might be dangerous; there was a chance that Sirens could be transplanted to a civilization which wouldn’t recognize their strange qualities until it was virtually destroyed. Various Overgovernment departments began making preparations for the sterilization of the three worlds. It seemed the only reasonable solution to the problem.


  But there was somebody who wouldn’t accept that.


  The report didn’t give the name of the former expedition member who argued that it wasn’t the Sirens but their dangerous potential which should be eliminated, that they had intelligence, though it was intelligence so different from humanity’s that it had been impossible for them to recognize the harm they did other creatures.


  That couldn’t be proved, of course. Not on the basis of what was generally known.


  But neither could it be disproved—and the Overgovernment had been systematically alerted to the fact all along the line. A stop order went out on the preparation of sterilization measures . . .


  Telzey’s lips quirked approvingly. Unless it could be shown that there was no alternative, or that a present emergency existed, the extermination or nearextermination of a species, let alone that of a species possessing sentient intelligence, was inexcusable under Federation law. The former expedition member had made a very good move. Investigations were now being conducted at various levels, though progress was hampered by the fact that investigators, unless given special protection, also became liable to Siren addiction.


  “At present,” the report concluded, “no sufficiently definite results appear to have been obtained.”


  The telewriting receiver had emitted a single bright ping-note a minute or two earlier, and the blue button was glowing again. Telzey dropped the tape on the Sirens into the room’s disposal, and locked the tape on the determined former expedition member into the reader.


  This extract was considerably shorter. Trigger Argee was twenty-six, had a high I.Q., had been trained in communications, administration, basic science, survival techniques and unarmed combat at the Colonial School on Maccadon, had served in Precol on the world of Manon, and been employed in an administrative capacity on three U-League space expeditions. She was twice a pistol medalist, responsible, honest, had a good credit rating, and maintained a fashionable on-and-off marriage with an Intelligence colonel. She’d been recently issued a temporary Class Four Clearance because of volunteer activities in connection with a classified Overgovernment project. Previous activities, not detailed in the extract, qualified her for a Class One Clearance if needed.


  The last was intriguing. Of the high-ranking people in the room below the balcony alcove, probably only Jessamine Amberdon held the Overgovernment’s Class One Clearance. It might explain why Undersecretary Orsler and others had been unable to check the Siren crusade. Telzey dropped the extract into the disposal, made a mental note to check occasionally on the progress being made in the project.


  When she got back down to the alcove, they were still talking in the room below, but it appeared that Orsler and his Guardian Angel had made their departure, the Angel presumably having provided Orsler with an unconscious motivation to leave. He believed in taking no chances with his charges.


  Telzey grinned briefly, quietly gathered up her study materials and carried them back to her room.


  II


  The Regional Headquarters of the Psychology Service on Farnhart was housed in a tall structure of translucent green, towering in wilderness isolation above a northern ocean arm. Pilch stood in gray Service uniform at a window of the office on the eightieth level which she’d taken over from the Regional Director that morning, gazing at the storm front moving in from the east. She was a slender woman, rather tall, with sable hair and ivory features, whose gray eyes had looked appraisingly on many worlds and their affairs.


  “Trigger Argee,” announced the communicator on the Director’s desk behind her, “is on her way up here.”


  Pilch said, “Show her through to the office when she arrives.” She went to the desk, placed a report file on it, turned to the side of the room where a large box stood on a table. Pilch touched one of the controls on the box. Its front wall became transparent. The lit interior contained what appeared to be a miniature tree planted in a layer of pebbly brown material. It stood about fifteen inches high, had a curving trunk and three short branches with a velvety appearance to them, and a dozen or so relatively large leaves among which nestled two white flower cups. It was an exquisitely designed thing, and someone not knowing better might have believed it to be a talented artist’s creation. But it was alive; it was a Siren. Three months before, it had been a seedling. Left to itself, it would have stood three times Pilch’s height by now. But its growth had been restrained, limiting it still to a seedling’s proportions.


  The office door dilated, and a mahogany-maned young woman in a green and gold business suit came in. She smiled at Pilch.


  “Glad to see you!” she said. “I didn’t know you were on Farnhart until I got your message.”


  Pilch said, “I arrived yesterday to handle some Service business. I’ll leave again tonight. Meanwhile, here’s your specimen, and copies of our investigators’ reports.”


  “I’m sorry no one found anything positive,” Trigger said. “I was beginning to feel we were on the right track finally.”


  “We won’t assume it’s the wrong track,” said Pilch. “The results aren’t encouraging, but what they amount to is that the xenotelepaths we had available weren’t able to solve the problem. Various nonhuman xenos were called in to help and did no better. Neither, I’ll admit, did I, when I was checking out the reports on the way here.”


  Trigger moistened her lips. “What is the problem?”


  “Part of it,” Pilch said, “is the fact that the investigations produced no indication of sentiment intelligence. The Sirens’ activities appear to be directed by complex instinctual drives. And aside from that, your specimen is a powerhouse of psi. The euphoria it broadcasts is a minor manifestation, and we can assume that its ability to mutate other organisms is psi based. But it remains an assumption. We haven’t learned enough about it. Most of the xenos were unable to make out the psi patterns. They’re very pronounced ones and highly charged, but oddly difficult to locate. Those who did recognize them and attempted to probe them experienced severe reactions. A few got into more serious trouble and had to be helped.”


  “What kind of trouble?” Trigger asked uneasily.


  “Assorted mental disturbances. They’ve been straightened out again.”


  “Our friend here did all that?”


  “Why not? It may be as formidable as any adult Siren in that respect. The euphoric effect it produces certainly is as definite as that of the older specimens.”


  “Yes. that’s true.” Trigger looked at the box. “You’re keeping a permanent psi block around it?”


  “Yes. It can be turned off when contact is wanted.”


  Trigger was silent a moment, watching the Siren. She shook her head then. “I still don’t believe they don’t have intelligence!”


  Pilch shrugged. “I won’t say you’re wrong. But if you’re right, it doesn’t necessarily improve the situation. The psi qualities that were tapped appear to be those of a mechanism—a powerful mechanism normally inaccessible to alien psi contact. When contact is made, there is instant and violent reaction. If this is a reasoned response, the Siren seems to be an entity which regards any psi mind not of its own species as an enemy. There’s no hesitation, no attempt to evaluate the contact.”


  “It may be a defensive reaction.”


  “True,” Pilch said. “But it must be considered in conjunction with what else we know. The three Siren worlds appear sufficient evidence that the goal of the species is to take over all available space for itself. It has high mobility as a species, and evidently can cover any territory that becomes available to it with startling speed. As it spreads, all other life forms present are converted to harmless parasites. This again, whether it’s an instinctive process or a deliberate one, suggests the Siren is a being which tolerates only its own kind. Its apparent hospitality is a trap. It isn’t a predator; it makes no detectable use of other forms of life. But it interrupts their evolutionary development and, in effect, eliminates them from the environment.”


  Trigger nodded slowly. “It’s not a good picture.”


  “It’s a damning picture,” said Pilch. “Translated to human terms, this is, by every evaluation, a totally selfish, paranoid, treacherous, indiscriminately destructive species, a deadly danger to any other species it encounters. What real argument for its preservation can be made?”


  Trigger gave her a brief smile.


  “I’ll argue that the picture is wrong!” she said. “Or, anyway, it’s incomplete. If the Sirens, or their instincts, simply wanted to eliminate other creatures, there’d be no need for that very complicated process of turning them into parasites. One good chromosomal error for each new species they came across, and there’d be no next generation of that species around to annoy them!”


  “Yes,” Pilch said. “That’s one reason, perhaps the only substantial reason so far, for not being too hasty about the Sirens.” She paused. “Have you been getting any encouraging reports on the physical side of the investigation?”


  Trigger shook her head. “Not recently. The fact is, the labs are licked—though some of them won’t admit it yet.”


  “What we’ve learned about the specimen,” said Pilch, “indicates they’ll be forced to admit it eventually. If it weren’t basically a psi problem, all the talent you’ve rounded up and put to work should have defanged the Sirens before this. The problem presumably will have to be solved on the psi level, if it’s to be solved at all.”


  “It does seem so,” Trigger agreed. She hesitated. “I’m trying to keep the labs plugging away a while longer mainly to gain time. If it’s official that they’ve given up, the push to sterilize the Siren worlds will start again.”


  “It may be necessary to resort to that eventually,” said Pilch. “They can’t be left at large as they are. Even if the closest watch is maintained on those three worlds, something might go wrong.”


  “Yes, I know. It still would be a mistake though,” Trigger said. “Exterminating them might seem necessary because we hadn’t been able to think of a good solution. But it would be a mistake, and wrong.”


  “You’re convinced of it?”


  “I am.”


  “Why?”


  Trigger shook her head. “I don’t know. Since I became unaddicted, I haven’t even liked the Sirens much. It’s not that I dislike them—I simply feel they’re completely alien to me.”


  “How do you react now to the euphoria effect?” Pilch asked. Trigger shrugged.


  “It’s an agreeable feeling. But I know it’s an effect, and that makes it an agreeable feeling I’d sooner not have. It doesn’t exactly bother me, but I certainly don’t miss it when it’s not there.”


  Pilch nodded. “There’ve been a few other occasions,” she remarked, “when you’ve acted in a way that might have appeared dead wrong to any other rational human being. It turned out you were right.”


  “I know. You think I’m right about this?”


  “I’m not saying that. But I feel your conviction is another reason for not coming to overly hurried conclusions about the Sirens.” Pilch indicated the container. “What plans do you have for the specimen now?”


  “I’m beginning to run a little short of plans,” Trigger admitted. “But I’ll try the Old Galactics next. They’re a kind of psi creature themselves, and they’re good at working with living things. So I’ll take the specimen to them.”


  Pilch considered. “Not a bad idea. They’re still on Maccadon?”


  “Very probably. They were there six months ago, the last time I visited Mantelish’s garden. They weren’t planning to move.”


  “When are you leaving?”


  “Next ship out. Some time this afternoon.”


  Pilch nodded. “I’ll be passing by Maccadon four days from now. I’ll drop in then and contact you. And don’t look so glum. We’re not at the end of our rope. If it seems the Old Galactics can’t handle the Sirens, I’ll still have a few suggestions to make.”


  “Very glad to hear it!”


  “And while we’re on Maccadon,” Pilch continued, “I’ll have you equipped with a mind shield. “A mind shield?” Trigger looked dubious. “I know they’re all using them in the labs, but . . . well, I had to wear one for a while last year. I didn’t like it much.”


  “This will be a special design,” Pilch told her. “It won’t inconvenience you. If you’re going to start escorting the specimen around again, you should have a good solid shield, just in case. We know that now.”


  III


  In the rolling green highlands south of the city of Ceyce on Maccadon, Trigger’s friend Professor Mantelish maintained a private botanical garden. It was his favorite retreat when he wanted to relax, though he didn’t manage to get there often. Trigger herself would drop in now and then and stay for a week or two, sleeping in the room reserved for her use in the big white house which stood near the center of the garden.


  The garden was where the Old Galactics lived. Only Trigger and Pilch knew they were there. Mantelish might have suspected it, though he’d never said so. Very few other people knew even of their existence. They’d had a great culture once, but it had been destroyed in a vast war which was fought and over with in the Milky Way before men learned how to dig mammoth pits. Not many Old Galactics survived that period, and they’d been widely scattered and out of contact, so that they had only recently begun to gather again. The garden appeared to be their reassembly area, and a whole little colony of them was there by now, arriving by mostly mysterious methods from various regions of the galaxy. That any at all of the fierce race which had attacked their culture still existed was improbable. The Old Galactics had formidable powers; and when they finally decided something needed to be eliminated, they were very thorough and patient about it.


  Communication between them and humans was at best a laborious process. Trigger had done them a service some time before, and had learned how to conduct a conversation with Old Galactics on that occasion. They seemed to live on a different time scale. When you wanted to talk to them, you didn’t try to hurry it.


  So when she arrived at the garden with the Siren, she went first to her room in the house, steered the container on its gravity float to a table, settled it down on the tabletop and switched off the float. Then she unpacked, taking her time and putting everything away, arranging books she’d brought along on the shelves beside others she’d left here on her last visit. Afterwards, Mantelish’s housekeeper brought a lunch to the room, and Trigger ate that slowly and thoughtfully. Finally she selected a book and sat down with it.


  All this time, she’d been letting the Old Galactic with whom she was best acquainted know she was here, and that she had a problem. She didn’t push it, but simply brought the idea up now and then and let it, so to speak, drift around for a moment. Shortly after she’d settled down with the book, she got an acknowledgment.


  The form it took was the image of one of the big trees in the garden, which came floating up in her mind. It wasn’t the tree the Old Galactic had been occupying when she was here last, but they changed quarters now and then. She sent him a greeting, slipped the book into her jacket pocket, and left the room, towing the Siren container behind her.


  By then, it was well into the spring afternoon. Three Tainequa gardeners were working near the great tree as she approached, small brown-skinned men, members of a little clan Mantelish had coaxed into leaving its terraced valley on Tainequa and settling on Maccadon to look after his collection. Trigger smiled and said hello to them; and they smiled back and then stood watching thoughtfully as she went on toward the tree, selected a place where she could sit comfortably among its roots, grounded the container, and took the book from her pocket.


  When she looked up, the three Tainequas were walking quietly off along the path she’d come, carrying their tools, and in a moment they’d disappeared behind some shrubbery. Trigger wasn’t surprised. The Tainequa valley people were marvelously skilled and versatile gardeners—entirely too good at their craft, in fact, not to understand very well that Mantelish’s botanical specimens flourished to an extent even their talented efforts didn’t begin to explain. And while they knew nothing about Old Galactics, they did believe in spirits, good and evil.


  If they’d thought the local spirits were evil, the outrageous salary Mantelish was obliged to pay the clan couldn’t have kept it on Maccadon another hour. Benevolent spirits, however, are also best treated with respect by mortal man. The Tainequas worked diligently elsewhere in the garden, but they kept their distance from the great trees which obviously needed no care from them anyway. And when Trigger sat familiarly down beside one, any Tainequa in sight went elsewhere. She wasn’t quite sure what they thought her relationship with the spirits was, but she knew they were in some awe of her.


  Under the circumstances, that was convenient. She didn’t want anyone around to distract her. Actually, the Old Galactics did almost all the real work of carrying on the conversation, but she made it easier by remaining simultaneously relaxed and attentive and not letting her thoughts stray. So while she was looking down at the book on her knees, she wasn’t reading. Her eyes, unfocused, blinked occasionally at nothing. She’d been invited to come; she’d come, and was waiting.


  She waited, without impatience. Until presently:


  Describe the problem.


  She didn’t sense it as words but as meaning, and sensed at the same time that there was more than one of them nearby, her old acquaintance among them. They liked the great trees of the garden as dwellings, their substance dispersed through the substance of the tree, flowing slowly through it like sap. They had their own natural solid shape when they chose to have it. And sometimes they took on other shapes for various purposes. Now a number of them had gathered near the base of the tree, still out of sight within it, to hear what she wanted.


  She began thinking about the Sirens. The small one here in its container, and its giant relatives, mysterious and beautiful organisms, spread about three worlds in towering forests. She thought of how humans had encountered the Sirens and discovered how dangerous they were to other life, so dangerous that their complete extermination was beginning to look like the only logical way of dealing with them, and of her feeling that this would be totally wrong even if it seemed in the end to be inevitable. She didn’t try to organize her thinking too much: what would get through to the Old Galactics were general impressions. They’d form their own concepts from that.


  What do you want done?


  She thought of the possibility that the Sirens had intelligence, and of reaching that intelligence and coming to an understanding with them so they would stop being uselessly destructive. Or, if they were creatures capable only of acting out of instinct, then ways might be found to modify them until they were no longer dangerous. The Old Galactics were great scientists in their own manner, which wasn’t too similar to the human manner; and perhaps, Trigger’s thoughts suggested, they would be able to succeed with the Sirens where humans so far had failed. She thought about the difficulties Pilch’s xenotelepaths had encountered in trying to contact her specimen on the mental level, and of the fact that most humans had to be protected by psi blocks or mind shields against Siren euphoria.


  There was stillness for a while then. She knew she’d presented the matter sufficiently, so she simply waited again. About an hour and a half had passed since she first sat down under the tree, which meant that from the Old Galactics’ point of view they’d been having a very brisk conversational exchange.


  By and by, something was told her.


  Trigger nodded. “All right,” she said aloud. She switched on the container’s gravity float, moved it so that it stood next to the base of the big tree, and there grounded it again. Then she shut off the psi block, turned the front side transparent, opened the top, and sat down on a root nearby from where she could watch the Siren.


  The euphoric effect became noticeable in a few seconds, strengthened gradually, then remained at the same level, it was always pleasurable, though everybody seemed to experience it in an individual manner. For Trigger it usually had been a light, agreeable feeling, which seemed a perfectly natural way to feel when she had it—a sense of well-being and contentment, an awareness that it came from being around Sirens, and a corresponding feeling of liking for them. In the course of time, that had been quite enough to produce emotional addiction in her; and other people had been much more directly and strongly affected. “That’s it,” she said now, for the Old Galactics’ benefit.


  There was no response from them; and time passed again, perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes. Then something began to emerge from the bark of the big tree above the container.


  Trigger watched it. In its solid form, an Old Galactic looked something like a discolored sausage; and this was what now appeared to be moving out from the interior of the tree. It was a very slow process. It took a minute or two before Trigger could make out that this wasn’t her acquaintance, who was sizable for his kind, but a much smaller Old Galactic, probably not weighing more than half a pound. It got clear of the tree at last, moved down a few inches until it was level with the top of the container, curved over to it, and started gliding down inside. Eventually then the sausage shape reached the base of the Siren, touched it, began melting into it.


  Something else was said to Trigger. She hesitated questioningly a moment, then placed her wrist against the side of the root on which she was sitting and left it there. A minute or two afterwards, a coolness touched the inside of her wrist. She couldn’t see what caused it, but she knew. She also knew from experience that it harmed a human body no more than it harmed a tree to have an Old Galactic’s substance dispersed through it; they were unnoticeable, and if there was anything wrong with the body when they entered, they would take care of it before they left, precisely as they tended to the botanical specimens in Mantelish’s garden.


  In this case, they weren’t concerned about Trigger’s health, which was excellent. But they evidently felt, as had Pilch, that if she was going to be involved with a Siren, she should have the protection of a mind shield; and an Old Galactic specialist was now to begin providing her with their equivalent of one. He should be finished with the job in a few days. Trigger asked some questions about it, was given explanations, and presently agreed then to let the specialist go ahead.


  The rest of the afternoon passed uneventfully, as far as she was concerned. They’d told her after a while to restore the psi block and close the container. She was glad to do it. It was unlikely that a Tainequa would approach this section of the garden again today and get within range of the euphoria effect, but one never knew just what might happen if an area was ex posed to the effect for any extended period of time. After that, the Old Galactics ignored her. She read a while, stretched out in the grass near the tree for a nap, read some more. Eventually it was getting near evening, and there still had been no indication that the Old Galactics intended to interrupt whatever they were doing. Trigger went to the garden house, came back with her supper, a sleeping bag, and a few more books. She ate, read until dark, got into the bag, and fell asleep.


  She dreamed presently that she was back in a great Siren forest on a faraway world, swimming in the euphoria experience, but now frightened by it because she was aware she was becoming addicted. She made a violent effort to escape, and the effort brought her awake.


  She knew where she was immediately then. A cloud bank covered the sky, with the starblaze gleaming through here and there; the garden lay quiet and shadowy around her. But the sense of Siren euphoria hadn’t faded with the dream.


  Trigger turned over, slipped partly out of the sleeping bag, and sat up. She couldn’t make out the Siren container too well in the shade of the great tree, but she could see that it had been opened; and the psi block obviously was switched off. She had a moment of alarm. Then Old Galactic thought brushed slowly past her.


  They weren’t addressing her, and she couldn’t make out any meaning. But she saw now that several dark sausage shapes of varying sizes were on the container. A vague thought pulse touched her mind again. It was ridiculous to think of Old Galactics becoming excited about anything; but Trigger had the impression that the little group on the container was as close to excitement as it could get. One of them evidently touched the psi block control then because the euphoria effect went out.


  She sat there a while longer watching them and wondering what they were doing; but nothing much happened and she had no more thought impressions. Presently they began to move back to the big tree and into it. The last one shifted the control that closed the container before turning to follow his companions. Trigger got down into the bag again and went back to sleep. When she woke up next, it was cool dawn in the garden, everything looking pale and hazy. And the Old Galactics were speaking to her.


  She gathered that the matter looked quite favorable, but that they couldn’t give her definite information yet. One of them was still inside the Siren, analyzing it. She was to take the container back to her room now, and return with it in the evening. Then they would be able to tell her more.


  IV


  “Well?” Pilch inquired, when they met two days later in Ceyce.


  “They can do it,” Trigger said. “They couldn’t explain how—at least not in a way I understood.”


  “You hardly look overjoyed,” Pilch observed. “What’s the hitch?”


  Trigger shrugged. “The time element. They live so long, they never really seem to understand how important time is to us. Getting the Sirens tamed down would take them a while.”


  “How much of a while?”


  “That was a little blurry. Anything having to do with time tends to be with them. But I’m afraid they meant something like a couple of centuries.”


  Pilch shook her head. “We can’t wait that long!”


  “I know,” Trigger said. “What I told them was that I was in a little bit of a hurry with the Sirens, so I’d better shop around for faster results.”


  “How did they react?”


  “They seemed to think it was a good idea. So—I’m on the move again.” Trigger smiled soberly. “What are the other approaches you had in mind?”


  “At the moment, I have two suggestions,” said Pilch. “There are a few Service xenos in whom I’d have some confidence in the matter. They’re among our best operators. However, they’re on an assignment outside the Hub. Even if they were to interrupt what they’re doing—which they shouldn’t—it would take them well over a month to get here.”


  “I’ll be glad to take the specimen to them,” said Trigger.


  Pilch nodded. “We may wind up having you do just that. On the other hand, you may need to go no farther than Orado. There’s a psi there who’s a very capable xenotelepath. She isn’t in the Service and doesn’t let it be generally known that she’s a psi. But, if she feels like it, it’s quite possible she’ll be able to determine whether the Sirens have intelligence, and whether it’s a type and degree of intelligence that will permit communication with them. If that should turn out to be the case, we’d be over the first great hurdle.”


  “We certainly would be!” Trigger agreed. “How do I get in touch with her?”


  Pilch produced a card. “Here’s her name and current address. Send her a teleletter, outline the situation, inquire whether she’d like to investigate the specimen for you, and so forth. If she’ll do it, she’s your best present bet.”


  “I’ll get at it immediately.” Trigger studied the card, put it in her purse. “Telzey Amberdon. How much can I tell her?”


  “Anything you like. Telzey’s come by more information about the Federation’s business than most members of the Council should have. But she doesn’t spill secrets. I’ll give you a Class Four Clearance to send her, to keep it legitimate.”


  “What kind of fee will she want?” asked Trigger. “I might have to make arrangements.”


  “I doubt she’ll want a fee. Her family has plenty of money. She’ll work for you if the proposition catches her interest. Otherwise, she won’t.”


  “I should be able to make it sound interesting enough,” Trigger remarked. “Supposing she gets herself into trouble over this like some of your xenos?”


  Pilch said, “Nobody’s suffered permanent damage so far. If she winds up needing therapeutic help, she’ll get it. I wouldn’t worry too much. Telzey’s a little monster in some respects. But I’ll be around the area a while, and you can contact me through any Service center.” She looked at her timepiece. “We’ll go to the Ceyce lab now, and get you equipped with your mind shield.”


  “Well, as to that,” said Trigger, “I already have one. Not quite, but very nearly.”


  “Eh?”


  Trigger explained about her resident Old Galactic, and that he’d been doing something to her nervous system for the past two days. They went to the Service lab anyway; Pilch wanted to know just what was being done to Trigger’s nervous system. Tests established then that she, indeed, had a shield. It permitted contact with her conscious thoughts but sealed off the rest of her mind with a block which stopped the heaviest probe Pilch tried against it. However, it was a block which became nonexistent when Trigger didn’t want it there.


  “Any time I decide to get rid of it permanently, it will start fading away,” Trigger said.


  Pilch nodded. “I noticed there’d been provision made for that.” She reflected. “Well, you won’t need the shield I’d intended for you. They’re giving you something that seems more effective. So I’ll be running along.”


  She left. Around evening of that day, Trigger’s Old Galactic let her know he’d finished his work. She went back to his home tree and held her wrist against it until he’d transferred again, thanked them all around for their trouble, and returned to her room. The letter to Telzey Amberdon was already prepared. It didn’t mention the Old Galactics but was candid about almost everything else, specifically the subject of risks. Trigger flew in to Ceyce and had the letter dispatched to Orado at an interstellar transmitter station. Telzey Amberdon should receive it some six hours later.


  That night, after the lights were out in the garden house and Trigger was asleep in her room, a visitor came to Mantelish’s garden. Three Tainequas on their way to their quarters saw, but didn’t notice, the cloaked shape moving toward them under the starblaze, went on talking in their soft voices, unaware of the shadow drifting across their minds, unaware of the visitor passing them a few feet away.


  Pilch moved deeper into the garden and into the dimness under the great trees. Now and then she stopped and stood quietly, head turning this way and that, like a sensing animal, to go on in a new direction. At last, she halted before the tree where Trigger had conferred with the Old Galactics, and stayed there.


  Awareness stirred in the tree, slowly focused on her. There was a long pause. An inquiry came.


  Pilch identified herself. After a time, the identification was acknowledged. Your purpose?


  She brought up assorted unhurried impressions of Trigger’s Siren specimen, of the Siren worlds, of the effects produced by Sirens, of their inaccessibility to psi contact . . .


  Yes. The Hana species.


  What did they know of it?


  Pilch gathered presently that they’d never encountered a Hana before this. They’d had reports. Not recent ones. They’d believed the species was extinct.


  Was it as dangerous as it appeared to be?


  Yes. Very dangerous.


  The slow exchange continued. In Pilch’s mind, impressions formed. Time, space, and direction remained wavering, unstable concepts. But, by any human reckoning, it must have been very long ago, very far away in the galaxy’s vastness, that a race of conquerors brought Hanas to many civilized worlds. Presently those worlds were destroyed. The Hanas had swifter weapons than their ability to produce euphoria and mindless dependency in other species. Pilch watched as psi death lanced out from them, and all other minds in a wide radius winked out of existence. She saw great psi machines brought up to control the Hanas, and then those machines shredded into uselessness as their own energies stormed wildly through them. On a planet, while a semblance of its surface remained, the Hana species seemed indestructible, spreading and proliferating like a shifting green flood, sweeping up into furious life here as it was annihilated there.


  They died at last when distant space weapons seared all worlds, many hundreds of worlds by then, on which they were to be found until no life of any kind remained possible. Then the great race the Hanas had fought hunted long and far, to make sure none remained alive in the universe.


  But it appeared that one remote planet, at least, had been overlooked in that search.


  Near daybreak, a small aircar lifted from a forested hillside a little to the north of Mantelish’s garden and sped away toward Ceyce, Trigger awoke an hour later, had breakfast, watched a few Tainequas moving about the garden from the veranda of her room, settled down to read. Around noon, the telewriter in Mantelish’s office on the ground floor began clanging. Trigger hurried down, took a letter capsule from the receiver.


  It appeared Telzey Amberdon’s time next week would be mainly occupied with college graduation exams. However, she did want to see Miss Argee’s Siren and discuss her plan with her, and would be pleased to meet her on Orado. If it happened to be convenient to Miss Argee, she had the coming weekend free—that being Days Seventy-one and Seventy-two of the standard year.


  It was now Day Seventy. Trigger called the Psychology Service Center in Ceyce and left a message for Pilch. She packed quickly, loaded the Siren container into her aircar, and headed for Ceyce Port. Within the hour, she was on her way to Orado.


  V


  Trigger met Telzey Amberdon next morning in a room she’d taken in the Haplandia Hotel at the Orado City Space Terminal. She was startled for a moment by the fact that Telzey seemed to be at most seventeen years old. On reflection, she decided then that a capable young psi, one who knew more Federation secrets than most Council members, might mature rather rapidly.


  “Ready to be euphorized?” she asked, by and by.


  Telzey nodded. “Let’s check it.”


  Trigger switched off the psi block on the Siren container, and Siren euphoria began building up gradually in the room. Telzey leaned forward in her chair, watching the Siren. Her expression grew absent as if she were listening to distant voices. Trigger, having seen a similar expression on Pilch now and then, remained silent. After a minute or two, Telzey straightened, looked over at her.


  “You can shield it again,” she said.


  Trigger restored the psi block. “What was it like?”


  “Very odd! There was a wisp of psi sense for a moment—just as you switched off the block.”


  Trigger looked interested and thoughtful. “No one else reported that.”


  “It was there. But it was gone at once, and I didn’t get it again. The rest was nothing. Almost like a negation of psi! I felt as if I were reaching into a vacuum.”


  Trigger nodded. “That’s more or less how the Service xenos describe the sensation. I brought along a file of their reports. Like to see them?”


  Telzey said she would. Trigger produced the file; and Telzey sat down at a table with it and began scanning through the reports. Trigger watched her. A likable sort of young person . . . Strong-willed probably. Intelligent certainly. Capable of succeeding where Pilch’s xenos had failed? Trigger wondered. Still, Pilch wouldn’t have referred to her as a little monster without reason.


  The little monster presently closed the file and glanced over at Trigger.


  “That certainly is a different kind of psi creature!” she remarked. “Different from anything I’ve come across, anyway. I don’t know if I can do anything with it. I’m not your last hope, am I?”


  Trigger smiled briefly. “Not the last. But the next one’s more than a month’s travel time away.”


  “Do you want me to try? Now that you’ve seen me?”


  Trigger hesitated. “It’s not exactly a matter of wanting anyone to try.”


  “You’re worried, aren’t you?” Telzey asked.


  “Yes, I’m worried.” Trigger acknowledged. “I seem to be getting a little more worried all the time.”


  “What about?”


  Trigger bit her lip gently. “I can’t say specifically. It may be my imagination. But I don’t think so. It’s a feeling that we’d better get this business with the Sirens straightened out.”


  “Or something might happen?”


  “That’s about it. And that the situation might be getting more critical the longer it remains unsettled.”


  Telzey studied her quizzically. “Then why aren’t you anxious to have me try the probe?”


  Trigger said, “There hasn’t been too much trouble so far. In the labs, where they’ve been trying to modify the Sirens biologically, there’s been no trouble at all. Except, of course, that some people got addiction symptoms before they started using psi blocks and mind shields. But you see, all they’ve accomplished in the labs is to put some checks on the Sirens.” She indicated the container. “Like stopping this one’s growth, keeping the proliferation cycles from getting started, and so on. Meanwhile, there’ve been indications that the chromosomal changes involved have gradually begun to reverse—which, I’ve been told by quite a number of people, is impossible.” Telzey said, “The midget here might start to grow again?”


  “Yes, it might. What it means is that the labs haven’t really got anywhere. Now, the Psychology Service xenos didn’t get too far either, but they did learn a few definite things about the Siren. They got into trouble immediately.”


  Telzey nodded.


  “And you,” Trigger said, “are supposed to be better than the Service xenos. You should be able to go further. If you do, it’s quite possible you’ll get into more serious trouble than they did.”


  Telzey said after a moment, “You think the Siren doesn’t intend to change from what it is? Or let us find out what it really is?”


  “It almost looks that way, doesn’t it?”


  “On the psi side it might look that way,” Telzey agreed. She smiled. “You know, you’re not trying very hard to push me into this!”


  “No,” Trigger said. “I’m not trying to push you into it. I don’t feel I should. I feel I should tell you what I think before you decide.” Telzey looked reflective. “You’ve told other people?”


  Trigger shook her head. “If I started talking about it, generally, it might turn us back to the extermination program. I think that’s the last thing that should happen.” She added, “Pilch probably knows. She’s looked around in my mind now and then, for one reason and another. But she hasn’t said anything.”


  “Pilch is the one who recommended me to you?” Telzey asked.


  “Yes. Have you met?”


  Telzey shook her head. “I’ve never heard of her. What’s she like?”


  Trigger considered.


  “Pilch is Pilch,” she said. “She has her ways. She’s a very good psi. She seems to be one of the Service’s top executives. She’s a busy lady, and I don’t think she’d bother herself for a minute with the Sirens if she thought they weren’t important. She told me there was a definite possibility you’d be able to get into communication with our specimen—that’s assuming, of course, there’s something there that can communicate.” Trigger thought again, shrugged. “I’ve known Pilch nearly two years, but that’s almost all I can tell you about her.”


  Telzey was silent for over a minute now, dark-blue eyes fixed reflectively on Trigger.


  “If I told you,” she said suddenly, “that I didn’t want to get involved in this, what would you do?”


  “Get packed for a month’s travel plus,” Trigger said promptly.


  “I don’t think it will be at all safe to push ahead on the psi side here, but I think it will be safer generally than not pushing ahead.”


  Telzey nodded.


  “Well, I am getting involved,” she said. “So that’s settled. We’ll see if Pilch is right, and it’s something I can handle—and whether you’re right, and it’s something that has to be handled. I can’t quite imagine the Sirens as a menace to the Federation, but we’ll try to find out more about them. If I don’t accomplish anything, you can still pack up for that month’s trip. How much time can you spend on Orado now?”


  Trigger said, “As much time as it takes, or you’re willing to put in on it.”


  Telzey asked, “Where will you stay? We can’t very well work in the Haplandia.”


  “We certainly can’t,” Trigger agreed. “We’d have half the hotel in euphoria if we left the Siren unshielded for ten minutes. I haven’t made arrangements yet. The labs where they work on Sirens are all a good distance away from population centers, even though the structures are psi-blocked. So I’ll be looking for a place that’s well out in the country, but still convenient for you.”


  “I know a place like that.”


  “Yes?”


  “My family has a summer house up in the hills,” Telzey said. “Nobody will be using it the next couple of months. There’s Ezd Malion, the caretaker; but he and his wife have their own house a quarter of a mile away.”


  Trigger nodded. “They’ll be safe there. Unless there are special developments. The Siren euphoria couldn’t do more than give them sunny dispositions at that distance.”


  “That’s what I thought from the reports,” said Telzey. “And we can keep the Malions away from the house while we’re working. There’s nobody else around for miles. It’s convenient for me—I can get there from college in twenty minutes. If there isn’t something you want to do, why don’t we move you and the Siren in this afternoon?”


  VI


  The Hana dwarf dreamed in its own way occasionally. Its life of the moment had been a short one and might not be extended significantly; but its ancestral memory went back for a number of generations before it began to fade, and beyond that was a kind of memory to which it came only when it withdrew its attention wholly from the life of the moment and its requirements. It had taken to doing it frequently since realizing it was on a Veen world and no longer in contact with its kind.


  That form of memory went back a long way to the world on which the Hanas originated, and even to the early period of that world when they gained supremacy after dangerous and protracted struggles with savage species as formidable as they, and came at last to the long time in which the world remained in harmony and they kept it so, living the placid and thoughtful plant existence they preferred, but not unaware of what went on outside. Disruptions occurred occasionally when some form of scurrying mobile life, nervously active, eternally eating or being eaten, began to become a nuisance, to crowd out others, or attempt to molest the Hanas. Then the Hanas would beckon that overly excitable species to them and start it on the path which led it eventually to the quietly satisfactory existence of the plant.


  It was a good time, and the Hana dwarf now lived there often for a while before returning, strengthened, to the life of the moment and the knowledge of being among the Veen. There was little else to do. The Veen held it enclosed in a cage of energy, difficult to penetrate and opened only when they came with their prying minds and mind machines to seek out and enslave the captured Hana mind, precisely as they had done in other days. They’d learned much in the interval, if not greater wisdom and less arrogance. The Hana dwarf was aware of the manipulations which stopped its growth and prevented it from developing and distributing its seed. But such things were of no significance. They could be undone. The question was whether the Veen could reach its mind.


  It hadn’t believed they could. It was more formidably armed than any Hana had been in the times of the Veen War; if its defenses failed, the touch of its thought would kill other minds in moments. But it was less sure now. The Veen’s first probes barely reached its defenses, broke there; and a brief period of quiet followed. But they were persistent. Indications came that another attempt was being carefully prepared, with mind qualities involved which had not been noticeable before.


  It would warn them, though Veen had not yet been known to respond sensibly to a warning. They were the race which knew no equals, which could tolerate only slaves. If they persisted and succeeded, the Hana would emerge to kill, and presently to die. A single pulse would be enough to notify the Three Worlds, long since alerted, and waiting now with a massed power never before encountered by Veen, that the Veen War had been resumed.


  The Hana shaped its warnings and set them aside, to be released as seemed required. Then, with its several deaths prepared, it, too, waited, and sometimes dreamed.


  Toward evening, four days after Trigger and the Siren specimen moved into the Amberdon summer house, Telzey was on her way there by aircar. It had been a demanding day at college, but she was doing very well in the exams. When she left Pehanron, she’d felt comfortably relaxed.


  Some five minutes ago then, her mood shifted abruptly. An uneasy alertness awoke in her. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt that way during the past few days.


  The Siren? From behind a psi block and over all these miles? Not likely, but perhaps not impossible either. She hadn’t made much headway in the investigation over the weekend and the last two evenings, and hadn’t tried to. That was a strange being! Under the mechanical euphoric effect seemed to lie only the empty negation which had met her first probe. The Service’s translating machines had reported nothing at all, but most of the Service xenotelepaths also had sensed the void, the emptiness, the vacuum. Some of them eventually found something in the vacuum. They weren’t sure of what they’d found; but they’d stirred up a violence and power difficult to associate with the midget Siren. Mind shields had been hard tested. Some shields weren’t tight enough, or resistant enough; and as a result, the Service had a few lunatic xenos around for a while.


  Even without Trigger’s forebodings, it wouldn’t have looked like a matter to rush into. When the exams were over, she could settle down to serious work on the Siren. All she’d intended during the week was to become acquainted with it.


  In doing even that much, had she allowed it to become acquainted with her? She wasn’t sure. Something or other, at any rate, seemed to have developed an awareness of her. Otherwise, she’d had no problems. The addictive effect didn’t bother her; that could be dampened or screened out, and whatever lingered after a period of contact was wiped from her mind in seconds.


  The something-or-other did bother her.


  Telzey turned the aircar into the mouth of a wide valley. It was between winter and spring in the hills, windy and wet. Snow still lay in the gullies and along the mountain slopes, but the green things were coming awake everywhere. The Amberdon house stood forty miles to the north above the banks of a little lake . . .


  There was this restlessness, a frequent inclination to check the car’s view screens, though there was almost no air traffic here. Simply a feeling of something around! Something unseen.


  When it happened before she’d suspected there might be a psi prowling in her mental neighborhood, somebody who was taking an interest in her. Since such uninvited interest wasn’t always healthy, she’d long since established automatic sensors which picked up the beginnings of a scanning probe and simultaneously concealed and alerted her. The sensors hadn’t gone into action.


  So it shouldn’t be a human psi hanging around. Unless it was a psi with a good deal defter touch than she’d encountered previously. Under the circumstances, that, too, wasn’t impossible.


  If it wasn’t a human psi, it almost had to be a Siren manifestation.


  The feeling faded before she reached the house and brought her Cloudsplitter down to the carport. Another aircar stood there, the one Trigger had rented for her stay on Orado.


  During the past two evenings, they’d established a routine. When Telzey arrived from college, she and Trigger had dinner, then settled down in the room Gilas Amberdon used as a study when he was in the house. Its main attraction was a fine fireplace. They’d talk about this and that; meanwhile the Siren’s unshielded container stood on a table in a corner of the room, and Telzey’s thoughts drifted about the alien strangeness, not probing in any way but picking up whatever was to be learned easily. She soon stopped getting anything new in that manner; what was to be learned easily about the Siren remained limited. Some time before midnight, they’d restore the psi block, and Telzey went off to Pehanron.


  But before she left, they turned on the lights in the grounds outside for a while. The very first night, the day Trigger and the Siren moved in, they’d had a rather startling experience. They were in the study when they began to hear sounds outside. It might have been tree branches beating against the wall in the wind, except that no tree grew so close to the house there. It might even have been an unseasonal, irregular spattering of hail. The study had no window, but the adjoining room had two, so they went in, opened a window and looked out.


  At once, something came up over the sill with a great wet flap of wings and tail and drove into the room between them, bowling Telzey over. Trigger yelped and slammed the window shut as another pair of wings boomed in from the windy dusk with more shadowy shapes behind it. When she looked around, Telzey was getting to her feet and the intruder had disappeared into the house. They could hear it flapping about somewhere.


  “Are you hurt, Telzey?”


  “No.”


  “What in the world is that thing? There’s a whole mess of them outside!”


  “Eveers. They’re on spring migration. A flock was probably settling to the lake and got in range of the Siren.”


  “Good Lord, yes. The Siren! We should have realized—what’ll we do with the one in the house?”


  “The first thing we’d better do is get the Siren shielded,” said Telzey.


  Trigger cocked her head, listening. “The, uh, eveer is in the study!”


  Telzey laughed. “They’re not very dangerous. Come on!”


  The eveer might not have been a vicious creature normally, but it had strong objections to being evicted from the study and put up a determined fight. They both collected beak nips and scratches, were knocked about by solid wing strokes and thoroughly muddied by the eveer’s wet hide, before they finally got it pinned down under a blanket. Then Trigger crouched on the blanket, panting, while Telzey restored the psi block. After that, the eveer seemed mainly interested in getting away from them. They carried it to the front door between them, bundled in the blanket, and opened the door. There they recoiled.


  A sizable collection of Orado’s local walking and flying fauna had gathered along the wall of the house. But the creatures were already beginning to disperse, now that the Siren’s magic had faded; and at the appearance of the two humans, most of them took off quickly. Trigger and Telzey shook the eveer out of the blanket, and it went flapping away heavily into the night.


  It took them most of an hour to tend to their injuries and clean up behind it. After that, they ignored unusual sounds outside the house when the container’s psi block was off.


  Other things were less easy to ignore.


  The night Telzey started back to Pehanron after the weekend was the time she first got the impression that something unseen was riding along with her. Psi company, she suspected, though her sensors reported nothing. She waited a while, relaxed her mind screens gradually, sent a sudden quick, wide search-thought about, with something less friendly held in readiness, in case it was company she didn’t like. The search-thought should have caught at least a trace of whoever or whatever was there. It didn’t.


  She remained behind her screens then, waiting. The feeling grew no stronger; sometimes it seemed to weaken. But it was a good five minutes before it faded completely.


  It came back twice in the next two days. Once in the house while she was in the study with Trigger, once on the way to the house. She didn’t mention it to Trigger; but that night, when it was getting time for her to leave, she said, “I think I’ll sleep here tonight and start back early in the morning.”


  “Be my guest,” Trigger said affably. She hesitated, added, “The fact is I’ll be rather glad to know you’re around.”


  Telzey looked at her. “You get lonesome at night in this big old house?”


  “Not exactly lonesome,” Trigger said. “I’ve never minded being by myself.” She smiled. “Has your house ever had the reputation of being haunted?”


  “Haunted? Not for around a hundred years. You’ve had the impression there’s a spook flitting about?”


  “Just an odd feeling occasionally,” Trigger said. She paused, added in a changed voice, “And by coincidence, I’m beginning to get that feeling again now!”


  They stood silent then, looking at each other. The feeling grew. It swelled into a feeling of bone-chilling cold, of oppressive dread. It seemed to circle slowly about them, drawing closer. Telzey passed her tongue over her lips. Psi slashed out twice. The feeling blurred, was gone.


  She turned toward the Siren container. Trigger shook her head. “The psi block’s on,” she said. “It was on the other times, too. I checked.”


  And the psi block was on. Telzey asked, “How often has it happened?”


  Trigger shrugged. “Four or five times. I’ll come awake at night. It’ll last a minute or two and go away.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I didn’t want to disturb you,” Trigger said. “It wasn’t as strong as this before. I didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t seem to have anything to do with the Siren.” She smiled, a trifle shakily. “An Amberdon ghost I could take.”


  “Let’s sit down,” Telzey said. “It wasn’t an Amberdon ghost, but it was a ghost of sorts.”


  They sat down. “What do you mean?” Trigger asked.


  Telzey said, “A psi structure. Something with some independent duration. A fear ghost. A psi mind made it, planted it. It was due to be sensed when we sensed it.”


  Trigger glanced at the container. “The Siren?”


  “Yes the little Siren.” Telzey blinked absently, fingering her chin. “There was nothing human about that structure. So the Siren put it out while the block was off. It’s telling us not to fool around with it . . . But now we will have to fool around with it!”


  Trigger looked questioningly at her.


  “It means you were right,” Telzey said. “The Siren has intelligence. It knows there’s somebody around who’s trying to probe it, and it doesn’t want to be probed. It’s tried to use fear to drive us away. Any psi mind that can put out a structure like that is very good! Dangerously good.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think anyone could say exactly what a whole world of creatures who can do that mightn’t be able to do otherwise!”


  “Three worlds,” said Trigger.


  “Yes, three worlds. So the Siren operation can’t just stop. They don’t know enough about us. They might think we’re very dangerous to them, and, of course, we are dangerous. The three worlds are there, and sooner or later somebody’s going to do something stupid about them. And something will get started—if it hasn’t started already.” She glanced at Trigger, smiled briefly. “Until now, I was thinking it might be only your imagination! But it isn’t. This is a really bad matter.”


  Trigger said after a moment, “I wish it had been only my imagination!” She looked at the Siren container. “You still think you can handle it?”


  Telzey shrugged. “I wouldn’t know by myself. But I’m sure Pilch gave that careful consideration.”


  Trigger reflected, tongue tip between lips, nodded. “Yes, she must have. It seems you’ve been pushed into something, Telzey.”


  “We both have.”


  Trigger sighed. “Well, I can’t blame her too much! It has to be done, and the Service couldn’t do it—at least not quickly enough. But I won’t blame you at all if you want to pull out.”


  “I might want to pull out,” Telzey admitted. “It’s more than I’d counted on. But I’d be going around worrying about the Sirens then, like you’ve been doing. We know more now to be worried about.”


  “So you’re staying?”


  “Yes.”


  Trigger smiled. “I can’t say I’m sorry! Look, it’s getting late, and you’ll have to be off to college early. Let’s talk about strictly non-eerie things for a little, and turn in.”


  So they talked about non-eerie matters, and soon went to bed, and slept undisturbed until morning, when Telzey flew off to Pehanron College.


  That evening, she slipped a probe lightly into the psi-emptiness of the Siren—an area she’d kept away from since her first contact with it. She thought presently it didn’t seem quite as empty as it had. There might be something there. Something perhaps like a vague, distant shadow, only occasionally and briefly discernible.


  She withdrew the probe carefully.


  “Let’s leave the psi block on until I’ve finished with the exams,” she told Trigger later. “I’ve picked up as much as I can use for a start.” She wasn’t so sure now of the psi block’s absolute dependability when it came to the Siren. But it should act as a temporary restraint.


  Trigger didn’t comment. Telzey slept in the house the rest of the week, and nothing of much significance happened. What remained of the exams wasn’t too significant either; she went breezing through it all with only half her attention. Then the end of the week came, and she moved into the summer house. In three weeks, she’d be attending graduation ceremonies at Pehanron College. Until then, her time was her own.


  VII


  It was early on the first morning after the exams that Telzey had her first serious session with the Siren. She had closed the door to the study and moved an armchair to a spot where she could observe the container. Trigger wasn’t present; she had stayed out of the study to avoid distracting Telzey, and to handle interruptions like ComWeb calls. Ezd Malion, the caretaker, usually checked in before noon to get shopping instructions.


  Telzey settled herself in the chair, relaxed physically. Mentally there’d be no relaxing. If the Siren entity followed the reaction pattern described in the Service reports, she shouldn’t be running into immediate problems. But it might not stay with the pattern.


  Her probe moved cautiously into the psi-emptiness. After a time, she gained again the impression of a few days before: it wasn’t as empty as it had appeared at first contact. Something shadowy, distant, seemed to be there.


  She began to work with the impression. What did she feel about it? A vague thing—and large. Cold perhaps. Yes. Cold and dark . . .


  It was what she felt—no more than that. But her feelings were all she had to work with at this stage. Out of them other things could develop. There was this vague, dark, cold largeness then, connected with the Siren on the study table. She tried to gain some impression of the relationship.


  An impression came suddenly, a negative one. The relationship had been denied. Afterwards, the darkness seemed to have become a little colder. Telzey’s nerves tingled. There was no change otherwise, but she’d had a response. Her psi sensors reached toward the fringes of the darkness, seemed to touch it, still found nothing that allowed a probe. She had a symbol of what was there, not yet its reality. But the search had moved on a step.


  Then there was an interruption. She knew suddenly she wasn’t alone in the study. This was much more definite than any previous feeling that there might be someone or something about. She still sensed nothing specific, but the hair at the nape of her neck was trying to lift, and the skin of her back prickled with awareness of another’s presence in the room.


  Telzey didn’t look around, knowing she’d see no one if she did. Instead, she flicked a search probe out suddenly. As suddenly the presence was gone.


  She sat quiet a moment, returned her attention to the symbol. Nothing there had changed. She withdrew from it, stood up, turned the container’s psi block back on, and looked at her watch. About an hour had passed since she’d entered the study.


  She found Trigger in the conservatory, tending to the plants under the indoor sun. “Trigger,” she said, “did you happen to be thinking about me a few minutes ago?”


  “Probably,” Trigger said. “I’ve been thinking about you right along, wondering how you were doing. Why?”


  “Has there ever been anything to indicate you might be a psi?”


  Trigger looked surprised.


  “Well,” she said, “I understand everybody’s a bit of a psi. So I suppose I’m that. I’ve never done anything out of the ordinary though. Except perhaps—” She hesitated.


  “Except perhaps what?” Telzey asked.


  Trigger told her about the Old Galactics and her contacts with them.


  “Great day in the morning!” Telzey said astounded, when Trigger concluded. “You certainly have unusual acquaintances!”


  “Of course, no one’s to know they’re there,” Trigger remarked.


  “Well, I won’t tell.”


  “I know you won’t. You think it might mean I’m a kind of telepath?”


  “It might,” Telzey said. “It wouldn’t have to. They may simply have themselves tuned in on you.” She stood a moment, reflecting. “I ran into a heavy-duty psi once who didn’t have the faintest idea he was one,” she said. “It was a problem because all sorts of extraordinary things kept happening to him and around him. Right now, anything like that could be disturbing.”


  Trigger looked concerned. “Have there been disturbances?”


  “I haven’t noticed anything definite,” Telzey said untruthfully. “But I’ve been wondering.”


  “Could you find out about me if I undid that mind shield they gave me?”


  Telzey sat down. “Let’s try,” she said.


  Trigger wished the shield out of existence. Some little time passed. Then Telzey said, “You can put the shield back.”


  “Well?” Trigger asked. “Am I?”


  “You are,” Telzey said absently. “I thought you might be, from the way you’ve been worrying about the Sirens.” She shook her head. “Trigger, that’s the most disorganized psi mind I’ve ever contacted! I wonder why Pilch never mentioned it.”


  Trigger hesitated. “Now that you’ve mentioned it,” she said. “I believe Pilch did suggest something of the kind on one occasion. I thought I’d misunderstood her. She didn’t refer to it again.”


  “Well, if you like,” said Telzey, “we can take a week off after we’re through with the Siren, and see if we can’t make you operational.” Trigger rubbed her nose tip. “Frankly,” she said, “I doubt that I’d want to be operational.”


  “Why?”


  “You and Pilch seem to thrive on it,” Trigger said, “but I’ve met other psis who weren’t cheery people. I suppose you can pick up a whole new parcel of problems when you have abilities like that.”


  “You pick up problems, all right,” Telzey acknowledged.


  “That’s what I thought. And I,” Trigger said, “seem to find all the problems I can handle without adding complications. Could that disorganized psi mind of mine do anything to disturb you when you’re trying to work with the Siren?”


  Telzey shook her head. Trigger, psi-latent, hadn’t been unconsciously responsible for those manifestations, couldn’t have been. Neither was the Siren. This time, there’d been, for a moment, a decidedly human quality about the immaterial presence.


  So the Psychology Service was keeping an eye on proceedings here. She’d half expected it. And they’d assigned an operator of exceptional quality to the job—she couldn’t have prowled about an alerted telepath and remained as well concealed.


  Nor, Telzey thought, was that the only concealed high-quality psi around. While Trigger was talking about the Old Galactics, she’d recalled that flick of mind-stuff she caught the moment the Siren container came unshielded in the Haplandia Hotel.


  It seemed the Old Galactics, too, had an interest in the Siren specimen, and were represented in the summer house . . .


  Did either of them know about the other? Did the Siren entity know about either of them, or suspect it had an occupant? It was nothing she could mention to Trigger—there was too much psi involved all around, and Trigger’s surface thoughts were accessible to any telepath who wanted to follow them.


  She’d have to await developments—and meanwhile push ahead toward the probe. Around that point, everything should start falling into place. It would have to.


  She told Trigger what she’d accomplished so far, added, “I’ve probably got the contact process started. This afternoon I’ll pick the symbol up again and see.” She yawned, stretched slowly. “How about we go for a long walk before lunch? This is great hiking country.”


  They went down to the end of the grounds, past the house where Ezd Malion and his wife lived, and on to the banks of the lake. The sun was out that morning; it was chilly, blustery, refreshing. They followed narrow trails used more often by animals than by people. It was over an hour before they turned back for lunch.


  Early in the afternoon then, Telzey went into the study and closed the door. She emerged four hours later.


  Trigger regarded her with some concern. “You look pretty worn out!”


  “I am pretty worn out,” Telzey acknowledged. “It was hard work. Let’s go have some coffee, and I’ll tell you.”


  She’d picked up her symbol with no trouble—a good sign. She settled her attention on it, and waited. There’d been changes, she decided presently. It was as if a kind of life were seeping into the symbol, accumulating there. Another good sign. No need to push it now; she was moving in the right direction.


  That might have gone on about an hour. Physically Telzey was feeling a little uncomfortable by then, which again could be counted, technically, a good sign, though she didn’t like it. There was a frequent shivering on her skin, moments when breathing seemed difficult, other manifestations of apprehension. What it meant was that she was getting close.


  Then there was an instant when she wasn’t close, but there. Or it was there. The symbol faded as what had been behind it came slowly through. This was no visualization, but reality as sensed by psi. It was the darkness, the cold, in the false emptiness. It simmered with silent power. It was eminently forbidding.


  It was there—then it wasn’t there. It seemed to have become nonexistent.


  But she needed no symbols to return to it now. What she had contacted, she could contact again. It was in her memory; and memory was a link. She could draw herself back to it.


  She did, quickly lost it once more. Now there were two links. All she needed was patience.


  Any feeling of passing time, all awareness of the room about her, of the chair in which she sat, even of her body, was gone. She was mind, in the universe of mind where she moved and searched, tracing the thing she had contacted, finding it, establishing new connections between herself and it. She lost it again and again, but each time it was easier to find, less difficult to hold. It was a great fish, and she a tiny fisherman, not fastening the fish to herself, but herself to the fish. Finally, the connection was stable, unchanging. When she was sure of that, she broke it. She could resume it whenever she chose.


  At that point, she became conscious of the other reality, of her physical self and her surroundings.


  And—once more—of having uninvited company.


  This time, she ignored the presence. It faded quietly from her awareness as she opened her eyes, sat up in the armchair . . .


  “I think we’re almost there,” she told Trigger. “The thing’s a structure, a psi structure. It’s what the Service xenos found and tried to probe. And I can believe it bounced them—it’s really charged up!”


  “You’re going to try to probe it?” Trigger asked.


  Telzey nodded. “I’ll have to. There’s been no mind trace of the Siren, so that structure must act as its shield. I’ll have to try to work through it. How, I won’t know till I find out what it’s like.” She was silent a moment. “If it bounces me, too, I don’t know what else we can do,” she said. “But we’ll start worrying about that then. I do have very good shields. And if I can get one solid contact with the Siren mind, we may have the problem solved. Unless they’re basically murderous, of course. But I agree with you that they don’t really seem to be that.”


  There were other factors involved. But that was still nothing to talk to Trigger about. “So everything’s set up for the probe now,” Telzey concluded. “Next time I’ll try it. But I want to be a lot fresher for that, so it won’t be tonight. We’ll see how I feel tomorrow.”


  They turned in early. Telzey fell into sleep at once, like drifting deep, deep down through a cool dark quiet sea . . . Some time later then, she found herself standing in the Siren’s container.


  It wasn’t exactly the container, though there was a shadowy indication of its walls in the distance. A kind of cold desert stretched out about her, and she stood at the base of the Siren. A Siren which twisted enormously up into an icy sky, gigantic, higher than a mountain, huge limbs writhing. A noise like growing thunder was in the air; the desert sand shook under her, and her feet were rooted immovably in the sand. Then she saw that the Siren was tilting, falling toward her, would crush her. She heard herself screaming in terror.


  She awoke.


  She sat up in bed, breathing in quick short gasps. She looked around the dark room, reached for the light switch. As she touched it, light blazed in the hall beyond the door “Trigger?” she called.


  From the direction of Trigger’s room came a shaky “Yes?”


  “Wait a moment!” Telzey climbed out of bed, started toward the door. Trigger met her there, robe wrapped around her, face pale, hair disheveled. “What’s the matter?” Telzey asked.


  Trigger tried to smile. “Had a dream—a nightmare. Whew! Going down to the kitchen for some hot milk to settle myself.”


  “A nightmare?” Telzey stared at her. “Wait—I’ll come along.”


  They’d had the same dream. A dream apparently identical in all respects, except that in Trigger’s dream, it was Trigger who was about to be crushed by the toppling monster Siren. Sitting in the kitchen, sipping their hot milk, they discussed it, looking at each other with uncertain eyes. Something had come into their minds as they slept—


  “That Old Galactic shield of yours,” Telzey pointed out, “is supposed to keep anything from reaching your subconscious mind processes—which includes the dream mechanisms.”


  Trigger gave her a startled glance.


  “Unless I allow it!” she said. “And I think I did allow it.”


  “What?”


  Trigger nodded, frowned, trying to remember. “I was half asleep,” she said slowly. “Something seemed to be telling me to dissolve the shield. So I did.”


  “Why?”


  Trigger shrugged helplessly. “It seemed perfectly all right! I wasn’t surprised or alarmed—not until I started dreaming.” She reflected, shook her head. “That’s all I remember. I suppose there was another of those ghost structures floating around?”


  Telzey nodded, “Probably.” She couldn’t recall anything that had happened before she started dreaming. “Some general impression—warning, threat,” she said. “With a heavy fear charge.”


  “How could we have turned that into the same dream?”


  Telzey said, “We didn’t. Your mind was wide open. I’m a telepath.” A dream could be manufactured in a flash, from whatever material seemed to match the impulse that induced it. “One of us whipped up the dream,” she said. “The other shared it. We came awake almost at once then.”


  “That Siren,” said Trigger after a moment, “really doesn’t want to be probed.”


  “No, not at all. And it may be aware that I’ve got as far as its shield.”


  Two other psi minds around here, Telzey thought, should also be aware of that fact. The Psychology Service would hardly be trying to discourage her from the probe. But the observer the Old Galactics had left planted in the Siren might have some reason for doing it—and might have the ability to induce a warning nightmare. She wished she had some clue to the interest that ancient race was taking in the Sirens.


  They finished their milk, sat talking a few minutes longer, decided there was no sense sitting up the rest of the night, and went back to bed. They left the light on in the hall outside their rooms. Somewhat to Telzey’s surprise, she felt herself fall asleep again almost as soon as her head touched the pillow.


  VIII


  They awoke to a disagreeable day. The sky was gloomy; a wind blew in cold gusts about the house; and there were intermittent falls of rain. Breakfast was a silent affair, each withdrawn into her thoughts. When they’d finished, Trigger went to a window and looked out. Telzey joined her. “Gruesome weather!” Trigger remarked darkly. “I feel depressed.”


  “So do I,” said Telzey.


  Trigger glanced at her. “You don’t think it’s the weather, do you?”


  “No.”


  “It’s in the house all around us,” Trigger said, nodding. “I’ve felt it since I woke up. As if there were something unpleasant about that I might see or hear at any moment. More of that ghost stuff, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. It may wear off.” But Telzey wasn’t so sure it would wear off, and whether the entity behind the psi block wasn’t reaching them now through the block. This was a subtler assault on their nerves, the darkening of mood, uneasiness, a prodding of anxieties—all too diffused to counter.


  An hour later, it didn’t seem to be wearing off. “You shouldn’t try the probe while you’re feeling like this, should you?” Trigger asked.


  Telzey shook her head. “Not if I can help it—but I don’t think I should put it off too long either.”


  They were vulnerable, and they’d stirred something up. Even left alone, it wouldn’t necessarily settle down. It might keep undermining their defenses for hours, or shift to a more definite attack. The probe must be attempted, and soon. The Sirens existed, were an unpredictable factor; something had to be done. If she waited, she might be reduced to incapability. That could be the intention.


  “Let’s go outside and tramp around a while,” Trigger said. “Maybe it will cheer us up. I usually like a good rainy day, really.”


  They donned rain capes and boots, went down to the lake. But the walk didn’t cheer them up. The wind stirred the cold lake surface, soughed through the trees about them. The sky seemed to be growing darker; and the notion came to Telzey that if she looked closely enough, she’d be able to make out the giant Siren of their dream writhing among distant clouds. She stopped short, caught Trigger by the arm.


  “This isn’t doing any good!” she said. “It’s focused on us, and we’re dragging it around with us here. Let’s go back, pick up swim gear, and clear out! I know a beach where it won’t be rainy and cold. We can be there in an hour.”


  They sped south in the Cloudsplitter and came down on a beach, golden and hot under a nearly cloudless sky. The wind that swept it was a fresh and happy one. They swam and tumbled in the surf, spirits lifting by the minute. They came out and sunned, talked and laughed, swam again, collected a troop of bronzed males, let themselves be taken to lunch, shook off the troop, fled fifty miles east along the beach, went back to the water for a final dip where breakers rose high, emerged exhausted and laughing ten minutes later. “Now let’s go tackle that Siren!”


  They flew north again, dropping down at a town en route to buy two tickets to the currently most popular live show in Orado City, lust what would happen when the probe began seemed a rather good question. Enough had happened, at any rate, to make them feel the Malions shouldn’t be anywhere in the area at the time. They stopped off at the caretaker’s house, explained they’d intended taking in the show that night, but found they couldn’t make it; so there were two expensive tickets on hand which shouldn’t go to waste. Ezd and wife were on their way to Orado City thirty minutes later.


  Parked at the northern end of the grounds, Telzey and Trigger watched the caretakers leave. The Cloudsplitter lifted then, slid down into the carport of the summer house. They went in.


  The house was quiet. If anything had taken note of their return, it gave no indication. They got arranged quickly in the study. Trigger would be sitting in on this session. The finicky part of the work was done; someone else’s presence, the subtle whisper of half-caught surface thoughts and emotional flickerings nearby when her sensors were tuned fine, could no longer be a distraction to Telzey. And company would be welcome to both of them now. Trigger took a chair to the right of the one Telzey had been using, a dozen feet away. “Ready?” Telzey asked from beside the Siren container.


  Trigger settled herself. “When you are.”


  Telzey switched off the psi block. Something came into the study then. Telzey glanced at Trigger. No, Trigger hadn’t noticed. Telzey went slowly to her chair, sat down.


  The presence was back. That didn’t surprise her.


  But Trigger . . .


  She looked over at Trigger. Trigger gave her a sober smile. There was alert intelligence in her expression, along with concern she wasn’t trying to hide. Trigger, undeniably, was in that chair, aware and awake. But in a sense she’d vanished a moment ago. The normal tiny stirrings of mind, of individuality, had ceased. There was stillness now, undisturbed.


  Telzey slid a probe toward the stillness. It didn’t seem to touch anything, but it was stopped. She drew it back.


  A shield of totally unfamiliar type. Trigger evidently didn’t realize it was there. But it sealed her off from outside influences like indetectable heavy armor.


  Things had begun to add up.


  Telzey checked her own safeguards briefly. Mind screens which might be the lightest of veils, meant only to obscure her from psi senses while she peered out, so to speak, between them. Or, on other occasions, tough and resilient shields which had turned the sharpest probe she’d ever encountered and held up under ponderous onslaughts of psi energy. They could shift in an instant from one extreme to the other. Sometimes, though rarely now, they disappeared completely.


  She restored contact—and it was back at once before her: the cold darkness, the emptiness that wasn’t empty, the sense of forbidding, repelling power. She scanned cautiously along the impression but could make out no more about it than before.


  So then the initial probe! A sensing psi needle reached, touched, drove in, withdrew. As it withdrew, something wrenched briefly and violently at Telzey.


  She waited. The xenotelepathic faculty was an automatic one, operating in subconscious depths beyond her reach. She didn’t know why it did what it did. But when she touched an alien mind, it began transforming alien concepts to concepts sufficiently human in kind so that she understood them; and if she wanted to talk to that mind, it turned her concepts into ones the alien grasped. Usually the process was swift; within a minute or two there might be the beginnings of understanding.


  No understanding came here. Her screens had gone tight as something gripped and twisted her. When she relaxed them deliberately again, nothing else happened.


  A deeper probe then. She launched it, braced for the mental distortion.


  It came. The shields stiffened, damping it, but she had giddy feelings of being dragged sideways, stretched, compressed. And the probe was being blocked. She drew it back. Strangeness writhed for a moment among her thoughts and was gone. Echo, at last, of alien mind—of the mind that wanted no contact!


  The sense of violent distortion ended almost as soon as her probe withdrew. The dark lay before her again, sullen and repelling. A psi device, assembled by mind. A shield, a barrier. A formidable one. But she’d touched for a moment the fringes of the alien mind concealed by the barrier, and now contact with it, whether it wanted contact or not, might be very close. She’d have to do more than she’d done. She decided to trust her shields.


  She paused then, at a new awareness.


  She wasn’t alone. The presence had followed. More than a presence now. Mind, human mind, behind heavy shielding.


  “What do you want?” Telzey asked.


  Thought, replied. “After you make the contact, you may need support.”


  She would. “Can you give it?”


  “I believe so. Be ready!” The impression ended.


  Telzey moved in her shields toward the dark barrier, reached it. The barrier awoke like a rousing beast. Her probe stabbed out, hard and solid. The barrier shook at her savagely, and mind-strangeness flickered again through her thoughts. She caught it, tagged it, felt incomprehensibility and an icy deadliness in the instant before it was gone. Now there had been contact—a thread of psi remained drawn between herself and the alien mind, a thin taut line which led through the barrier. Following the line, she moved forward into the barrier, felt a madness of power surge up about her.


  “Link with me quickly before—”


  Vast pressures clamped down. Telzey and the other spun together through the thunders of chaos.


  She’d joined defenses before the barrier struck. With whom, she didn’t know, and there was no time just now to find out. But she’d felt new strength blend with hers in that moment, and the strength was very, very useful. For here was pounding confusion, a blurring and blackening of thought, a hideous distorting and twisting of emotion. The barrier was trying to eject her, force her back, batter her into helplessness. It was like moving upstream through raging and shifting currents.


  But the double shield absorbed it. And her psi line held. For a time she wasn’t sure she was moving at all through the psi barrier’s frenzies. Then she knew again that she was—


  IX


  She was lying in bed in a darkened room and didn’t have to open her eyes to know it was her bedroom in the summer house. She could sense its familiar walls and furnishings about her. How she’d got there, she didn’t know. Her mind screens were closed; not drawn into a tight shield, but closed. Automatic precautionary procedure.


  Precaution against what?


  She didn’t know that either.


  Something evidently had happened. She felt very unpleasantly weak; and it wasn’t the weakness of fatigued muscles. Most of her strength seemed simply absent.


  There were no indications of physical damage otherwise. But her mental condition was deplorable! What had knocked out her memory?


  The answer came slowly.


  The Hana had knocked out her memory.


  With that, it was all back. Telzey lay quiet, reflecting. That incredible species! Waiting on the three worlds they’d filled wherever they could grow, worlds transformed into deadly psi forts—waiting for the return of an enemy they’d fought, how long ago? Fifty thousand human years? A hundred thousand?


  They’d been convinced the Veen would be back and attempt again to enslave, or destroy them. And they’d been ready to receive the Veen. What giant powers of attack and defense they’d developed in that long waiting while their minds lay deeply hidden! When an occasional psi entity began to search them out, it was hurled back by the reef of monstrous energies they’d drawn about themselves. None had ever succeeded in passing that barrier.


  Until we did, Telzey thought.


  They had; and the Hana mind, nakedly open, immensely powerful, believing they were Veen who had penetrated its defenses, began killing them. They’d lasted a while, under that double shield. They couldn’t have lasted very long even so, because life was being drained from them into the Hana mind in spite of the shield; but there was time enough for Telzey’s concepttransforming process to get into operation. Then the Hana realized they weren’t Veen, weren’t enemies, didn’t intend to attack it; and it stopped killing them.


  Things had begun to get rather blurred for Telzey around then. But she’d picked up some additional details—mostly about the other who’d come through the barrier with her.


  She relaxed her screens gradually. As she’d suspected, that other one was in the room. She opened her eyes, sat up unsteadily in bed, turned on the room lights.


  Pilch sat in a chair halfway across the room, watching her. “I thought you’d come awake,” she remarked.


  Telzey settled back on the bed. “How’s Trigger?”


  “Perfectly all right. Asleep at present. She was behind a rather formidable shield at the time of contact.”


  “The Old Galactic’s,” said Telzey.


  “Yes.”


  “What was it doing here—in the Hana?”


  “A precaution the Old Galactics decided on after they realized what the Hana was,” Pilch said. “If our psi investigations failed and the Hana began to cut loose, it would have died on the physical side. They have fast methods.”


  Telzey was silent a moment. “As I remember it,” she said then, “you weren’t in much better shape than I was when I passed out.”


  “True enough,” agreed Pilch. “We were both in miserable shape, more than half dead. Fortunately, I’m good at restoring myself. At that, it took me several days to get back to par.”


  “Several days?”


  “It’s been ten days since you made the contact,” Pilch told her.


  “Ten days!” Startled, Telzey struggled back up to a sitting position.


  “Relax,” said Pilch. “No one’s missed you. Your family is under the impression you’re vacationing around, and it won’t occur to the caretakers to come near the house until we’re ready to let them resume their duties. Which will be quite soon. I know you still feel wrung out, but you’ve been gaining ground very rapidly tonight. A few more hours will see you back to normal health. That was no ordinary weakness.”


  Telzey studied her thoughtfully. “You use anyone about any way you like, don’t you?” she said.


  “You, too, have been known to use people, Telzey Amberdon!” Pilch remarked. “You and Trigger, in your various ways, share the quality of being most effective when thrown on your own resources. It seemed our best chance, and it was. None of our xenos could have done precisely what you did at the critical moment, and I’m not at all sure the contact could have been made in any other manner.”


  She glanced at the watch on her wrist, stood up and came over to the bed.


  “Now you’re awake and I’m no longer needed here, I’ll be running along,” she said. “Trigger can fill you in. If there’s some specific question you’d like me to answer, go ahead.”


  “There’s one question,” Telzey said. “How old are you, Pilch?”


  Pilch smiled. “Never you mind how old I am.”


  “You were there before they founded the Federation,” Telzey said reflectively.


  “If you saw that,” said Pilch, “you’ve also seen that I helped found the Federation. And that I help maintain it. You might keep it in mind. Any time a snip of a psi genius can be useful in one of my projects, I’ll use her.”


  Telzey shook her head slightly. “I don’t think you’ll use me again.”


  Pilch’s knowing gray eyes regarded her a moment. Then Pilch’s hand reached down and touched her cheek. Something like a surge of power flowed through Telzey and was absorbed. She blinked, startled.


  Pilch smiled.


  “We’ll see, little sister! We’ll see!” she said.


  Then she was gone.


  “Are you angry with her?” Trigger asked, an hour later, perched on the edge of Telzey’s bed while they both took cautious sips from cups of very hot broth. It was early morning now, and they were alone in the house. The Hana and the Old Galactic had left with Pilch’s people days ago, and Trigger had gathered they were going first to bring the news that the Veen War was over to the other Hanas currently in Hub laboratories. Afterwards, they’d all be off together to the Hana planets to make arrangements which would avoid further problems.


  Telzey shook her head.


  “I’ll forgive her this time,” she said. “She took a chance on her own life helping me get through the Hana shield, and she knew it. Then she seems to have spent around a week of her time here, to make sure I’d recover.”


  Trigger nodded. “Yes, she did. You were looking pretty dead for a while, Telzey! They said you’d be all right, but I wasn’t at all certain. Then Pilch appeared and took over, and you started to pick right up.” She sighed. “Pilch has her ways!”


  Telzey sipped her broth meditatively. The Hanas hadn’t been the only ones who’d had trouble with the Veen. It appeared that conflict wasn’t much more than a minor skirmish on the fringes of the ancient war which blazed through the empire of the Old Galactics and destroyed it, before the survivors of those slow-moving entities brought their own weapons into full play and wiped out the Veen. “The Old Galactics weren’t too candid with you either, were they?” she said.


  “No, they weren’t,” said Trigger. She regarded Telzey soberly. “It looks as though we got a bit involved in Galactic politics for a while!”


  Telzey nodded. “And I personally plan to keep out of Galactic politics in future!”


  “Same here,” Trigger agreed. “It doesn’t—” She raised her head quickly as the ComWeb chimed in the hall. “Well, well! We seem to have been restored to the world! Wonder who it is . . .”


  She hurried from the room, came back shortly, smiling. “That Pilch!”


  “Who was it?”


  “Ezd Malion. Calling to say he was going to town early and did we want any groceries.”


  “No idea that it’s been ten days since he talked to us last?” asked Telzey.


  “None whatever! He’s just picking up where he was told to leave off.”


  Telzey nodded.


  “That’s about what we’ll be doing,” she said. “But at least we know we’re doing it.”


  1971


  THE TELZEY TOY


  It wasn’t so much that Telzey bit off more than she could chew—but that somebody suddenly took her teeth away!


  I


  An auburn-haired, petal-cheeked young woman who belonged in another reality came walking with feline grace along a restaurant terrace in Orado City where Telzey had stopped for lunch during a shopping excursion.


  Telzey watched her approach. This, she decided, was quite strange. Going by her appearance and way of moving, the woman seemed to be someone she’d met before. But she knew they hadn’t met before. She knew also, in a curiously definite manner, that the woman simply couldn’t be on this terrace in Orado City. She existed in other dimensions, not here, not now.


  The woman who didn’t exist here glanced at Telzey in passing. There was no recognition in the look. Telzey shifted her chair slightly, watched the familiar-unfamiliar phantom take another table not far away, pick up an order disk. A very good-looking young woman with a smooth unsmiling face, fashionably and expensively dressed—and nobody else around seemed to find anything at all unreasonable in her presence.


  So perhaps, Telzey reflected, it was her psi senses that found it unreasonable. She slipped out a thought probe, held it a moment. It produced no telepathic touch response, no suggestion of shielding. If the woman was psi, she was an atypical variety. She’d taken a snack glass from the table dispenser by now, was sipping at it—


  Comprehension came suddenly. No mystery after all, Telzey told herself, half amused, half disappointed. A year ago, she’d gone with some acquaintances to take in a Martridrama. The woman looked and walked exactly like one of the puppets they’d seen that evening, one who played a minor role but appeared enough of an individual to have left an impression in memory. No wonder it had seemed a slightly uncanny encounter—Martri puppets didn’t go strolling around the city by themselves!


  Another thought drifted up then, quite idly.


  Or did they?


  Telzey studied the pale profile again. Her skin began prickling. It was a most improbable notion, but there might be a quick way of checking it. Some minds could be tapped easily, some with varying degrees of difficulty, some not at all. If this woman happened to be one of the easy ones, a few minutes of probing should establish what she was—or wasn’t.


  It took longer than that. Telzey had contact presently, but it remained tenuous and indistinct: she lost it repeatedly. Then, as she reestablished it again, a little more definitely now, the woman finished her snack drink and stood up. Telzey slipped a pay chit for her lunch into the table’s receptacle, waited till her quarry turned away, then followed her toward a terrace exit.


  A Martri puppet was a biological organism superficially indistinguishable from a human being. It had a brain which could be programmed, and which responded to cues with human speech and human behavior. Whether something resembling the human mind could be associated with that kind of brain was a point Telzey hadn’t found occasion to consider before. She was no Martriphile, didn’t, in fact, particularly care for that form of entertainment.


  There was mind here, and the blurred patterns she’d touched seemed human. But she hadn’t picked up enough to say it couldn’t be the mind of a Martri puppet . . .


  The woman took an airtaxi on another terrace of the shopping complex. As it rose from the platform, Telzey got into the next taxi in line and told the driver to follow the one that had just left. The driver spun his colleague’s car into his screen.


  “Don’t know if I can,” he said then. “He’s heading up into heavy traffic.”


  Telzey smiled at him. “Double fare for trying!”


  They set off promptly in pursuit. Telzey clung to her contact, began assembling additional data. Some minutes later, the driver announced, “Looks like we’ve lost them!”


  She already knew it. Distance wasn’t necessarily a factor in developing mind contact. In this case it had been a factor. The crosstown traffic stream was dense, close to the automatic reroute point. The impressions she’d been receiving, weak at best, had begun to be flooded out increasingly by intruding impressions from other minds. The car they’d been pursuing must be several miles away by now. She let contact fade, told the driver to return to the shopping complex, and settled back very thoughtfully in her seat.


  Few Martriphiles saw anything objectionable in having puppets killed literally on stage when a drama called for it. It was an essential part of Martri realism. The puppets were biological machines; the emotions and reactions they displayed were programmed ones. They had no self-awareness—that was the theory.


  What she’d found in the mind of the auburn-haired woman seemed less important than what she hadn’t found there, though she’d been specifically searching for it.


  That woman knew where she was, what she was doing. There’d been scraps of recent memory, some moment to moment observations, an intimation of underlying purpose. But she appeared to have no personal sense of herself. She knew she existed—an objective fact among other facts, with no more significance than the others.


  In other words, she did seem to lack self-awareness. As far as Telzey had been able to make out, the term had no meaning for her. But the contact hadn’t been solid enough, or extensive enough, to prove it.


  On the face of it, Telzey was telling herself an hour later, the thing was preposterous. She’d had a wild notion, had tried to disprove it and failed. She’d even turned up some evidence which might seem to favor the notion. It remained wild. Why waste more time on it?


  She bit her thumb irritably, dialed an information center for data on Martridramas and Martri puppets, went over the material when it arrived. There wasn’t much there she didn’t already know in a general way. A Martri stage was a programmed computer which in turn programmed the puppets, and directed them during a play under the general guidance of the dramateer. While a play was new, no two renditions of it were exactly the same. Computer and puppets retained some choice of action, directed always toward greater consistency, logic and effect. Only when further improvement was no longer possible did a Martridrama remain frozen and glittering—a thing become perfect of its kind. It explained the continuing devotion of Martriphiles.


  It didn’t suggest that such a thing as a runaway puppet was a possibility.


  The Martri unit which had put on the play she had seen was no longer on Orado. She could find out where it was at present, but there should be simpler ways of determining what she wanted to know immediately. A name had turned up repeatedly in her study of the Martri material . . . Wakote Ti. He was locally available. A big man: Multilevel scientist, industrial tycoon, millionaire, philanthropist, philosopher, artist and art collector; above all, a Martri specialist of specialists. Wakote Ti designed, grew and merchandised the finest puppets in the Hub, built and programmed the most advanced Martri stages, had written over fifty of the most popular plays, and was a noted amateur dramateer.


  A Martriphile relative of one of Telzey’s friends turned out to be an admirer and business associate of Wakote Ti. He agreed to let Telzey know the next time the great man appeared at his laboratories in Draise, and to arrange for an interview with him.


  “The legality of killing a puppet is regarded as unarguable,” said Wakote Ti. A college paper she’d been preparing on the legal niceties involved in the practice had been Telzey’s ostensible reason for requesting the interview. He shrugged. “But I simply couldn’t bring myself to do it! They have life and a mentality, however limited and artificial it may be. Most importantly, they have personality, character. It’s been programmed into them, of course, but, to my feeling, the distinction between puppets and humanity is one of degree rather than kind. They’re unfinished people. They act always in accordance with their character, not necessarily in accordance with the wishes of the composer or dramateer. I’ve been surprised many times by the twists they’ve given the roles I assigned to them. Always valid ones! They can’t be forced to deviate from what they are. In that respect they seem more honest than many of us.”


  Ti gave Telzey an engaging smile. He was a large, strongly muscled man, middle-aged, with a ruddy complexion and grizzled black hair. There was an air of controlled energy about him; and boundless energy he must have, to accomplish as much as he did. There was also an odd gentleness in gesture and voice. It was very easy to like Ti.


  And he had a mind that couldn’t be touched by a telepath. Telzey had known that after the first few minutes—probe immune. Too bad! She’d sooner have drawn the information she wanted from him without giving him any inkling of what she was after.


  “Do you use real people as models for them?” Telzey asked. “I mean when they’re being designed?”


  “Physically?”


  “Yes.”


  Ti shook his head. “Not any one person. Many. They’re ideal types.” Telzey hesitated, said, “I had an odd experience a while ago. I saw a woman who looked so exactly like a Martri puppet I’d seen in a play, I almost convinced myself it was the puppet who’d somehow walked off the stage and got lost in the world outside. I suppose that would be impossible?”


  Ti laughed. “Oh, quite!”


  “What makes it impossible?”


  “Their limitations. A puppet can be programmed to perform satisfactorily in somewhere between twenty and thirty-five plays. One of ours, which is currently in commercial use, can handle forty-two roles of average complexity. I believe that’s the record.


  “At best, that’s a very limited number of specific situations as compared with the endlessly shifting variety of situations in the real world. If a puppet were turned loose there, the input stream would very quickly overwhelm its response capacity, and it would simply stop operating.”


  “Theoretically,” said Telzey, “couldn’t the response capacity be pushed up to the point where a puppet could act like a person?”


  “I can’t say it’s theoretically impossible,” Ti said, “but it would require a new technology.” He smiled. “And since there are quite enough real people around, there wouldn’t be much point to it, would there?”


  She shook her head. “Perhaps not.”


  “We’re constantly experimenting, of course.” Ti stood up. “There are a number of advanced models in various stages of development in another part of the building. They aren’t usually shown to visitors, but if you’d like to see them, I’ll make an exception.”


  “I’d very much like to!” Telzey said.


  She decided she wasn’t really convinced. New technologies were being developed regularly in other fields—why not in that of Martri puppetry? In any case, she might be able to settle the basic question now. She could try tapping the mind of one, or the other, of the advanced models he’d be showing her, and see how what she found compared with the patterns she’d traced in the mystery woman.


  That plan was promptly discarded again. Ti had opened the door to a large office, and a bigboned young man sitting there at a desk looked up at her as they came in.


  He was a telepath.


  The chance meeting of two telepathic psis normally followed a standard etiquette. If neither was interested in developing the encounter, they gave no sign of knowing the other was a psi. If one was interested, he produced a mental identification. If the other failed to respond, the matter was dropped.


  Neither Telzey nor the young man identified themselves. Ti, however, introduced them. “This is Linden, my secretary and assistant,” he said; and to Linden, “This is Telzey Amberdon, who’s interested in our puppets. I’m letting her see what we have in the vaults at present.”


  Linden, who had come to his feet, bowed and said, “You’d like me to show Miss Amberdon around?”


  “No, I’ll do that,” said Ti. “I’m telling you so you’ll know where I am.”


  That killed the notion of probing one of the puppets in the vaults. Now they’d met, it was too likely that Linden would become aware of any telepathic activity in the vicinity. Until she knew more, she didn’t want to give any hint of her real interest in the puppets. There were other approaches she could use.


  The half hour she spent in the vaults with Ti was otherwise informative. “This one,” he said, “is part of an experiment designed to increase our production speed. Three weeks is still regarded as a quite respectable time in which to turn out a finished puppet. We’ve been able to do a good deal better than that for some while. With these models, starting from scratch and using new hypergrowth processes, we can produce a puppet programmed for fifteen plays in twenty-four hours.” He beamed down at Telzey. “Of course, it’s probably still faulty—it hasn’t been fully tested yet. But we’re on the way! Speed’s sometimes important. Key puppets get damaged, or destroyed, and most of some Martri unit’s schedule may be held up until a replacement can be provided.”


  That night at her home in Orado City, Telzey had an uninvited visitor. She was half asleep when she sensed a cautious mental probe. It brought her instantly and completely awake, but she gave no immediate indication of having noticed anything. It mightn’t be a deliberate intrusion.


  However, it appeared then that it was quite deliberate. The other psi remained cautious. But the probing continued, a not too expert testing of the density of her screens, a search for a weakness in their patterns through which the mind behind them might be scanned or invaded.


  Telzey decided presently she’d waited long enough. She loosened her screens abruptly, sent a psi bolt flashing back along the line of probe. It smacked into another screen. The probe vanished. Somebody somewhere probably had been knocked cold for an hour.


  Telzey lay awake a while, reflecting. She’d had a momentary impression of the personality of the prowler. Linden? It might have been. If so, what had he been after?


  No immediate answer to that.


  II


  There was a permanent Martri stage in Orado City, and Telzey had intended taking in a show there next day—a Martridrama looked like the best opportunity now to get in some discreet study on puppet minds. Her experience with the psi prowler made her decide on a shift in plans. If it had been Wakote Ti’s secretary who’d tried to probe her, then it could be that Ti had some reason to be interested in a telepath who was interested in Martri puppets, and her activities might be coming under observation for a while. Hence she should make anything she did in connection with the puppets as difficult to observe as she could—which included keeping away from the Orado City stage.


  She made some ComWeb inquiries, arrived presently by pop transport shuttle in a town across the continent, where a Martridrama was in progress. She’d changed shuttles several times on the way. There’d been nothing to indicate she was being followed.


  She bought a ticket at the stage, started up a hall toward the auditorium entry—


  She was lying on her back on a couch, in a large room filled with warm sunshine. There was no one else in the room.


  Shock held her immobilized for a moment.


  It wasn’t only that she didn’t know where she was, or how she’d got there. Something about her seemed different, changed, profoundly wrong.


  Realization came abruptly—every trace of psi sense was gone. She tried to reach out mentally into her surroundings, and it was like opening her eyes and still seeing nothing. Panic began to surge up in her then. She lay quiet, holding it off, until her breathing steadied again. Then she sat up on the couch, took inventory of what she could see here. The upper two-thirds of one side of the room was a single great window open on the world outside. Tree crowns were visible beyond it. Behind the trees, a mountain peak reached toward a blue sky. The room was simply furnished with a long table of polished dark wood, some chairs, the low couch on which she sat. The floor was carpeted. Two closed doors were in the wall across from the window.


  Her clothes—white shirt, white shorts, white stockings and moccasins—weren’t the ones she’d been wearing.


  None of that told her much, but meanwhile the threat of panic had withdrawn. She swung around, slid her legs over the edge of the couch. As she stood up, one of the doors opened, and Telzey watched herself walk into the room.


  It jolted her again, but less severely. Take another girl of a size and bone structure close enough to her own, and a facsimile skin, eye tints, a few other touches, could produce an apparent duplicate. There’d be differences, but too minor to be noticeable. She didn’t detect any immediately. The girl was dressed exactly as she was, wore her hair as she wore hers.


  “Hello,” Telzey said, as evenly as she could. “What’s this game about?”


  Her double came up, watching her soberly, stopped a few feet away. “What’s the last thing you remember before you woke up here?” she asked.


  Her voice, too? Quite close to it, at any rate. Telzey said guardedly, “Something like a flash of white light inside my head.”


  The girl nodded. “In Sombedaln.”


  “In Sombedaln. I was in a hall, going toward a door.”


  “You were about thirty feet from that door,” said her double. “And behind it was the Martri auditorium . . . Those are the last things I remember, too. What about psi? Has it been wiped out?”


  Telzey studied her a moment. “Who are you?” she asked.


  The double shrugged. “I don’t know. I feel I’m Telzey Amberdon. But if I weren’t, I might still feel that.”


  “If you’re Telzey, who am I?” Telzey said.


  “Let’s sit down,” the double said. “I’ve been awake half an hour, and I’ve been told a few things. They hit me pretty hard. They’ll probably hit you pretty hard.”


  They sat down on the edge of the couch. The double went on. “There’s no way we could prove right now that I’m the real Telzey. But there might be a way we can prove that you are, and I’m not.”


  “How?”


  “Psi,” said the double. “Telzey used it. I can’t use it now. I can’t touch it. Nothing happens. If you—”


  “I can’t either,” Telzey said.


  The double drew a sighing breath.


  “Then we don’t know,” she said. “What I’ve been told is that one of us is Telzey and the other is a Martri copy who thinks she’s Telzey. A puppet called Gaziel. It was grown during the last two days like other puppets are grown, but it was engineered to turn into an exact duplicate of Telzey as she is now. It has her memories. It has her personality. They were programmed into it. So it feels it’s Telzey.”


  Telzey said, after some seconds, “Ti?”


  “Yes There’s probably no one else around who could have done it.”


  “No, I guess not. Why did he do it?”


  “He said he’d tell us that at lunch. He was still talking to me when he saw in a screen that you’d come awake, and sent me down here to tell you what had happened.”


  “So he’s been watching?” Telzey said.


  The double nodded. “He wanted to observe your reactions.”


  “As to which of you is Telzey,” said Ti, “and which is Gaziel, that’s something I don’t intend to let you know for a while!” He smiled engagingly across the lunch table at them. “Theoretically, of course, it would be quite possible that you’re both puppets and that the original Telzey is somebody else. However, we want to have some temporary way of identifying you two as individuals.”


  He pulled a ring from his finger, put both hands under the table level, brought them to view again as fists. “You,” he said to Telzey, “will guess which hand is holding the ring. If you guess correctly, you’ll be referred to as Telzey for the time being, and you,” he added to the double, “as Gaziel. Agreed?”


  They nodded. “Left,” Telzey said.


  “Left it is!” said Ti, beaming at her, as he opened his hand and revealed the ring. He put it back on his finger, inquired of Linden, who made a fourth at the table, “Do you think she might have cheated by using psi?”


  Linden glowered, said nothing.


  Ti laughed. “Linden isn’t fond of Telzey at present,” he remarked. “Did you know you knocked him out for almost two hours when he tried to investigate your mind?”


  “I thought that might have happened,” said Gaziel.


  “He’d like to make you pay for it,” said Ti. “So watch yourselves, little dears, or I may tell him to go ahead. Now as to your future—Telzey’s absence hasn’t been discovered yet. When it is, a well-laid trail will lead off Orado somewhere else, and it will seem she’s disappeared there under circumstances suggesting she’s no longer alive. I intend, you see, to keep her indefinitely.”


  “Why?” Telzey asked.


  “She noticed something,” said Ti. “It wouldn’t have seemed too important if Linden hadn’t found out she was a telepath.”


  “Then that was your puppet I saw?” Gaziel said. She glanced over at Telzey, added, “That one of us—Telzey—saw.”


  “That we saw,” Telzey said. “That will be simplest for now.”


  Ti smiled. “You live up to my expectations! . . . Yes, it was my puppet. We needn’t go further into that matter at present. As a telepath and with her curiosities aroused, Telzey might have become a serious problem, and I decided at once to collect her rather than follow the simpler route of having her eliminated. I had her background checked out, which confirmed the favorable opinions I’d formed during our discussion. She should make a most satisfactory subject. Within the past hour, she’s revealed another very valuable quality.”


  “What’s that?” Telzey said.


  “Stability,” Ti told her. “For some time, I’ve been interested in psis in my work, and with Linden’s help I’ve been able to secure several of them before this.” He shook his head. “They were generally poor material. Some couldn’t even sustain the effect of realizing I had created an exact duplicate of them. They collapsed into uselessness. So, of course, did the duplicates. But look at you two! You adjusted immediately to the situation, have eaten with every indication of a good appetite, and are no doubt already preparing schemes to get away from old Ti.”


  Telzey said, “Just what is the situation? What are you planning to do with us?”


  Ti smiled at her. “That will develop presently. There’s no hurry about it.”


  “Another question,” said Gaziel. “What difference does it make that Telzey’s a psi when you’ve knocked out her psi ability?”


  “Oh, that’s not an irreversible condition,” Ti informed her. “The ability will return. It’s necessary to keep it repressed until I’ve learned how to harness it, so to speak.”


  “It will show up in the duplicate, too, not just in the original?” Gaziel asked.


  Ti gave her an approving look. “Precisely one of the points I wish to establish! My puppets go out on various errands for me. Consider how valuable puppet agents with Telzey’s psi talent could be—a rather formidable talent, as Linden here can attest!”


  He pushed himself back from the table. “I’ve enjoyed your questions, but I have work to take care of now. For the moment, this must be enough. Stroll about and look over your new surroundings. You’re on my private island. Two-thirds of it is an almost untouched wilderness. The remaining third is a cultivated estate, walled off from the forest beyond. You’re restricted to the estate. If you tried to escape into the forest, you’d be recaptured. There are penalties for disobedience, but more importantly, the forest is the habitat of puppet extravaganzas—experimental fancies you wouldn’t care to encounter! You’re free to go where you like on the estate. The places I wouldn’t wish you to investigate at present are outside your reach.”


  “They have some way of knowing which of us is which, of course,” Gaziel remarked from behind Telzey. They were threading their way through tall flowering shrubbery on the estate grounds.


  “It would be a waste of time trying to find out what it is, though,” Telzey said.


  Gaziel agreed. The Martri duplicate might be marked in a number of ways detectable by instruments but not by human senses. “Would it disturb you very much if it turned out you weren’t the original?” she said.


  Telzey glanced back at her. “I’m sure it would,” she said soberly. “You?”


  Gaziel nodded. “I haven’t thought about it too much, but it seems there’s always been the feeling that I’m part of something that’s been there a long, long time. It wouldn’t be at all good to find out now that it was a false feeling—that I was only myself, with nothing behind me.”


  “And somebody who wasn’t even there in any form a short while ago,” Telzey added. “It couldn’t help being disturbing! But that’s what one of us is going to find out eventually. And, as Ti mentioned, we may both be duplicates. You know, our minds do seem to work identically—almost.”


  “Almost,” said Gaziel. “They must have started becoming different minds as soon as we woke up. But it should be a while before the differences become too significant.”


  “That’s something to remember,” Telzey said.


  They emerged from the flower thicket, saw the mountain again in the distance, looming above the trees. It rose at the far tip of the island, in the forest area. The cultivated estate seemed to cover a great deal of ground. When they’d started out from a side door of the round gleaming-white building which stood approximately at its center, they couldn’t see to the ends of it anywhere because groups of trees blocked the view in all directions. But they could see the mountain and had started off toward it.


  If they kept on toward it, they would reach the wall which bordered the estate—


  “There’s one thing,” Telzey said. “We can’t ever be sure here whether Ti or somebody else isn’t listening to what we say.”


  Gaziel nodded. “We’ll have to take a chance on that.”


  “Right,” Telzey said. “We wouldn’t get very far if we stuck to sign language or counting on thinking the same way about everything.”


  They came to the estate wall ten minutes later. It was a wall designed to discourage, at first glance, any notions of climbing over it. Made of the same gleaming material as the central building, its smooth unbroken surface stretched up a good thirty-five feet above the ground. It curved away out of sight behind trees in either direction; but none of the trees they saw stood within a hundred feet of the wall. They turned left along it. Either there was a gate somewhere, or aircars were used to reach the forest.


  They came to a gateway presently. Faint vehicle tracks in the grass led up to it from various directions. It was closed by a slab set into the wall, which appeared to be a sliding door. They could find no indication of a lock or other mechanism.


  “Might be operated from the house.”


  It might be. In any case, the gateway seemed to be in regular use. They sat down on the grass some distance away to wait. And they’d hardly settled themselves when the door slab drew silently back into the wall. A small enclosed ground vehicle came through; and the slab sealed the gateway again. The vehicle moved on a few yards, stopped. They hadn’t been able to see who was inside, but now a small door opened near the front end. Linden stepped out and started toward them, scowling. They got warily to their feet.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked as he came up.


  “Looking around generally like Ti told us to,” said Gaziel.


  “He didn’t tell you to sit here watching the gate, did he?”


  “No,” Telzey said. “But he didn’t say not to.”


  “Well, I’m telling you not to,” Linden said. “Move on! Don’t let me find you around here again.”


  They moved on. When they glanced back presently, the vehicle had disappeared.


  “That man really doesn’t like us,” Gaziel remarked thoughtfully.


  “No, he doesn’t,” Telzey said. “Let’s climb a tree and have a look at the forest.”


  They picked a suitable tree, went up it until they were above the level of the wall and could see beyond it. A paved road wound away from the area of the gate toward the mountain. That part of the island seemed to be almost covered with a dense stand of tropical trees; but, as on this side, no trees grew very close to the wall. They noticed no signs of animal life except for a few small fliers. Nor of what might be Ti’s experimental Martri life.


  Telzey said, “The gate controls are probably inside the cars they use when they go out there.”


  “Uh-huh—and the car Linden was in was armored.” Gaziel had turned to study the surrounding stretches of the estate from their vantage point. “Look over there!”


  Telzey looked. “Gardening squad,” she said after a moment. “Maybe we can find out something from them.”


  III


  A flotilla of sixteen flat machines was gliding about purposefully a few inches above the lawns among the trees. An operator sat on each, manipulating controls. Two men on foot spoke now and then into communicators, evidently directing the work.


  Gaziel nodded. “Watch that one!”


  They’d approached with some caution, keeping behind trees for the most part, and hadn’t yet been observed. But now one of the machines was coming in directly from the side toward the tree behind which they stood. The operator should be able to see them, but he was paying them no attention.


  They studied him in uneasy speculation. There was nothing wrong about his motions; it was his expression. The eyes shifted around, but everything else seemed limply dead. The jaw hung half open; the lips drooped; the cheeks sagged. The machine came up almost to the tree, turned at a right angle, started off on another course.


  Telzey said softly, “The other operators seem to be in about the same condition—whatever it is. But the supervisors look all right. Let’s see if they’ll talk.”


  They stepped out from behind the tree, started toward the closer of the two men on foot. He caught sight of them, whistled to draw his companion’s attention.


  “Well,” he said, grinning amiably as they came up. “Dr. Ti’s new guests, aren’t you?” His gaze shifted between them. “And, uh, twin. Which is the human one?”


  The other man, a big broad-shouldered fellow, joined them. Telzey shrugged. “We don’t know.” The men stared. “Can’t you tell?” the big one demanded.


  “No,” said Gaziel. “We both feel we’re human.” She added, “From what Dr. Ti told us, you mightn’t be real people either and you wouldn’t know it.”


  The two looked at each other and laughed.


  “Not likely!” the big man said. “A wirehead doesn’t have a bank account.”


  “You do? Outside?” Gaziel said.


  “Uh-huh. A healthy one. My name’s Remiol, by the way. The little runt’s Eshan.”


  “We’re Telzey and Gaziel,” said Telzey. “And maybe you could make those bank accounts a lot healthier.”


  They looked at her, then shook their heads decidedly.


  “We’re not helping you get away, if that’s what you mean,” Remiol said. Eshan added, “There’d be no way of doing it if he wanted to. You kids just forget about that and settle down! This isn’t a bad place if you keep out of trouble.”


  “You wouldn’t have to help us get away exactly,” Telzey said. “How often do you go to the mainland?”


  There was a sudden momentary vagueness in their expressions which made her skin prickle.


  “Well,” Remiol said, frowning and speaking slowly as if he had some difficulty finding the words, “about as often as we feel like it, I’d say. I . . .” He hesitated, gave Eshan a puzzled look.


  “You could take out a message,” Gaziel said, watching him.


  “Forget it!” said Eshan, who seemed unaware of anything unusual in Remiol’s behavior. “We work for Dr. Ti. The pay’s great and the life’s easy. We aren’t going to spoil that setup!”


  “All right,” Telzey said after a moment. “If you don’t want to help us, maybe you won’t mind telling us what the setup is.”


  “Wouldn’t mind at all!” said Remiol, appearing to return abruptly to normal. He gave Telzey a friendly grin. “If Dr. Ti didn’t want us to talk to you, we’d have been told. He’s a good boss—you know where you are with him. Eshan, give the wireheads a food break and let’s sit down with the girls.”


  They sat down in the grass together. Gaziel indicated the machine operators with a hand motion. “You call them wireheads. They aren’t humans but a sort of Martri work robot?”


  “Not work robots,” Remiol said. “Dr. Ti doesn’t bother with those. These are regular puppets—maybe defectives, or some experiment, or just drama puppets who’ve played a few roles too many. When they get like this, they don’t last more’n a year—then back they go to the stuff they grow them from. Meanwhile they’re still plenty good for this kind of work.”


  “Might be a few real humans among them,” Eshan said reflectively, looking over at the operators. “After a while, you don’t think about it much—they’re all programmed anyway.”


  “How do real humans get to be in that kind of shape?” Gaziel said.


  The men shrugged. “Some experiment again,” said Remiol. “A lot of important research going on in the big building here.”


  Telzey said, “How did you know one of us was a wirehead?”


  “One of the lab workers told us,” said Eshan. “She said Dr. Ti was mighty happy with the results. Some of his other twinning projects hadn’t turned out so well.”


  Remiol winked at Telzey. “This one turned out perfect!”


  She smiled. “You ever been on the other side of the wall?”


  They had. Evidently, it was as unhealthy as Ti had indicated to go there unless one was in one of the small fleet of armored and armed vehicles designed for the purpose. The only really safe place on the forest side was a small control fort on the slope of the mountain, and that came under occasional attack. Eshan and Remiol described some of the Martri creations they’d seen.


  “Why does Dr. Ti keep them around?” Gaziel asked.


  “Uses them sometimes in the Martridramas he puts on here,” said Remiol.


  “And wait till you’ve seen one of those!” said Eshan. “That’s real excitement! You don’t see shows like that anywhere else.”


  “Otherwise,” Remiol said, speaking of the forest puppets, “I guess it’s research again. I worried at first about one of them coming over the wall. But it’s never happened.”


  “Well, well!” said Ti. “Having a friendly gossip?”


  He’d come floating out of a grove of trees on a hoverdisk and stopped a few feet away, holding the guide rail in his large hands.


  “Hope you don’t mind, Doctor,” Remiol said. He and Eshan had got to their feet as Ti approached.


  Ti smiled. “Mind? Not in the least. I’m greatly pleased that the new members of our little community have begun to make acquaintances so quickly. However, now we’ll all be getting back to work, eh? Telzey and Gaziel, you can stand up here with me and we’ll return to the house together.”


  They stepped up on the disk beside him, and it swung gently around and floated away, while the gardening machines lifted from the ground and began to reform into their interrupted work patterns.


  “Fine fellows, those two!” said Ti, beaming down at Gaziel and Telzey. “They don’t believe in overexerting themselves, of course. But then that isn’t necessary here, and I prefer a relaxed and agreeable atmosphere around me.”


  Telzey said, “I understand it’s sometimes rather exciting, too.”


  Ti chuckled. “That provides the counterpoint—the mental and emotional stimulus of the Martridrama! I need both. I’m always at my best here on the island! A room has been prepared for you two. You’ll be shown there, and I’ll come shortly to introduce you to some of the more interesting sections of our establishment.”


  The groundcar Linden had been operating stood near the side door Telzey and Gaziel had used when they left the building. The hoverdisk went gliding past it to the door which opened as they approached, and into the building. In the hall beyond, it settled to the floor. They stepped down from it.


  “Why, Challis!” said Ti heartily, gazing past Telzey. “What a pleasant surprise to see you back!”


  Telzey and Gaziel looked around. A pale slender woman with light-blue hair was coming across the hall toward them.


  “This is my dear wife,” Ti told them. He was smiling, but it seemed to Telzey that his face had lost some of its ruddy color. “She’s been absent from the island for some time. I didn’t know she was returning . . .” He turned to Challis as she came up. “These are two very promising recruits, Challis. You’ll be interested in hearing about my plans for them.”


  Challis looked over at them with an expression which was neither friendly nor unfriendly. It might have been speculative. She had pale-gray eyes and delicately beautiful features. She nodded slightly; and something stirred eerily in Telzey’s mind.


  Ti said, “I’ll send someone to show you two to your room.” He took Challis by the arm. “Come, my dear! I must hear what you’ve been doing.”


  He went off toward a door leading from the hall, Challis moving with supple ease beside him. As the door closed on the pair, Telzey glanced at Gaziel.


  Gaziel said blandly, “You know, Ti’s wife reminds me of someone. But I simply can’t remember who it is.”


  So she’d noticed it, too—the general similarity in appearance and motion between Challis and the auburn-haired puppet who’d come walking along the restaurant terrace in Orado City . . .


  A brisk elderly woman appeared a few minutes later. She led them to a sizable room two building levels above the hall, showed them what it contained, including a wardrobe filled with clothing made to their measurements, and departed after telling them to get dressed and wait here for Dr. Ti.


  They selected other clothes, put them on. They were the sort of thing Telzey might have bought for herself and evidently had been chosen with considerable care. They opened the door then and looked out. No one was in sight. They went quickly and quietly back downstairs to the entrance hall.


  Linden’s armored car still stood where they had seen it. There was no one in sight here either. They went over to the car. It took only a moment to establish that its two doors were locked, and that the locks were of the mechanical type.


  They returned hurriedly to their room.


  IV


  “Here,” said Ti, “you see my current pool of human research material.”


  They were on an underground level of the central building, though the appearance of the area didn’t suggest it. It was a large garden, enclosed by five-story building fronts. Above was a milky skylight. Approximately a hundred people were in sight in the garden and on the building galleries. Most of them were young adults. There were few children, fewer of the middle-aged, no oldsters at all. They were well-dressed, well-groomed; their faces were placid. They sat, stood, moved unhurriedly about, singly and in groups. Some talked; some were silent. The voices were low, the gestures leisurely.


  “They’re controlled by your Martri computer?” Telzey asked.


  Ti nodded. “They’ve all been programmed, though to widely varying degrees. Since they’re not being used at the moment, what you see is a random phase of the standard nonsleeping activity of each of them. But notice the group of five at the fountain! They’ve cued one another again into the identical discussion they’ve had possibly a thousand times before. We can vary the activity, of course, or reprogram a subject completely. I may put a few of them through their paces for you a little later.”


  “What’s the purpose of doing this to them?” said Gaziel.


  Ti said, “These are converging lines of study. On the one hand, as you’re aware, I’m trying to see how close I can come to turning a Martri puppet into a fully functioning human being. On the other hand, I’m trying to complete the process of turning a human being into a Martri puppet, or into an entity that is indistinguishable from one. The same thing, of course, could be attempted at less highly evolved life levels. But using the human species is more interesting and has definite advantages—quite aside from the one that it’s around in abundance, so there’s no problem of picking up as much research material as I need, or of the type I happen to want.”


  “Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?” Gaziel said.


  Ti smiled. “No. I’m quite careful. Every day, an amazing number of people in the Hub disappear, for many reasons. My private depredations don’t affect the overall statistics.”


  Telzey said, “And after you’ve done it—after you’ve proved you can turn people into puppets and puppets into people—what are you going to do?”


  Ti patted her shoulder. “That, my dear, needn’t concern you at present. However, I do have some very interesting plans.”


  Gaziel looked up at him. “Is this where the one of us who’s the original Telzey will go?”


  “No,” Ti said. “By no means. To consign her to the research pool would be inexcusably wasteful. Telzey, if matters work out satisfactorily, will become my assistant.”


  “In what way?”


  “That woman puppet you were so curious about—you tried to investigate its mind, didn’t you?” Gaziel hesitated an instant.


  “Yes.”


  “What did you find?”


  “Not too much. It got away from me too quickly. But it seemed to me that it had no sense of personal existence. It was there. But it was a nothing that did things.”


  “Did you learn what it was doing?”


  “No.”


  Ti rubbed his jaw. “I’m not sure I believe that,” he remarked thoughtfully. “But it makes no difference now. I have a number of such puppet agents. Obviously, a puppet which is to be employed in that manner should never be developed from one of the types that are in public dramatic use. That it happened in this case was a serious error; and the error was Linden’s. I was very much annoyed with him. However, your ability to look into its mind is a demonstration of Telzey’s potential value. Linden, as far as I can judge the matter, is a fairly capable telepath. But puppet minds are an almost complete blur to him, and when it comes to investigating human minds in the minute detail I would often prefer, he hasn’t been too satisfactory. Aside from that, of course, he has many other time-absorbing duties.


  “We already know that Telzey is a more capable telepath than Linden in at least two respects. When her psi functions have been restored, she should become extremely useful.” Ti waved his hand about. “Consider these people! The degree of individual awareness they retain varies, depending on the extent and depth of the programming they’ve undergone. In some, it’s not difficult to discern. In others, it’s become almost impossible by present methods. That would be one of Telzey’s tasks. She should find the work interesting enough.”


  “She’ll be a wirehead?” Telzey said.


  “Oh, yes, you’ll both be programmed,” Ti told her. “I could hardly count on your full collaboration otherwise, could I? But it’ll be delicate work. Our previous experiments have indicated that programming psi minds presents special difficulties in any case, and I want to be quite sure that nothing goes wrong here. Your self-awareness shouldn’t be affected for one thing.” He smiled. “I believe I’ve come close to solving those problems. We’ll see presently.”


  Telzey said, “What do you have in mind for the one who isn’t Telzey?”


  “Ah! Gaziel!” Ti’s eyes sparkled. “I’m fascinated by the possibilities there! The question is whether our duplication processes have brought on the duplication of the original psi potential. There was no way of testing indirectly for that, but we should soon know. If they have, Gaziel will have become the first Martri psi. In any case, my dears, you can rest assured, whichever you may be, that each of you is as valued by me as the other and will be as carefully handled. I realize that you aren’t reconciled to the situation, but that will come in time.”


  Telzey looked at him. Part lies, part truth. He’d handle them carefully, all right. Very carefully. They had value. And he’d weave, if they couldn’t prevent it, a tightening net of compulsions about them they’d never escape undestroyed. What self-awareness they’d have left finally might be on the level of that of his gardening supervisors . . .


  “Eshan and Remiol are wireheads, too, aren’t they?” she said.


  Ti nodded. “Aside from Linden and myself and at present you two, everyone on the island is—to use that loose expression—a wirehead.


  I have over a hundred and fifty human employees here, and, like the two with whom you spoke, they’re all loyal, contented people.”


  “But they don’t have big bank accounts outside and aren’t allowed off the island by themselves?” Telzey said.


  Ti’s eyebrows lifted.


  “Certainly not!” he said. “Those are pleasant illusions they maintain. There are too many sharp inquiring minds out there to risk arrangements like that. Besides, while I have a great deal of money, I also have a great many uses for it. Why should I go to unnecessary expense?”


  “We didn’t really think you had,” Gaziel said.


  “And now,” said Ti, stopping before a small door, “you are about to enjoy a privilege granted to none other of our employees! Behind this door is the brain and nerve center of Ti’s Island—the Dramateer Room of the Martri computer.” He took out two keys, held their tips to two points on the door’s surface. After a moment, the keys sank slowly into the door. Ti twisted them in turn, withdrew them. The door—a thick ponderous door—swung slowly into the room beyond. Ti motioned Telzey and Gaziel inside, followed them through.


  “We’re now within the computer,” he said, “and this room, like the entire section, is heavily shielded. Not that we expect trouble. Only Linden and I have access here. No one else even knows where the Dramateer Room is. As my assistants-to-be, however, you should be introduced to it.”


  The room wasn’t large. It was long, narrow, low-ceilinged. At the end nearest the door was a sunken control complex with two seats. Ti tapped the wall. “The computer extends downward for three levels from here. I don’t imagine you’ve been behind a Martri stage before?”


  They shook their heads.


  “A good deal of mystery is made of it,” Ti said. “But the difficulty lies in the basic programming of the computer. That takes a master! If anything at all is botched, the machine never quite recovers. Few Martri computers in existence might be said to approach perfection. This one comes perhaps closest to it, though it must operate on a much wider scale than any other built so far.”


  “You programmed it?” Telzey asked.


  Ti looked surprised. “Of course! Who else could have been entrusted with it? It demanded the utmost of my skills and discernment. But as for the handling of the computer—the work of the dramateer—that isn’t really complicated at all. Linden lacks genius but is technically almost as accomplished at it as I am. You two probably will be able to operate the computer efficiently and to direct Martridramas within a few months. After you’ve been here a year, I expect to find you composing your own dramas.”


  He stepped down into the control complex, settled into one of the seats, took a brimless cap of wire mesh from a recess and fitted it over his head. “A dramateer cap,” he said. “It’s not used here, but few dramas are directed from here. Our Martri Stage covers the entire island and the body of water immediately surrounding it, and usually Linden and I prefer to be members of the audience. You’re aware that the computer has the capability of modifying a drama while it’s being enacted. On occasion, such a modification could endanger the audience. When it happens, the caps enable us to override the computer. That’s almost their only purpose.”


  “How does it work?” Gaziel asked.


  Ti tapped the top of his head. “Through microcontacts in my skull,” he said. “The dramateer usually verbalizes instructions, but it’s not necessary. The thought, if precise enough, is sufficient. It’s interesting that no one knows what makes that possible.”


  He indicated the wall at the far end of the room with a nod. “A check screen. I’ll show you a few of the forest puppets.”


  His hands flicked with practiced quickness about the controls, and a view appeared in the screen—a squat low building with sloping walls, standing in a wide clearing among trees. That must be the control fort Remiol and Eshan had talked about.


  The screen flickered. Telzey felt a pang in the center of her forehead. It faded, returned. She frowned. She almost never got headaches . . .


  Image in the screen—heavily built creature digging in the ground with clawed feet. Gaziel watched Ti, lips slightly parted, blue eyes intent. Ti talking: “. . . No precise natural counterpart but we’ve given it a viable metabolism and, if you will, viable instincts. It’s programmed to nourish itself, and does. Weight over two tons—”


  The pain—a rather mild pain—in Telzey’s head shifted to her temples. It might be an indication of something other than present tensions.


  An inexperienced or clumsy attempt by a telepath to probe a resistant human mind could produce reactions which in turn produced the symptom of a moderately aching head.


  And Linden was a clumsy psi.


  It could be the human original he was trying to probe, Telzey thought, but it could as well be the Martri copy, whose head presumably would ache identically. Linden might be playing his own game—attempting to establish secret control over Ti’s new tools before he had normal psi defenses to contend with . . . Whichever she was, that could be a mistake! If she was resisting the attempt, then some buried psi part of her of which she hadn’t been conscious was active—and was now being stimulated by use.


  Let him keep on probing! It couldn’t harm at all . . .


  “What do you think of that beauty?” Ti asked her with a benign smile.


  A new thing in the screen. A thing that moved like a thick sheet of slowly flowing yellowish oil along the ground between the trees. Two dark eyes bulged from the forward end. Telzey cleared her throat. “Sort of repulsive,” she remarked.


  “Yes, and far from harmless. Hunger is programmed into it, and it’s no vegetarian. If we allowed it to satisfy its urges indiscriminately, there’d be a constant need to replenish the forest fauna. I’ll impel it now into an attack on the fort.”


  The following mass abruptly shifted direction and picked up speed. Ti tracked it through the forest for a minute or two, then flicked the screen back to a view of the fort. Moments later, the glider came out into the clearing, front end raised, a fanged, oddly glassylooking mouth gaping wide at its tip. It slapped itself against the side of the fort. Gaziel said, “Could it get in?”


  Ti chuckled comfortably. “Yes, indeed! It can compress itself almost to paper thinness, and if permitted, it would soon locate the gun slits and enter through one of them. But the fort’s well armed. When one of our self-sustaining monsters threatens to slip from computer control, the fort is manned and the rogue is directed, or lured, into attacking it. The guns will destroy any of them, though it takes a good deal longer to do than if they were natural animals of comparable size.” He smiled. “For them, too, I have plans, though those plans are still far from fruition.”


  He shut off the screen, turned down a number of switches and got out of the control chair. “We’re putting on a full Martridrama after dinner tonight, in honor of your appearance among us,” he told them. “Perhaps you’d like to select one you think you’d enjoy seeing. If you’ll come down here, I’ll show you how to scan through samples of our repertoire.”


  They stepped down into the pit, took the console seats. Ti explained the controls, moved back and stood watching their faces as they began to scan. Telzey and Gaziel kept their eyes fixed on the small screens before them, studied each drama sample produced briefly, went on to the next. Several minutes passed in silence, broken only by an intermittent muted whisper of puppet voices from the screens. Finally Ti asked blandly, “Have you found something you’d like?”


  Telzey shrugged. “It all seems as if it might be interesting enough,” she said. “But it’s difficult to tell much from these samples.” She glanced at Gaziel. “What do you think?”


  Gaziel, smooth face expressionless, said, “Why don’t you pick one out, Ti? You’d make a better selection than we could.”


  Ti showed even white teeth in an irritated smile.


  “You aren’t easy to unsettle!” he said. “Very well, I’ll choose one. One of my favorites to which I’ve added a few twists since showing it last.” He looked at his watch. “You’ve seen enough for today. Run along and entertain yourselves! Dinner will be in three hours. It will be a formal one, and we’ll have company, so I want to see you come beautifully gowned and styled. Do you know your way back to your room from here?” They said they did, followed him out of the Dramateer Room, watched as he scaled and locked the door. Then they started back to their room. As they turned into a passage on the next level up, they checked, startled.


  V


  The blue-haired woman Ti had called Challis stood motionless thirty feet away, looking at them. Pale eyes, pale face . . . The skin of Telzey’s back began to crawl. Perhaps it was only the unexpectedness of the encounter, but she remembered how Ti had lost color when Challis first appeared; and the thought came that she might feel this way if she suddenly saw a ghost and knew what it was.


  Challis lifted a hand now, beckoned to them. They started hesitantly forward. She turned aside as they came up, went to an open door and through it. They glanced at each other.


  “I think we’d better see what she wants,” Telzey said quietly.


  Gaziel nodded, looking quite as reluctant about it as Telzey felt. “Probably.”


  They went to the door. A narrow dim-lit corridor led off it. Challis was walking up the corridor, some distance away. They exchanged glances again.


  “Let’s go.”


  They slipped into the corridor, started after Challis. The door closed silently behind them. They came out, after several corridor turns, into a low wide room, quite bare—the interior of a box. Diffused light poured from floor, ceiling, the four walls. The surfaces looked like highly polished metal but cast no reflections.


  “Nothing reaches here,” Challis said to them. “We can talk.” She had a low musical voice which at first didn’t seem to match her appearance, then did. “Don’t be alarmed by me. I came here only to talk to you.”


  They looked at her a moment. “Where did you come from?” Gaziel asked.


  “From inside.”


  “Inside?”


  “Inside the machine. I’m usually there, or seem to be. I don’t really give much attention to it. Now and then—not often, I believe—I’m told to come out.”


  “Who tells you to come out?” Telzey said carefully.


  Challis looked at her.


  “The minds,” she said. “The machine thinks on many levels. Thinking forms minds. We didn’t plan that. It developed. They’re there; they do their work. That’s the way they feel it should be. You understand?”


  They nodded hesitantly.


  “He knows they’re there,” Challis said. “He sees the indications. He can affect some of them. Many more are inaccessible to him at present, but it’s been noted that he’s again modified and extended the duplicative processes. He’s done things that are quite new, and now he’s brought in the new model who is one of you. The model’s been analyzed and it was found that it incorporates a quality through which he should be able to gain access to any of the minds in the machine. That’s not wanted. If the duplicate made of the model—the other of you—has the same quality, that’s wanted even less. If it’s been duplicated once, it can be duplicated many times. And he will duplicate it many times. It’s not his way to make limited use of a successful model. He’ll make duplicates enough to control every mind in the machine.”


  “We don’t want that,” Gaziel said.


  Challis’s eyes shifted to her.


  “It won’t happen,” she said, “if he’s unable to use either of you for his purpose. It’s known that you have high resistive levels to programming, but it’s questionable whether you can maintain those levels indefinitely. Therefore the model and its duplicate should remove themselves permanently from the area of the machine. That’s the logical and most satisfactory solution.”


  Telzey glanced at Gaziel. “We’d very much like to do it,” she said. “Can you help us get off the island?”


  Challis frowned.


  “I suppose there’s a way to get off the island,” she said slowly. “I remember other places.”


  “Do you remember where they keep the aircars here?” said Gaziel.


  “Aircars?” Challis repeated. She looked thoughtful. “Yes, he has aircars. They’re somewhere in the structure. However, if the model and the duplicate aren’t able to leave the area, they should destroy themselves. The minds will provide you with opportunities for self-destruction. If you fail, direct procedures will be developed to delete you.”


  Telzey said after a moment, “But they won’t help us get off the island?”


  Challis shook her head. “The island is the Martri stage. Things come to it; things leave it. I remember other places. Therefore, there should be a way off it. The way isn’t known. The minds can’t help you in that.”


  “The aircars—


  “There are aircars somewhere in the structure. Their exact location isn’t known.”


  Telzey said, “There’s still another solution.”


  “What?”


  “The minds could delete him instead.”


  “No, that’s not a solution,” said Challis. “He’s essential in the maintenance of the universe of the machine. He can’t be deleted.”


  “Who are you?” Gaziel asked.


  Challis looked at her.


  “I seem to be Challis. But when I think about it, as I’m doing at this moment, it seems it can’t be. Challis knew many things I don’t know. She helped him in the design of the machine. Her puppet designs were better than his own, though he’s learned much more now than she ever knew. And she was one of our most successful models herself. Many puppet lines were her copies, modified in various ways.”


  She paused reflectively.


  “Something must have happened to Challis,” she told them. “She isn’t there now, except as I seem to be her. I’m patterns of some of her copies in the machine, and no longer accessible to him. He’s tried to delete me, but minds always deflect the deletion instructions while indicating they’ve been carried out. Now and then, as happened here, they make another copy of her in the vats, and I’m programmed to it and told what to do. That’s disturbing to him.”


  Challis was silent for a moment again. Then she added, “It appears I’ve given you the message. Go back the way you came. Avoid doing what he intends you to do. If you can deactivate the override system, do it. When you have the opportunity. leave the area or destroy yourselves. Either solution will be satisfactory.”


  She turned away and started off across the glowing floor.


  “Challis,” said Gaziel.


  Challis looked back.


  “Do the minds know which of us two is the model?” Gaziel asked.


  “That’s of no concern to them now,” said Challis.


  She went on. They looked after her, at each other, turned back toward the corridor. Telzey’s head still ached mildly. It continued to ache off and on for another hour. Then that stopped. She didn’t mention it to Gaziel.


  There were thirty-six people at dinner, most of them island employees. Telzey and Gaziel were introduced. No mention was made of a puppet double, and no one commented on their identical appearance, though there might have been a good deal of silent speculation. Telzey gathered from her table companions that they regarded themselves as highly privileged to be here and to be working for Dr. Ti. They were ardent Martriphiles and spoke of Ti’s genius in reverent terms. Once she noticed Linden watching her from the other end of the table. She gave him a pleasant smile, and he looked away, expression unchanged.


  Shortly after dinner, the group left the building by the main entrance. Something waited for them outside—a shell-like device, a miniature auditorium with curved rows of comfortable chairs. They found their places, Telzey sitting beside Gaziel, and the shell lifted into the air and went floating away across the estate. Night had come by then. The familiar magic of the starblaze hung above the island. White globe lights shone here and there among the trees. The shell drifted down presently to a point where the estate touched a narrow bay of the sea. and became stationary twenty feet above the ground. Ti and Linden, seated at opposite ends of the shell, took out override caps and fitted the woven mesh over their heads.


  There was a single deep bell note. The anticipatory murmur of talk about Telzey and Gaziel ended abruptly. The starblaze dimmed out, and stillness closed about them. All light faded.


  Then—a curtain shifting again—they looked out at the shore of a tossing sea, a great sun lifting above the horizon, and the white sails of a tall ship sweeping in toward them out of history. There was a sound in the air that was roar of sea and wail of wind and a wild and splendid music.


  Ti’s Martridrama had begun.


  “I liked the first act,” Telzey said judiciously.


  “But the rest I’d sooner not have seen,” said Gaziel.


  Ti looked at them. The others of his emotionally depleted audience had gone off to wherever their quarters in the complex were. “Well, it takes time to develop a Martriphile,” he observed mildly.


  They nodded.


  “I guess that’s it,” Telzey said.


  They went to their room, got into their beds. Telzey lay awake a while, looking out through the big open window at tree branches stirring under the starblaze. There was a clean salt sea smell and night coolness on the breeze. She heard dim sounds in the distance. She shivered for a moment under the covers.


  The Martridrama had been horrible. Ti played horrible games.


  A throbbing set in at her temples. Linden was working late. This time, it lasted only about twenty minutes.


  She slept.


  She came awake again. Gaziel was sitting up in bed on the other side of the room. They looked at each other silently and without moving in the shadowed dimness.


  A faint music had begun somewhere. It might be coming out of the walls of the room, or from beyond the window. They couldn’t tell. But it was music they’d heard earlier that night, in the final part of the Martridrama. It swelled gradually, and the view outside the window began to blur, dimmed out by slow pulsing waves of cold drama light which spilled into the room and washed over the floor. A cluster of vague images flickered over the walls, then another.


  They edged out of bed, met in the center of the room. For an instant, the floor trembled beneath them.


  Telzey whispered unsteadily, “I guess Ti’s putting us on stage!”


  Gaziel gave her a look which said, We’ll hope it’s just Ti! “Let’s see if we can get out of this.”


  They backed off toward the door. Telzey caught the knob, twisted, tugged. The knob seemed suddenly to melt in her hand.


  “Over there!” Gaziel whispered.


  There was blackness beyond the window now. A blackness which shifted and stirred. The outlines of the room were moving, began to flow giddily about them. Then it was no longer the room.


  They stood on the path of a twisting ravine, lit fitfully by reddish flames lifting out of the rocks here and there, leaping over the ground and vanishing again. The upper part of the ravine was lost in shadows which seemed to press down closely on it. On either side of the path, drawn back from it only a little, was unquiet motion, a suggestion of shapes, outlines, which appeared to be never quite the same, or in the same place, from moment to moment.


  They looked back. Something squat and black was walking up the path toward them, its outlines wavering here and there as if it were composed of dense smoke. They turned away from it, started along the path. It was wide enough to let them walk side by side, but not much wider.


  Gaziel breathed, “I wish Ti hadn’t picked this one!”


  Telzey was wishing it, too. Perhaps they were in no real danger. Ti certainly shouldn’t be willing to waste them if they made a mistake. But they’d seen Martridrama puppets die puppet deaths in this ravine tonight; and if the minds of which Challis had spoken existed and were watching, and if Ti was not watching closely enough, opportunities for their destruction could be provided too readily here.


  “We’d better act exactly as if it’s real!” Telzey murmured.


  “I know.”


  To get safely out of the ravine, it was required to keep walking and not leave the path. The black death which followed wouldn’t overtake them unless they stopped. Whatever moved along the sides of the ravine couldn’t reach them on the path. There were sounds and nearsounds about them, whispers and a hungry whining, wisps of not quite audible laughter, and once a sharp snarl that seemed inches from Telzey’s ear. They kept their eyes on the path, which mightn’t be too stable, ignoring what could be noticed along the periphery of their vision.


  It shouldn’t go on much longer, Telzey told herself presently—and then a cowled faceless figure, the shape of a man but twice the height of a man, rose out of the path ahead and blocked their way.


  They came to a startled stop. That figure hadn’t appeared in the ravine scene they’d watched. They glanced back. The smoky black thing was less than twenty feet away, striding steadily closer. On either side, there was an abrupt eager clustering of flickering images. The cowled figure remained motionless. They went on toward it. As they seemed about to touch it, it vanished. But the other shapes continued to seethe about now in a growing fury of activity.


  The ravine vanished.


  They halted again—in a quiet, dim-lit passage, a familiar one. There was an open door twelve feet away. They went through it, drew it shut, were back in the room assigned to them. It looked ordinary enough. Outside the window, tree branches rustled in a sea wind under the starblaze. There were no unusual sounds in the air.


  Telzey drew a long breath, murmured, “Looks like the show is over!”


  Gaziel nodded. “Ti must have used his override to cut it short.”


  Their eyes met uneasily for a moment. There wasn’t much question that somebody hadn’t intended to let them get out of that scene alive! It hadn’t been Ti; and it didn’t seem very likely that it could have been Linden . . .


  Telzey sighed. “Well,” she said, “everyone’s probably had enough entertainment for tonight! We’d better get some sleep while we can.”


  VI


  Ti had a brooding look about him at the breakfast table. He studied their faces for some moments after they sat down, then inquired how they felt.


  “Fine,” said Telzey. She smiled at him. “Are just the three of us having breakfast here this morning?”


  “Linden’s at work,” said Ti.


  “We thought your wife might be eating with us,” Gaziel told him.


  Ti made a sound between a grunt and a laugh.


  “She died during the night,” he said. “I expected it. She never lasts long.”


  “Eh?” said Telzey.


  “She was a defective puppet,” Ti explained. “An early model, made in the image of my wife Challis, who suffered a fatal accident some years ago. A computer error, which I’ve been unable to eradicate, causes a copy of the puppet to be produced in the growth vats from time to time. It regards itself as Challis, and because of its physical similarity to her, I don’t like to disillusion it, or dispose of it.” He shrugged. “I have a profound aversion to the thing, but its defects always destroy it again within a limited number of hours.”


  He gnawed his lip, observed dourly, “Your appetites seem undiminished! You slept well?”


  They nodded. “Except for the Martri stuff, of course,” said Gaziel.


  “What was the purpose of that?” Telzey asked.


  “A reaction test,” said Ti. “It didn’t disturb you?”


  “It was scary enough,” Telzey said. “We knew you didn’t intend to kill us, but at the end it looked like the computer might be getting carried away. Did you have to override it?”


  Ti nodded. “Twice, as a matter of fact! It’s quite puzzling! That’s a well-established sequence—it’s been a long time since the computer, or a puppet, attempted a logic modification.”


  “Perhaps it was because we weren’t programmed puppets,” Gaziel suggested. “Or because one of us wasn’t a puppet at all.”


  Ti shook his head. “Under the circumstances, that should make no difference.” His gaze shifted from one to the other. For an instant, something unpleasant flickered in his eyes. “You may be almost too stable!” he remarked. “Well, we shall see—”


  “What will we be doing today?” Telzey asked.


  “I’m not certain,” Ti said. “There may be various developments. You’ll be on your own part of the time, at any rate, but don’t go roaming around the estate. Stay in the building area where I can have you paged if I want you.”


  They nodded. Gaziel said, “There must be plenty of interesting things to see in the complex. We’ll look around.”


  They had some quite definite plans for looking around. The longer Ti stayed busy with other matters during the following hours, the better . . .


  It didn’t work out exactly as they’d hoped then. They’d finished breakfast and excused themselves. Gaziel had got out of her chair; Telzey was beginning to get out of hers.


  There was something like a dazzling white flash inside her head.


  And she was in darkness. Reclining in some kind of very comfortable chair—comfortable except for the fact that she was securely fastened to it. Cool stillness about her. Then a voice.


  It wasn’t mind-talk, and it wasn’t sound picked up by her ears. Some stimulation was being applied to audio centers of her brain.


  “You must relax and not resist,” she heard. “You’ve been brought awake because you must try consciously not to resist.”


  Cold fear welled through her. Ti had showed them the programming annex of the Martri computer yesterday. She was there now—they were trying to program her! Something was fastened about her skull. Feelings like worm-crawlings stirred in her head.


  She tried to push the feelings away. They stopped.


  “You must relax,” said the voice in her audio centers. “You must not resist. Think of relaxing and of not resisting.”


  The worm-crawlings began again. She pushed at them.


  “You are not thinking of relaxing and not resisting,” said the voice. “Try to think of that.”


  So the programming annex knew what she was and was not thinking. She was linked into the computer. Ti had said that if a thought was specific enough . . .


  “We’ve been trying for almost two hours to get you programmed,” Ti said. “What was your experience?”


  “Well, I couldn’t have been awake for more than the last ten minutes,” Telzey said, her expression sullen. “I don’t know what happened the rest of the time.”


  Linden said from a console across the room, “We want to know what happened while you were awake.”


  “It felt like something was pushing around inside my head.”


  “Nothing else?” said Ti.


  “Oh, there was a kind of noise now and then.”


  “Only a noise? Can you describe it?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know how to describe it. It was just a noise. That was inside my head, too.” She shivered. “I didn’t like any of it! I don’t want to be programmed, Ti!”


  “Oh, you’ll have to be programmed,” Ti said reasonably. “Let’s be sensible about this. Were you trying to resist the process?”


  “I didn’t know how to resist it,” Telzey said. “But I certainly didn’t want it to happen!”


  Ti rubbed his chin, looking at her, asked Linden, “How does the annex respond now?”


  “Perfectly,” Linden said quietly.


  “Well, see how the other subject reacts. Telzey, you wait outside—that door over there. Linden will conduct you out of the annex in a few minutes.”


  Telzey found Gaziel standing in the adjoining room. Their eyes met. “Did you get programmed?” Gaziel asked.


  Telzey shook her head.


  “No. Some difficulty with the annex—almost like it didn’t want me to be programmed.”


  Gaziel’s eyelids flickered; she nodded quickly, came over, watching the door, slipped something into Telzey’s dress pocket, stepped back. “I suppose it’s my turn now,” she said.


  “Yes,” Telzey said. “They were talking about it. It’s like little worms pushing around inside your head, and there’s a noise. Not too bad really, but you won’t like it. You’ll wish there were a way you could override it.”


  Gaziel nodded again.


  “I hope it won’t take with me either,” she said. “The idea of walking around programmed is something I can’t stand!”


  “If it doesn’t work on you, maybe Ti will give up.” Telzey said.


  The door opened and Linden came out. He looked at Gaziel, jerked his thumb at the doorway. “Dr. Ti wants to see you now,” he told her.


  “Good luck!” Telzey said to Gaziel. Gaziel nodded, walked into the other room. Linden closed the door on her.


  “Come along,” he said to Telzey. “Dr. Ti’s letting you have the run of the building, but he doesn’t want you in the programming annex while he’s working on the other one.”


  They started from the room. Telzey said, “Linden—”


  “Dr. Linden,” Linden said coldly.


  Telzey nodded. “Dr. Linden. I know you don’t like me . . .”


  “Quite right,” Linden said. “I don’t like you. You’ve brought me nothing but trouble with Dr. Ti since you first showed up in Draise! In particular, I didn’t appreciate that psi trick you pulled on me.”


  “Well, that was self-defense,” Telzey said reasonably. “What would you do if you found someone trying to pry around in your mind? That is, if you could do what I did . . .” She looked reflective. “I don’t suppose you can, though.”


  Linden gave her an angry look.


  “But even if you don’t like me, or us,” Telzey went on, “you really should prefer it if Ti can’t get us programmed. You’re important to him because you’re the only telepath he has. But, if it turns out we’re both psis, or even only the original one, and he can control us, you won’t be nearly so important any more.”


  Linden’s expression was watchful now. “You’re suggesting that I interfere with the process?” he said sardonically.


  Telzey shrugged. “Well, whatever you think you can do.”


  Linden made a snorting sound.


  “I’ll inform Dr. Ti of this conversation,” he told her. He opened another door. “Now get out of my sight!”


  She got. Linden had been pushed as far as seemed judicious at present.


  She took the first elevator she saw to the third floor above ground level, went quickly to their room. The item Gaziel had placed in her pocket was a plastic package the size of her thumb. She unsealed it, unfolded the piece of paper inside, which was covered with her private shorthand. She read:


  Comm office on level seven, sect, eighteen. It’s there. Usable? Janitor-guard, Togelt, buttered up, won’t bother you. Comm man, Rodeen, blurs up like Remiol on stim. Can be hypnoed straight then! No one else around. Got paged before finished. Carry on. Luck.


  Me


  Telzey pulled open the wardrobe, got out a blouse and skirt combination close enough to what Gaziel had been wearing to pass inspection by Togelt and Rodeen, went to a mirror and began arranging her hair to match that of her double. Gaziel had made good use of the morning! Locating a communicator with which they might be able to get out a message had been high on their immediate priority list, second only to discovering where the island’s air vehicles were kept.


  Telzey went still suddenly, eyes meeting those of her mirror image. Then she nodded gently to herself. The prod she’d given Linden had produced quick results! He was worried about the possibility that Ti might acquire one or two controlled psis who could outmatch him unless he established his own controls first.


  Her head was aching again—


  Preparations has been completed meanwhile. She got out a small map of the central complex she’d picked up in the office while Ti was conducting them around the day before. It was informative quite as much in what it didn’t show as in what it showed. Sizable sections of the upper levels obviously weren’t being shown. Neither was most of the area occupied by the Martri computer, including the Dramateer Room. Presumably these were all places barred to Ti’s general personnel. That narrowed down the search for aircars considerably. They should be in one of the non-indicated places which was also near the outer wall of the complex.


  Rodeen was thin, sandy-haired, in his early twenties. He smiled happily at sight of Telzey. His was a lonely job; and Gaziel had left him with the impression that he’d been explaining the island’s communication system to her when Ti had her paged. Telzey let him retain the impression. A few minutes later, she inquired when he’d last been off Ti’s island. Rodeen’s eyes glazed over. He was already well under the influence.


  She hadn’t worked much with ordinary hypnosis because there’d been no reason for it. Psi, when it could be used, was more effective, more dependable. But in her general study of the mind, she’d learned a good deal about the subject. Rodeen, of course, was programmed against thinking about the communicator which could reach other points on Orado; it took about twenty minutes to work through that. By then, he was no longer in the least aware of where he was or what he was doing. He opened a safe, brought out the communicator, set it on a table.


  Telzey looked it over, asked Rodeen a few questions. Paused then. Quick footsteps came along the passage outside the office. She went to the door.


  “What did Togelt think when he saw you?” she asked.


  “That I was your twin, of course,” Gaziel said. “Amazing similarity!”


  “Ti sure gave up on you fast!”


  Gaziel smiled briefly. “You sure got that programming annex paralyzed! Nothing would happen at all—that’s why he gave up. How did you override it?”


  “It knew what I was thinking. So I thought the situation was an override emergency which should be referred to the computer director,” Telzey said. “There was a kind of whistling in my head then, which probably was the director. I referred to the message we got from Challis and indicated that letting us be programmed by Ti couldn’t be to the advantage of the Martri side. Apparently, they saw it. The annex went out of business almost at once. Did Ti call for Linden again?” Her headache had stopped some five minutes ago.


  Gaziel nodded. “We’ll have some time to ourselves again—Ti’ll page us when he wants us.”


  She’d come in through the door. Her gaze went to the table, and she glanced quickly at Telzey’s face. “So you found it. We can’t use it?”


  “Not until we get the key that turns it on,” Telzey said, “and probably only Ti knows where it is. Nobody else ever uses the gadget, not even Linden.”


  “No good to us at the moment then.” Gaziel looked at Rodeen who was smiling thoughtfully at nothing. “In case we get hold of the key,” she said, “let’s put in a little posthypnotic work on him so we can just snap him back into the trances another time . . .”


  They left the office shortly, having restored Rodeen to a normal condition, with memories now only of a brief, but enjoyable, conversation he’d had with the twins.


  Telzey glanced at her watch. “Past lunch time,” she remarked. “But Ti may stay busy a while today. Let’s line up the best spots to look for aircars.”


  The complex map was consulted. They set off for another upper-level section.


  “That blur-and-hypnotize them approach,” said Gaziel, “might be a way to get ourselves a gun—if they had armed guards around.”


  Telzey glanced at her. So far, they’d seen no armed guards in the complex. With Ti’s employees as solidly programmed as they were, he didn’t have much need even for locked doors. “The troops he keeps to hunt down rambunctious forest things have guns, of course,” she said. “But they’re pretty heavy caliber.”


  Gaziel nodded. “I was thinking of something more inconspicuous—something we could shove under Ti’s, or Linden’s, nose if it got to be that kind of situation.”


  “We’ll keep our eyes open,” Telzey said. “But we should be able to work out a better way than that.”


  “Several, I think,” said Gaziel. She checked suddenly. “Speaking of keeping our eyes open—”


  “Yes?”


  “That’s an elevator door over there, isn’t it?”


  “That’s what their elevator doors look like,” Telzey agreed. She paused. “You think that one doesn’t show on the map?”


  “Not as I remember it,” Gaziel said. “Let’s check—section three seventeen dash three.”


  They spread the map out on the floor, knelt beside it. Telzey shifted the scale enlargement indicator to the section number. The map surface went blank; then a map of the section appeared. “We’re—here!” said Gaziel, finger tapping the map. “And, right, that elevator doesn’t show—doesn’t exist for programmed personnel. Let’s see where it goes!”


  They opened the door, looked inside. There was an on-off switch, nothing to indicate where the elevator would take them. “Might step out into Ti’s office,” Telzey said.


  Gaziel shrugged. “He knows we’re exploring around.”


  “Yes. But he could be in a pretty sour mood right now.” Telzey shrugged in turn. “Well, come on!” They stepped into the elevator. The door closed, and Telzey turned the switch. Some seconds passed. The door opened again.


  They stood motionless, looking out and around. Gaziel glanced over at Telzey, shook her head briefly.


  “It can’t be as easy as that!” she murmured.


  Telzey bit her lip. “Unless it’s locked . . . Or unless there’s a barrier field that won’t pass it . . .”


  The door had opened at the back of a large sun-filled porch garden. Seemingly, at least, the porch was open to the cloudless sky beyond.


  There were rock arrangements, small trees, flower beds stirring in a warm breeze. Near the far end was a graveled open area—and a small aircar was parked on it. No one was in sight.


  No, Telzey thought, escape from Ti’s island couldn’t be so simple a matter! There must be some reason why they couldn’t use the aircar. But they had to find out what the reason was.


  They moved forward warily together, a few steps, emerged from the elevator, looked around, listening, tensed. Gaziel started forward again. Telzey suddenly caught her arm, hauled hard. Back they went stumbling into the elevator.


  “What’s the matter?” Gaziel whispered.


  Telzey passed her hand over her mouth, shook her head. “Close!” she muttered. “The sun—”


  Gaziel looked. Her eyes widened in comprehension. “Should be overhead, this time of day!”


  “Yes, it should.” It wasn’t. Its position indicated it might be midmorning or midafternoon on the garden porch.


  The garden porch—a Martri stage.


  “They set it up for us!” Gaziel murmured. “We asked Challis where we could find aircars.”


  Telzey nodded. “So they spotted us coming and spun in a scene from some drama—to get us out there, on stage!”


  “They almost did. Look at it now!” Gaziel said softly. “Nothing’s moving.”


  The garden porch had gone still, dead still. No eddy of air disturbed the flower beds; no leaf lifted. There was total silence about them.


  “They’ve stopped the scene,” Telzey whispered. “Waiting to see if we won’t still try to reach the car.”


  “And find out we’ve become part of the action! Wonder what . . . It’s moving again!”


  The garden growth stirred lazily, as before. A breeze touched their faces. Some seconds passed. Then they heard a hoarse shout, a high cry of fear, and, moments later running steps. A young man and a young woman burst into view from behind a cluster of shrubs, darted toward the aircar.


  The Martri scene began to fade. Off to the left, another man was rising out of concealment, holding a gun in both hands. He took unhurried aim at the pair as they pulled open the door of the car. Then flame tore through the two bodies, continued to slash into them as they dropped writhing to the ground, dimming out swiftly now with everything about them.


  Telzey turned the elevator switch. The door slid shut. They looked at each other.


  “If you hadn’t noticed the sun!” Gaziel said. She drew in a long breath. “If we’d . . . the computer would hardly have had to modify that scene at all to get us deleted!”


  “Wish those minds weren’t in quite such a hurry about that,” Telzey said.


  The elevator door opened. They stepped out into the hall from which they’d entered it.


  VII


  “Oh, certainly we have permanent Martri stages here in the complex,” Ti said at lunch. “They’re generally off limits to personnel, but you two are quite free to prowl about there if you like. The equipment’s foolproof. Remind me to give you a chart tomorrow to help you locate some of them.”


  He appeared affable, though bemused. Now and then he regarded them speculatively. He’d spent all morning, he told them, trying to track down the problem in the programming annex. The annex, a relatively simple piece of Martri equipment, was Linden’s responsibility: but Linden was limited.


  Ti shrugged.


  “I’ll work it out.” he said. “It’s possible I’ll have to modify the overall programming approach used on you. Meanwhile . . . well. Linden has business offices on the level above your room. I’d like you to go there after you finish. He’s to carry your general indoctrination a step further this afternoon. Go up the stairs nearest your room and turn left. You won’t have any trouble finding him.”


  They didn’t. They came to a main office first, which was a sizable one where half a dozen chatty and cheerful-looking young women were at work. One of them stood up and came over.


  “Dr. Linden?” she said. “Oh, yes. He’s expecting you.”


  They followed her through another room to Linden’s private office. He arose behind his desk as they came in.


  “Dr. Ti informed me you were on your way here,” he said. He looked at the young woman. “I’ll be out of the office a while. Take care of things.”


  “How long do you expect to be gone, sir?” she asked.


  “Between one and two hours.” Linden gave Telzey and Gaziel a twisted smile. “Let’s go!”


  He led them up a narrow passage to an alcove where sunlight flooded in through colored windows. Here was a door. Linden unlocked it, but didn’t open it immediately.


  “I’ll explain the situation,” he said, turning back to them. “I told Dr. Ti in Draise that Telzey might become dangerous, and advised him to have her destroyed. But he was intrigued by the possibilities he felt he saw in her, and in creating puppet doubles of her.” Linden shrugged. “Well, that’s his affair. He’s been attempting to shake you up psychologically—Martri programming takes hold best on minds that have been reduced to a state of general uncertainty. However, his methods haven’t worked very well. And he now suspects you may have deliberately caused the malfunction of the programming annex this morning. So he’s decided to try a different approach—and for once in this matter, I find myself in complete accord with him!”


  “What’s the new approach?” Telzey asked guardedly.


  Linden smiled.


  “We have devices in the rooms behind that door,” he said, “which were designed to put difficult subjects into a docile and compliant frame of mind. I’m happy to say that various phases of the process are accompanied by intense physical pain—and believe me, you’re getting the full treatment!”


  Telzey said, “One of us is Gaziel. She hasn’t done anything to you. Why do you want to give her the full treatment?”


  Linden shrugged. “Why not? Subjectively you’re both Telzey, and as far as I’m concerned, you’re equally insufferable. You’ll find out which of you is Telzey in fact when you’re supposed to. I’ll make no distinctions now. When I feel you’ve been sufficiently conditioned, I’ll put you through the psi depressant procedure again to make sure no problems begin to develop in that area. Then I’ll report to Dr. Ti that his subjects are ready for further programming sessions.” He smiled at Telzey.


  “You,” he said, “had the effrontery to suggest that it would be to my advantage if Dr. Ti gave up his plan to program the two of you. I don’t agree. He feels now that the experiment probably will fail as such, but will produce valuable new information. So he’ll continue with it until neither of you has enough mind left to be worth further study. I see nothing undesirable in that prospect!”


  He opened the door he’d unlocked, glanced back down the passage in the direction of the offices.


  “This kind of thing could disturb the illusions of the work staff,” he remarked. “Subjects experiencing the docility treatment make a remarkable amount of noise. But the place is thoroughly soundproofed, so that’s no problem. You’re at liberty to yowl your heads off in there. I’ll enjoy listening to it. In you go!”


  He took each of them by an arm and shoved them through the door into the room beyond. He followed, drawing the door shut behind him, and locked it from inside. As he started to turn back toward them, Telzey dropped forward and wrapped herself around his ankles. Linden staggered off balance and came down, half on top of her. Gaziel came down on top of him.


  It was a brisk scramble. Linden was somewhat awkward, but big enough and strong enough to have handled either of them readily. Together, hissing, clawing for his eyes, clinging to his arms, kicking at his legs, they weren’t being at all readily handled. They rolled across the room in a close-locked, rapidly shifting tangle, Linden trying to work an arm free and making inarticulate sounds of surprised fury. A table tipped over; a variety of instruments which had been standing on it crashed to the floor. Telzey saw one of them within reach, let go of Linden, snatched it up—mainly plastic but heavy—slammed it down on Linden’s skull. He yelled. She swung down again with both hands, as hard as she could. The gadget broke, and Linden lay still.


  “His keys—” she gasped.


  “Got them!” Gaziel said.


  They went quickly through Linden’s pockets, found nothing else they could use. He was breathing noisily but hadn’t moved again. “We’ll just leave him locked in here,” Telzey said as they scrambled to their feet. “That’s a solid door—and he said the place was soundproof.”


  They unlocked the door, drew it cautiously open. Everything was quiet. They slipped out, locked the door, started down the passage. Somewhere another door opened; they heard feminine voices, turned back and ducked into the alcove across from the door.


  “Once we’re past the office area, we should be able to make it downstairs all right,” Telzey said softly.


  Gaziel studied her a moment, lips pursed. “Now we start them thinking we’re hiding out in the forest, eh?”


  “Yes. Looks like the best move, doesn’t it?”


  Gaziel nodded. “Wish we’d had a few more hours to prepare for it, though. Getting to the aircars is likely to be a problem.”


  “I know. It can’t be helped.”


  “No,” Gaziel agreed. “Between Linden and Ti planning to mess up our minds and the Martri computer waiting around to introduce some fancy deletion procedure, we’d better try to clear out of here the first chance we get! And this is it.”


  The side door to Linden’s armored car opened to the third key Telzey tried. They slipped inside, drew the door shut.


  Telzey settled into the driver’s seat. “I’ll get it started. Look around and see what he has here.”


  “Handguns,” Gaziel announced a moment later.


  “A kind we can use?”


  “Well, they’re heavy things. I’ll find out how they work.” There were clicking noises as she checked one of the guns. The car engine came to life. Telzey eased the vehicle back from the wall of the building, turned it around. It went gliding off quickly across the lawn toward the nearest stand of garden trees. Gaziel looked over at her. “It handles all right?”


  “It handles fine! Beautiful car. I’ll come up on the taloaks from the other side.”


  “We can use the guns,” Gaziel said. “I’ll tie two of them to my belt for now. Nothing much else.”


  Taloaks made great climbing trees, and a sizable grove of them stretched to within a hundred yards of the residential area of the main building complex. Linden’s car slipped up on the trees from the forest side of the estate, edged in among thickets of ornamental ground cover, stopped in the center of one of the densest clusters of growth. Its side door opened. Telzey climbed from the driver’s seat to the top of the door, then on to the top of the car, followed by Gaziel. Each of them now had one of the big handguns Gaziel had discovered fastened to her dress belt. A thick taloak branch hung low over the car. They scrambled up to it, moved on.


  Some five minutes later, they sat high in a tree near the edge of the grove, straddling branches six feet apart. They could watch much of the ground in front of the building through the leaves and were safely out of sight themselves. So far, there’d been no indication of activity in the area.


  “It might be a while before they start looking for Linden,” Gaziel said presently.


  “Unless Ti checks in to see how our indoctrination is coming along,” Telzey said.


  “Yes, I suppose Ti’s likely to—”


  Gaziel’s voice broke off. Telzey looked over at her. She sat still, frozen, staring down at Linden’s gun which she was holding in both hands.


  “I’m sorry,” Telzey said after a moment. “I wasn’t really sure myself until just now.”


  Gaziel slowly refastened the gun to her belt, lifted her head.


  “I’m nothing,” she said, grayfaced. “A copy! A wirehead.”


  “You’re me,” Telzey said, watching her.


  Gaziel shook her head. “I’m not you. You felt me get that order?”


  Telzey nodded. “Ti’s working through the computer. You were to take control of me—use the gun if you had to—then get me and Linden’s car back to the main entrance.”


  “And I’d have done it!” Gaziel said. “I was about to point the gun at you. You canceled the order—”


  “Yes. I blanked out the computer contact.”


  Gaziel drew a ragged breath. “So you’re back to being a psi,” she said. “How did that happen?”


  “Linden’s been trying to probe me. Off and on since yesterday. He pushed open a few channels finally. I finished doing the rest of it about an hour ago.”


  Gaziel nodded. “And you took him over after you knocked him out. What’s the real situation now?”


  Telzey said, “Ti did check. He had his own key to the treatment rooms. I woke Linden up and had him tell Ti a story that got things boiling. What it amounts to is that we put guns on Linden and got his personal standard communicator from him before we knocked him out. We plan to find a spot in the forest where we can hole up in his car and call for help. So they’re coming after us with their other armored cars—eleven of them—in case the order Ti just gave you doesn’t bring us back.”


  Gaziel stared at her a moment, face still ashen. “Ti’s going with them?”


  “Yes. And he’s taking Linden along. They’re about to start. I’m still in contact with Linden, of course, and I know how to get to the aircars. But they’ve stationed some guards at key points in the complex. It will take us some time to maneuver around those, and if we’re seen, Ti could come back with his patrols to stop us. So we have to make sure first they can’t get back.” She added, “There they are now!”


  A groundcar swept around the curve of the building complex. Others followed at fifty-yard intervals. They arrowed across the lawns in the direction of the forest wall, vanished behind trees. Telzey said, “Ti and Linden are in Five and Six. We can start down.” She looked at Gaziel. “You are coming with me, aren’t you?”


  “Oh, I’m coming with you!” Gaziel said. “I’ll help any way I can. I simply want all this to stop!”


  VIII


  Telzey locked the last control into position, pushed her hair back out of her face, looked over at Gaziel watching her from the edge of the console pit. A low heavy humming filled the Dramateer Room. “We’re set,” she said.


  “Any detectable reaction from the minds yet?” asked Gaziel.


  Telzey bit her lip reflectively. “Well, they’re here, all right!” she said. “Around us. I can feel them. Like a whole army. Spooky! But they’re just watching, I think. They haven’t tried to interfere, so it doesn’t seem they’re going to be a problem. After all, we are getting out. It’s what they wanted, and they seem to understand that we’re doing it.” She added, “Not that I’d like to tempt them by walking across one of their stages! But we won’t have to do that.”


  “Just what have you been doing?” Gaziel said. “I couldn’t begin to follow it.”


  “I couldn’t either,” Telzey said. “Linden did it. I sort of watched myself go through the motions.” She flexed her fingers, looked at them. “Ti’s forest things have cut the groundcars off from the gate and are chasing them up to the fort. One of the cars—well, they caught it. Ti and Linden already are in the fort. Ti’s tried to contact the main complex, but the comm line leads through the computer and it’s been cut off there. He knows the computer must be doing it, of course, and he’s tried to override.”


  “The override system’s deactivated?”


  “That’s the first thing we did,” Telzey said. “They’ll need a calculated minimum of thirty-two minutes to wipe out the forest puppets from the fort.”


  “That will get us to the aircars?”


  “It should, easily. But we’ll have a good deal more time. The first groundcar that comes back through the gate into the estate will start up a section of a Ti Martridrama—the third act of ‘Armageddon Five.’ That’s about what it sounds like, and its stage is the whole estate, except for the central building complex. Ti won’t be able to get here until Act Three’s played out—and it takes over an hour. We want to keep him bottled up as long as possible, of course—”


  She jerked suddenly, went still for a moment, shook her head.


  “Linden just died!” she said then. “Ti shot him. He must have realized finally I had Linden under control. Well, it shouldn’t change matters much now.”


  She got out of the console chair. “Come on! Mainly we’ll have to be a little careful. I know where the guards are, but it’ll be better if we don’t run into anybody else either.” It took them eighteen minutes to work their way unseen through the building, and get into the aircar depot. A line of supply trucks stood there, four smaller aircars. They got into one of the cars. The roof of the depot opened as Telzey lifted the car toward it. The car halted at that point.


  From a car window, they aimed Linden’s guns at the power section of the nearest truck. After some seconds, it exploded, and the trucks next to it were instantly engulfed in flames. A chain reaction raced along the line of vehicles. They closed the window, went on up. Nobody was going to follow them from Ti’s island. The energy field overhead dissolved at their approach, closed again below them. The car went racing off across the sunlit sea toward the southern mainland.


  Gaziel sighed beside Telzey, laid the gun she’d been using down on the seat.


  “I did have the thought,” she said, “that if I shot you now and pushed you out, I could be Telzey Amberdon.”


  Telzey nodded.


  “I knew you’d be having the thought,” she said, “because I would have had it. And I knew you wouldn’t do it then. Because I wouldn’t do it.”


  “No,” Gaziel said. “Only one of us can be the original. That’s not your fault.” She smiled, lazily, for the first time in an hour. “Am I dying, Telzey?”


  “No,” Telzey said. “You’re going to sleep, other me. Don’t fight it.”


  Some six weeks later, Telzey sat at a small table in a lounge of the Orado City Space Terminal, musing on information she’d received a few hours before.


  It happened now and then that some prominent citizen of the Federation didn’t so much disappear as find himself becoming gradually erased. It might be reported for a while that he was traveling, had been seen in one place or another, and eventually then that he’d settled down in quiet retirement, nobody seemed to know quite where. Meanwhile his enterprises were drifting into other hands, his properties dissolved, his name was mentioned with decreasing frequency. In the end, even former personal acquaintances seemed almost to forget he’d existed.


  Thus it would be with Wakote Ti. He’d demanded a public trial. With his marvelous toys taken from him and an end made to the delights of unrestricted experimentation, he’d felt strongly that at least the world must be made aware of the full extent of his genius. The Federation’s Psychology Service, which sometimes seemed the final arbiter on what was good for the Federation and sometimes not, decreed otherwise. The world would be told nothing, and Ti would be erased. He’d remain active, however; the Service always found a use for genius of any kind.


  “What about all the new principles he discovered?” Telzey had asked Klayung, her Service acquaintance. “He must have been way ahead of anyone else there.”


  “To the best of our knowledge,” said Klayung, “he was very far ahead of anyone else.”


  “Will that be suppressed now?”


  “Not indefinitely. His theories and procedures are being carefully recorded. But they won’t be brought into use for a while. Some toys seem best reserved for wiser children than we have around generally at present.”


  It was on record that Ti had deeded a private island to the planetary government, which would turn it into the site of a university. The illusory bank accounts of his innocent employees had acquired sudden reality. The less innocent employees were in Rehabilitation. His puppets and Martri equipment had disappeared.


  Telzey watched a girl in a gray business suit come into the lounge, sent out a light thought to her. “Over here!”


  Acknowledgment returned as lightly. The girl came up to the table, sat down across from Telzey.


  “You’re taller than I am now, aren’t you?” Telzey said.


  Gaziel smiled. “By about half an inch.”


  Taller more slender. The hollows under the cheek bones were more pronounced. There’d been a shift in the voice tones.


  “They tell me I’ll go on changing for about a year before I’m the way I want to be,” Gaziel said. “There’ll still be a good deal of similarity between us then, but no one would think I’m your twin.” She regarded Telzey soberly. “I thought I didn’t really want to see you again before I left. Now I’m glad I asked you to meet me here.”


  “So am I,” Telzey said.


  “I’ve become the sort of psi you are,” said Gaziel. “Ti guessed right about that.” She smiled briefly. “Some of it’s surprised the Service a little.”


  “I knew it before we left the island,” Telzey said. “You had everything I had. It just hadn’t come awake.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I didn’t dare do anything about you myself. I just got you to the Service as quickly as I could.”


  Gaziel nodded slowly. “I was on the edge then, wasn’t I? I remember it. Have they told you how I’ve been doing?”


  “No. They wouldn’t. They said that if you wanted me to know, you’d tell me.”


  “I see.” Gaziel was silent a moment. “Well, I want you to know. I hated you for a while. It wasn’t reasonable, but I felt you were really the horrid changeling who’d pushed me out of my life, away from my family and friends. That was even after they’d taken the puppet contacts out of my head. I could think of explanations why Ti had planted them there, in the real Telzey.” She smiled. “We’re quite ingenious aren’t we?”


  “Yes, we are,” Telzey said.


  “I got past that finally. I knew I wasn’t Telzey and never had been. I was Gaziel, product of Wakote Ti’s last and most advanced experiment. Then, for a while again, I was tempted. By that offer. I could become Gaziel Amberdon, Telzey’s identical twin, newly arrived on Orado—step into a readymade family, a ready-made life, a ready-made lie. Everything really could be quite simple for me. That was a cruel offer you made me, Telzey.”


  “Yes, it was cruel,” Telzey said. “You had to have a chance to see if it was what you wanted.”


  “You knew I wouldn’t want it?”


  “I knew, all right. You’d have stayed a copy then, even if no one else guessed it.”


  Gaziel nodded. “I’m thanking you for the offer now. It did help me decide to become Gaziel who’ll be herself and nobody’s copy.”


  “I’d like to think,” Telzey told her, “that this isn’t the last time we’ll be meeting.”


  “When I’m free of the Telzey pattern and have my own pattern all the way, I’ll want to meet you again,” Gaziel said. “I’ll look you up.” She regarded Telzey a moment, smiled. “In three or four years, I think.”


  “What will you be doing?”


  “I’ll work for the Service a while. Not indefinitely. After that, I’ll see. Did you know I was one of Ti’s heirs?”


  “One of his heirs?”


  “He isn’t dead, of course. I drew my inheritance in advance. I used your legal schooling and found I could make out a rather strong case for paternal responsibility on Ti’s part toward me. It was quite a lot of money, but he didn’t argue much about it. I think I frighten him now. He’s in a nervous condition anyway.”


  “What about?” Telzey said.


  “Well, that Martri computer he had installed on the island is supposedly deactivated. The Service feels it’s a bit too advanced for any general use at present. But Ti complains that Challis still comes around now and then. I wouldn’t know—nobody else has run into her so far. It seems he arranged for the fatal accident the original Challis had . . .” Gaziel glanced at her watch, stood up. “Time to go aboard. Good-bye, Telzey!”


  “Goody-bye,” Telzey said. She looked after Gaziel as she turned away. Klayung, who wouldn’t discuss Gaziel otherwise, had said thoughtfully, “By the time she’s through with herself, she’ll be a remarkably formidable human being—”


  Gaziel checked suddenly, looked back.


  “Poor old Ti!” she said, laughing. “He didn’t really have much of a chance, did he?”


  “Not against two of us,” Telzey said. “Whatever he tried, we’d have got him one way or another.”


  COMPANY PLANET


  Telzey was generally competent enough to take care of herself—and her enemies for that matter! But this time she was up against a very stacked deck indeed!


  I


  Fermilaur was famous both as the leading body remodeling center of the Hub and as a luxurious resort world which offered relaxation and scenery along with entertainment to fit every taste, from the loftiest to the most depraved. It was only three hours from Orado, and most of Telzey’s friends had been there. But she’d never happened to get around to it until one day she received a distress call from Fermilaur.


  It came from the mother of Gikkes Orm. Telzey learned that Gikkes, endowed by nature with a pair of perfectly sound and handsome legs, had decided those limbs needed to be lengthened and reshaped by Fermilaur’s eminent cosmetic surgeons if she were ever to find true happiness. Her parents, who, in Telzey’s opinion, had even less good sense than Gikkes, had let her go ahead with it, and her mother had accompanied her to Fermilaur. With the legs remodeled according to specification, Gikkes had discovered that everything else about her now appeared out of proportion. Unable to make up her mind what to do, she became greatly upset. Her mother, equally upset, equally helpless, put in an interstellar call to Telzey.


  Having known Gikkes for around two years, Telzey wasn’t surprised. Gikkes didn’t quite rate as a full friend, but she wasn’t a bad sort even if she did get herself periodically into problem situations from which somebody else had to extricate her. Telzey decided she wouldn’t mind doing it again. While about it, she should have time for a look at a few of Fermilaur’s unique restructuring institutions and other attractions.


  Somewhat past the middle of the night for that locality, she checked in at a tourist tower not far from the cosmetic center where the Orms were housed. She’d heard that Fermilaur used resort personnel to advertise its remodeling skills, the general note being that having oneself done over was light-hearted fashion fun and that there was nothing to worry about because almost any cosmetic modification could be reversed if the client wished it. The staff of the tower’s reception lobby confirmed the report. They were works of art, testimonials to the daring inventiveness of Fermilaur’s beauty surgeons. Telzey’s room reservation was checked by a slender goddess with green-velvet skin, slanted golden eyes without detectable pupils, and a shaped scalp crest of soft golden feathers which shifted dancingly with each head motion. She smiled at Telzey, said, “May I suggest the services of a guide, Miss Amberdon?”


  Telzey nodded. “Yes, I’ll want one.” There were no cities, no townships here. The permanent population was small, mostly involved with the tourist trade and cosmetic institutions, and its maintenance systems were underground, out of sight. Much of the surface had been transformed into an endlessly flowing series of parks in which residential towers and resort and remodeling centers stood in scenic isolation. Traffic was by air, and inexperienced visitors who didn’t prefer to drift about, more or less at random, were advised to employ guides.


  The goddess beckoned to somebody behind Telzey’s back.


  “Uspurul is an accredited COS Services guide and thoroughly familiar with our quadrant,” she informed Telzey. “I’m sure you’ll find her very satisfactory.”


  Uspurul was a quite small person, some four inches shorter than Telzey, slender in proportion. Like the receptionist, she looked like something COS Services might have conjured up out of exotic mythologies. Her pointed ears were as expressively mobile as a terrier’s; a silver horse’s tail swished about with languid grace behind her. The triangular face with its huge dark eyes and small delicate nose was unquestionably beautiful but wasn’t human. It wasn’t intended to be. She might have been a charming toy, brought to life.


  Which was all very well, as far as Telzey was concerned. More important seemed a shadowy swirl of feeling she’d sensed as Uspurul came up to the reception desk—a feeling which didn’t match in the least the engaging friendliness of the toy woman’s smile. It wasn’t exactly malice. More something like calculating cold interest, rather predatory. Telzey took note of nuances in the brief conversation that followed, decided the two were, in fact, more anxious to make sure she’d employ Uspurul as guide than one should expect.


  Somewhere else, that could have been a danger signal. A sixteen-year-old with a wealthy family made a tempting target for the criminally inclined. The resort world, however, had the reputation of being almost free of professional crime. And, in any case, it shouldn’t be difficult to find out what this was about—she’d discovered during the talk that Uspurul’s mind appeared to be wide open to telepathic probing.


  “Why not have breakfast with me in my room tomorrow?” she said to the guide. “We can set up a schedule then.” And she could ferret out at her leisure the nature of the interest the remodeled myths seemed to take in her.


  They settled on the time, and Telzey was escorted to her room. She put in a call to Mrs. Orm from there, learned that Gikkes would be in treatment at the main center of Hute Beauticians during the early part of the morning and was anxious to see Telzey and get her opinion of the situation immediately afterwards. Mrs. Orm, having succeeded in transferring the responsibility for decisions to somebody else, appeared much less distraught.


  Telzey opened one of her suitcases, got out a traveler’s lock and attached it to the door of the room, which, in effect, welded the door to the adjoining wall. The only thing anyone trying to get in without her cooperation could accomplish was to wake up half the tower level. She continued unpacking reflectively.


  Fermilaur didn’t have a planetary government in the usual sense. It was the leasehold of COS, the association of cosmetologists which ran the planet. Its citizen-owners, set up in a tax-free luxury resort and getting paid for it, had reason to be happy with the arrangement, and could have few inducements to dabble in crime. The Hub’s underworld reputedly had its own dealings with COS—bodies, of course, could be restructured for assorted illegal purposes. But the underworld didn’t try to introduce its usual practices here. COS never denied reports that criminal pros found attempting to set up shop on the leasehold vanished into its experimental centers. Apparently, not many cared to test the validity of the reports.


  Hence, no crime, or almost no crime. And crime of the ordinary sort hardly could be involved in the situation. The receptionist and the elfin guide never had seen her before. But they did seem to have recognized her by name, to have been waiting, in fact, for her to show up.


  Telzey sat down on the edge of the bed.


  The two were COS employees. If anyone had an interest in her here, it should be COS.


  The tower reservation had been made in her name five hours ago on Orado. Five hours would be enough time for a good information service to provide inquirers with the general background of the average Federation citizen. Quite probably, COS had its own service and obtained such information on every first-time visitor to Fermilaur. It could be useful in a variety of ways.


  The question was what might look interesting enough in her background to draw COS’s attention to her. It wasn’t that the Amberdon family had money. Almost everybody who came here would meet that qualification. There were, Telzey decided, chewing meditatively on her lower lip, only two possible points of interest she could think of at the moment. And both looked a little improbable.


  Her mother was a member of the Overgovemment. Conceivably, that could be of significance to COS. At present, it was difficult to see why it should be.


  The other possibility seemed even more remote. Information services had yet to dig up the fact that Telzey Amberdon was a telepath, a mind reader, a psi, competent and practicing. She knew that, because if they ever did dig it up, she’d be the first to hear. She had herself supplied regularly with any datum added to her available dossiers. Of the people who were aware she was a psi, only a very few could be regarded as not being completely dependable. Unfortunately, there were those few. It was possible, though barely so, that the item somehow had got into COS’s files.


  She could have a problem then. The kind of people who ran COS had to be practical and hardheaded. Hardheaded, practical people, luckily, were inclined to consider stories about psis to be at least ninety-nine percent superstitious nonsense. However, the ones who didn’t share that belief sometimes reacted undesirably. They might reflect that a real psi, competent, practicing, could be eminently useful to them.


  Or they might decide such a psi was too dangerous to have around.


  She’d walk rather warily tomorrow until she made out what was going on here! One thing, though, seemed reasonably certain—COS, whatever ideas it might have, wasn’t going to try to break through the door to get at her tonight. She could use a few hours of rest.


  She climbed into bed, turned over and settled down. A minute or two later, she was asleep.


  II


  After breakfast, Telzey set off with Uspurul on a leisurely aircar tour of the area. She’d explained she’d be visiting an acquaintance undergoing treatment at Hute Beauticians later on, and then have lunch with another friend who’d come out from Orado with her. In the afternoon, she might get down finally to serious sightseeing.


  With Uspurul handling the car and gossiping merrily away, Telzey could give her attention to opening connections to the guide’s mind. As she’d judged, it was an easy mind to enter, unprotected and insensitive to telepathic probing. One fact was promptly established then, since it was pervasively present in Uspurul’s thoughts. COS did, in fact, take a special interest in Telzey, but it wasn’t limited to her. She had plenty of company.


  The reason for the interest wasn’t apparent. Uspurul hadn’t wanted to know about it, hardly thought of it. The little female was a complex personality. She was twenty-two, had become a bondswoman four years earlier, selling her first contract to COS Services for the standard five-year short-term period. People who adopted bondservant status did it for a wide range of reasons. Uspurul’s was that a profitable career could be built on bond contracts by one who went about it intelligently.


  She’d chosen her masters after careful deliberation. On a world which sold luxury, those who served also lived in relative luxury, and as a COS guide she was in contact with influential and wealthy people who might be used for her further advancement. Her next contract owner wouldn’t be COS. She was circumspect in her behavior.


  More was done on Fermilaur than cultivating an exclusive tourist trade and cosmetic clientele, and it wasn’t advisable to appear inquisitive about the other things. COS didn’t mind rumors about various barely legal, or quite illegal, activities in which it supposedly engaged; they titillated public interest and were good for business. But underlings who became too knowledgeable about such obscure matters could find it difficult to quit.


  Uspurul intended to remain free to quit when her contract period ended. For the past year, she’d been on the fringes of something obscure enough. It had brought her a string of satisfactory bonuses, and there was nothing obviously illegal about what she did, or COS Services did. As long as she avoided any indication of curiosity it seemed safe.


  She still acted as guide. But she was assigned now only to female tourists who appeared to have no interest in making use of the remodeling facilities. Uspurul’s assignment was to get them to change their minds without being obvious about it. She was skillful at that, usually succeeded. On a number of occasions when she hadn’t succeeded, she’d been instructed to make sure the person in question would be at a certain place at a certain time. She’d almost always been able to arrange it.


  Now she was using the morning’s comfortable schedule to keep up a flow of the light general chatter through which she could most readily plant the right notions in a hesitant visitor’s mind.


  “I was thinking I might have a little remodeling myself while I was here,” Telzey remarked, by and by. She took out a small mirror, looked into it critically, arching her brows. “Nothing very important really! But I could have my brows moved higher, maybe get the eyes enlarged.” She clicked the mirror to an angle view, pushed back her hair on the left side. “And the ears, you see, could be set a little lower—and the least bit farther back.” She studied the ear a moment. “What do you think of their shape?”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t have them change the shape!”


  “Uspurul said, thinking cheerfully about another easy bonus. “But they might be a tiny bit lower. You’re right about that.”


  Telzey nodded, put the mirror away. “Well, no rush about it. I’ll be looking around a few days first.”


  “Someone like you doesn’t really need remodeling, of course,” Uspurul said. “But it is fun having yourself turned into exactly what you’d like to be! And, of course, it’s always reversible.”


  “Hm-m-m,” said Telzey. “They did a beautiful job on you. Did you pick it out for yourself?”


  Uspurul twitched an ear, grinned impishly.


  “I’ve wanted to do that since I was a child!” she confessed. “But, no—this was COS Services’ idea. I advertise for the centers, you see. A twenty-two thousand credit job, if I had to pay for it. It’d be a little extreme for the Hub generally, of course. But it’s reversible, and when I leave they’ll give me any other modification I want within a four-thousand credit range. That’s part of my contract.”


  She burbled on. Telzey didn’t have the slightest intention of getting remodeled, but she wanted Uspurul and COS Services to think she did until she was ready to ship out. It would keep the situation more relaxed.


  It remained a curious situation. The people to whom Uspurul reported were satisfied if a visitor signed up for any kind of remodeling at all, even the most insignificant of modifications. That hardly looked like a simple matter of drumming up new business for the centers, while the special attention given some of those who remained disinterested was downright on the sinister side. The places to which Uspurul steered such tourists were always resort spots where there were a good many other people around, coming and going-places, in other words, where somebody could easily brush close by the tourist without attracting attention.


  What happened there? Something perhaps in the nature of a hypno spray? Uspurul never saw what happened and didn’t try to. When she parted company with the tourist that day, there’d been no noticeable effects. But next day she’d be given a different assignment.


  Of course, those people weren’t disappearing. It wasn’t that kind of situation. They weren’t, by and large, the kind of people who could be made to vanish quietly. Presumably they’d been persuaded by some not too legal method to make a remodeling appointment, and afterwards went on home like Uspurul’s other clients. They might all go home conditioned to keep returning to Fermilaur for more extensive and expensive treatments; at the moment, that seemed the most probable explanation. But whatever the COS Services’ operation was, Telzey reflected, she’d simply make sure she didn’t get included in it. With Uspurul’s mind open to her, that shouldn’t be too difficult. Back on Orado then, she’d bring the matter to the attention of Federation authorities. Meanwhile she might run across a few other open minds around here who could tell her more than Uspurul knew.


  The man she was meeting for lunch—a relative on her mother’s side—was an investigative reporter for one of the newscast systems. Keth had his sharp nose into many matters, and exposing rackets was one of his specialties. He might be able to say what this was about, but the difficulty would be to explain how she’d come by her information without mentioning telepathy. Keth didn’t know she was a psi. Nor could she do her kind of mental research on him—she’d discovered on another occasion that he was equipped with a good solid commercial mind shield. Keth doubted that anyone could really see what was in another person’s mind, but he took precautions anyway.


  The remodeling counselors at the Hute Beauticians center had told Gikkes Orm quite candidly that if she was to be equipped with the leg type she wanted, overall body modifications were indicated to maintain an aesthetic balance. Gikkes hadn’t believed it. But now the cosmetic surgeons had given her a pair of long, exquisitely molded legs, and it seemed the counselors were right.


  The rest of her didn’t fit.


  “Just look at those shoulders!” she cried, indicating one of two life-sized models which stood against the far wall of the room. They showed suggested sets of physical modifications which might be performed on Gikkes. “I love the legs! But—”


  “Well, you might be a little, uh, statuesque,” Telzey acknowledged. She studied the other model. Sinuous was the word for that one—a dancer’s body. “But, Gikkes, you’d look great either way, really! Especially as the slinky character!”


  “It wouldn’t be me!” Gikkes wailed. “And how much work do you think I’d have to put in to stay slinky then? You know I’m not the athletic type.”


  “No, I guess you’re not,” Telzey said. “When did you first get the idea that you wanted your legs changed?”


  It appeared Gikkes had been playing around with the notion for several years, but it was only quite recently that it had begun to seem vital to her. It was her own idea, however—not an obsession planted on a previous trip to Fermilaur. Telzey had been wondering about that. The solution shouldn’t be too difficult. Off and on for some while, Telzey had made use of suitable occasions to nudge Gikkes in the general direction of rationality. It had to be done with care because Gikkes wasn’t too stable. But she had basic intelligence and, with some unnoticed guidance, was really able to handle most of her problems herself and benefit from doing it. Telzey picked up the familiar overall mind patterns now, eased a probe into the unhappy thought muddle of the moment, and presently began her nudging. Gikkes went on talking.


  Twenty minutes later, she said ruefully, “. . . So I guess the whole remodeling idea was a silly mistake! The thing to do, of course, is to have them put me back exactly as I was.”


  “From all you’ve told me,” Telzey agreed, “that does make sense.”


  Mrs. Orm was surprised but relieved when informed of her daughter’s decision. The Hute staff wasn’t surprised. Remodeling shock and reversal requests weren’t infrequent. In this case, reversal was no problem. Gikkes’s experiment in surgical cosmetology probably had reduced her life expectancy by an insignificant fraction, and the Orm family was out a good deal of money, which it could afford. Otherwise, things would be as before.


  A level of the Hute center restaurant was on Keth Deboll’s private club circuit, which in itself guaranteed gourmet food. It was a quietly formal place where the employees weren’t trying to look like anything but people. Keth’s bony inquisitive face, familiar to newsviewers over a large section of the Hub, presumably didn’t go unrecognized here, but nobody turned to stare. He deliberated over the menu, sandy brows lifting in abrupt interest now and then, ordered for both of them, rubbed his palms together.


  “You’ll like it,” he promised.


  She always did like what Keth selected, but this time she barely tasted what she put in her mouth, chewed and swallowed. He’d mentioned that top COS executives patronized the place, and that he rather expected to be meeting someone before lunch was over.


  She’d been wondering how she could get close enough to some top COS executive to start tapping his mind. . .


  She was sliding out discreet probes before Keth had placed his order. After the food came, only a fraction of awareness remained in her physical surroundings. Keth would eat in leisurely silent absorption until the edge was off his appetite, and she might have her contact made by that time.


  Several minds in the vicinity presently seemed as open to contact as Uspurul’s. None of them happened to be a COS executive. Something else was in the vicinity—seven or eight mind shields. Unusual concentration of the gadgets! Her probes slipped over them, moved on, searching—


  “You might get the opportunity,” Keth’s voice was saying. “Here comes a gentleman who could arrange it for you.”


  Awareness flowed swiftly back to the outer world as she reoriented herself between one moment and the next. Keth had reached the point where he didn’t mind talking again, had asked . . . what? Ah, yes, had asked that she was hoping to get a look at some of Fermilaur’s less publicized projects. Who could arrange it?


  She looked around. A handsome, tall, strong-faced man was coming toward their table. On his right shoulder perched a small creature with blue and white fur, adorned with strings of tiny sparkling jewels. The man’s dark eyes rested on Telzey as he approached. He nodded to her, smiled pleasantly, looked at Keth.


  “Am I intruding?” It was a deep, soft-toned voice.


  “Not at all,” Keth told him. “We’re almost finished—and I’d intended trying to get in touch with you during the afternoon. Telzey, this is Chan Osselin who handles publicity for COS and incidentally owns Hute Beauticians . . . Telzey Amberdon, an old friend. We came out from Orado together. If you have the time, join us.”


  Osselin drew a chair around and sat down. His scalp hair was short, deep black, like soft animal fur. Telzey wondered whether it was a product of remodeling, felt rather certain then that it wasn’t. The small animal on his shoulder stared at Telzey out of large pale eyes, yawned and scratched a rounded ear with a tiny clawed finger. The stringed jewels decorating it flashed flickering rainbows of fire.


  “I heard of your arrival a few hours ago,” Osselin said. “Here on Adacee business?”


  Keth shrugged. “Always on Adacee business.”


  “Something specific?”


  “Not so far. Something new, unpublicized, sensational.”


  Osselin looked reflective. “Sensational in what way?”


  “Questionable legality wouldn’t have to be part of it,” Keth said. “But it would help. Something with shock effect. None of your pretty things.”


  “So COS is to be exposed again?” Osselin seemed unruffled.


  “With some new angle,” said Keth. “On some new issue.”


  “Well,” Osselin said, “I’m sure it can be arranged—”


  Telzey, absently nibbling the last crumbs of her dessert, drew back her attention from what was being said. She’d known Chan Osselin’s name as soon as she saw him. She’d seen him before as an image in Uspurul’s mind. One of COS’s top men. Uspurul wouldn’t willingly have brought herself to the attention of someone like Osselin. People of that kind were to be avoided. They had too much power, were too accustomed to using it without hesitation, or scruple.


  There was no trace of the dead, psi-deadening, effect of a mind shield about Osselin—


  Telzey’s psi screens lightened, almost vanished. They were no significant obstacles in ordinary work, but she might have only minutes available here to attempt to draw the information she wanted from Osselin or establish a contact definite enough to be developed at another meeting—assuming she was able to maneuver him into another meeting. Reducing the screens gave her heightened probe sensitivity, might cut the required time in half. She reached toward the deep sound of Osselin’s voice, paying no attention to the words, alert for any wash of thought connected with them which could draw her to his mind.


  There was no slightest warning. A psi hammer slammed down, partly deflected by the instant reaction of the residual screen defenses, but jolting enough to black out her vision, leave her shaken and stunned.


  III


  She drew in a slow, cautious breath. The screens had locked automatically into a tight shield—another assault of that kind would have no significant effect on her. None came. She realized she’d lowered her head in protective reflex. Her hair hid her face, and the voices of the men indicated they weren’t aware that anything in particular had happened. Vision began to return. The section of the tabletop before her grew clear, seemed to sway about in short semicircles. A last wave of giddiness and nausea flowed over her and was gone. She’d be all right now. But that had been close—


  She kept her face turned away as she reached for her bag. The makeup cassette showed she’d paled, but it wasn’t too noticeable. Listening to a thin, angry whistling nearby, she touched herself up, put the cassette away, finally raised her head.


  The furry thing on Osselin’s shoulder stared at her. Abruptly it produced its whistling sounds again, bobbing up and down. Osselin stroked it with a finger. It closed its eyes and subsided. He smiled at Telzey.


  “It gets agitated now and then about strangers,” he remarked.


  She smiled back. “So it seems. What do you call it?”


  “It’s a yoli—a pet animal from Askanam. Rare even there, from what I’ve been told. This one came to me as a gift.”


  “Supposed to be a sort of living good luck charm, aren’t they?” said Keth.


  “Something like that. Faithful guardians who protect their masters from evil influences.” Osselin’s dark eyes crinkled genially at Telzey. “I can’t vouch for their effectiveness—but I do seem to remain undisturbed by evil influences! Would you care to accompany us to a few of the specialized labs a little later, Miss Amberdon? You should find them interesting.”


  Keth was to be shown a few projects COS didn’t talk about otherwise, which might give him the kind of story he wanted. They preferred that to having him dig around on Fermilaur on his own. She told Osselin she’d be delighted to go along.


  The yoli appeared to be falling asleep, but she sensed its continuing awareness of her now. A psi guard—against psis. Its intelligence seemed on the animal level. She couldn’t make out much more about it, and didn’t care to risk trying at present. It probably would react as violently to an attempted probe of its own mind as to one of its master’s. The reaction couldn’t hurt Telzey directly, now she was prepared for it; her shield had absorbed far more massive assaults with no stress. Indirectly, it could have disastrous results.


  She probably was already in personal danger. The number of shields she’d touched here suggested some sophistication in psi matters. Ordinarily it wouldn’t disturb her much. Mechanical antipsi devices could hamper a telepath but weren’t likely to lead to the detection of one who’d gained some experience, and other telepaths rarely were a problem. The yoli’s psi senses, however, had been a new sort of trap; and she’d sprung it. She had to assume that Osselin knew of his pet’s special quality and what its behavior just now signified. A man like that wasn’t likely to be indifferent to the discovery that someone seemed to have tried to reach his mind. And the yoli had made it clear who the someone was.


  If she dropped the matter now, it wasn’t likely that Osselin would drop it. And she wouldn’t know what he intended to do then until it was too late. She had to continue what she’d started—but very, very carefully. There must be no second slip. The reason he’d invited her along might be that he’d been waiting for another slip to confirm what he suspected.


  Some time later, as the tour of the special labs began, there was an attention split. Telzey seemed aware of herself, or of part of herself, detached, a short distance away. That part gazed at the exhibits, smiled and spoke when it should, asked questions about projects, said the right things—a mental device she’d worked out and practiced to mask the sleepy blankness, the temporary unawareness of what was said and done, which could accompany excessive absorption on the psi side. On the psi side, meanwhile, she’d been carrying on a project of her own which had to do with Osselin’s yoli.


  The yoli was having a curious experience. Shortly after Telzey and Keth rejoined Osselin, it had begun to pick up momentary impressions of another yoli somewhere about. Greatly intrigued because it had been a long time since it last encountered or sensed one of its kind, it started searching mentally for the stranger, broadcasting its species’ contact signals.


  Presently the signals were being returned, though faintly and intermittently. The yoli’s excitement grew. It probed farther and farther for the signals’ source, forgetting now the telepath it had punished for trying to touch its master. And along those heedlessly extended tendrils of thought, Telzey reached delicately toward the yoli mind, reached it and melted into it, still unperceived.


  It had taken time because she couldn’t risk making the creature suspicious again. The rest wasn’t too difficult. The yoli’s intelligence was about that of a monkey. It had natural defenses against being controlled by another’s psi holds, and Telzey didn’t try to tamper with those. Its sensory centers were open to her, which was all she needed. Using its own impressions of how another yoli, a most desirable other yoli, would appear to it, she built up an illusion that it was in satisfying communication with such a one and left the image planted firmly in its mind along with a few other befuddling concepts. By that time, the yoli was no longer aware that she existed, much less of what she was up to.


  Then finally she was able to turn her attention again to Osselin. Caution remained required, and she suspected she might be running short of time. But she could make a start.


  The aircar floated three thousand feet above foggy valley lands—Fermilaur wilderness, tamed just enough to be safe for the tourist trade. Tongue tip between lips, Telzey blinked at the clouds, pondering a thoroughly ugly situation. There was a sparse dotting of other cars against the sky. One of them was trailing her; she didn’t know which. It didn’t matter.


  She glanced impatiently over at the comm grille. Keth Deboll was in conference somewhere with Osselin. She’d left a message for him at his residential tower to call her car’s number as soon as he showed up. She’d left word at her own tower to have calls from him transferred to the car. In one way or the other, she’d be in contact with him presently. Meanwhile she had to wait, and waiting wasn’t easy in the circumstances.


  Chan Osselin couldn’t sense a telepathic probe. Except for that, she might have been defeated and probably soon dead. She’d found him otherwise a difficult mental type to handle. His flow of conscious thoughts formed a natural barrier; it had been like trying to swim against a current which was a little too strong. She kept getting pushed back while Osselin went on thinking whatever he was thinking, unaware of her efforts. She could follow his reflections but hadn’t been able to get past them to the inner mind in the time she had available . . . And then she’d been courteously but definitely dismissed. The guided tour was over, and the men had private business to discuss. Shortly after she left them, she’d lost her contact with Osselin.


  She’d absorbed a good deal of scattered information by then, could begin fitting it together. As she did, the picture, looking bad enough to start with, got progressively worse—


  Normally, even people who accepted that there might be an occasional mind reader around had the impression that telepathy couldn’t pick up enough specific and dependable information to be a significant threat to their privacy. That might have been the attitude of the top men in COS up to a year ago. Unfortunately, very unfortunately for her, they’d had a genuine psi scare then. They spotted the psi and killed him, but when they realized how much he’d learned, that they almost hadn’t found him out in time, they were shaken. Mind shields and other protective devices were promptly introduced. Osselin hated shields; like many others he found them as uncomfortable as a tight shoe. When an Askab lady provided him with a guard yoli, he’d felt it was safe to do without a shield.


  He still felt safe personally. That wasn’t the problem. COS had something going, a really important operation. Telzey had caught worried flashes about it, no more and not enough. The Big Deal was how Osselin thought of it. They couldn’t afford the chance of having the Big Deal uncovered. Keth Deboll was a notoriously persistent and successful snoop; a telepathic partner would make him twice as dangerous. The fact that the two had appeared on Fermilaur together might have no connection with the Big Deal, but who could tell? COS was checking on both at present. If they couldn’t be cleared, they’d have to be killed. Risky, but it could be arranged. It would be less risky, less suspicious, than carrying out a double mind-wipe and dumping them on some other world, which might have been an alternative in different circumstances.


  And that was it! Telzey wet her lips, felt a chill quivering again through her nerves, a sense of death edging into the situation. She didn’t see how they could be cleared. Neither did Osselin, but something might turn up which would make it unnecessary to dispose of them. The Amberdon girl’s demise, or disappearance, shouldn’t cause too much trouble, but Deboll was another matter. Too many people would start wondering whether he hadn’t been on the trail of something hot on Fermilaur, what it could be. This would have to be very carefully handled! Meanwhile COS was taking no chances. Neither of the two would be allowed to leave the planet or get near an interstellar transmitter. If they made the attempt, they’d get picked up at once. Otherwise, they could remain at large, under surveillance, until the final decision was made. That should turn up any confederate they might have here.


  The final decision was still some hours away. How many, Telzey didn’t know. Osselin hadn’t known it yet. Not very many, in any case . . .


  Osselin himself might be the only way out of this. Their information on psis was limited; they thought of her only as a telepath, like the other one, and didn’t suspect she could have further abilities which might endanger them. She had that advantage at present. Given enough time, she should be able to get Osselin under control. She’d considered trying to restore mental contact with him at long range, wherever he happened to be. But she wasn’t at all certain she could do it, and the yoli made it too risky. Its hallucinations should be self-sustaining for some hours to come if nothing happened to disturb it seriously. She had to avoid disturbing it in resuming contact with Osselin, which meant working with complete precision. A fumble at long range could jolt the creature out of its dreams and into another defensive reaction.


  She didn’t know what effect that would have on Osselin, but at the very least it might give him the idea to equip himself with a mind shield as a further safeguard until they’d dealt with the telepath. She’d be stopped then.


  She had to be there, with Osselin, to be sure of what she was doing. If she got in touch with him and told him she’d like to talk to him privately, he’d probably want to hear what she had to say. But he’d be suspicious, on guard. It would be easier for Keth to find a plausible reason for another meeting, easier if Keth was around to keep some of Osselin’s attention away from her . . .


  The comm grille burred. She gave a gasp of relief as her hand flicked out to switch it on.


  IV


  Keth took a little convincing then. He’d set their aircar down on a grassy hillside, and they’d moved off until it was a hundred yards below them. He’d turned on this and that antisnoop device. From eight feet away, their voices were an indistinguishable muddle of sound, their features blurred out.


  “We can talk,” he’d said.


  Telzey talked. He listened, intent blue eyes blinking, face expressionless. Twice he seemed about to interject something, then let her go on. Finally he said, “Telzey, you’re obviously not joking, and I don’t believe you’ve suddenly become deranged. Did you ever try to read my mind?”


  “Yes, once. Half a year ago. I thought you were up to something and I wanted to find out what it was.”


  “Oh? What did you find?”


  “That you use a mind shield, of course. I didn’t waste any more time.”


  Keth grunted. “All right! You’re a telepath. If the situation is what it looks like, we have a problem. The check on me won’t tell COS anything. Adacee isn’t leakproof, but all they’ll learn there is what I told Osselin. I came to Fermilaur to get a good story. Nothing specific. Any story as long as it’s good enough. Can they find anything in your background to confirm that you’re a mind reader?”


  Telzey shrugged, shook her head. “I’ve been careful. What there was has been pretty well covered up. It’s very unlikely they’ll find anything. The trouble is Osselin’s already pretty well convinced of it—he goes by the yoli’s psi sense. And, of course, they can’t prove that I’m not one.”


  “No. Not without linking you into a lie-detector system. If they go that far, they’ll already have decided to go all the way with us. At any rate, they haven’t made up their minds yet. I parted from Osselin on apparently friendly terms. If the verdict’s favorable, nothing at all will have happened.”


  “Unless we try to reach a spaceport,” Telzey said. “Or try to get in touch with somebody somewhere else.”


  “Yes, they wouldn’t allow that. And, of course, they can seal off the planet as far as we’re concerned. In effect, they own it.” Keth considered. “There’s a man I might contact here, but that would only pull him into the trouble. How about other, uh, functional telepaths?”


  Telzey shook her head.


  “Starting cold, it probably would be hours before I located one. We don’t have that much time. They mightn’t want to help anyway. It could cost them their cover.”


  Keth rubbed his chin. “If it gets to the point of running, a space yacht might get us off.”


  “COS Services handles the yacht rentals,” Telzey reminded him.


  “Not what I was thinking of,” Keth said. “Plenty of people come here in private yachts. Last year, I got out of a somewhat similar situation that way. It shouldn’t be impossible to borrow one, but it probably wouldn’t be easy.” He reflected. “That Big Deal of COS—the story they think we might be snooping around here for. You got no clue from Osselin what that might be?” She shook her head. “There’s an awful lot of money involved, and there’s something illegal about it. They’ll protect it, whatever it takes. They think you might have picked up some clues to it somewhere and brought me to Fermilaur to help dig up more. But that’s all I can say. Everything else connected with it was too blurred to make out.”


  “Finance, politics, business—the big money areas,” Keth said, watching her. “Nothing about some secret Hub-wide system to gather hot inside information at top levels there.”


  Telzey stared at him. “Oh, my!” she said after a long moment.


  Keth said, “You went white, Telzey. What is it?”


  “That guide I had this morning! Usurul.” Telzey put her hand to her mouth. “I was reading her mind. There was something odd going on. I didn’t think there was any connection, but I wanted to check with Uspurul again to be sure. I tried to get in touch with her an hour ago. COS Services said she was on another assignment, couldn’t be reached.”


  “You don’t think she’s on another assignment?”


  “Uh-uh! No. She didn’t know it, but she’s connected with their Big Deal! Hot inside information—When they started checking this afternoon on what I’ve been doing here since I landed, they’d have picked her up to see what a telepath could have got from her.”


  Keth said, “The kind of lie detector that pushes unconscious material to view . . . So just what did you learn from her?”


  Telzey recounted the essentials. Keth nodded slowly. He’d paled somewhat himself.


  “That will have tipped the fat into the fire!” he said.


  A secret Hub-wide information gathering system on the distaff side was . . .


  Wives, mistresses, daughters of the Federation’s greats streamed in to Fermilaur. Were tagged on arrival, maneuvered into making a remodeling appointment if that hadn’t been their intention.


  “Anesthesia, unconsciousness, in-depth interrogation,” Keth said. “Anything they know of significance is filed immediately. The ones who can be typed as foolproof COS agents and have sufficiently valuable connections go home under a set of heavy compulsions, go to work. When their work’s done, they come back, get debriefed. Leaving no trace of what’s happened, in case of subsequent checks. Yes, a big setup! COS’s capital investment program should be spectacularly successful!”


  Now and then suspicion might turn on an unwitting agent. When it happened, the agent appeared to go into amnesic withdrawal and committed suicide at the first opportunity. It wasn’t something the people involved would want to talk about. But there’d been such a case among Keth’s acquaintances, and he’d learned of another very similar one, discovered both women had gone through remodeling centers on Fermilaur in recent months. It seemed worth following up. He’d come to Fermilaur to do it.


  “I dislike turning my back on a story before it’s in the bag,” he said. “But I can pick this up at the other end now. We’d better get set to run while we can, Telzey! The decision they’ll reach is to do us in. From their viewpoint, there won’t be much choice.”


  “A yacht?” she said.


  “Yes. Noticed a few boat parks while I was moving around this morning, and—”


  “Keth, how much chance would we have of getting away?”


  He hesitated, grimaced.


  “It depends. Even odds perhaps, if we act now. Less if we wait.”


  She shook her head. “We can do better! Chan Osselin’s really top man in COS, isn’t he?”


  Keth looked at her. “Yes. Barrand’s president of the association. I’ve heard Osselin could have the job any time he wants. What he says pretty well goes anyway. Why?”


  “You’ve got to think of some reason to see him again immediately, with me. I need more time to work on him, to really get into his mind.”


  “What will that do for us?”


  “If I get through to him, Osselin will get us off Fermilaur,” Telzey said. “He’s in a better position to do it than anyone else.”


  Keth considered her.


  “It seems you’re something more than a telepath,” he remarked.


  “They don’t know it.”


  “All right. How much time would you need?”


  She shook her head.


  “An hour . . . thirty minutes . . . twenty minutes . . . two hours . . . I don’t know. It’s always different, and Osselin isn’t easy. But we’ll have much better than even odds there!”


  “Well, there’s no need to arrange for a meeting,” Keth said. He looked at his watch. “We’ve got a dinner appointment at Osselin’s house two and a half hours from now, our local time. He emphasized that I was to bring my charming young friend along. Two people want to meet us. One’s Barrand, the COS president I mentioned. The other’s Nelt, vice president and executive officer. They and Osselin are the trio that runs COS. Presumably the decision on what to do about us will be made at that time.”


  “Yes, probably,” Telzey said. “But let’s get there early, Keth.”


  “By about half an hour? I’m sure Osselin won’t object. I’ve thought of further details about the projects he showed me that I’d like to discuss with him.” He added as they turned back to the aircar, “But we’re not scratching the space yacht idea just yet!”


  “We’re not?”


  “No. COS might decide to lower the boom before we have a chance to sit down to dinner this evening. And you see, there’re three special yacht types. Racing boats—”


  The three yacht types had one thing in common: an identical means of emergency entry. It was designed for use in space but could be operated when the vessel was parked if one knew how. Keth did, though it wasn’t general knowledge. “It’s quick,” he said. “We can do it from the car. Since we haven’t spotted the people who are trailing us, they’re doing it at a discreet distance. The chances are we’ll be inside and going up before they realize what we’re thinking about. So let’s put in the next hour looking around for yachts like that! If the situation looks favorable, we’ll snatch one.”


  Telzey agreed. Keth was an expert yachtsman.


  It appeared, however, that no yachts in that category happened to be in the general area that day. After an hour, Telzey transferred her belongings to the residential tower where Keth was registered. It seemed better not to become separated now. They settled down to wait together until it would be time to go to Osselin’s residence.


  V


  Osselin’s yoli was still in timeless communion with the yoli of its dreams but beginning to show indications of uneasiness. The imagery had become static and patchy here and there. Telzey freshened it up. The yoli murmured blissfully, and was lost again.


  Since their last meeting, Osselin had added a piece of pertinent equipment to his attire—a psi recorder, disguised as a watch and fastened by a strap to his brawny wrist. Its complex energies registered as a very faint burring along Telzey’s nerves. She’d come across that particular type of instrument before. It was expensive, highly touted in deluxe gambling establishments and the like. It did, in fact, indicate any of the cruder manipulations of psi energy, which had earned it a reputation for reliability. One of its drawbacks was that it announced itself to sufficiently sensitive psis, a point of which the customers weren’t aware. And here it was no real threat to Telzey. The psi flows she used in investigative work were well below such a device’s registration levels.


  Barrand and Nelt had showed up presently, bringing two stunning young women with them. The girls, to Telzey’s satisfaction, were gaily talkative creatures. Barrand was short, powerfully built. Nelt was short and wiry. Both had mind shields. Both wore psi recorders of the same type as Osselin’s, though theirs weren’t in sight. And like Osselin they were waiting for the tactile vibrations from the recorders which would tell them that psi was being used.


  So they weren’t really sure about her.


  She’d split her attention again. Keth knew about that now, knew what to do to alert her if she didn’t seem to be behaving in a perfectly normal manner. With suspicious observers on hand, that had seemed an advisable precaution. Keth and the ladies carried most of the conversation—the ladies perhaps putting up unwitting verbal screens for their escorts, as Keth was maintaining one to give Telzey as much freedom for her other activities as possible. Now and then she was aware that the COS chiefs studied her obliquely, somewhat as one might watch a trapped, but not entirely predictable, animal. The psi recorders remained inactive. She made progress along expanding lines with Osselin, sampled a series of dishes with evident appreciation, joined occasionally in the talk—realized dinner was over.


  “Of course, I want to see Sorem!” she heard herself say. “But what in the world is a guilt-smeller?”


  Nelt’s lovely companion made fluttering motions with tapered white hands. “I’ll keep my eyes closed until he’s gone again!” she said apprehensively. “I looked at him once with his helmet off! I had nightmares for a month.”


  The others laughed. Osselin reached around for the yoli, perched at the moment on the back of his chair. He placed it on his lap. “I’ll keep my pet’s eyes closed, too, while he’s in the room,” he said, smiling at Telzey. “It isn’t easily frightened, but for some reason it’s in deathly fear of Sorem. Guilt-smeller . . . well, Sorem supposedly has the ability to pick anyone with a strong feeling of guilty apprehension out of a group.” He shrugged.


  “He’s unnatural,” Nelt’s lady told Telzey earnestly. “I don’t care what they say—Sorem never was human! He couldn’t have been.”


  “I might let him know your opinion of him,” Barrand rumbled.


  The girl paled in genuine fright. “Don’t! I don’t want him to notice me at all.”


  Barrand grinned. “You’re in no danger—unless, of course, you have something to hide.”


  “Everybody has something to hide!” she protested. “I—” She broke off.


  Faces turned to Telzey’s right. Sorem, summoned unnoticed by Barrand, had come into the room. She looked around.


  Sorem wore black uniform trousers and boots; a gun was fastened to his belt. The upper torso was that of a powerful man, narrow at the waist, wide in the shoulders, with massively muscled arms and chest. It was naked, hairless, a lusterless solid black, looking like sculptured rock. The head was completely enclosed by a large snouted helmet without visible eye slits.


  This figure came walking toward the table, helmet already turning slowly in Telzey’s direction. In Osselin’s mind, she had looked at the head inside the helmet. Black and hairless like the body, the head of an animal, of a huge dog, yellow-eyed and savage. Barrand’s bodyguard—a man who’d liked the idea of becoming a shape of fear enough to undergo considerable risks in having himself transformed into one. The great animal jaws were quite functional. Sorem was a triumph of the restructuring artists’ skills.


  The recorders had indicated no stir of psi throughout dinner. But they thought that perhaps she simply was being cautious now. Sorem was to frighten her, throw her off guard, jolt her into some revealing psi response. So she would show fear—which mightn’t be too difficult. Sorem’s mind was equipped with a shield like his employer’s, but a brutish mirth and cruelty washed through it as he made it plain his attention was on her. Telzey glanced quickly, nervously, around the table, looked back at him. Keth’s face was intent; he didn’t know what would happen, whether it wasn’t their executioner who had been called into the room. Sorem came up, steps slowing, a stalking beast. Telzey stopped breathing, went motionless, staring up at him. Abruptly, the helmet was swept away; the dog head appeared, snarling jaws half open. The eyes glared into Telzey’s.


  The yoli squealed desperately, struggling under Osselin’s hand.


  There were violent surges of psi energy then. The yoli wasn’t fully aware of what was happening, but a nightmare shape had loomed up in its dreams, and it wanted to get away. Telzey couldn’t afford to let it wake up now, and didn’t. The three psi recorders remained active for perhaps forty-five seconds. Then she’d wiped the fright impressions from the yoli’s mind, made it forget why it had been frightened . . .


  “It must have recognized your creature by his scent,” Osselin was saying. “I had its eyes covered.”


  He stroked the yoli’s furry head. It still whimpered faintly but was becoming reabsorbed by its fantasies. Sorem had turned away, was striding out of the room. Telzey watched him go, aware of Barrand’s and Nelt’s speculating eyes on her.


  “If I’d been able to breathe,” she gasped suddenly, “I’d have made more noise than that little animal!”


  The beautiful COS dolls tried to smile at her.


  “Their recorders couldn’t distinguish whether those psi jolts came from the yoli or from me,” Telzey said. “And with the racket the yoli was making, it really was more likely it was doing it.”


  “So the final decision still is being postponed?” Keth said.


  “Only on how to go about it, of course. The other two want to know whether I’m a psi or not, what we’ve learned, whether we were after the Big Deal in the first place. Osselin thinks that’s no longer so important. He wants to get rid of us in a way that’s safe, and take his chances on everything else. He’s giving Barrand and Nelt a few more hours to come up with a good enough reason against his plan—but that’s the way it’s to be.”


  Keth shook his head. “He thinks that?”


  “Yes, he thinks that.”


  “And at the same time he’s to make sure that it’s not the way it’s to be? Isn’t he aware of the contradiction?


  “He’s controlled,” Telzey said. “He’s aware of what I let him be aware. It just doesn’t occur to him that there is a contradiction. I really don’t know how else to explain that.”


  “Perhaps I get the idea,” Keth said.


  They were in Osselin’s house. Barrand and Nelt and their retinue had left shortly after the incident with Sorem and the yoli, having plans for the evening. Osselin had asked Keth and Telzey to stay on for a while.


  The difference of opinion among the COS chiefs was based on the fact that Osselin was less willing to risk a subsequent investigation than his colleagues. The forcing lie detector probes Barrand and Nelt wanted would involve traceable drugs or telltale physical damage if the subjects turned out to be as intractable as he suspected these subjects might be. A gentle anesthesia quiz wasn’t likely to accomplish much here. It would be necessary to get rid of the bodies afterwards. And the abrupt disappearance of Keth Deboll and a companion on Fermilaur would lead to rather stringent investigations even as a stage accident. Osselin intended to have them killed in a manner which could leave no doubt about the accidental manner of their death. A tragic disaster.


  “What kind of disaster?” Keth asked.


  “He’s got engineers working on that, and it’s probably already set up,” Telzey said. “We’ll be seen walking in good health into the ground level of our tower. Depending on the time we get there, there’ll be fifty to a hundred other people around. There’s an eruption of gas—equipment failure. A moment later, we’re all dead together. Automatic safeguards confine the gas to that level until it can be handled, so nobody else gets hurt.”


  Keth grunted. “Considerate of him.”


  Objectively considered, it was a sound plan. The tourist tower was full of important people; various top-level cliques congregated there. There’d be then a substantial sprinkling of important victims on the ground level. Even if sabotage were suspected, nothing would suggest that Keth and Telzey had been its specific targets.


  On a subterranean level of Osselin’s house was a vault area, and he was in it now. They hadn’t accompanied him because anyone else’s body pattern would bring the vault defenses into violent action. Telzey remained in mental contact; she hadn’t quite finished her work on Osselin, though there wasn’t much left to do. He was sewed up as tightly as she’d ever sewed anyone up. But he remained a tough-minded individual, and she wanted to take no chances whatever tonight. Things seemed under control and moving smoothly. But she wouldn’t breathe easily again until Fermilaur vanished in space behind them.


  In one respect, things had gone better than they’d had any reason to expect. “Will you settle for a complete file on the Big Deal?” she’d asked Keth. “The whole inside information gathering program? The file goes back almost three years, which was when it started. Names, dates, the information they got, what they did with it—”


  Osselin kept duplicate copies of the file in the vault. She’d told him to bring up one copy for Keth and forget he’d had that copy then. After that, it would be a question of getting off Fermilaur—not too easy even with Osselin’s cooperation. He couldn’t simply escort them to a spaceport and see that they were let through. They were under COS surveillance, would be trailed again when they left the house. COS police waited at the ports. If anything began to look at all suspicious, Barrand and Nelt would hear about it at once, and act at once.


  Osselin obviously was the one best qualified to find a way out of the problem, and Telzey had instructed him to work on it. He came back up from the vault presently, laid two small objects on a table, said matter-of-factly, “I have some calls to make on the other matter,” and left the room again.


  Keth shook his head. “He seems so normal!”


  “Of course, he seems normal,” Telzey said. “He feels normal. We don’t want anybody to start wondering about him.”


  “And this is the COS file?” Keth had moved over to the table.


  “That’s it.”


  The objects were a pair of halfinch microtape cubes. Keth smiled lovingly at them, took out a card case, opened it, ran his thumb nail along a section of its inner surface. The material parted. “Shrink section,” he remarked. He dropped the cubes inside, sealed the slit with the ball of his thumb. The case was flat again and he returned it to an inner pocket.


  Telzey brushed her hair back from her face. The room wasn’t excessively warm, but she was sweating. Unresolved tensions—


  She swore mentally at herself. It was no time to get nervous! “How small are they now?” she asked.


  “Dust motes. I get searched occasionally. You drop the whole thing into an enlarger before you open it again, or you’re likely to lose whatever you’ve shrunk.” He glanced at his watch. “How far has he got on that other matter?”


  “I haven’t been giving much attention to it. I’m making sure I have him completely tied up—I’ll probably have to break contact with him again before we’re off Fermilaur.”


  “You still can’t control him at a distance?”


  “Oh, I might. But I wouldn’t want to depend on that. He seems to have the details pretty well worked out. He’ll tell us when he gets back.”


  “The pattern will be,” said Osselin, “that you’ve decided to go out on the resorts. What you do immediately after you leave the house doesn’t matter. Live it up, mildly, here and there, but work around toward Hallain Palace, and drop in there an hour and a half from now. If you don’t know the place, you’ll find its coordinates on your car controls.”


  “I can locate Hallain Palace,” Keth said. “I left money enough there five years ago.”


  “Tonight you’re not gambling,” Osselin told him. “Go to the Tourist Shop, thirteenth level, where two lamps have been purchased against Miss Amberdon’s GC account.”


  “Lamps?” repeated Keth.


  “They’re simply articles of the required size. You’ll go to the store’s shipping level with them to make sure they’re properly packaged, for transportation to Orado. They’re very valuable. You’ll find someone waiting for you with two shipping boxes. You’ll be helped into the boxes, which will then be closed, flown directly to Port Ligrit, passed through a freight gate under my seal, and put on board an Orado packet shortly before takeoff. In space, somebody will let you out of the boxes and give you your tickets.” Osselin looked at Telzey. “Miss Orm and her mother are on their way to another port, accompanied by two Hute specialists who will complete Miss Orm’s modeling reversion at her home. They’ll arrive at the Orado City Terminal shortly after you do. You can contact them there.”


  “How far can you trust him?” Keth asked, as Osselin’s house moved out of sight behind their car.


  “Completely now,” Telzey said. “Don’t worry about that part! The way we’re still likely to run into trouble is to do something at the last moment that looks suspicious to our snoops.”


  “We’ll avoid doing it then,” said Keth.


  Telzey withdrew from contact with Osselin. He considered the arrangements to be foolproof, providing they didn’t deviate from the timetable, so they probably were foolproof. Tracer surveillance didn’t extend into enclosed complexes like Hallain Palace, where entrances could be watched to pick them up again as they emerged. By the time anyone began to look through the Palace’s sections for them, they’d have landed on Orado. There’d be nothing to indicate then what had happened. Osselin himself would have forgotten.


  They stopped briefly at a few tourist spots, circling in toward Hallain Palace, then went on to the Palace and reached it at the scheduled time. They strolled through one of the casinos, turned toward the Tourist Shop section. At the comer of a passage, three men in the uniform of the Fermilaur police stepped out in front of them.


  There was a hissing sound. Telzey blacked out.


  VI


  Barrand said, “Oh, you’ll talk, of course. You’ll tell us everything we want to know. We can continue the interrogation for hours. You may lose your minds if you resist too stubbornly, and you may be physically destroyed, but we’ll have the truth from both of you before it gets that far.”


  It wasn’t the escape plan that had gone wrong. Barrand and Nelt didn’t know Osselin was under Telzey’s control, or that she and Keth would have been off Fermilaur in less than an hour if they hadn’t been picked up. They’d simply decided to override Osselin and handle the situation their own way, without letting him know until it was too late to do anything about it. Presumably they counted on getting the support of the COS associates when they showed that the move had produced vital information.


  Their approach wasn’t a good one. Telzey had been fastened to a frame used in restructuring surgery, while Keth was fastened to a chair across the room. Frame and chair were attachments of a squat lie-detecting device which stood against one wall. A disinterested-looking COS surgeon and an angular female assistant sat at an instrument table beside Telzey. The surgeon had a round swelling in the center of his forehead, like the lump left by a blow. Apparently neither he nor the assistant cared to have the miracles of cosmetology applied to themselves.


  They were the only two people in the room who weren’t much concerned about what was going on. Telzey couldn’t move her head very far and had caught only one glimpse of Nelt after she and Keth were awakened. But Barrand remained within her range of vision, and his heavy features were sheened occasionally with a film of sweat. It was understandable. Barrand had to get results to justify his maneuver against Osselin. He might have regarded this as an opportunity to break down Osselin’s prestige and following in the association. And so far Barrand could be certain of only one thing. He was, in fact, dealing with a psi.


  He looked as if he almost wished he hadn’t made the discovery.


  From Telzey’s point of view, it couldn’t be avoided. Regaining contact with Osselin might be the only possible way to get them out of the situation, and she didn’t know whether she could do it in time. The subtle approach was out now. While Keth, doing his part again, argued angrily and futilely with Barrand and Nelt, she’d been driving out a full-sweep search probe, sensitized to Osselin’s mind patterns. Barrand’s expression when he stared at her told her his psi recorder was registering the probe. So, of course, was Nelt’s, whose impatiently muttering voice Telzey could hear in the section of the room behind her. He was keeping it low, but it was fairly obvious that he was hurrying along preliminary briefing instructions to the lie detector as much as he could without confusing the device, or giving it insufficient information to work with. They were anxious to have it get started on her.


  She hadn’t picked up a trace of Osselin yet. But almost as soon as she began reaching out for him, she’d run into a storm of distress signals from another familiar mind.


  It had turned into a bad day for Uspurul. Shortly after noon, she was called in to COS Services’ regional office. Something happened there. She didn’t know what. A period of more than an hour appeared to have lapsed unnoticed, and nobody was offering any explanations. She’d heard of amnesia treatments, but why should they have given her one? It frightened her.


  She pretended that everything seemed normal, and when she was told to go to her quarters and rest for a few hours because she might be given a night assignment, she was able to convince herself that the matter was over—she’d been brushed briefly by some secret COS business, put to some use of which she was to know nothing, and restored to her normal duties.


  An hour ago then, she’d been told to check out an aircar for a night flight to the Ialgeris Islands, registering Miss Amberdon and a Mr. Deboll as her passengers. That looked all right. Amberdon was still her assignment. The Ialgeris tour, though a lengthy one, requiring an expert guide because it involved sporadic weather risks, was nothing unusual. She took the car to one of the Barrand centers where she was to pick up the passengers. There she was conducted to a sublevel room and left alone behind a closed door. Misgivings awoke sharply again. There was no detectable way of opening the door from within the room.


  Why should they lock her in? What was happening? Uspurul became suddenly, horribly, convinced that she’d been drawn deep into one of those dark COS activities she’d hardly even let herself think about.


  A fit of shaking came over her and it was some minutes then before she could control her muscles. Shortly afterwards, the door opened. Uspurul stood up quickly, putting on a servile smile. The smile was wiped away by the shock of realizing that the man in the door was Nelt—one of the biggest of the COS big shots, one of the people she least wanted to see at present. Nelt beckoned her out into the passage.


  Uspurul stepped out, legs beginning to shake again, glanced up the passage and felt she’d dropped into a nightmare. Barrand, the COS president, stood thirty feet away at an open door, speaking to a man in surgeon’s uniform. Beside them was a float table, and on it lay two covered figures. Uspurul didn’t doubt for an instant that they were those of her prospective passengers. Neither they nor she were to reach the Ialgeris Islands. Tomorrow the aircar would be reported lost in a sea storm, as a number were each year in spite of all precautions—


  The surgeon moved the float table through the door, and Barrand followed it. Nelt turned away and walked along the passage toward the room, leaving Uspurul standing where she was. For a moment, hope flickered wildly in her. She might be able to get out of the Center unnoticed, find a place to hide—stay alive!


  A great black-gloved hand came down on her shoulder. Uspurul made a choked screeching noise. Nelt didn’t look around. He went on into the room and the door closed.


  Sorem, whose black-uniformed tall figure Uspurul had seen once at a distance, Barrand’s bodyguard, whose head was always covered in public by a large, disturbingly shaped helmet, unlocked the door to an adjoining-room, went in with Uspurul and shoved her down on a bench. She’d heard stories about Sorem. Half fainting, staring fascinatedly at him, she hoped he wouldn’t take off the helmet.


  But he did, and the yellow-eyed black dog head grinned down at her.


  The lie detector was asking its patterned series of trap questions on the matters it had been instructed to investigate, and Telzey was answering them. It was nerve-stretching work. They’d stripped her before fastening her to the frame, and she’d been warned that if she refused to answer or the detector stated she wasn’t telling the truth, the surgeon was ready to restructure one of her arms as a start.


  She’d split her awareness again, differently, deeply. The detector’s only contact was with a shadow mentality, ignorant of the split, memoryless, incapable of independent thought. A mechanism. When a question was asked, she fed the mechanism the answer she wanted it to give, along with the assurance-that it was the truth. It usually was not the truth, but the mechanism believed it was. Psi sealed Telzey’s mind away otherwise both from the detector’s sensors and from crucial body contacts. There were no betraying physical reactions.


  It took much more concentration than she liked—she’d still found no mental traces of Osselin, and a purposeful search probe absorbed concentration enough itself. But she needed time and was more likely to gain time if she kept their attention on her, away from Keth. He wasn’t being questioned directly, but Telzey suspected the detector was picking up readings from him through the chair to which he was fastened and comparing them with the readings it got from her. There was a slight glassiness in Keth’s look which indicated he’d gone into a self-induced trance as soon as the questions began, couldn’t hear either questions or answers, hence wasn’t affected by them. He’d said he could hold out against a lie detector by such means for a while. But a sophisticated detector had ways of dealing with hypnotic effects, and the COS machine obviously was an advanced model. She should keep it working away at her as long as possible.


  The questions ended abruptly. Telzey drew a long, slow breath.


  She might have caught a touch of Chan Osselin’s mind just then! She wasn’t sure. The stress of maintaining her defenses against the detector had begun to blur her sensitivity.


  The lie detector’s voice said, “Deboll does not respond to verbal stimuli at present. The cause can be analyzed if desired. Amberdon’s response to each question registered individually as truthful. The overall question-response pattern, however, shows a slight but definite distortion.”


  “In other words,” Barrand said from behind Telzey, “she’s been lying.”


  “That is the probability. The truth registration on individual questions is not a machine error. It remains unexplained.”


  Barrand and Nelt moved into Telzey’s range of vision, looked down at her. Nelt shook his head.


  “I don’t like that,” he said uneasily.


  “Nor I,” said Barrand. “And we can’t be sure of what else she’s doing. Let’s speed up the procedure! Have the detector get Deboll out of whatever state he’s in and start questioning him immediately. Put on full pressure at the slightest hesitation. Take the girl off the machine for the time being.” Barrand looked at the surgeon. “Get to work. To begin with, I want the left arm deboned to the wrist and extended.”


  The surgeon’s look of disinterest vanished. He drew back the sliding top of the instrument table. “A functional tentacle?”


  Barrand grunted. “She’s to stay alive and able to talk. Aside from that, keep her functional if you can, but it’s not of primary importance. Let her watch what’s happening.” He added to Telzey, “We’ll stop this as soon as you demonstrate to our satisfaction that you’re willing to cooperate.”


  All the energy she could handle was reaching for Osselin’s mind now. But the trace, if it had been one, had vanished. The sculpting frame moved, bringing her down and around. The surgeon’s face appeared above her. An arm of the frame rose behind him and she saw herself in the tilted mirror at its tip.


  “Don’t let her lose consciousness,” Barrand was saying to the surgeon’s assistant. “But keep the pain level high—close to tolerance.”


  The skin on the odd lump in the center of the surgeon’s forehead quivered and drew back to either side. The lump was a large, dark, bulging eye. It glanced over at Telzey’s face independently of the other two eyes, then appeared to align itself with them. Part of Telzey’s mind reflected quite calmly that a surgeon might, of course, have use for an independent eye—say one which acted as a magnifying lens.


  But this was getting close. Barrand and the detector weren’t giving her the time she’d hoped to have.


  “Chan Osselin!” She blasted the direct summons out, waited for any flicker of reaction that could guide her back to him.


  Nothing.


  Uspurul had been in an entertainingly hysterical commotion for a few minutes, but then she’d simply collapsed. Sorem wasn’t sure whether she was conscious or not.


  When he prodded her with a finger, she made a moaning noise, but that could have been an automatic response. Sullenly, he decided to leave her alone. If she happened to die of fright here, it wouldn’t really matter, but Barrand would be annoyed.


  Sorem stood up from the bench on which he’d been sitting, hitched his gun belt around, looked down at the child-sized figure sprawled limply on the floor, eyes half shut. He nudged it with his boot. Uspurul whimpered. She still breathed at any rate. The black dog head yawned boredly. Sorem turned away toward the door, wondering how long it would be before they got what they wanted in the detector room.


  Uspurul opened her eyes, looked after him, rolled up quietly on her feet.


  Sorem had good reflexes, but not abnormally good ones; he was, after all, still quite human. And, at the moment, he was less than alert. He heard a faint, not immediately definable sound, felt almost simultaneously a violent jerk at his gun belt. He whirled, quickly enough now, saw for an instant a small face glare up at him, then saw and heard no more. The big gun Uspurul held gripped in both hands coughed again, but the first shot had torn the front of Sorem’s skull away.


  Telzey couldn’t see the door opening into the lie detector room, but she was aware of it. For an instant, nobody else in the room was aware of it; and after that, it hardly mattered. Sorem had fancied a hair-triggered gun, and Uspurul was holding the trigger down as she ran toward Barrand and Nelt, swinging the gun muzzle about in short arcs in front of her. Most of the charges smashed into floor and wall, but quite enough reached the two COS chiefs. Nelt, already down, moments from death, managed to drag out his own gun and fire it blindly once. The side of Uspurul’s scalp was laid open, but she didn’t know it. Nelt died then. Barrand already was dead. Uspurul stopped shooting.


  “Deboll,” the lie detector’s voice announced in the room’s sudden silence, “is now ready for questioning.”


  Telzey said softly to the surgeon, “We don’t exactly need you two, you know, but you won’t get hurt if you do as I tell you. She’ll do whatever I want.”


  “She will?” the surgeon breathed. He watched Uspurul staring at him and his assistant from twelve feet away, gun pointed. They’d both frozen when the shooting started. “What are we to do?”


  “Get me off this thing, of course!”


  He hesitated. “I’d have to move my hands—”


  “Go ahead,” Telzey said impatiently. “She won’t shoot if that’s all you’re doing.”


  The frame released her moments later. She sat up, slid off it to the floor. Across the room, Keth cleared his throat. “You,” Telzey said to the bony assistant, “get him unfastened!


  And don’t try to get out of the room!”


  “I won’t,” the assistant said hoarsely.


  “My impression,” Keth remarked some hours later, “was that we were to try to stall them until you could restore your mental contact with Osselin and bring him around to the rescue.”


  Telzey nodded. “That’s what I wanted. It would have been safest. But, like I told you, that kind of thing isn’t always possible. Barrand wouldn’t let me have the time. So I had to use Uspurul, which I didn’t like to do. Something could have gone wrong very easily!”


  “Well, nothing did,” said Keth. “She was your last resort, eh?”


  “No,” Telzey said. “There were a few other things I could have done, but not immediately. I wasn’t sure any of them would work, and I didn’t want to wait until they were carving around on me, or doped you to start you talking. Uspurul I could use at once.”


  “Exactly how did you use her?” Keth asked.


  Telzey looked at him. He said, “Relax! It’s off the record. Everything’s off the record. After all, nobody’s ever likely to hear from me that it wasn’t the famed Deboll ingenuity that broke the biggest racket on Fermilaur!”


  “All right, I’ll tell you,” Telzey said. “I knew Uspurul was around almost as soon as we woke up. She’s very easy psi material, so I made good contact with her again, just in case, took over her mind controls and shut subjective awareness down to near zero. She’d been in a state of terror, and Sorem thought she’d fainted, which was what it looked like. Then when I had to use her, I triggered rage, homicidal fury, which shot her full of adrenalin again. She needed it—she isn’t normally very strong or very fast. That gun was almost too heavy for her to hold.”


  “So you simply told her to take the gun away from Barrand’s monster, shoot him and come into the next room to shoot Barrand and Nelt?” Keth said.


  Telzey shook her head.


  “Uspurul couldn’t have done it,” she said. “She’d never touched a gun in her life. Even in a frenzy like that, she couldn’t use violence effectively. She wouldn’t know how. She didn’t know what was going on until it was over. She wasn’t really there.”


  Keth studied her a moment. “You?”


  “Me, of course,” Telzey said. “I needed a body that was ready to explode into action. Uspurul supplied that. I had to handle the action.”


  “You know, it’s odd,” Keth said after a moment. “I never would have considered you a violent person.”


  “I’m not,” Telzey said. “I’ve learned to use violence.” She reflected. “In a way, being a psi is like being an investigative reporter. Even when you’re not trying very hard, you tend to find out things people don’t want you to know. Quite a few people would like to do something about Keth Deboll, wouldn’t they? He might talk about the wrong thing any time. By now I’ve come across quite a few people who wanted to do something about me. I don’t intend to let it happen.”


  “I wasn’t blaming you,” Keth said. “I’m all in favor of violence that keeps me alive.”


  They were on a liner, less than an hour from Orado. Once they were free, Telzey hadn’t continued her efforts to contact Osselin mentally. They located a ComWeb instead, had him paged, and when he came on screen, she told him what to do. The story was that Sorem had gone berserk and killed Barrand and Nelt before being killed himself. Keth had made his own arrangements later from the liner. Adacee and various authorities would be ready to slam down on the secret COS project within a week.


  Telzey’s restrictions on Osselin should hold easily until then. The surgeon and his assistant had been given standard amnesia treatments to cover the evening. They could deduce from it that they’d been involved in a detector interrogation dealing with secret matters, but nothing else. It wasn’t a new experience, and they weren’t likely to be curious. Uspurul was aboard the liner.


  “You know, I don’t really have much use for a bondswoman,” Keth remarked, thinking about that point.


  “You won’t be stuck with her contract for more than a year,” Telzey said. “Keth, look, don’t you owe me something?”


  He scratched his jaw. “Do I? You got us out of a mess, but I doubt I’d have been in the mess if it hadn’t been for you.”


  “You wouldn’t have had your COS story either.”


  “Don’t be so sure!”


  “You’d have had the full story?”


  “No, hardly that.”


  “Well, then!” Telzey said. “Uspurul’s part of the story, so she can be your responsibility for a while. Fair enough? I’d take care of her myself if I didn’t have my hands full.”


  “Why take care of her at all?”


  “Because not everyone in COS is going to believe Osselin’s version of what happened. They don’t dare do anything about him, but there was enough to show Uspurul was involved somehow in what went on tonight. She’s a rotten little creature in some ways, but I’d sooner not think of her being worked over by COS interrogation methods. They can break down amnesia treatments sometimes, so Osselin wanted to have her killed immediately to be on the safe side.” Telzey added, “Uspurul’s got a really good brain, and you’d be surprised at the things she’s learned working for COS Services! Adacee should find her an asset. Give her half a chance, and she might make a great newscaster!”


  “Adacee and I thank you,” said Keth.


  GLORY DAY


  Telzey was in a spot, but she wasn’t the type to howl about that. She got someone else to do it for her.


  I


  The last thing she remembered feeling was a horrid, raging, topsy-turvy confusion. Her mind seemed simultaneously ripped apart and squeezed to a pulp. She hadn’t been able to begin to think. Then there’d been nothing.


  Now there was something again. The confusion was gone. She found herself here, and thinking—


  Lying on her back on some soft surface, dressed. There was light beyond her eyelids which she wasn’t going to open just yet. The attack on Casmard’s space yacht hadn’t killed her, or injured her physically. What about the others?


  Her mind screens opened cautiously.


  Trigger was close by, probably in the same room, asleep. Sleeping comfortably. There were no immediate indications of Casmard, which wasn’t surprising since she’d never tried to touch his mind before. She didn’t start searching for him. If neither she nor Trigger had been harmed in the attack on the yacht, he should be all right, too, at the moment.


  But there’d been a fourth person on the yacht—a man named Kewen, Casmard’s navigator in the Husna Regatta. Telzey did want to know immediately about him.


  She put out search thoughts designed to awaken a response in the subconscious levels of Kewen’s mind if they touched it. Eventually, one of them did. Telzey followed it up, eased herself very gently into that mind. Kewen also was placidly asleep. She studied his mental patterns carefully for a time, secured a number of controls on them. Before she was done, she was picking up occasional washes of faint thought from other sources. There were minds of psi type about, apparently unscreened, apparently nontelepathic.


  That should be significant; in any case, it could produce immediate information. Finished with Kewen, Telzey waited for the next wisp of other-thought, touched it when it came, blended awareness with it, moved toward an unguarded psi mind and ghosted inquiringly around there.


  She gained information—and what she learned increased her caution. She withdrew from the psi as imperceptibly as she’d approached.


  Then at last, almost an hour after she’d first come awake, she opened her eyes.


  There was diffused light glow on the ceiling, barely required here. Daylight coming through a large shuttered window on the right made a pattern of bright lines on the carpet. She was lying on a couch, and Trigger lay on a couch across the room from her, red-bronze hair spilling over her face. They were dressed in the clothes they’d worn on Casmard’s yacht before the attack. Arranged along the floor in the center of the room was the luggage they’d had on the yacht.


  Telzey gave Trigger’s half-shielded mind a nudge, and Trigger woke up. She’d been close to awaking for some while. She lifted her head, looked over at Telzey, came up on an elbow and looked around. Her glance held on the row of luggage. She sat up, put a cautioning finger to her lips, got off the couch and went over to the luggage. She opened one of the suitcases.


  Telzey joined her there. Trigger was unsealing a secret compartment in the suitcase. She brought out a cosmetics purse which she set aside, then a small bag which she opened. There were a number of rings in it. Trigger selected two, gave one to Telzey, put the other on her finger, returned the bag to the compartment, and closed that and the suitcase.


  She put the cosmetics purse in her jacket pocket and watched Telzey very carefully fit on the second ring.


  “That on-and-off husband of mine,” Trigger said then in a normal voice, “is a security gadget nut. He insists I carry what he calls the minimum line around with me when we’re not together. Every so often it turns out to be a good idea. We’re distorted and scrambled now, so I guess we can talk. What’s happened?”


  “I’ve found out a few things,” Telzey said. “Better get your O.G. shield closed tight, and keep it tight.”


  “Done,” said Trigger. “Psi stuff around, eh?”


  Telzey nodded. “Quite a lot of it! I don’t know what that means yet, but it could mean trouble. About what happened to us—somebody seems to have turned a stun beam on the yacht and knocked us out before they grappled and boarded.”


  “A rough beam that was!” Trigger said.


  “What did it feel like to you?”


  “Well . . . let’s say as if my head turned into a drum half the size of the universe and somebody was pounding on it with clubs. But I’m all right now. Do you know who did it, where we are, and what’s happened to the Askab and the navigator?”


  “More or less, I do,” Telzey said. “We’re on Askanam, in the Balak of Tamandun—Casmard’s balak. More specifically, we’re in a section of a palace which belongs to the man who’s been Regent of Tamandun in Casmard’s absence. He was presumably responsible for the attack on the yacht.


  “To have Casmard kidnapped?”


  “Apparently. I’m pretty sure Casmard’s somewhere in the palace, and I know Kewen is. We’re here because we happened to be on the yacht with Casmard.”


  Trigger said, after a moment, “From what I’ve heard of Askanam politics, that doesn’t look too good.”


  “I’m afraid it isn’t good,” Telzey agreed. “When we’re missed, all anyone will know is that Casmard’s yacht appears to have vanished in interstellar space with all aboard.”


  “How does the psi business fit in?”


  “I don’t know yet. There’re a number of psis of assorted types not very far from us. Anywhere up to two dozen of them. One had an unguarded mind and I tapped it. But I discovered then that some of the others were screened telepaths. I could have been detected at any moment, so I pulled out before I got as much information as I wanted. I’m not sure why they’re here. There was something about a Glory Day—a big annual holiday in Tamandun—coming up. Something else about arena games connected with Glory Day festivities.” Telzey shook her head. “Those psis aren’t Askanam people. At least, the one I was tapping isn’t. She’s a Federation citizen.”


  “They might be helpful then,” Trigger suggested.


  “They might. But I’d want to find out more about them before I let them know I’m also a Federation psi who’s probably in a jam. And I’ll have to be careful about that because of the telepaths.”


  Trigger nodded. “Sounds like you’re right! You’d better stay our secret weapon for a while. Particularly—are the psis in the building, too?”


  “No, I’m sure they’re not in the building. They’re close to us, but not that close.”


  “But there’s a connection between them and Casmard’s Regent?”


  “I’m almost sure of that.”


  “Well—” Trigger shrugged. “Let’s freshen up and change our clothes before we have visitors. What do you wear on Askanam in the palace of a Regent who might be thinking of featuring you in the upcoming arena games?”


  “Something quietly conservative, I suppose,” Telzey said.


  “All right. Just so it goes with my purse.” The cosmetics purse didn’t contain cosmetics but Trigger’s favorite gun, and was equipped with an instant ejection mechanism. Conceivably, it could act as their other secret weapon here. “The door on the left looks like it should open on a refresher—”


  II


  In certain confidential Overgovernment files, Askanam was listed among the Hub’s experimental worlds. Officially, it was a world which retained a number of unusual privileges in return for acknowledging the Federation’s basic authority and accepting a few balancing restrictions. Most of its surface was taken up by the balaks of the ruling Askabs, ranging in size from something not much larger than a township to great states with teeming populations. It was a colorful world of pomp and splendor, romance, violence, superstition and individualism. The traditionally warlike activities of the Askabs were limited by Federation regulations, which kept Askanam pretty much as it was, though individual balaks not infrequently changed hands. Otherwise Federation law didn’t extend to the balaks. Hub citizens applying for entry were advised that they were going into areas where they would receive no Federation protection.


  Telzey was aware that the arrangement served several purposes for the Overgovernment. Askanam was populated largely by people who liked that kind of life, since nothing prevented them from leaving. They were attracted to it, in fact, from all over the Hub. Since they were a kind of people whose romantic notions could cause problems otherwise, the Overgovernment was glad to see them there. Askanam was one of its laboratories, and its population’s ways were more closely studied than they knew.


  For individuals, of course, that romantic setup could turn into a dangerous trap.


  Telzey discovered an intercom while Trigger was freshening up, and after they were dressed again, they used it. They were connected with someone who said he was the Regent Tom’s secretary, extended the Regent’s welcome to the Askab Casmard’s yacht guests, trusted they were well rested, and inquired whether they would be pleased to join the Askab and his cousin for breakfast.


  They would, and were guided through a wing of the palace to a room where a table was set for four. The Askab Perial Casmard waited there, smiling and, to all appearances, at ease. Three other men were with him, and he introduced them. The Regent Tom, tall, bony and dark. Lord Ormota, with a bristling red beard, Servant of the Stone. Finally a young, strongly built man with a boyishly handsome face, who was Lord Vallain.


  The Regent said, “I waited only to meet you and to express my regrets if any inconvenience has been caused you. I hope your visit to the Balak of Tamandun will be very pleasant otherwise. Political considerations made it necessary to bring you here, as the Askab will explain.” He added to Casmard, “Your taste in guests is impeccable, dear cousin!” Then he bowed to Telzey and Trigger and left the room, accompanied by Lord Ormota.


  They took their seats, and breakfast was served. When the waiters had left, Casmard said, “I regret deeply that you two are involved in this matter! We can speak freely, by the way. I’m using a distorter, and Toru, in any case, would have no interest in what we have to say. He’s certain there’s nothing we can do.”


  “Is it a very bad situation?” Trigger asked.


  “Yes, quite bad!” Casmard hesitated, then shook his head. “I would be both insulting you and treating you unfairly by offering you false reassurances. The fact is then that Toru undoubtedly intends to have all four of us killed. He believes you’re my women and that he can put additional pressure on me because of it.”


  “Pressure to do what?” asked Telzey.


  “To renounce my right to the title of Askab of Tamandun, abdicate publicly in his favor. The reasoning is that my interests are no longer here. That’s perfectly true, of course. It’s been eight years since I last set foot on Askanam. For more than half my life, I’ve been a Federation citizen in all but legal fact. I’ve built up a personal fortune which makes me independent of the revenues of Tamandun. To act as the Balak’s Askab in practice is something I’d Find dull, indeed!”


  Trigger said, “Then why not simply abdicate?”


  “For two reasons,” Casmard told her. “One is that, while I’ve intended to do it for some time, I also intended to wait another year and then make Vallain, who is my cousin as is Toru, my successor. He would have been of suitable age to become Askab then. He doesn’t share my dislike for the role, and, as Askabs go, he would make a far better ruler for Tamandun than Toru. I still feel some slight responsibility toward the Balak.”


  “Which is why I’ve joined you on Toru’s death list,” Vallain informed Telzey and Trigger. He didn’t appear greatly disturbed by the fact. “Very many people would prefer me to the Regent.”


  “Well, and there you have my second reason,” Casmard went on. “After my formal abdication has been obtained and announced and Toru has himself installed as Askab, he’ll lose no time in terminating my existence. If any of you are still alive at that time, you’ll die with me.”


  Trigger cleared her throat. “You mean he might kill us first?”


  Perial Casmard looked distressed. “Unfortunately, that’s quite possible. You three are in more immediate danger than I am. Since I’ve never given evidence of the bloodthirstiness which is supposed to distinguish a proper Askab, Toru feels that fear is a tool which can be used to influence me. He may decide to make object lessons of you.”


  “Casmard,” said Vallain, “what difference does it really make? We can’t get off the palace grounds. We can’t get out a message. We’re not even being watched. The Regent is so sure of us that he can afford to treat us as guests until we die. He’ll become the Askab of Tamandun on Glory Day, and none of us will survive that day. Since it’s inevitable, don’t let it upset you.”


  “When’s Glory Day?” Telzey asked.


  Vallain looked at her. “Why, tomorrow! I thought you knew.”


  Telzey pushed her chair back, stood up.


  “Trigger and I saw some beautiful gardens from a window on our way here,” she said. “Since the Regent doesn’t seem to mind, I think we’ll walk around there and admire them a while.” She smiled. “My appetite might be better a little later!”


  Casmard said uneasily, “I believe you would be safer if you stayed with me.”


  “How much safer?” Telzey said.


  Vallain laughed. “She’s right, Cousin! Let them go. The gardens are beautiful, and so is the morning. Let them enjoy the time they have left.” He added to Telzey and Trigger, “I would ask your permission to accompany you, but in view of the situation, there are some matters I should take care of. However, I’ll show you down to the gardens.”


  Casmard stood up.


  “Then be so good as to wait for them here a few minutes,” he told Vallain. “There’s something I’d like them to have.”


  He led the way from the room, turned presently into another one and shut the door after Telzey and Trigger had entered.


  “All things may be the tools of politics,” he remarked. “On Askanam, the superstitions of the people are a tool in general use by those who seek or hold power—and they themselves often aren’t free of superstition. When I was a child, my father, the Askab, made me promise to keep certain small talismans he’d had our court adept fashion for me on my person at all times. They were to protect me from tricks of wizardry. I’ve kept them as souvenirs throughout the years—and now I want to give one to each of you, for somewhat the same reason my father had.”


  He took two star-shaped splinters of jewelry no larger than his thumb nail from a pocket, gave one to Telzey and the other to Trigger.


  “Well, thanks very much, Casmard!” Trigger said. “They’re certainly very beautiful!” She hesitated. “Do you—”


  Casmard said, “You’re thinking, of course, that the danger we’re in is affecting my mind. However, I can assure you from personal knowledge that superstitions, on occasion, may cloak something quite real. I’m not speaking of technological fakery, which is much employed here. You’ve heard of psis, of course. Sophisticated people in the Federation tend to believe that the various stories told about them are again mainly superstition. But having made a study of the subject, I’ve concluded that many of those stories have a foundation in fact. My parents’ court adept, for example, while he professed to deal in magic and to control supernatural entities, evidently was a psi. And I’m sure that a considerable number of psis are active on Askanam to an extent they couldn’t be elsewhere. The general belief in sorcery covers their activities—is simply reinforced by them.


  “I don’t know whether Toru has an adept working for him at present. But it’s possible. It’s also possible that he feels it would be an effective move to have you two appear to be the victims of sorcery. Frankly, I have no way of knowing whether the talismans actually offer protection against psi forces—but, at least, they can do you no harm. So will you keep them on your persons as a favor to me? I feel we should take every possible precaution available at present.”


  He left them at the door to the breakfast room, and Vallain showed them the way down to the gardens and told them how to find him, or Casmard, later when they felt like it. A number of other buildings were visible on the palace grounds, and Telzey asked a few questions about them. Then Vallain excused himself pleasantly and went away.


  “If I were Toru,” Trigger remarked as they started off along a path, “I wouldn’t trust our Lord Vallain without a guard!”


  Telzey nodded. “He’s planning something. That’s why he didn’t want us to be around this morning. I’m not sure about Perial Casmard either. He’s really a tough character!”


  “What are you planning?” Trigger asked.


  “I want to locate that group of psis as soon as possible—they should be in one of the buildings on the grounds. If I can get close to them, I can start doing some precision scanning. It’s not too likely they’d notice that. Until we know something about them, it’s hard to figure out what we can do.”


  “The telepaths could spot you if you went to work directly on the Regent?”


  “Well, they might. Especially with a number of them around. We don’t know how the group would react to that.” Telzey shook her head. “But Toru could be too tough a job anyway in the time we have left! He and that Servant of the Stone don’t seem to have any illusions about Askanam adepts either—they’ve imported good solid Federation mind shields of a chemical type and are using them. We might get better results if I don’t waste time trying to work through that stuff. At any rate, we have to find out how the psis fit in first.”


  “Do Casmard’s talismans do anything?”


  Telzey shrugged. “They could make someone who believes in them feel more secure, of course. But that’s all they can do.”


  III


  The palace grounds were very extensive and beautifully tended—a varied succession of terraced gardens, large and small. There wasn’t a human being in sight anywhere. They followed curving paths in and out of tree groves, around artificial lakes, up and down terrace stairs of polished and tinted stone. Trigger inquired presently, “Are you working?”


  Telzey shook her head. “Just waiting for some indication from the psis at the moment. So far there hasn’t been a sign. What did you want to talk about?”


  “Two things,” said Trigger. “I had a notion about aircars—but it seems to me now that aircars aren’t permitted in the balaks.”


  “That’s right. No sort of powered flight is,” Telzey said. “They use gliders in some places, and I remember Casmard saying a few Askabs have tried importing a flying animal that’s big enough to carry a man. They’re not very manageable though.”


  Trigger nodded. “That kills the notion! I doubt gliders or flying animals would do us much good if we could find them. But then, you know—I’m wondering why no one else seems to be in the gardens at present!”


  “I’ve wondered a little about that, too,” Telzey acknowledged. She added, “Did you hear something a moment ago?”


  Trigger glanced at her. “Just the general sort of creature sounds we’ve been hearing right along.”


  “This was a spitting noise.”


  Telzey broke off, and both of them came to a stop. They’d been approaching a stand of shade trees, and, about sixty feet away, an animal suddenly had come out from the trees on the path they were following.


  It stood staring at them. It was a short-legged animal some twelve feet long, tawny on top and white below, with a snaky neck and sharp snout. The alert eyes were bright green. It was a beautiful creature and an extremely efficient-looking one.


  Trigger said very softly, “It may not be dangerous, but we’d better not count on that! If we move slowly off to the left, away from it—”


  The animal bared large white teeth and made the spitting noise Telzey had heard. This time it was quite audible. Then, in an instant, it was coming straight at them. It moved with amazing speed, short legs hurling it along the path like a projectile, head held high above the body. Trigger slapped the side of the cosmetics purse at her belt, and the gun it concealed seemed to leap simultaneously into her hand. She turned sideways, right arm stretched straight out.


  The animal made a blaring sound as the green eyes vanished in momentary scarlet flashes of light. The long body knotted and twisted, rolled off the path. The sound ended abruptly. The animal went limp. Trigger lowered the gun, stood watching it a few seconds.


  “Five head shots!” she said quietly then. “That’s a tough creature, Telzey! Any idea what it is?”


  “Probably something they use in arenas.” Telzey’s breath was unsteady. “It certainly wasn’t a garden pet!”


  “No. And I suppose,” Trigger said, “somebody was watching to see what would happen, and is still watching. We pretend we think it was an accident, eh?”


  “We might as well. It wouldn’t do much good to complain . . . They know about your gun now.”


  “Yes, that’s too bad! It couldn’t be helped.”


  They walked closer to the creature. From fifteen feet away, Trigger put another bolt into the center of its body. It didn’t stir. They went up to it, looked at the blood-stained great teeth.


  “At a guess,” Trigger said, “the Regent wanted a couple of mangled bodies to shock Casmard with. Let’s see if we can find out where it came from.”


  They followed the path in among the trees. A metal box stood there, open at one end, large enough to have contained the animal. There was no one in sight.


  “They brought it up in a car and let it out when we were close enough,” Telzey said. “If it had done the job, they would have knocked it out with stun guns and taken it away again. So it was Toru.”


  “You were thinking it might have been the psis?”


  “It might have been. But if they were controlling it, it would have been moving about under its own power. And they—”


  “What’s that?” The gun was in Trigger’s hand again.


  “Psi stuff,” Telzey said after a moment. “Don’t do anything—it can’t hurt us!”


  Long green tentacles had lifted abruptly out of the earth, enclosing them and the metal box in a writhing ring. The tentacles looked material enough, and there were slapping, slithering sounds when they touched one another.


  There came another sound. It might have been a sighing of the air, a stirring in the treetops above them. At the same time, it seemed to be a voice.


  “Don’t move!” it seemed to be saying. “Don’t move at all! Stay exactly where you are until Dovari tells you what to do . . .”


  Trigger moistened her lips. “All illusions, eh?”


  “Uh-huh—illusions.”


  Someone knew they were here and was manipulating the visual and auditory centers of their brains. Very deftly, too! Telzey held her attention on the thought projections, drifted with them, reached the projecting mind.


  Unscreened, unprotected mind, concentrated on what it was doing, expecting no trouble. She reflected, sent a measured jolt through it. Its awareness abruptly went dim; the illusions were gone.


  Trigger was looking at her. “What did you do?”


  “Knocked out the sender for a little while.”


  “And now?”


  “I don’t know. The psis have discovered us and are taking an interest in us. I’ve let them know I’m a psi who doesn’t want to play games, but I didn’t do their illusionist any real harm when I could have done it. Let’s go on the way we were going. We’ll see what they try next. Better keep that shield good and tight!”


  “It’s tight as it can get,” Trigger assured her. She had no developed psi talents; but she’d been equipped by a psi mind with a shield which was flatly impenetrable when she wanted it that way. They seemed adequately covered for the moment.


  They continued along the path they’d been following. Trigger remained silent, watching the area about them, hand never far from the gun purse. Another sudden onslaught by a loosed arena killer didn’t seem too likely; but the palace grounds almost might have been designed to let danger lurk about unseen.


  Telzey said presently, “They’re probing at us now! Carefully, so far, but I’m picking up a few things.”


  She, too, was being careful. There were at least half a dozen screened telepathic minds involved here—perhaps a few more. They seemed experienced and skilled. The best they weren’t, Telzey thought; they shouldn’t have been quite so readily detectable—though it was possible, of course, that they didn’t much care whether she detected them or not. There was one psi mind around, at any rate, from which she could catch no thought flickering at all, but only the faintest suggestion of a tight shield with a watchful awareness behind it, unnoticeable if she hadn’t been fully alert for just such suggestions.


  That mind seemed highly capable. She concentrated on it, ignoring the others more or less at the moment, prowled lightly about the shielding. Then, for an instant, she caught an impression of the personality it concealed. Her eyes flickered in surprise. That personality was no stranger! Here—on Askanam? But she knew she hadn’t been mistaken.


  She directed a thought at the shield, self-identification accompanying it. “Sams! Sams Larking!”


  A moment’s startled pause, then:


  “Telzey! You’re the one old Toru was trying to do in?”


  “That’s what it looks like!” She gave him a mental picture of the short-legged animal. Quick thought flow returned. Confirmation—a short while ago, on the Regent’s orders, a cheola from the arena pens had been transported to the palace grounds. One of the telepaths had been curious to see what Toru intended with the dangerous creature, and entered the mind of the vehicle’s driver. When he reported that the cheola apparently had been killed by its intended victims, the group became interested.


  “At that point, we didn’t know there was a psi involved,” Sams concluded. “Come on over and see us! They all want to meet you.”


  Telzey hesitated. The probing attempts of the others had stopped meanwhile. “Where are you?”


  “You’ve been moving in the right direction. When you come into the open again, it’s the building ahead and to your left. The Old Palace. We’re the only ones quartered here at present. I’ll meet you at the door. Torn doesn’t have any other surprises prepared for you in the gardens, by the way. We’ve been checking, and will cover for you.”


  “All right.”


  Thought contact broke off. Telzey told Trigger what had happened. Trigger studied her face. “You don’t seem delighted,” she observed. “Isn’t your acquaintance going to help us?”


  “Well . . . I’m not at all sure! It might depend on why he and the others are here. Sams tends to look out for his own interests first.”


  “I see. So we stay on our toes and keep shields tight . . .”


  “I think we’d better.”


  IV


  “I’ve been arranging this for a year,” Sams Larking said. “Torn is stingy, but he knows he has to come up with the best in arena games on Glory Day—particularly on the Glory Day he plans to be announced as Tamandun’s new Askab to the multitudes. I offered him the best the Hub could provide at a price that delighted his shriveled soul. We’ve brought in the greatest consignment of fighters and performers, human and animal, in Tamandun’s history! Hatzel”—he nodded at a chunky man with a round expressionless face on the other side of the big room—“will be sitting in the Regent’s box with Torn, as Lord of the Games tomorrow. We’ve arranged the whole show. Torn keeps purring over the schedule. He feels he’ll be the envy of Askanam.”


  Trigger said, “From what I’ve heard, more than half of the people you brought in for the arena should be dead before the games are over.”


  “Considerably less than half in this case,” Sams told her. “We picked the best, as I mentioned. Local fighters aren’t in their class!” He studied her a moment. “You disapprove? They all know the odds. They also know that the ones who survive the games will be heroes in Tamandun—wealthy heroes. Some will have a good chance of making it to the nobility. They know that more than one Askanam arena favorite wound up among the Askabs. They’re playing for high stakes. I feel that’s their business.”


  Telzey glanced around the room. Eighteen in all, half of them telepaths, the others an assortment of talents. In effective potential among nonpsis it was an army. Dovari, the illusionist, had regained consciousness before they reached the building. She was a slender woman with a beautiful and, at present, thoroughly sullen face.


  “What are you people playing for?” Telzey asked. “You can hardly be making a profit on your deal with the Regent.”


  Sams shook his head. “That’s not what we’re after. You’ve heard of the Stone of Wirolla?”


  Telzey nodded. “Casmard’s mentioned it. Some old war relic with supposedly magical qualities. They used to sacrifice people to it by cutting out their hearts.”


  “The Regent’s revived that practice,” Sams said. “It’s a form of execution now, reserved for criminals of note and for special occasions. The Stone then indicates its satisfaction with both offering and occasion through supernatural manifestations in the Grand Arena. The manifestations have been on the feeble side—Toru’s too miserly to have had equipment for anything really spectacular installed. But it’s traditional. The people love it.”


  “And?” Telzey said.


  “This Glory Day, the manifestations will be spectacular. We have the talent for it assembled in this room. I’m grateful you didn’t do more than tap Dovari because she’ll be responsible for much of it. But we aren’t confining ourselves to illusions, by any means! It’s going to be a terrible shock to Toru when he sees his miracle gadgets producing effects he knows they can’t possibly produce—all in honor of the new Askab, showing how highly the Stone of Wirolla approves of him! As it happens, that won’t be Toru. At the end of Glory Day, I’ll be Askab of Tamandun!”


  He added, “And you see around you Tamandun’s new top nobles—psi rulers of one of the wealthiest balaks of Askanam. You and Miss Argee are herewith invited to join their ranks! I’ve told the group of your ability, and they’re ready to welcome you.” He glanced at Dovari. “With the possible exception of our illusionist! However, she’ll soon get over her irritation.”


  Telzey shook her head. “Sams, you’re crazy!” She looked around the room. “All of you must be, to let him talk you into something like this!”


  Sams didn’t lose his smile. “What makes you say that?”


  “The Psychology Service, for one thing. You start playing around with psi stuff openly, they’ll be here to investigate. You don’t think they’ll let you use it to control Tamandun, do you?”


  “As a matter of fact, I do,” Sams told her. “I checked out our Askanam maneuver with them. Anything too obvious that could be attributed to psi is out, of course. But there’s no objection to goings-on that in Tamandun will have the flavor of the supernatural and at more sophisticated levels will be passed off as superstitious gullibility. We’ll have to keep to our balak, but, with those restrictions, what we do here is our business.”


  “If they’re letting you do it,” Telzey said, “they’ve been letting other psis do it.”


  He nodded. “Oh, they have. I said I’ve been preparing this for some time. I’ve been around Askanam and I know that plenty of psis have established themselves in the culture here and are operating about as freely as they like. But almost all of that’s on a minor level. We’ll be the first group that really gets things organized.”


  “You might have been the first to get shuffled out here as a group,” Telzey said.


  Sams’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Meaning?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? The Federation exempts Askanam from normal restrictions because it’s a simple way to keep a specific class of lunatics corralled. The experiment’s worked out, so it’s being continued. The Service evidently has expanded it to include irresponsible psi independents. Put them where whatever they do can’t really add much to the general mess! I wouldn’t feel flattered if they told me I could make Tamandun my playground but was to make sure I stayed there. What kind of playground is it? Being little gods among some of the silliest people in the Hub is going to bore you to death—or you’re lunatics!”


  “I have no liking,” Dovari remarked, “for the girl’s insults.”


  The man called Hatzel said, “There could be a difference of opinion about the opportunities waiting for us in Tamandun. But the point is, Sams, that you seem to be mistaken in believing Miss Amberdon would be interested in lending her talents to the group’s goals.”


  “I still hope to be able to persuade her,” Sams told him.


  “Why not try it, Telzey? It may not be at all what you think. You can always pull out, of course, if you find you don’t like the life.”


  “If I thought I might like it,” Telzey said, “there’d still be the fact that Tamandun already has an Askab.” Hatzel said, “For the moment only. That’s Toru’s affair, not ours. As Lord of the Games, I’ll be attending the Regent’s ceremonial Glory Day dinner in the House of Wirolla tonight. So, I understand, will the Askab Casmard and his guests. Before the evening’s over, Casmard will have abdicated formally. The vacancy will be filled at the end of Glory Day.”


  “Casmard’s an old friend of my family,” Telzey said. “If you’re determined to set yourselves up in Tamandun, you could make an arrangement with him. He isn’t much interested in remaining Askab. I’d see to it that he didn’t remember afterwards there’d been psis involved in the matter.”


  Sams shook his head. “I’m afraid we can’t do that. It’s too late for it. We’re prepared to deal with Toru and the Servant of the Stone tomorrow. The manifestations we’ve scheduled will make it easy to do and we’ll have enthusiastic public approval. But it needs exact timing. We’ve made Toru’s plans for Casmard part of our plan. If Casmard were still alive and still Askab on Glory Day, everything would have to be revised. At best, we’d wind up with something less effective.”


  “Aside from not interfering ourselves,” Hatzel added, “we must also, of course, make sure that no one else does—in any way! And while we know Miss Amberdon’s a telepath, it hasn’t yet been established what Miss Argee’s special abilities are.”


  “I have no special psi abilities,” Trigger said shortly.


  “Now that,” one of the other men remarked, “is an interesting lie! I’ve been attempting to probe that young woman’s shield since she entered the room. I can vouch for the fact that it’s an extraordinary psi structure—unanalyzable and of extreme resistive power!”


  Trigger shrugged. “Somebody else developed the shield for me. I couldn’t have done it. Not that it makes any difference.”


  Sams smiled at her. “I agree! And I’m sure you both realize that we can’t run the risk of letting you upset our plans. Once Glory Day’s over, it doesn’t matter what you do. We’ll be glad to see you safely off Askanam then, assuming Toru’s let you remain alive, which might seem rather doubtful if you won’t join forces with us. Until that time, at any rate, you will have to allow the group to control what you say and do. It’s really the only safe way, isn’t it?”


  “Forget it, Sams!” Telzey said. “Our screens stay tight.”


  “Will they?” Sams said mildly. “I don’t like to put pressure on you, but we still have too much work to get done today to waste more time over this . . .”


  The room went quiet. Then a wave of heat washed over Telzey. It ebbed, returned, and intensified. Trigger gave her a quick, startled glance. Telzey shifted her shoulders.


  “So you have a pyrotic with you!” she remarked.


  Sams smiled. “We have several. Their range is excellent! Even if we allowed you to leave this room and building—though we won’t—you couldn’t get away from the effect. You don’t want your blood to start boiling, do you? Or find your hair and clothes catching fire—as a start?” Trigger, sweat beginning to run down her face, looked at Telzey. “Do you know who’s doing it?” Telzey nodded across the room. “The tall thin man two seats left of Dovari.”


  Trigger’s hand went to her cosmetics purse, and the gun made its abrupt appearance.


  She said to the thin man, “I won’t kill you if this doesn’t stop immediately. But I’ll stun you so solidly you won’t have begun to come awake by the end of Glory Day!


  And it’ll be two weeks after that before your nerves stop jumping.”


  The heat faded away. The group sat staring at Trigger. She jerked, made a choked sound of surprise, looked down at her hand. The gun had vanished from it.


  Sams and a few of the others were laughing. Sams said, “Neat enough, Hatzel! Ladies, let’s stop this nonsense. Since you can’t win, why not give up gracefully? Telzey, you at least are aware you can both be killed in an instant as you’re sitting there!”


  Telzey nodded. “Oh, I do know that, Sams! But I haven’t just been sitting here. I’ve found out Hatzel’s shielded, and, of course, all you telepaths have your psi shields. But six of your most valuable people aren’t shielded at all, and apparently couldn’t operate if they were. Six psi minds—wide open! It would take an instant to kill us, and you can be quite sure that in that instant you’d lose those six! So I don’t think you’ll try it.”


  Sams stared at her. The others were silent a moment. Then one of the women said sharply, “Sams, she’s bluffing! You said she’s good, but between us all we certainly can block her as she strikes out. Then we can handle both of them as we wish.”


  Sams shook his head slowly. “I wouldn’t care to count on it!”


  Dovari said in a strained voice, “Nor I! And I don’t want to die while you’re finding out whether you can, or can’t, block her. Let them go, Sams! If they try to interfere, you can still deal with them in some other manner.”


  V


  Trigger glanced back at the closed building door behind them. She looked both furious and relieved. “What do we do now?” she muttered.


  “Keep walking,” Telzey said. “Back to the Regent’s palace. And we walk rather fast until we reach those trees ahead! I’ve still got my contacts back there. Some talk going on . . . Hatzel seems to be second in command to Sams. So he’s a teleport—” She glanced at Trigger. “Too bad you lost your gun!”


  “That’s not all I lost.”


  “Eh?”


  “My pants went with the gun.”


  “Well,” Telzey said after a moment, “a minor demonstration, as Sams would say. A teleport at Hatzel’s level is a very dangerous person. He didn’t have to do that, of course. They were trying to make us feel helpless.”


  Trigger nodded. “And it worked just fine with me! I’ve never felt more helpless in my life.” She looked over at Telzey. “Touch and go for a moment, wasn’t it? I didn’t think you were bluffing!”


  “I wasn’t. A bluff like that wouldn’t have got past Sams.”


  “What makes them that kind of people?” Trigger said. “With everything they can do—”


  “That’s partly it. Most of that group are bored psis. They’ve used their abilities to make things too easy for themselves. It’s stupid but some do it. Now they’ve run out of fun and are looking for something new—almost anything that seems new.” They’d reached the trees, were hurrying along a path leading through the grove. Trigger checked suddenly, glanced down at the cosmetics purse. She slapped it. The gun popped into her hand.


  “Well!” she said. “I felt the weight in the purse just now.” She reached into the purse, pulled out a silky garment, shoved it into a pocket. “Briefs returned with the gun.” She bit her lip. “Perhaps I should feel grateful. Somehow I don’t!”


  “Come on!” Telzey turned away, broke into a trot. “They did that to show you your gun doesn’t impress them at all. But now you have it back, you might get a chance to express your lack of appreciation to Hatzel! We’ll have to hurry!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Can you set it to stun somebody for just a short time—a few minutes?”


  “That’s a bit tricky, but, yes, I can. Five minutes, say.”


  “Fine. Hatzel’s been called to the palace to talk to the Regent. He’ll be coming through the gardens on a scooter. If we get far enough ahead, we may be able to spot him and cut him off.”


  “All right. And I stun him. Then?”


  “That’s no telepath’s shield he’s using. It’s a gadget. And if the gadget’s the kind I think it is, I can open it and get to his mind before he comes around. Sams or somebody might realize what’s happening, of course. That’s a risk we’d better take! The quicker we get it over with, the less likely we are to be noticed.”


  They crouched presently at the edge of a terrace, winded and hot from the run, shrubbery about them. “He might still turn off on another route,” Telzey remarked. “But it looks like he’ll be coming by here now, doesn’t it?”


  Trigger nodded. “Seems to be heading this way!”


  “That break in the bushes is the place to take him. How far will we have to work down to it?”


  “We won’t. Right here is fine. He’s just chugging along.”


  “That’s a good fifty yards, Trigger!” Telzey said doubtfully.


  “And I’m a good fifty yards marksman. Some day I’ll have to teach you how to use a gun.”


  “Perhaps you should. I never warmed up to guns. When I’ve had to use one, I just blasted away.”


  “What are your contacts doing?”


  “Back to rehearsing their Glory Day surprises. They’re not thinking about us at the moment. Sams might be, now and then. It’s hard to be sure about him. But we should be able to get away with this.”


  Hatzel’s scooter came chugging up shortly. Trigger touched the gun’s firing stud, and Hatzel was sagging sideways off the scooter as the machine went out of sight behind bushes again. They worked their way hurriedly down to the path through the shrubs, found the scooter on its side, turning in slow circles. Trigger shut it off while Telzey went over to Hatzel who lay on his back a dozen yards away.


  She knelt quickly beside him, lifted his head. Trigger joined her.


  “Should be at the base of the skull, under a skin patch,” Telzey said. “Here it is!”


  She peeled off the tiny device, blinked absently at Hatzel’s face. “Open psi mind—yes, I can do it.” She was silent then.


  Trigger glanced presently at her watch, said, “Four minutes plus gone, Telzey! He could start coming around any moment now. Shall I tap him again?”


  “No, I’ve got him. He won’t come around till I’m ready.”


  “I’ll go plant the rock then,” Trigger said.


  She went a dozen yards back up the terrace where ornamental rock-work enclosed a flower bed, returned with a sizable rock which she placed on the path ten feet from where Hatzel was lying.


  “I’d think it was a little peculiar I hadn’t noticed that rock!” she observed. “But I suppose you’re taking care of that?”


  “Yes. He’ll wake up with a small headache from having banged his skull. He’ll see the rock lying there and be irritated, but that will explain it, and he won’t want to tell anyone he wasn’t looking where he was going.” Telzey replaced the shield which wasn’t operative at the moment, smoothed in the skin patch, stood up and brushed sand from her knees. “Finished! Let’s move!”


  They restarted the scooter, left it lying on its side, pushing itself awkwardly about in the grass, went quickly back up to the terrace and along it through the shrubbery, until they reached a grove of trees and came to another path.


  Hatzel, still unconscious, reached into a pocket and switched his mind shield back on. He awoke then, sat up with a muttered curse, felt his head, looked around, saw the rock on the path and the struggling scooter in the grass. He nodded in annoyed comprehension, and got to his feet.


  He couldn’t be left unshielded because one of the telepaths would have been bound to notice it. Every five minutes, however, Hatzel now would switch the shield off for a moment, unaware of what he did. If there was reason to take him under active control, Telzey would make use of such a moment. They had a glimpse of him presently on the network of paths ahead of them, nearing the Regent’s palace.


  “Reacting just as he’s supposed to, isn’t he?” Trigger said.


  Telzey nodded. “Uh-huh! It was a stupid accident, and that’s all. He’s got more important things to think about.” She added, “I’d like to give Casmard some idea of what’s going on, but there’s no way I can keep them from looking into his mind or Vallain’s, and anything we told him they’d soon know. We’ll have to work out this side of it strictly by ourselves.”


  VI


  As they were approaching the palace entrance by which they’d left, a tall, splendidly uniformed man emerged from it and came toward them.


  He introduced himself as Colonel Euran, head of the Regent’s Palace Guard. “It’s come to my attention,” he said, “that you weren’t informed of a security regulation requiring guests to surrender personal weapons for the period of their visit in the palace. I thought I should correct the oversight, to save you possible embarrassment. It’s merely a formality, of course—but do you happen to have weapons in your room or on your persons?”


  Since they’d known their encounter with the cheola had been observed, they weren’t surprised. Trigger took the cosmetics purse from her belt and handed it to him.


  “There’s a Denton inside,” she said. “Take good care of it, Colonel! It’s an old friend.”


  He bowed. “Indeed, I will!”


  Telzey said, “Could there be other regulations we don’t know about?”


  Colonel Euran smiled pleasantly. “It’s no regulation. But the Regent Toru told me to suggest that you remain within the palace itself until he has the pleasure of meeting you again at dinner tonight. He’s concerned about your safety.”


  “You mean the Regent’s own gardens aren’t safe?” Trigger asked.


  “No, not always during the periods of arena games. There are subterranean levels here where beasts and criminals who’ve been condemned to the arena are kept. And it happens on occasion that some very dangerous creature eludes its keepers and appears unexpectedly in the palace grounds.”


  They thanked him for the warning, went inside. Following the directions given them by Vallain, they presently located the suite of Perial Casmard and announced themselves at the door. He opened it immediately.


  “Come in! Come in!” he said, drawing them into the room and closing the door again. He looked at them, shook his head. “I’m very glad to see you,” he said. “I wasn’t at all sure you were still alive! Shortly after you’d left, Toru hinted in his pleasant manner that he had some particularly brutal end prepared for you! I went down to the gardens to find you, but no one could tell me where you’d gone.”


  They told him about the cheola. Telzey said, “We went on then and met some Federation people who’ve organized the Glory Day games for Toru this year. We thought we might be able to talk them into smuggling us out, but they weren’t interested in getting involved in an intrigue against the Regent.”


  Casmard said he couldn’t blame them too much. “If Toru found out about it, they might become more intimately involved in the games than any sensible man would wish to be!”


  “And we’re confined to the palace now,” Trigger said.


  “That’s good—since it probably means that Toru is planning no further immediate steps against you. But the situation remains extremely difficult! Have you eaten?”


  “Not since breakfast,” Telzey said, “and we didn’t eat much then. Now that you’ve mentioned it, I notice I’m very hungry.”


  Casmard had lunch for them brought to the suite. He watched pensively while they ate, said at last, “There was an explosion a while ago on the Regent’s living level. Not badly timed—he’d entered the level shortly before the device went off. However, only one of his guard dogs was killed. Toru escaped injury.” They looked at him expectantly. He shrugged. “Vallain’s now confined to his quarters. Toru rarely acts hastily. He’ll wait for the pre-Glory Day dinner in the House of Wirolla tonight before pursuing the matter.” When they’d finished lunch, he said, “I’m reasonably certain the Regent also will hold his hand now as far as you two are concerned. However, it would be best if you went to your room and stayed there, so as to bring yourselves as little as possible to his attention.”


  Telzey said, “You still don’t see how we can get out of this?”


  “Oh, I’m not entirely at the end of my resources,” Casmard told her. “I shall meet the Regent again during the afternoon and may be able to persuade him to accept less drastic arrangements than the one he has in mind.”


  They left to go to their apartment. Trigger inquired reflectively, “You had the impression Casmard wanted us out of the way?”


  “Yes, he does want us out of the way,” Telzey said.


  Trigger glanced at her. “Picked up things over lunch, huh?”


  “Yes. Something about an elderly character in the palace who used to act as poisoner for Casmard’s mother, and seems to have kept his hand in. Casmard’s promised him a high spot in the nobility if he can get to Toru before dinner, and the old boy’s game to try it.”


  Trigger shook her head. “Life expectancies would be awkward to calculate around here! Does Casmard think it will work?”


  “Not really. He’s getting desperate. If he did get rid of Toru, there’d still be a serious problem with the Servant of the Stone—Lord Ormota.”


  “How does he fit in?”


  “After Toru, he’s apparently the most powerful man in Tamandun. If Toru died, he’d have a great deal more power here in the Regent’s palace than Casmard and Vallain combined could bring up. So he’d probably simply become the next Askab, with no other change in the proceedings.”


  “The Stone he’s the Servant of is presumably the Stone of Wirolla, where they cut out people’s hearts?”


  “Yes.”


  “And the House of Wirolla, where they’ll be holding the ceremonial dinner we’re supposed to attend—that’s where the Stone is?”


  “Yes,” Telzey said. “I got that from Hatzel. Big black hall. The Regent’s table stands right across from the Stone.”


  “Should be a great dinner party for ghouls!” Trigger said after a moment.


  “Well, it all seems part of their local religion or whatever you want to call it.”


  In a closet of their room they found games, provided for the entertainment of guests. They were unfamiliar and looked complicated enough to be interesting. They set up one designed for two players. It was cover—Telzey would be mentally active on other levels.


  Hatzel’s shield had been opening regularly on schedule. She’d caught the opening a few times, checked him out briefly. There was nothing of interest there at present. She’d dropped her contacts with the unprotected minds in Sams’s group. They had no immediate value.


  She spent a little time hunting around for traces of the navigator of Casmard’s space yacht, located him finally and told Trigger, “Kewen’s not in the palace any more. He’s been transferred to the place they keep the criminals they’ll start feeding into the arena games tomorrow. That’s what’s scheduled for him.” Trigger looked startled. “Does he know it?”


  “He knows, but I sort of tranquilized him this morning after I picked him up. It isn’t bothering him.”


  “It bothers me,” Trigger said. “Of course, he might last longer than the rest of us, at that.”


  “Yes. And if we get out of it, we should be able to get him out.”


  A palace courier had announced himself discreetly at the door half an hour after they’d returned to their room, and handed them a formal invitation from the Regent. They would be sitting at his table during dinner in the House of Wirolla that night.


  Telzey spent the remaining hours scanning the minds in the palace and its vicinity. There were many she could have entered without much trouble, but finding minds that would be useful in the present situation was more difficult. Colonel Euran of the Palace Guard had been a primary target but turned out to be as thoroughly mind-shielded as the Regent and the Servant of the Stone. Telzey wasn’t too disappointed. Toru hardly would want someone in that position to be subject to hostile psychic influences.


  She developed some selected contacts presently. There were others she would have preferred, but they couldn’t be made available to her quickly enough.


  Then it was time to prepare themselves to be taken to the House of Wirolla. It was one of the buildings on the Palace grounds, serving both as a personal palace for the Servant and as a temple for the Stone.


  VII


  The ceremonial hall in the House of Wirolla lived up to Trigger’s expectation that it might have made a good place for the festivities of ghouls. Walls, ceiling and floor were of black stone. On the lower level, the only light was provided by torches flaring sullenly from the walls and along the tables, where the top rank of Tamandun’s nobility and dignitaries dined tonight. It was separated from the upper level by a flight of low stairs, running the width of the hall.


  On the upper level, there was light. The curved table of the Regent stood there by itself, the Regent’s honor guests seated along the outer edge of the curve. The arrangement provided them with a good view of the Stone of Wirolla on the far side of the hall. The Stone was huge and seemed almost formless, while somehow suggesting a hunkered shape which could have been human as much as Wirollan. It was gray-green, and there was an indication of scales over parts of its surface. A thick hollowed projection near the lower end might represent a pair of cupped and waiting hands. Supposedly, the Stone had been in the Hub for some centuries, having been found on the destroyed flagship of a Wirollan war fleet. But the early part of its history was uncertain.


  Nowadays, at any rate, it represented a deity, or demon, who periodically indicated an appetite for human sacrifices. Traditionally, it should indicate that appetite tonight. The circumstances didn’t make for light-hearted dinner conversation, but most of those who sat along the curving table, Casmard and Vallain among them, hadn’t seemed much affected. Hatzel, three seats from Telzey, ate in stolid silence. From the lower level came an indistinct sound of voices. Glory Day music washed through the air, incongruously bright and brisk.


  Weapons weren’t allowed in the hall. But guns pointed through concealed openings in the three walls of the upper level; and the Palace Guards who held them had every section of both levels under observation in scanners.


  Three of those Palace Guards and their guns were now Telzey’s. The Regent’s guard dog, a great arena hound standing twelve feet back of its master’s chair, was nearly hers. It was, at any rate, no longer the Regent’s.


  It wasn’t till dinner drew near its end that tensions began to be noticeable. At last, Telzey became aware of a faint tremor in the stone floor under her feet, in the chair on which she sat. It continued only a moment; but when it stopped, all talk had ended and the music had faded away.


  Now the tremor returned, grew stronger, swelled into an earthquake shuddering. Again it lasted only a few seconds. By then, no one near Telzey was stirring. She found herself holding her breath, released it. A third time it came, accompanied by a distant roaring sound, suggesting a blurred giant voice. As that stopped, a low black table was rising out of the floor before the Stone of Wirolla. Two gray-clothed men, gray masks covering their faces, came out from behind the Stone on either side and stopped at the ends of the table, ropes held in their hands.


  Lord Ormota, Servant of the Stone, got to his feet and strode out in front of the Regent’s table. He raised his arms, and his amplified voice sounded deeply through the hall.


  “The Stone of Wirolla will take two hearts tonight!”


  Ormota paused, bearded face turned up in an attitude of listening. The roaring sound came again; the black hall shook, and grew still. Ormota turned toward the Regent.


  “Two traitors to Tamandun sit with the Regent Toru tonight, believing themselves unknown! The Stone of Wirolla will point them out and receive their hearts.”


  Two traitors? Vallain, whose face had paled at last, must be one. The other? Telzey had seen in Casmard’s mind that while his poisoner had found no opportunity to practice his arts on the Regent, he’d at least aroused no suspicions. But perhaps Casmard was mistaken in that. Or perhaps—


  Telzey’s thoughts broke off. Out of the hollowed projection on the Stone a black object like a cane or wand floated up into sight. It lifted swiftly into the air, impelled by a mechanism which Ormota presumably controlled. It hung quivering for a moment in the center of the upper level of the hall. Then, emitting a high singing note, it drifted down toward the Regent’s table, swinging left and right like a compass needle. No one moved at the table; but there was an expectant stirring on the lower level, as diners shifted about to have a better view at the instant the Stone’s device would indicate the night’s sacrifices.


  It came closer, still swinging back and forth along the curve of the table. Then, the singing note surging shrilly upward, it halted, pointed at Hatzel.


  Telzey felt the shock of utter surprise in Hatzel’s mind, saw for an instant a look of incredulous consternation on Ormota’s face.


  The wand vanished.


  There was a crystal shattering against the face of the Stone. Black shards clattered down into the hollow below. The Regent Toru staggered half up out of his chair, eyes and mouth grotesquely distended, made a groaning sound and went over backward with the chair. Ormota clutched his chest, looked for a moment as if he were trying to scream, collapsed in turn.


  One of the gray-clothed men uttered a high-pitched yell of horror. His shaking hand pointed at the hollowed projection of the Stone.


  Two human hearts thumped and thudded bloodily about in it. A din of screaming arose in the black hall.


  “Your Askab showed such extraordinary presence of mind in taking charge of the situation that I’m convinced you’re controlling him!” Hatzel told Telzey and Trigger in hurried undertones. “However, that was, in fact, the best immediate way of handling this unexpected turn of events! Toru obviously intended treachery against our group. I had to make him and the Servant appear to be the Stone’s intended sacrifices or allow myself to be butchered.”


  He added, “I’ll have to let Larking know about this at once—but first I want to warn you. Your lives and those of Casmard and Vallain are no longer endangered, so be satisfied with that! Don’t try to make use of what’s happened to interfere with our plans. They remain essentially unchanged, though details must be modified now. Sams Larking, in other words, will still be the new Askab of Tamandun at the end of Glory Day. Casmard and you two will be seen to a Federation spaceport, and if you’re wise you won’t lose too much time then getting off the planet!”


  A bleak smile touched his face.


  “This should in fact improve our future position!” he remarked. “The discovery that Toru’s and Ormota’s bodies showed no outward sign of injury after the Stone had taken their hearts has made many new believers in the supernatural tonight!” He turned away, concluding, “Remember what I’ve told you!” and walked off.


  They looked after him. Unaware that he was doing it, Hatzel reached into a pocket and switched his mind shield back on. It would stay on now.


  Trigger said thoughtfully, “No way those telepaths can find out you had him point the Stone’s wand or whatever it was at himself?”


  “No,” Telzey said. “I released my controls on him just a moment ago. Sams is naturally suspicious, but if he looks over Hatzel’s mind, it will seem everything happened exactly as Hatzel thinks it did.”


  VIII


  The Glory Day games began. The Grand Arena’s spectator sections were astir with rumors, curiosity, and interest. Word had spread of great and strange events in the House of Wirolla the night before—the Regent Torn and the Servant of the Stone had been revealed as traitors and slain by the Stone itself, and the long-absent Askab Penal Casmard again ruled Tamandun, supported unanimously by the nobility. The general expectation was that there would be omens and signs to make this year’s Glory Day one to be long remembered.


  Five sat in what previously had been the Regent’s box—the Askab Casmard, Lord Vallain, Telzey, Trigger, and Hatzel, Lord of the Games. Casmard and Vallain were in an undisturbed state of mind. They were undisturbed because they knew that the occurrence in the House of Wirolla, horrifying—though very fortunate—as it had appeared at the time, had been the work of a friendly psi. They knew it because the friendly psi had told each of them so mentally; and they’d compared notes. They didn’t know who the psi was and had been instructed not to try to find out. They wouldn’t. Casmard intended to announce his abdication in favor of Lord Vallain at the end of the day’s games—


  Sams Larking and his group were aware that Telzey was controlling Casmard and Vallain, but there was no reason for them to object. The two had needed support and guidance in a critical situation, and she was supporting and guiding them in a way which avoided problems for Sams. Hatzel, when he appeared in the arena box, had murmured to Telzey and Trigger, “Larking tells me you’re cooperating nicely. That’s fine! Let’s be sure it stays that way!” He’d smiled gently at them. He had no doubt it would stay that way. He’d demonstrated his potential for instant deadlines, if there’d been any question about it. And one of Sams’s telepaths was remaining in good enough contact with Casmard and Vallain to catch any suspicious maneuvers Telzey might attempt through them. If she attempted any, Hatzel would be informed at once and was to take whatever steps seemed required. The group was playing for keeps and had made the fact clear.


  There was another mind on which Telzey was keeping tabs—that of the yacht navigator. Kewen had been released from the arena pens to which he’d been transferred; and it occurred to Casmard then that a fine seat at the Glory Day games should compensate the poor fellow in part for his unnerving experiences. He wasn’t far from the Askab’s box. One of the telepaths had checked him and found Kewen had been in a state of shock and was coming gradually out of it, held under calming control by Telzey.


  As far as the psi group was concerned, that took care of Telzey. She’d been neutralized. She mightn’t like what they were doing, but it didn’t matter. They each had their work to handle now, playing out rehearsed roles in the ascending series of thrills and marvels which would wind up with Sams Larking being roared into office as the new Askab by the people of Tamandun.


  The opening events of the games were brisk and colorful enough, but still tame stuff by Tamandun’s standards—mere preludes to what the day should bring. The crowds watched in tolerant appreciation for the most part, details of the action being shown in enlarging screens above each arena section.


  Then what seemed to be happening in the arena was no longer what was shown to be happening in the screens. Dovari’s illusions were putting in an appearance. The spectators realized it gradually, grew still, fascinated—the Stone of Wirolla was manifesting in ways it hadn’t manifested before! The illusions weren’t disturbing in themselves. But uncanniness was touching that area of Tamandun.


  Dovari was an excellent illusionist, Telzey thought. And now it seemed to be time. She gave Trigger the signal they’d agreed on. Trigger smiled in response, slipped a knockout pill into her mouth, swallowed it.


  Ten seconds later, a shock of fright jolted through Kewen’s drowsy complacence. And Kewen responded. Telzey erased her shielding screens in that instant, brought all personal psi activity to an abrupt stop.


  Hatzel, sitting behind Casmard, jerked violently, and disappeared. Trigger slumped limply back in her seat, eyes closed. The illusions in the arena whirled in a wild, chaotically ugly turmoil.


  Shock waves of alarm could almost be sensed rising from the spectator sections. Perial Casmard calmly switched on the amplifying system before him. His calm voice spoke throughout the Grand Arena, telling his subjects that what they were witnessing wasn’t merely another manifestation but one which, by its very violence, must be regarded as an augury of an approaching great period in Tamandun’s history . . .


  It was a rehearsed speech, but Casmard didn’t know it. And it was effective. There was no general panic.


  “There’s one type of psi,” Telzey had told Trigger some hours before, “no other psi wants to run into. They call him the howler. A howler has just one talent—he can kick up such a hurricane of psi static that the abilities of any other psis in his range fly out of control and start working every which way. That’s pretty horrible for those psis, especially for the ones with plenty of equipment! The more they can do, the more’s gone suddenly wrong—and the harder they try to hang on to control, the worse the matter gets!


  “You and I got hit by a howler when Casmard’s yacht was attacked. It was our navigator. Kewen didn’t know he was doing it; he doesn’t know he’s a psi. But when he gets Frightened, he howls! It’s an unconscious defensive reaction with him. He was frightened then—and your shield began to batter itself with psi energy instead of repelling it. You felt as if your head were being pounded with clubs. I can’t really say how I felt! I went crazy instantly in several different ways. Fortunately, it was just a few seconds before the stun beam they used knocked us and Kewen out—”


  This time, Kewen was going to stay frightened for something like three minutes. That, Telzey thought, certainly should be enough. Then his fears would shut off automatically. She’d arranged for that.


  Trigger would be unconscious meanwhile, oblivious to the fact that her shield was drawing torrents of hammering energy on itself. While Telzey, awake and unshielded, would have divorced herself from anything remotely resembling an ability to handle psi until the howler had gone out of action again.


  IX


  Some four hours after the official conclusion of Glory Day in Tamandun, Telzey and Trigger were sitting in a lounge of an Orado-bound liner. Sams Larking walked in, glanced around and came over to their table.


  “Why, hello, Sams!” Telzey said. “We didn’t know you were aboard.”


  “I know you didn’t,” Sams said. His eyes seemed slightly glazed. He sat down, ordered a drink through the table speaker, sighed and leaned back in his chair.


  “To tell you the truth. I’m not in the best of condition,” he said. “But I didn’t feel I needed to be hospitalized. I came on just before takeoff, rather expecting to find you around somewhere.”


  “How are the rest of them doing?” Telzey asked. It had taken a while to locate the members of Sams’s group individually and get them under sedation; but they’d all been rounded up at last and transferred to the Federation’s base hospital on Askanam.


  Sams shrugged. “They’re not well people, but they’ll recover. They’re shipping out on a hospital boat tomorrow. None of them felt like hanging around Askanam any longer than they had to.” He shook his head. “So you ran in a psi howler on us!”


  Telzey lifted her eyebrows. “I did?”


  “Since you two are in fine shape, yes. There aren’t that many howlers around. It wasn’t a coincidence that brought one to the Grand Arena, and set him off just as we were going into action. How long did he go on blasting?”


  “Three minutes, more or less.”


  “It seemed a lifetime,” Sams said darkly. “A hideous, insane lifetime!” His drink came; he emptied it, reordered. “Ah, now!” he said. “That’s a little better! It was rougher on the special talents, you know. Dovari was still running waking nightmares when I left—and those are pretty badly singed pyrotics!”


  “Hatzel and the other teleport should have got only a touch,” Telzey said.


  Sams nodded. “And that’s what shook them up so completely. Only a touch—and Hatzel found he’d flipped himself halfway around Askanam! The other one didn’t go quite that far, of course; but neither had done that kind of thing before, and neither wants to do it again. They can’t remember how they did it. And they keep thinking of the various gruesome things that can happen to a teleport at the end of a blind flip—those two are very, very scared.”


  His second drink came. He took a swallow, set it down, smacked his lips. “Beginning to feel more like myself!” He gave them a brief grin.


  Trigger said, “Are you going to try any more operations on Askanam?” Sams shook his head.


  “Too much bother. I’d have to build up a new gang. Besides, I decided Telzey was right—I’d get bored to death in a year playing games like that. Who’s Askab in Tamandun now, by the way?”


  “Vallain,” Telzey said. “Casmard abdicated publicly in his favor at the end of Glory Day. A popular decision, apparently! Casmard doesn’t intend to go back to Askanam again either.”


  “He’s on board?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Trigger said, “He was telling us in confidence a short while ago that he and Vallain had personal proof there’d been a mysterious but well-intentioned psi involved in the downfall of Toru and Ormota and the various other strange Glory Day events. He said it was something that shouldn’t discussed, at the psi’s special request.”


  “Well, there’s been no significant breach of secrecy then,” Sams said. “The Service might have got stuffy on that point!” He reflected, grinned. “I was sure Toru and Ormota would be taken out one way or another after you two ambushed Hatzel in the gardens!”


  “You knew about that, eh?” Telzey said.


  “Knowing you,” said Sams, “I didn’t expect you to pass up any opportunities. It wasn’t a surprise.”


  “Why didn’t you try to do something about it?”


  He shrugged. “Oh, I figured I could spot you Hatzel and still win the game. And if you hadn’t come up with the howler, I’d have done it.” Telzey smiled. “Perhaps you would, Sams—perhaps you would!”


  POLTERGEIST


  Any power—any talent—anything can be used for good or evil. Sometimes only destruction can be good.


  Late summer had faded into fall in that region of Orado, and though the afternoon sun was still warm, the season was over at the mountain resort take. No more than a dozen boats could be seen drifting slowly about its placid surface.


  The solitude suited Telzey fine. The last three weeks at college had been packed; the weeks to come were going to be at least as demanding. For this one weekend she was cutting out of the pressure. They were to be two totally unambitious days, dedicated to mental and physical loafing, separated by relaxed nightlong sleep. Then, some time tomorrow evening, refreshed and renewed, she’d head south to Pehanron College and dive back into her study schedule.


  The little kayak she’d rented went gliding across the green-blue lake toward the distant banks opposite the quiet resort village. Great cliffs rose there, broken by numerous narrow bays where trees crowded down to the edge of the water. If she came across some interesting looking spot, she might get out and do a little leisurely exploring.


  She pressed a fingertip against the acceleration button on the console before her. A paddle was fastened along the side of the kayak, but it hadn’t touched water this afternoon, and wouldn’t. Exercise definitely wasn’t on the program. Telzey clasped her hands behind her head, settled against the cushioned back rest, steering rod held lightly between tanned knees.


  Her eyebrows lifted.


  What was that?


  It came again. A faint quivering tingle, not of the nerves, but of mind . . . a light momentary touch of psi energy. Interest stirred briefly. She was a psi of some months standing, a telepath—still a beginner and aware of it. So far, there hadn’t been as much opportunity to practice her newly discovered abilities as she’d have liked. The college work load was too heavy at present, and she’d learned quickly that investigating the possibilities of a burgeoning psi talent was no casual undertaking. It was full of surprises, not always pleasant ones. She’d have more leisure for that kind of thing by and by.


  As for those ripples of energy, they hadn’t necessarily been generated in the vicinity of the lake. Chance could have brought them echoing into her awareness from some other area of the planet. In any case, she didn’t intend to break her restful mood now by trying to determine their source.


  Eyes half shut, knees occasionally nudging the kayak’s steering rod a little to one side or the other, Telzey watched the tall gray cliffs along the lake front drift slowly closer. She sensed no more psi touches and the momentary experience soon sank to the back of her thoughts. There was a government department called the Psychology Service which demonstrated a patemalistically restrictive attitude toward psis who weren’t members of its organization and not inclined to join up. Not long after her telepathic ability began to manifest, she’d discovered that the Service had tagged her, put restraints on her use of psi. She’d worked free of the restraints and maneuvered the Service then into accepting the fact that it would be best all around if she were left alone. It wasn’t impossible though that they still had an eye on her, that those psi whispers had been bait designed to draw some reaction from her the Service could study.


  Telzey decided not to worry about it. If it had been bait, she hadn’t accepted it. Some other day she might, just to see what would happen.


  Nobody seemed to be living along the water inlets among the cliffs. Campers might be there in summer. Tall trees stood gathered above the shelving rocks, and there were indications of animal life. They were pleasant, peaceful nooks. The kayak circled through each in turn, emerged, glided on along the cliffs to the next. So far, Telzey hadn’t seen one that evoked the urge to explore.


  But this, she thought, might be it.


  Cup-shaped and considerably larger than most, the bay was enclosed by great steep rock walls on both sides. Trees rose above a sandy shore ahead, their ranks stretching far back into a cleft in the mountain. It would be easy to beach the kayak here and get out.


  She saw someone lying on the sand then, not far above the water. A motionless figure, face down, feet turned toward her. There was no boat in sight, but an aircar might be parked back among the trees. What seemed immediately wrong was that the man wasn’t dressed for a sprawl on the sand. He was wearing city clothes, an orange and white business suit. She had the impression he might be sick or dead—or stoned and sleeping it off.


  She sent the kayak gliding closer to shore. Thirty feet away, she stopped, called out to the figure, “Hello there! Are you all right?”


  He wasn’t dead, at any rate. At the sound of her voice, his body jerked; then he was up on hands and knees, staring around at the trees clustered along the bank above him.


  “I’m out here!” Telzey called.


  He turned his head, saw her, got to his feet. Brushing sand from his coat, he started down toward the water’s edge. Telzey saw his mouth working silently. Something certainly was wrong with that man!


  “Are you sick?” she asked him. “You were lying there so quietly.”


  He looked distressed. But he shook his head, tried to smile.


  “No,” he said. “I’m quite all right. Thank you very much for your concern. It’s good of you. But . . . well, I’d rather be by myself.” He tried to smile again.


  Telzey hesitated. His voice indicated he was neither drunk nor doped. “You’re sure you’re all right?” she said. “You don’t look well.”


  “No, I’m perfectly all right. Please do go now! This isn’t . . . well, it simply isn’t a good place for a young girl to be.”


  Scared, she decided suddenly. Badly scared. Of what? She glanced over toward the silent trees, said, “Why don’t you come with me then? The kayak will carry two.”


  “No, I can’t. I—”


  Great electric surges all about and through her—a violent burst of psi. And a rushing, grinding noise overhead. Something struck the water with a heavy splash ten feet away. Telzey jammed the acceleration button full down, swung the steering rod far over. The kayak darted forward, curving to the left. Another splash beside the boat. This time Telzey was drenched with water, momentarily blinded by it.


  The bulk of the rock slide hit the surface of the bay instants later. She was clear of it by then, rushing along parallel to the shore. She shook water from her eyes, stabbed the brake button.


  The kayak slammed against something just beneath the surface, spun sideways with a rending sound, overturned, pitching her into the water.


  The kayak was a total loss. Face submerged, she could see it from the shifting surface, twenty feet down in the clear dark depth of the bay where it had slid after tearing itself open almost from bow to stern along a projecting ledge of rock. Feeling weak with shock, she lifted her head, stroked through angrily tossing water toward the shore where the man stood watching her. Presently she found a sloping sand bar underfoot, waded out.


  “I’m so sorry!” he said, whitefaced. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”


  Telzey’s legs were trembling. She said, not too steadily, “Just scared to death!”


  “I would have come to your help—but I can’t swim!” He looked haggard enough but must be considerably younger than he’d seemed from the kayak, probably not much over thirty.


  “Well, I can,” Telzey said. “So that was all right!” She gave him a brief reassuring smile, wondering a good deal about him now, looked up at the cliff on her right, saw the fresh scar there in the overhanging wall a hundred and fifty feet up.


  “That was a mess of rock that came down!” she remarked, pushing her hands back over her hair, squeezing water out of it.


  “It was terrible! Terrible!” The man sighed heavily. “I . . . well, I have towels and clothing articles back there. Perhaps you could find something you could use if you’d like to dry and change.”


  “No, thanks,” Telzey said. “My clothes are waterproofed. I’ll be dry again in no time. You don’t happen to have a boat around, do you? Or an aircar?”


  He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Neither.”


  She considered it, and him. “You live here?”


  He said hesitantly, “No. Not exactly. But I’d planned to stay here a while.” He paused. “The truth is, I did use a boat to come across the lake from the village this morning. But after I’d unloaded my supplies and equipment, I destroyed the boat. I didn’t want to be tempted to leave too quickly again—”


  He cleared his throat, looking as if he badly wanted to go on but couldn’t quite bring himself to it.


  “Well,” Telzey said blandly, “it doesn’t really matter. If I’m not back with the kayak by dark, the resort people will figure I’m having a problem and start looking for me.”


  The man seemed to reach a decision. “I don’t want to alarm you. Miss—”


  “I’m Telzey Amberdon.”


  He said his name was Dal Axwen. “There’s something I must tell you. While you’re here, we’ll have to be very careful. Or something may happen to you.”


  She said cautiously, “What might happen to me?”


  He grimaced. “I haven’t the faintest idea—that’s what makes it so difficult! I do know you’re in danger.” He cleared his throat again. “I’m sure this will sound as if I’m out of my mind. But the fact is—I’m being haunted!”


  Something shivered over Telzey’s skin. “Haunted by what?” she asked.


  Dal Axwen shook his head. “I can’t say. He . . . well, that’s why I came here today. I thought I might have escaped from him and that if I stayed hidden long enough, he’d stop looking for me and go away. But he found me—and it’s worse now than it was. He never tried to kill anyone before.”


  Telzey said after a moment, “You don’t think that rock fall was an accident?”


  “No,” he said. “It wasn’t an accident. I didn’t think he would go that far, but you can see why I wanted you to go away immediately. I hope I’m not alarming you too much. If we stay close together and are very alert until somebody comes to take you back across the lake, everything should still be all right.”


  He didn’t sound convinced of it. Telzey said, “He wasn’t trying to get at you with the rocks?”


  Axwen shook his head. “He intends to destroy me. Everything indicates it. But not directly—not physically. If he wanted that, he’d have done it by now. There’s nothing I could have done to prevent it.”


  Telzey was silent. At the instant she’d felt that eruption of energy, a tight protective screen of psi force had closed about her mind. While Axwen was talking she’d lightened it carefully, gradually. And now that she was looking for indications of that kind, she could tell there was something around on the psi level. A mentality. She had the impression it was aware of her, though it wasn’t reacting in any way to the thinning of her screen. Otherwise, she couldn’t make out much about it as yet.


  She looked at Axwen. He was watching her with a kind of anxious intentness.


  “You say you don’t know what he is?” she asked. “Haven’t you seen him?”


  Axwen hesitated, then said wonderingly, “Why, I think you believe me!”


  “Oh, I believe you, all right.” Telzey said. “Those rocks were up there, part of the mountain, a long, long time! It really seems more likely something started them down on purpose at the moment I was under them than that it just happened.”


  “Perhaps it’s because you’re still almost a child,” Axwen said, nodding. “But it’s a relief in itself to find someone who accepts my explanation for these occurrences.” He looked up at the cliff and shivered. “He’s never done anything so completely terrifying before! But it’s been bad enough.”


  “You’ve no idea at all who’s doing it?” Telzey asked.


  “He’s something that can’t be seen,” Axwen said earnestly. “An evil spirit! I don’t know what drew him to me, but he’s selected me as his victim. I’ve given up any hope of ever being free of him again.”


  An electric tingling began about Telzey’s screen. The psi mentality was active again, though on a relatively minor level. Her gaze shifted past Axwen’s shoulder. Thirty feet farther along the shore, sand swirled up and about silently as if more and more of it were being flung high into the air by shifting violent blasts of wind in this wind-still bay. Then the sand cloud collapsed. Falling, it seemed to outline for a moment a squat ugly figure moving toward them. Then it was gone.


  All right, I’m already scared, Telzey told the psi awareness mentally. You don’t have to work at it.


  She sensed no response, no reaction whatever.


  Couldn’t it hear her?


  She moistened her lips, puzzled, looked up at Dal Axwen’s worried, sad face.


  “Let’s walk around in the open a bit while I dry off,” she suggested. “How did all this get started?”


  Axwen couldn’t say precisely when his troubles had begun. There’d been scattered occurrences in the past few years which in retrospect indicated it was developing during that period. He was an attorney; and sometimes at his office, sometimes at home, he’d discover small articles had been displaced, were lying where he hadn’t left them. It seemed inexplicable, particularly when they happened to be objects he’d been handling perhaps only moments before. Once he found a stack of papers strewn about the carpet as if by a sudden gust of wind, in a room into which no wind could have penetrated.


  “It was mystifying, of course,” he said. “But those events were quite infrequent, and I didn’t really think too much about them. They didn’t seem important enough. Then one night a door started slamming in my home. That was half a year ago.”


  He lived alone, and was awakened from sleep by the sound of the door slamming loudly shut. Startled, thinking it might be a prowler, though the house supposedly was prowler-proof, he went to investigate. The door was one which normally stood open. He opened it again, went on through the rest of the house, found no indications of an intruder or anything else to explain what could have caused the door to close with such vehemence, and went back to bed. Half an hour later, the door once more slammed shut. This time, Axwen left it closed, or thought he did. Nevertheless, shortly before morning, he was awakened for the third time by the slamming of the door.


  It was a disturbing experience, but the following nights remained quiet. One morning then, Axwen was having a talk in the office with one of his clients, a pompous and self-important man. The discussion was interrupted presently by the fact that each time the client began to speak, there’d be several loud thumps in the walls of the office. Axwen apologized but could offer no satisfactory explanation for the continuing interference, and the client soon left.


  That was the first of a series of events which gained Dal Axwen the reputation of being an ingeniously offensive practical joker. The next victim was a lady distinguished by a towering coiffure, with whom he was trying to reach an amicable settlement on behalf of a client. He had almost achieved his purpose when the coiffure blew off. “It was exactly as if a blast of wind had lifted it from her head,” Axwen said. Without it, she was quite bald, and there were several other people present. She left in a fury, and Axwen lost his client.


  His practice declined rapidly in the following months. There were periods in which nothing happened, but he never knew when a previously solid chair might collapse under somebody whose goodwill was essential to him, or other even more disconcerting things would occur. At home, he was no happier. He began to wake up at night to hear somebody walking heavily about the room. When he turned on the light, the footsteps stopped and no one was there. He took to sleeping with every part of the house well illuminated, but assorted manifestations continued. His office staff presently came in for its share of mystifying and alarming experiences and deserted him. Replacements didn’t last long. His reduced business required less attention, but he did need at least one qualified helper.


  In desperation, he advertised for a strong-nerved, adventurous person who could do secretarial work. Since he was offering four times the standard salary by then, there were numerous applicants. Axwen believed in being honest and explained to each precisely what could be expected. Most of them departed quietly before he’d got very far. But one bold and muscular female, who’d been a policewoman for fifteen years, decided to give it a try. At the end of her first day at work, she admitted to having had a few queasy moments though she couldn’t say exactly what had caused them. Axwen heard her come into the outer office to start work next morning. She seemed in good spirits. A minute or two later, he heard a scream and the slamming of the entry door. He rushed out, found his new secretary-receptionist had left.


  “I called her at her home that morning,” he said. “She wouldn’t tell me what had happened but stated she wouldn’t come back to work for me at any salary. And she refused to talk to me again. I didn’t try to replace her. It didn’t really seem to matter. My business was almost nonexistent anyway. I feel he’s out to destroy me, and he may have nearly succeeded. I’m a religious man, but I’ve thought several times of doing away with myself.


  “That was only a few days ago. I haven’t been back to the office since. He didn’t make himself too noticeable, as if satisfied for the moment with what he’d accomplished. But last night at my home there was a continuing series of disturbances—enough to make it impossible for me to get to sleep. It was as if he’d decided to drive me out of my mind. Finally I drugged myself heavily and fell asleep almost at once. I slept for a full twelve hours and woke up more refreshed than I’d been in weeks. There were no indications that my persecutor was around. That’s when it occurred to me that if I went far away and hid for a while, I might be able to rid myself of him permanently. I acted on the thought at once, picked out this resort at random from a listing, flew up here, bought a boat in the village, loaded it up with camping equipment and supplies, and set out across the lake. This bay seemed ideal for my purpose. Then, when I was beginning to feel almost certain that I was free of him at last, he let me know he’d found me again.”


  “How did he do that?” Telzey asked.


  “I had set up my shelter and was reaching for one of the food containers. It exploded just as I touched it. I wasn’t hurt in the least. But I knew what it meant. I could almost hear him laughing at me.”


  Axwen added, looking dolefully at Telzey, “I don’t remember very well what happened most of the rest of the day. I was in a state of total despair and fear. I remember lying here on the sand, thinking I might never get up again. Finally I heard you call me.”


  Some time passed—


  Axwen stirred suddenly, lifted his head, and observed in a startled voice, “It seems to be getting dark very quickly!”


  Telzey glanced over at him. They were sitting on the sand now, a few feet apart, looking toward the lake beyond the bay. She felt tired and tense. Her face was filmed with sweat. She’d been working around inside Axwen’s mind for some while, investigating, probing. Naturally she hadn’t let him become aware of what she did.


  It had been instructive. She knew by now what manner of entity haunted Axwen, and why he was being haunted. She knew how to end the haunting. The question was whether she could get Axwen to believe her—more specifically whether she could get him to believe her in time to do any good. The haunter wasn’t far away, and eager, terribly eager, to destroy her, the psi who seemed to stand between itself and its prey. It had appalling power; she couldn’t match it on that direct level. So far, she’d been holding it off with a variety of stratagems. But it was beginning to understand what she did and to discover how to undo the stratagems. It couldn’t be too long before she’d find she’d run out of workable defenses.


  She didn’t know just when the moment would come. So she’d decided to bring Dal Axwen awake again and see how that man would respond now to a logical presentation of the facts. She didn’t expect he’d respond too well, but she had to try to get his help while it was still possible.


  Axwen then had come awake and made his puzzled comment on the apparent shortness of the day.


  Telzey said, “I guess it’s just turning evening at the normal time for this latitude and season.”


  Axwen looked at his watch. “You’re right,” he admitted. “Strange—the last two hours seem to have passed like a dream! I recall almost nothing of what we said and did.” He shook his head. “So I seem to be losing my memory, too! Well, at least there’ve been no further manifestations.” He glanced at Telzey in sudden question. “Or have there been?”


  “No,” Telzey said.


  Axwen yawned comfortably, gazing over at her.


  “It’s curious!” he remarked. “I feel very calm now, quite undisturbed. I’m aware of my predicament and really see no way out. And I’m concerned that you may come to harm before you’re away from here. At the same time, I seem almost completely detached from those problems.” Telzey said, “Mr. Axwen, what do you think of psis?”


  He frowned slightly. “Psis?”


  “People who read other people’s minds,” Telzey said. “Or they may be aware of something happening far away from them, or predict the future. That sort of thing. Sometimes they’re also supposed to be able to move objects around just by thinking about it.”


  Axwen said judiciously, “I’d discount almost all of those reports as having no provable basis in fact. However, when something of the sort does appear to occur, I believe the so-called psis are unfortunates who have become the playthings of a supernatural agency. My own experience certainly seems to support that view.”


  Telzey said, “You don’t think people should investigate matters like that too closely?”


  “I don’t,” Axwen agreed. “Experimenters intrude on dangerous ground. At best, they’re wasting their time. Beyond that, they’re exposing themselves to mental and spiritual harm.”


  Telzey nodded. “Well, that’s one thing,” she said. “Then there’s another thing. You try to be a good man, don’t you?”


  He looked at her. “I try to be, certainly.”


  “You never get angry at anyone?”


  Axwen shook his head. “You’re a strange young person! However, it seems I don’t mind discussing my private views with you. No, I don’t approve of anger. It’s in conflict with my beliefs and philosophy. When I feel such an impulse, which isn’t often, I’m almost always able to overcome it. If I can’t overcome it, then at least I won’t express it or act on it.”


  Telzey nodded again. “All right. Now some college psychology. Take someone who has about the average amount of human meanness in him. He knows it’s not good, and he’s trained himself, much more carefully than the average man, not to let it show in what he says or does. In fact, he’s trained himself to the point where he usually doesn’t even feel it. You remember that sometimes they find that someone who’s pushed part of himself down out of sight develops a second personality? One that’s more or less made up of what he’s tried to bury?”


  Axwen said uncertainly, “This discussion is beginning to be rather confusing.”


  “Let’s get back to the first thing then,” Telzey said. “Mr. Axwen, there are human psis, and they don’t have anything to do with supernatural agencies. I’m one. It’s been only a few months since I found it out, and I’m not too good at it yet. But I can read people’s minds if I’ll take the time and trouble. I’ve been studying your mind for almost the past two hours, and I know as much as I have to know about you now.”


  He laughed shakily. “Under the circumstances,” he remarked, “I find your fancies a little disturbing! Of course, they are only fancies.”


  “A couple of things happened when you were ten years old,” Telzey said. She went on talking a minute or two. Axwen’s face grew strained as he listened. She said then, “I might have hypnotized you a while ago, or given you a spray of dope and asked you questions and told you to forget them again. But you’d better believe I know what I just told you because I read your mind. It isn’t all I’ve done either. You’ve felt calm and detached till now because that’s how I arranged it. I’ve been keeping you calm and detached. I don’t want you to get any more upset than we can help.” She added, “I’m afraid you’re going to be pretty upset anyway!”


  Axwen stared at her. “About what?”


  “The fact that you have the kind of second personality I was talking about,” Telzey said.


  His eyelids flickered for a moment, and his jaw muscles went tight. He said nothing.


  “Let me tell you about him,” Telzey went on. “He’s the things you haven’t wanted to be consciously. That’s about it. The way most people would look at it, it didn’t make him very evil. But he’s known what he is for quite a time, and he knows about you. You’re the controlling personality. He’s been locked away, unable to do anything except watch what you do. And he wasn’t even always able to do that. He hasn’t liked it, and he doesn’t like you. You’re his jailer. He’s wanted to be the controlling personality and have it the other way around.”


  Axwen sighed. “Please don’t talk like that!” he said mildly. “I know the theory you refer to. It has nothing to do with, well, anything at present.” He considered, added, “However, if I did have such a secondary personality as a result of having purged myself of characteristics of which I couldn’t approve, I agree that I’d keep it locked away! The baser side of our nature, whatever form it takes, shouldn’t be permitted to emerge while we can prevent it.”


  “Well, things have been changing there,” Telzey said. “You see, Mr. Axwen, you’re a psi, too.”


  He was silent a moment, eyes fixed on her. Then he shook his head slowly.


  “I would have preferred not to mention it,” he said, “but it’s obvious that the situation here has unsettled you temporarily. That’s quite understandable. However, it won’t be long before someone comes to take you away; and you’re young and resilient. It shouldn’t be long before you’re free of any ill effects of this experience.”


  “You don’t believe you’re a psi?” Telzey said.


  “I’m afraid I don’t.” Axwen half smiled. “I’ll admit that for a moment you almost had me believing you were one!”


  Telzey nodded. “That’s how the real trouble started,” she said. “You didn’t want to believe it. You should have realized a few years ago that you were beginning to develop psi abilities and could control them. But it frightened you. It wouldn’t fit in at all with your beliefs and philosophy. So that was something else you pushed out of awareness.” She added, “These last few months I’ve noticed other people doing the same thing. Usually it doesn’t matter—there isn’t enough ability there anyway to make much difference.”


  “Then why should it make any difference to me?” Axwen said gently.


  Telzey didn’t reply immediately. That gentleness overlay a mental rigidity strained to the breaking point. Axwen could hardly have avoided having uneasy intimations by now of what she was leading him to. But he still wouldn’t let himself see it; and if the barriers against understanding he’d developed over the years were to be broken down, he’d have to do it himself—immediately. His personality was too brittle, too near collapse under pressure as it was, to be tampered with at this point by a psi—certainly by a psi whose experience was no more extensive than her own.


  Just now, in any case, she’d have no time at all for doubtful experiments . . .


  She thought Axwen should be able to meet the demands that would be made on him. She’d prepared him as well as she could. What was left was to show him the unalterable and compelling factors at work here, exactly as they were.


  “I never heard of a psi with anything like your potential in some areas, Mr. Axwen,” she told him. “I didn’t know it was possible. You’ve shoved control of all that power over to your other personality. He’s been learning how to use it.”


  Axwen made a sudden ragged breathing noise.


  “So he’s who has been haunting you this past half year,” she went on. “Really, of course, you’ve been haunting yourself.”


  If it hadn’t been for the careful preliminary work she’d done on him, Axwen’s reaction, when it finally came, might have been shattering. As it was, she was able to handle it well enough. Some five minutes later, he said dully, “Why would he do such a thing to me?”


  It was progress. He’d accepted one part of the situation. He might now be willing to accept the remaining, all-important part. “You said you thought he was trying to drive you out of your mind,” Telzey said. “He is, in a way. After he’s reduced you down to where you can barely think, he’ll be the controlling personality.”


  Axwen said, in desperation, “Then he’ll succeed! I can’t hope to stand up against his persecution much longer!”


  “You won’t have to,” Telzey told him.


  He looked at her. “What do you mean?”


  Telzey said, “I’ve checked this very carefully. You can take psi control away from him if you’ll do it at once. I can show you how to do it and help you do it. I know people I could send you to who could help you better than I. but we haven’t nearly enough time left for that. And we can do it. Then—”


  “What you’re saying is completely repugnant to me!” Renewed shock distorted Axwen’s face. “I will not assume control of any such ability!”


  Telzey looked at him.


  “You won’t have to keep it if you don’t want it,” she explained. “You do have to control it first. Then you can step it down or go nonpsi. People do that sometimes. But whatever you decide about psi, you’ll have to start turning your other personality back to being part of you. He really is part of you anyway, of course. But he has to be something you know about and can work with. Otherwise you’ll have trouble with him the rest of your life.”


  Axwen’s jaw had begun to tremble; his eyes rolled like those of a frightened animal. “I will not associate myself with whatever that creature has become,” he said hoarsely. “I deny that he’s still part of me!”


  Telzey pushed her palm across her forehead, wiped away sweat.


  “Mr. Axwen,” she said, “let me tell you some more about him, about the situation. I’ll talk about him as if he weren’t really you. He’s one kind of psi; I’m another. In a way, he’s much stronger than I am. I couldn’t begin to tap the kind of energies he’s been handling here, and if I could, they’d kill me. But since he started to develop his abilities, he’s given all his attention to working up his fright campaign against you. He makes noises, moves things, throws them around, breaks them. He creates effects in the world outside. He thought that was what psi was for, and until today he didn’t know there were other ways of using it. There’s a lot he doesn’t understand. I’m the first psi he met—he didn’t know there were others. He thought I was dangerous to him, so he tried to kill me, his way.


  “I can’t do any of the things he does. What I’ve done mainly when I had the time was study minds. What they’re like, what you can do with them. Like I studied you today—and him. He didn’t know I was doing it for a while, and when he knew that he didn’t know how to stop me. There haven’t been any more of those manifestations because I didn’t let him produce them. He’s been trying to do things that will kill me. But each time I confuse him, or make him forget what he wants to do, or how to do it. Sometimes he even forgets for a while that we’re here, or what he is. I’m holding him down in a lot of different ways.


  “But he keeps on trying to get away—and he is tremendously strong. If I lose control of him completely, he’ll kill me at once. He’s drawn in much more energy to use against me than he can handle safely—he still doesn’t know enough about things like that. He’s trying to find out how I’m holding him, and he’s catching on. I can’t talk to him because he can’t hear me. If I had the time, I think I could get him to understand, but I won’t have the time. I simply can’t hold him that long. Mr. Axwen, don’t you see that you must take control? I’ll help you, and you can do it—I promise you that!”


  “No.” There was the flat finality of despair in the word. “But there is something I can do . . .”


  Axwen started climbing to his feet, dropped awkwardly back again.


  “That would be stupid,” Telzey said.


  He stared at her. “You stopped me!”


  “I’m not letting you dive into the bay and drown yourself!”


  “What else is left?” He was still staring at her, face chalk-white. His eyes widened then, slowly and enormously. “You—”


  Telzey clamped down on the new horror exploding in him.


  “No, I’m not some supernatural thing!” she said quickly. “I haven’t come here to trick you into spiritual destruction. I’m not what’s been haunting you!”


  Something else slipped partly from her control then. Far back in the forested cleft behind them, high up between the cliffs, there was a sound like an echoing crash of thunder. Electric currents whirled about her.


  “What’s that?” Axwen gasped.


  “He’s got away.” Telzey drew a long unsteady breath. “He doesn’t know exactly where we are, but he’s looking for us.”


  She blotted consciousness from Axwen’s mind. He slumped over, lay on his side, knees drawn up toward his chest.


  She couldn’t blot consciousness so easily from the other personality. Nor could she restore the controls it had broken. The crashing sounds moved down through the cleft toward them. There was one thing left she could do, if she still had time for it.


  She drew a blur of forgetfulness across its awareness of her, across its purpose. The noise stopped. For the moment, the personality was checked. Not for long—it knew what was being done to it in that respect now and would start forcing its way out of the mental fog.


  Psi slashed delicately at its structure. It was an attack it could have blocked with a fraction of the power available to it. But it didn’t know how to block it, or, as yet, that it was being attacked. Something separated. A small part of the personality vanished. A small part of its swollen stores of psi vanished with it.


  She went on destructuring Dal Axwen’s other personality. It wasn’t pleasant work. Sometimes it didn’t know what was happening. Sometimes it knew and struggled with horrid tenacity against further disintegration. She worked very quickly because, for a while, it still could have killed her easily if it had discovered in this emergency one of the ways to do it. Then, presently, she was past that point. Its remnants went unwillingly, still clinging to shreds of awareness, but no longer trying to resist otherwise. That seemed to make it worse.


  It took perhaps half an hour in all. The last of Axwen’s buried personality was gone then, and the last of the psi energy it had drawn into itself had drained harmlessly away. Telzey checked carefully to make sure of it. Then she swallowed twice, and was sick. Afterwards, she rinsed her mouth at the water’s edge, came back and brought Axwen awake.


  A search boat from the resort village picked them up an hour later. The resort had considerable experience in locating guests who went off on the lake by themselves and got into difficulties. Shortly before midnight, Telzey was in her aircar, on the way back to Pehanron College. All inclination to spend the rest of the weekend at the lake had left her.


  The past hours had brought her an abrupt new understanding of the people of the Psychology Service and their ways. Dal Axwen was a psi who should have been kept under observation and restraint while specialists dissolved the rigid blocks which prevented him from giving sane consideration to his emerging talent. If the Service people had discovered him in time, they could have saved him intact, as she’d been unable to do. And there might be many more psi personalities than she’d assumed who could be serious problems to themselves and others unless given guidance—with or without their consent.


  It seemed then that in a society in which psis were a factor, something like the Psychology Service was necessary. Their procedures weren’t as arbitrary as they’d appeared to her. She’d keep her independence of them; she’d earned that by establishing she could maintain it. But it would be foolish to turn her back completely on the vast stores of knowledge and experience represented by the Service . . .


  Her reflections kept returning unwillingly to Dal Axwen’s reactions. He’d been enormously, incredulously grateful after she restored him to consciousness. He’d laughed and cried. He’d kept trying to explain how free, relaxed and light he felt after the months of growing nightmare oppression, how safe he knew he was now from further uncanny problems of the kind. Forgetting she still was able to read his mind, knew exactly how he felt—


  Telzey shook her head. She’d killed half a unique human being, destroyed a human psi potential greater than she’d suspected existed.


  And Axwen—foolish, emptied Axwen—had thanked her with happy tears streaming from his eyes for doing it to him!


  She sighed. It wasn’t going to be at all easy sometimes, being a psi.


  THE LION GAME


  First of Two Parts. Telzey intended to be bait to mousetrap some mysterious troublemakers—but the game turned out not to be mice!


  I


  Telzey was about to sit down for a snack in her bungalow before evening classes when the ring she’d worn on her left forefinger for the past week gave her a sting.


  It was a fairly emphatic sting. Emphatic enough to have brought her out of a sound sleep if she’d happened to be sleeping. She grimaced, pulled off the ring, rubbed her finger, slipped the ring back on, went to the ComWeb and tapped a button.


  Elsewhere on the grounds of Pehanron College several other ComWebs started burring a special signal. One or the other of them would now be switched on, and somebody would listen to what she had to say. She’d become used to that; the realization didn’t disturb her.


  What she said to her course computer was, “This is Telzey Amberdon. Cancel me for both classes tonight.”


  The computer acknowledged. Winter rains had been pounding against Pehanron’s weather shields throughout the day. Telzey got into boots, long coat and gloves, wrapped a scarf around her head, and went out to the carport at the back of the bungalow. A few minutes later, her car slid out of Pehanron’s main gate, switched on its fog beams and arrowed up into a howling storm.


  Somebody would be following her through the dark sky. She’d got used to that, too.


  She went into a public ComWeb booth not long after leaving the college, and dialed a number. The screen lit up and a face appeared.


  “Hello, Klayung,” she said. “I got your signal. I’m calling from Beale.”


  “I know,” said Klayung. He was an executive of the Psychology Service, old, stringy, mild-mannered. “Leave the booth, turn left, walk down to the comer. There’s a car waiting.”


  “All right,” Telzey said. “Anything else?”


  “Not till I see you.”


  It was raining as hard on Beale as on Pehanron, and this section of the town had no weather shielding. Head bent, Telzey ran down the street to the corner. The door to the back compartment of the big aircar standing there opened as she came up. She slipped inside. The door closed.


  Clouds blotted out the lights of Beale below as she was fishing tissues from her purse to dry her face. The big car was a space job though it didn’t look like one. She could see the driver silhouetted beyond the partition. They were alone in the car.


  She directed a mental tap at the driver, touched a mind shield, standard Psychology Service type. There was no flicker of response or recognition, so he was no psi operator.


  Telzey settled back on the seat. Her life had become complicated these weeks. Some secretive psis were taking a hostile interest in her.


  With reason—she might be the first to have escaped alive after a mental encounter with them. She knew they existed, knew at least a few things about them.


  She barely had escaped alive. They’d sent a savage creature of unknown type after her which traced victims by their mind patterns and teleported to them when they were located. She’d tricked her spooky pursuer into materializing inside a mass of mountain rock, which was destructive to both rock and monster; but she had to expect that when it failed to show up again the psis would start hunting for her. And a careful investigation should turn up sufficient clues to lead them to her in time.


  She’d reported her experience immediately to the Psychology Service, which, among other things, handled problems connected with psi and did it quietly to avoid disturbing the public. The Service people went to work on the information she gave them. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been able to tell them very much. While she waited for results from that quarter, there was something she could take care of herself, and should take care of at once.


  Until now her psi armament had seemed adequate. She’d experimented occasionally with her recently acquired abilities in that field, improving them here and there; but she’d intended to wait until she’d wound up her law studies before giving serious attention to psi and what could be done with it—or, at any rate, to what she could do with it.


  That idea had better be dropped! Half a psi talent, it appeared, might turn into a dangerous gift when it attracted the attention of others who didn’t stick to halfway measures. She could use an immediate crash course in expanding the talent. The Service might be willing to train her but not necessarily along the lines she wanted. Besides, she preferred not to get too involved with them. But there was a psi she knew, an independent like herself, who should have the experience, if she could get him to share it. Sams Larking wasn’t exactly a friend. He was, in fact, untrustworthy, unethical, underhanded and sneaky. The point now, however, was that he was psi-sneaky in a very accomplished manner, and packed a heavy mind clout. Telzey looked him up.


  “Why should I help make you any tougher than you are?” Sams inquired.


  She explained that Service operators had been giving her too much attention lately. She didn’t like the idea of having someone prying around her like that.


  Sams grunted. He hated the Psychology Service.


  “Been up to something they don’t approve of, eh?” he said. “All right. Let’s see if we can have a few surprises ready for them next time. You want to be able to spot them without letting them spot you, or send them home with lumps—that kind of thing?”


  “That kind of thing,” Telzey agreed. “I particularly want to be able to work through my own screens. I’ve noticed you’re very good at that. The lumps could be sort of permanent, too!”


  Sams looked briefly startled. “Getting rather ferocious, aren’t you?” He studied her. “Well, we’ll see how much you can handle. It can’t be done in an hour or two, you know. Drop in at the ranch early this weekend, and we’ll give it a couple of days. The house is psi-blocked, in case somebody comes snooping.”


  He added, “I’ll behave. Word of honor! This will be business—if I can sharpen you up enough, you might be useful to me some day. Get a good night’s rest before you come. I’ll work you till you’re begging to quit.”


  Work her relentlessly he did. Telzey didn’t ask for time out. She was being drilled through techniques it might have taken her months to develop by herself. They discovered she could handle them. Then something went wrong.


  She didn’t know immediately what it was. She looked over at Sams.


  He was smiling, a bit unpleasantly. “Controlled, aren’t you?”


  Telzey felt a touch of apprehension. She considered. “Yes,” she said, “I am. I must be! But—”


  She hesitated. Sams nodded. “You’ve been under control for the past half hour. You wouldn’t know it now if I hadn’t let you know it—and you still don’t understand how it’s being done, so there’s nothing you can do about it, is there?” He grinned suddenly, and Telzey felt the psi controls she hadn’t been able to sense till then release her.


  “Just a demonstration, this time!” Sams said. “Don’t let yourself get caught again. Get a few hours’ sleep, and we’ll go on. You’re a good student.”


  Around the middle of the second day, he said, “You’ve done fine! There really isn’t much more I can do for you. But now a special gimmick. I never expected to show it to anyone, but let’s see if you can work it. It takes plenty of coordination. Screens tight, both sides. You scan. If I spot you, you get jolted so hard your teeth rattle!”


  After a few seconds, she said, “I’m there.”


  Sams nodded.


  “Good! I can’t tell it. Now I’ll leave you an opening, just a flash. You’re to try to catch it and slam me at the same instant.”


  “Well, wait a moment!” Telzey said. “Supposing I don’t just try—I do it?”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll block. Watch out for the counter!”


  Sams’s screen opening flicked through her awareness five seconds later. She slammed. But, squeamishly perhaps, she held back somewhat on the bolt.


  It took her an hour to bring Sams around. He sat up groggily at last.


  “How do you feel?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “Never mind. Good-bye! Go home. You’ve graduated. I’m a little sorry for the Service.”


  Essentially, there were five things she’d been able to tell the Psychology Service about the mystery psis. They were associated with a crime ring and probably controlled it. Then they’d set a retired scientist, who had no conscious awareness of their existence, the task of developing psi machines for them. They used a psi beast to seek out and destroy people who might talk about them. Finally and most importantly perhaps, they might be a mutant strain. Telzey’s mental contact with them had been momentary, but she retained impressions of thought forms with a distinct quality she hadn’t sensed in human minds before.


  A machine copied the impressions from her memory. They were analyzed, checked against Service files. They did have a distinct quality, and it was one which wasn’t on record. Special investigators with back-up teams began to scan Orado systematically, trying to tap an incautious mentality which might match the impressions, while local criminal organizations were scrutinized for indications of psi control. Neither approach produced results.


  The Service went on giving Orado primary attention but extended its calculations next to the Hub worlds in general. There the sheer size of the Hub’s populations made difficulties immense. Psi machines were regarded by many as a coming thing; on a thousand worlds, great numbers of people currently were trying to develop designs which would really work. Another multitude was involved in organized crime. Eccentric forms of murder, including a variety which conceivably could have been carried out by Telzey’s psi beast, were hardly uncommon. Against such a background, the secretive psis might remain invisible indefinitely.


  “Nevertheless,” Klayung, who was in charge of the Service operation, told Telzey, “we may be getting a pattern! It’s not too substantial, but it’s consistent. If it indicates what it seems to, the people you became involved with are neither a local group nor a small one. In fact, they appear to be distributed rather evenly about the more heavily populated Federation worlds.”


  She didn’t like that. “What kind of pattern is it?”


  “Violent death, without witnesses and of recurring specific types—types which could be explained by your teleporting animal. The beast kills but not in obvious beast manner. It remains under restraint. If, for example, it had been able to reach you in Melna Park, it might have broken your neck, dropped you out of your aircar, and vanished. Elsewhere it might have smothered or strangled you, suggesting a human assailant.


  There are a number of variations repetitive enough to be included in the pattern. We’re trying to establish connections among the victims. So far we don’t have any. You remain our best lead.”


  Telzey already had concluded that. There were no detectable signs, but she was closely watched, carefully guarded. If another creature like Bozo the Beast should materialize suddenly in her college bungalow while she was alone, it would be dead before it touched her. That was reassuring at present. But it didn’t solve the problem.


  Evidence that the psis had found her developed within ten days. As Klayung described it, there was now a new kind of awareness of Telzey about Pehanron College, of her coming and going. Not among friends and acquaintances but among people she barely knew by sight, who, between them, were in a good position to tell approximately where she was, what she did, much of the time. Then there was the matter of the ComWebs. No attempt had been made to tamper with the instrument in her bungalow. But a number of other ComWebs responded whenever it was switched on; and her conversations were monitored.


  “These people aren’t controlled in the ordinary sense,” Klayung remarked. “They’ve been given a very few specific instructions, carry them out, and don’t know they’re doing it. They have no conscious interest in you. And they haven’t been touched in any other way. All have wide-open minds. Somebody presumably scans those minds periodically for information. He hasn’t been caught at it. Whoever arranged this is a highly skilled operator. It’s an interesting contrast to that first, rather crude, trap prepared for you.”


  “That one nearly worked,” Telzey said thoughtfully. “Nobody’s tried to probe me here—I’ve been waiting for it. They know who I am, and they must be pretty sure I’m the one who did away with Bozo. You think they suspect I’m being watched?”


  “I’d suspect it in their place,” Klayung said. “They know who you are—not what you are. Possibly a highly talented junior Service operator. We’re covered, I think. But I’d smell a trap. We have to assume that whoever is handling the matter on their side also smells a trap.”


  “Then what’s going to happen?” Klayung shrugged.


  “I know it isn’t pleasant, Telzey, but it’s a waiting game here—unless they make a move. They may not do it. They may simply fade away again.”


  She made a small grimace. “That’s what I’m afraid of!”


  “I know. But we’re working on other approaches. They’ve been able to keep out of our way so far. But we’re aware of them now—we’ll be watching for slips, and sooner or later we’ll pick up a line to them.” Sooner or later! She didn’t like it at all! She’d become a pawn. A well-protected one—but one with no scrap of privacy left, under scrutiny from two directions. She didn’t blame Klayung or the Service. For them, this was one problem among very many they had to handle, always short of sufficiently skilled personnel, always trying to recruit any psi of the slightest usable ability who was willing to be recruited. She was one of those who hadn’t been willing, not wanting the restrictions it would place on her. She couldn’t complain.


  But she couldn’t accept the situation either. It had to be resolved.


  Somehow . . .


  II


  “What do you know about Tinokti?” Klayung asked.


  “Tinokti?” Telzey had been transferred from the car that picked her up in Beale to a small space cruiser standing off Orado. She, Klayung, and the car driver seemed to be the only people aboard. “I haven’t been there, and I haven’t made a special study of it.” She reflected. “Nineteen hours liner time from Orado. Rather dense population. High living standards. World-wide portal circuit system—the most involved in the Federation. A social caste system that’s also pretty involved. Government by syndicate—a scientific body, the Tongi Phon. Corrupt, but they have plenty of popular support. As scientists they’re supposed to be outstanding in a number of fields. That’s it, mainly. Is it enough?”


  Klayung nodded. “For now. I’ll fill you in. The Tongi Phon’s not partial to the Service. They’ve been working hard at developing a psi technology of their own. They’ve got further than most, but still not very far. Their approach is much too conservative-paradoxes disturb them. But they’ve learned enough to be aware of a number of possibilities. That’s made them suspicious of us.”


  “Well, they might have a good deal to hide,” Telzey said.


  “Definitely. They do what they can to limit our activities. A majority of the commercial and private circuits are psi-blocked, as a result of a carefully underplayed campaign of psi and psi machine scares. The Tongi Phon Institute is blocked, of course; the Phons wear mind shields. Tinokti, in general, presents extraordinary operational difficulties. So it was something of a surprise when we got a request for help today from the Tongi Phon.”


  “Help in what?” Telzey asked.


  “Four high-ranking Phons,” Klayung explained, “were found dead together in a locked and guarded vault area at the Institute. Their necks had been broken and the backs of the skulls caved in—in each case apparently by a single violent blow. The bodies showed bruises but no other significant damage.”


  She said after a moment, “Did the Institute find out anything?”


  “Yes. The investigators assumed at first a temporary portal had been set up secretly to the vault. But there should have been residual portal energy detectable, and there wasn’t. They did establish then that a life form of unknown type had been present at the time of the killings. Estimated body weight close to seven hundred pounds.”


  Telzey nodded. “That was one of Bozo’s relatives, all right!”


  “We can assume it. The vault area was psi-blocked. So that’s no obstacle to them. The Phons are badly frightened. Political assassinations are no novelty at the Institute, but here all factions lost leading members. Nobody feels safe. They don’t know the source of the threat or the reason for it, but they’ve decided psi may have been involved. Within limits, they’re willing to cooperate with the Service.”


  He added, “As it happens, we’d already been giving Tinokti special attention. It’s one of perhaps a dozen Hub worlds where a secret psi organization would find almost ideal conditions. Since they’ve demonstrated an interest in psi machines, the Institute’s intensive work in the area should be a further attraction. Mind shields or not, it wouldn’t be surprising to discover the psis have been following that project for some time. So the Service will move to Tinokti in strength. If we can trap a sizable nest, it might be a long step toward rounding up the lot wherever they’re hiding.”


  Klayung regarded Telzey a moment.


  “Because of its nature,” he remarked, “this isn’t technically even a classified operation. It’s one that has no official existence. It isn’t happening. After it’s over with, it won’t have happened.”


  Telzey said, “You’ve told me because you want me to go to Tinokti?”


  “Yes. We should be able to make very good use of you. The fact that you’re sensitized to the psi’s mind type gives you an advantage over our operators. And your sudden interest in Tinokti after what’s occurred might stimulate some reaction from the local group.”


  “I’ll be bait?” Telzey said.


  “In part. Our moment to moment tactics will depend on developments, of course.”


  She nodded. “Well, I’m bait here, and I want them off my neck. What will the arrangement be?”


  “You’re making the arrangement,” Klayung told her. “A psi arrangement, to keep you in character—the junior Service operator who’s maintaining her well-established cover as a law student. You’ll have Pehanron assign you to a field trip to Tinokti to do a paper on the legalistic aspects of the Tongi Phon government.”


  “It’ll have to be cleared with the Institute,” Telzey said.


  “We’ll take care of that.”


  “All right.” She considered. “I may have to work on three or four minds. When do I leave?”


  “A week from today.”


  Telzey nodded. “That’s no problem then. There’s one thing . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “The psis have been so careful not to give themselves away here. Why should they create an obvious mystery on Tinokti?”


  Klayung said, “I’m wondering. There may be something the Phons haven’t told us. However, the supposition at present is that the beast failed to follow its instructions exactly—as the creatures may, in fact, have done on other occasions with less revealing results. You had the impression that Bozo wasn’t too intelligent.”


  “Yes, I did,” Telzey said. “But it doesn’t seem very intelligent either to use an animal like that where something could go seriously wrong, as it certainly might in a place like the Institute. Particularly when they still haven’t found out what happened to their other psi beast on Orado.”


  What were they?


  Telzey had fed questions to information centers. Reports about psi mutant strains weren’t uncommon, but one had to go a long way back to find something like confirming evidence. She condensed the information she obtained, gave it, combined with her own recent experiences, to Pehanron’s probability computer to digest. The machine stated that she was dealing with descendants of the historical mind masters of Nalakia, the Elaigar.


  She mentioned it to Klayung. He wasn’t surprised. The Service’s probability computers concurred.


  “But that’s impossible!” Telzey said, startled. The information centers had provided her with a great deal of material on the Elaigar. “If the records are right, they averaged out at more than five hundred pounds. Besides, they looked like ogres! How could someone like that be moving around in a Hub city without being noticed?”


  Klayung said they wouldn’t necessarily have to let themselves be seen, at least not by people who could talk about them. If they’d returned to the Hub from some other galactic section, they might have set up bases on unused nonoxygen worlds a few hours from their points of operation, almost safe from detection so long as their presence wasn’t suspected. He wasn’t discounting the possibility.


  Telzey, going over the material again later, found that she didn’t much care for the possibility. The Elaigar belonged to the Hub’s early colonial period. They’d been physical giants with psi minds, a biostructure believed to be of human origin, developed by a science-based cult called the Grisands, which had moved out from the Old Territory not long before and established itself in a stronghold on Nalakia. In the Grisand idiom, Elaigar meant the Lion People. It suggested what the Grisands intended to achieve—a controlled formidable strain through which they could dominate the other humans on Nalakia and on neighboring colony worlds. But they lost command of their creation. The Elaigar turned on them, and the Grisands died in the ruins of their stronghold. Then the Elaigar set out on conquests of their own.


  Apparently they’d been the terrors of that area of space for a number of years, taking over one colony after another. The humans they met and didn’t kill were mentally enslaved and thereafter lived to serve them. Eventually, war fleets were assembled in other parts of the Hub; and the prowess of the Elaigar proved to be no match for superior space firepower. The survivors among them fled in ships crewed by their slaves and hadn’t been heard from again.


  Visual reproductions of a few of the slain mutants were included in the data Telzey had gathered. There hadn’t been many available. The Hub’s War Centuries lay between that time and her own; most of the colonial period’s records had been destroyed or lost. Even dead and seen in the faded recordings, the Elaigar appeared as alarming as their reputation had been. There were a variety of giant strains in the Hub, but most of them looked reasonably human. The Elaigar seemed a different species. The massive bodies were like those of powerful animals, and the broad hairless faces brought to mind the faces of great cats.


  But human the prototype must have been, Telzey thought—if it was


  Elaigar she’d met briefly on the psi level in Orado’s Melna Park. The basic human mental patterns were discernible in the thought forms she’d registered. What was different might fit these images of the Nalakian mind masters and their brief, bloody Hub history. Klayung could be right.


  “Well, just be sure,” Jessamine Amberdon commented when Telzey informed her parents by ComWeb one evening that she’d be off on a field assignment to Tinokti next day, “that you’re back ten days from now.”


  “Why?” asked Telzey.


  “For the celebration, of course.”


  “Eh?”


  Jessamine sighed. “Oh, Telzey! You’ve become the most absent-minded dear lately! That’s your birthday, remember? You’ll be sixteen.”


  III


  Citizens of Tinokti tended to regard the megacities of other Federation worlds as overgrown primitive villages. They, or some seventy percent of them, lived and worked in the enclosed portal systems called circuits. For most it was a comfortable existence; for many a luxurious one.


  A portal, for practical purposes, was two points in space clamped together to form one. It was a method of moving in a step from here to there, within a limited but considerable range. Portal circuits could be found on many Hub worlds. On Tinokti they were everywhere. Varying widely in extent and complexity, serving many purposes, they formed the framework of the planet’s culture.


  On disembarking at the spaceport, Telzey had checked in at a great commercial circuit called the Luerral Hotel. It had been selected for her because it was free of the psi blocks in rather general use here otherwise. The Luerral catered to the interstellar trade; and the force patterns which created the blocks were likely to give people unaccustomed to them a mildly oppressive feeling of being enclosed. For Telzey’s purpose, of course, they were more serious obstacles.


  While registering, she was equipped with a guest key. The Luerral Hotel was exclusive; its portals passed only those who carried a Luerral key or were in the immediate company of somebody who did. The keys were accessories of the Luerral’s central computer and on request gave verbal directions and other information. The one Telzey selected had the form of a slender ring. She let it guide her to her room, found her luggage had preceded her there, and made a call to the Tongi Phon Institute. Tinokti ran on Institute time; the official workday wouldn’t begin for another three hours. But she was connected with someone who knew of her application to do legal research, and was told a guide would come to take her to the Institute when it opened.


  She set out then on a stroll about the hotel and circled Tinokti twice in an hour’s unhurried walk, passing through portals which might open on shopping malls, tropical parks or snowy mountain resorts, as the circuit dipped in and out of the more attractive parts of the planet. She was already at work for Klayung, playing the role of a psi operator who was playing the role of an innocent student tourist. She wore a tracer which pinpointed her for a net of spacecraft deployed about the planet. The bracelet on her left wrist was a Service communicator; and she was in wispy but uninterrupted mind contact with a Service telepath whose specialty it was to keep such contacts undetectable for other minds. She also had armed company unobtrusively preceding and following her. They were probing Tinokti carefully in many ways; she was now one of the probes.


  Her thoughts searched through each circuit section and the open areas surrounding it as she moved along. She picked up no conscious impressions of the Service’s quarry. But twice during that hour’s walk, the screens enclosing her mind like a flexing bubble tightened abruptly into a solid shield. Her automatic detectors, more sensitive than conscious probes, had responded to a passing touch of the type of mental patterns they’d been designed to warn her against. The psis were here—and evidently less cautious than they’d been on Orado after her first encounter with them.


  When she’d come back to the hotel’s Great Lobby, Gudast, her Service contact, inquired mentally, “Mind doing a little more walking?” Telzey checked her watch. “Just so I’m not late for the Phons.”


  “We’ll get you back in time.”


  “All right. Where do I go?”


  Gudast said, “Those mind touches you reported came at points where the Luerral Hotel passes through major city complexes. We’d like you to go back to them, leave the circuit and see if you can pick up something outside.”


  She got short-cut directions from the Luerral computer, set out again. The larger sections had assorted transportation aids, but, on the whole, circuit dwellers seemed to do a healthy amount of walking. Almost all of the traffic she saw was pedestrian.


  She took an exit presently, found herself in one of the city complexes mentioned by Gudast. Her Luerral ring key informed her the hotel had turned her over to the guidance of an area computer and that the key remained at her service if she needed information. Directed by Gudast, she took a seat on a slideway, let it carry her along a main street. Superficially, the appearance of things here was not unlike that of some large city on Orado. The differences were functional. Psi blocks were all about, sensed as a gradually shifting pattern of barriers to probes as the slideway moved on with her. Probably less than a fifth of the space of the great buildings was locally open; everything else was taken up by circuit sections connected to other points of the planet, ranging in size from a few residential or storage rooms to several building levels. Milkily gleaming horizontal streaks along the sides of the buildings showed that many of the sections were protected by force fields. Tinokti’s citizens placed a high value on privacy.


  Telzey stiffened suddenly. “Defense reaction!” she told Gudast.


  “Caught it,” his thought whispered.


  “It’s continuing.” She passed her tongue over her lips.


  “See a good place to get off the slideway?”


  Telzey glanced along the street, stood up. “Yes! Big display windows just ahead. Quite a few people.”


  “Sounds right.”


  She stepped off the slideway as it came up to the window fronts, walked over, started along the gleaming windows, then stopped, looking in at the displayed merchandise. “I’m there,” she told Gudast. “Reaction stopped a moment ago.”


  “See what you can do. We’re set up.”


  Her psi sensors reached out. She brought up the thought patterns she’d recorded in Melna Park and stored in memory, blurred them, projected them briefly—something carelessly let slip from an otherwise guarded mind. She waited.


  Her screens tried to tighten again. She kept them as they were, overriding the automatic reaction. Then something moved faintly into awareness—mind behind shielding, alert, questioning, perhaps suspicious. Still barely discernible.


  “Easy . . . easy!” whispered Gudast. “I’m getting it. We’re getting it. Don’t push at all! Give us fifteen seconds . . . ten—”


  Psi block!


  The impression had vanished.


  Somewhere the being producing it had moved into a psi-blocked section of this city complex. Perhaps deliberately, choosing mental concealment. Perhaps simply because that was where it happened to be going when its attention was caught for a moment by Telzey’s broadcast pattern. The impression hadn’t been sufficiently strong to say anything about it except that this had been a mind of the type Telzey had encountered on Orado. They’d all caught for an instant the specific qualities she’d recorded.


  The instant hadn’t been enough. Klayung had brought a number of living psi compasses to Tinokti—operators who could have pinpointed the position of the body housing that elusive mentality, given a few more seconds in which to work.


  They hadn’t been given those seconds, and the mentality wasn’t contacted again. Telzey went on presently to the other place where she’d sensed a sudden warning, and prowled about here and there outside the Luerral Circuit, while Klayung’s pack waited for renewed indications. This time they drew a blank.


  But it had been confirmed that the psis—some of them—were on Tinokti.


  The problem would be how to dig them out of the planet-wide maze of force-screened and psi-blocked circuit sections.


  Telzey’s Institute guide, a young man named Phon Hajugan, appeared punctually with the beginning of Tinokti’s workday. He informed Telzey he held the lowest Tongi Phon rank. The lower echelons evidently hadn’t been informed of the recent killings in the Institute vault and their superiors’ apprehensions—Phon Hajugan was in a cheery and talkative mood. Telzey’s probe disclosed that he was equipped with a chemical mind shield.


  There was no portal connection between the Luerral Hotel’s circuit and that of the Institute. Telzey and her guide walked along a block of what appeared to be a sizable residential town before reaching an entry portal of the Tongi Phon Circuit, where she was provided with another portal key. She’d been making note of the route; in future she didn’t intend to be distracted by the presence of a guide. The office to which Phon Hajugan conducted her was that of a senior Phon named Trondbarg. It was clear that Phon Trondbarg did know what was going on. He discussed Telzey’s Pehanron project in polite detail but with an air of nervous detachment. It had been indicated to the Institute that she was a special agent of the Service, and that her research here was for form’s sake only.


  The interview didn’t take long. Her credentials would be processed, and she was to return in four hours. She would have access then to normally restricted materials and be able to obtain other information as required. In effect, she was being given a nearly free run of the Institute, which was the purpose. Unless there were other developments, much of the Service’s immediate attention would be focused on the areas and personnel associated with the Tongi Phon’s psi technology projects. The Phon leadership didn’t like it but had no choice. They would have liked it less if they’d suspected that mind shields now would start coming quietly undone. The Service wanted to find out who around here was controlled and in what manner.


  Some form of counteraction by the concealed opposition might be expected. Preparations were being made for it, and Telzey’s personal warning system was one part of the preparations.


  She returned to the Luerral Circuit and her hotel room alone except for her unnoticeable Service escorts, spent the next two hours asleep to get herself shifted over to the local time system, then dressed in a Tinokti fashion item, a sky-blue belted jacket of military cut and matching skirt, and had a belated breakfast in a stratosphere restaurant of the hotel. Back in the Great Lobby, she began to retrace the route to the Tongi Phon Institute she’d followed with Phon Hajugan some five hours ago. A series of drop shafts took her to a scenic link with swift-moving slideways; then there was a three-portal shift to the southern hemisphere where the Institute’s major structures were located. She moved on through changing patterns of human traffic until she reached the ninth portal from the Great Lobby. On the far side of that portal, she stopped with a catch in her breath, spun about, found herself looking at a blank wall, and turned again.


  Her mental contact with Gudast was gone. The portal had shifted her into a big, long, high-ceilinged room, empty and silent. She hadn’t passed through any such room with Phon Hajugan. She should have exited here instead into the main passage of a shopping center.


  She touched the wall through which she’d stepped an instant ago—as solid now as it looked. A one-way portal. The room held the peculiar air of blankness, a cave of stillness about the mind, which said it was psi-blocked and that the blocking fields were close by. Watching a large closed door at the other end of the room, Telzey clicked on the bracelet communicator. No response from the Service . . . No response either, a moment later, from the Luerral ring key!


  She’d heard that in the complexities of major portal systems, it could happen that a shift became temporarily distorted and one emerged somewhere else than one had intended to go. But that hadn’t happened here. There’d been people directly ahead of her, others not many yards behind, her Service escorts among them, and no one else had portaled into this big room which was no part of the Luerral Circuit.


  So it must be a trap—and a trap set up specifically for her along her route from the hotel room to the Tongi Phon Institute. As she reached the portal some observer had tripped the mechanisms which flicked in another exit for the instant needed to bring her to the room. If the Service still had a fix on the tracking device they’d given her, they would have recognized what had happened and be zeroing in on her now, but she had an unpleasantly strong conviction that whoever had cut her off so effectively from psi and communicator contacts also had considered the possibility of a tracking device and made sure it wouldn’t act as one here.


  The room remained quiet. A strip of window just below the ceiling ran along the wall on her left, showing patches of blue sky and tree greenery outside. It was far out of her reach, and if she found something that let her climb up to it, there was no reason to think it would be possible to get through that window. But she started cautiously forward. The room was ell-shaped; on her right, the wall extended not much more than two thirds of its length before it cornered.


  She could sense nothing but yet someone could be waiting behind the corner for her until she got there. No one was. That part of the room was as bare as the other. At the end of it was a second closed door, a smaller one.


  She turned back toward the first door, checked, skin crawling. Mind screens had contracted abruptly into a hard shield. One of them had come into this psi-blocked structure.


  One or more of them . . .


  The larger door opened seconds later. Three tall people came into the room.


  IV


  Telzey’s continuing automatic reaction told her the three were psis of the type she’d conditioned herself to detect and recognize. Whatever they were, they had nothing resembling the bulk and massive structure of the Elaigar mind masters she’d studied in the old Nalakian records. They might be nearly as tall. The smallest, in the rich blue cloak and hood of a Sparan woman, must measure at least seven feet, and came barely up to the shoulders of her companions who wore the corresponding gray cloaks of Sparan men. Veils, golden for the woman, white for the men, concealed their faces below the eyes and fell to their chests.


  But, of course, they weren’t Sparans. Telzey had looked into Sparan minds. They probably were the Hub’s most widespread giant strain, should have the average sprinkling of psi ability. They weren’t an organization of psis. Their familiar standardized dressing practices simply provided these three with an effective form of concealment.


  Telzey, heart racing, smiled.


  “I hope I’m not trespassing!” she told them. “I was in the Luerral Hotel just a minute ago and have no idea how I got here! Can you tell me how to get back?”


  The woman said in an impersonal voice, “I’m sure you’re quite aware you’re not here by accident. We’ll take you presently to some people who want to see you. Now stand still while I search you.”


  She’d come up as she spoke, removing her golden gloves. Telzey stood still. The men had turned to the left along the wall, and a recess was suddenly in sight there . . . some portal arrangement. The recess seemed to be a large, half-filled storage closet. The men began bringing items out of it, while the woman searched Telzey quickly. The communicator and the Service’s tracking device disappeared under the blue cloak. The woman took nothing else. She straightened again, said, “Stay where you are,” and turned to join her companions who now were packing selected pieces of equipment into two carrier cases they’d taken from the closet. They worked methodically but with some haste, occasionally exchanging a few words in a language Telzey didn’t know. Finally they snapped the cases shut, began to remove their Sparan veils and cloaks.


  Telzey watched them warily. Her first sight of their faces was jarring. They were strong handsome faces with a breed similarity between them. But there was more than a suggestion there of the cruel cat masks of Nalakia. They’d needed the cover of the Sparan veil to avoid drawing attention to themselves.


  The bodies were as distinctive. The woman, now in trunks, boots and short-sleeved shirt, as were the men, a gun belt fastened about her, looked slender with her height and length of limb, but layers of well-defined muscle shifted along her arms and legs as she moved. Her neck was a round strong column, the sloping shoulders correspondingly heavy, and there was a great depth of rib cage, drawing in sharply to the flat waist. She differed from the human standard as a strain of animals bred for speed or fighting might differ from other strains of the same species. Her companions were male counterparts, larger, more heavily muscled.


  There’d been no trace of a mental or emotional impression from any of them; they were closely screened. The door at the end of the room opened now, and a third man of the same type came in. He was dressed almost as the others were, but everything he wore was dark green; and instead of a gun, a broad knife swung in its scabbard from his belt. He glanced at Telzey, said something in their language. The woman looked over at Telzey.


  “Who are you?” Telzey asked her.


  The woman said, “My name is Kolki Ming. I’m afraid there’s no time for questions. We have work to do.” She indicated the third man. “Tscharen will be in charge of you at present.”


  “We’ll leave now,” Tscharen told Telzey.


  They were in a portal circuit. Once out of the room where Telzey had been trapped, they used no more doors. The portal sections through which they passed were small ones, dingy by contrast with the Luerral’s luxuries, windowless interiors where people once had lived. Lighting and other automatic equipment still functioned; furnishings stood about. But there was a general air of long disuse. Psi blocks tangibly enclosed each section.


  The portals weren’t marked in any way, but Tscharen moved on without hesitation. They’d reach a wall and the wall would seem to dissolve about and before them; and they’d be through it, somewhere else—a somewhere else which didn’t look very different from the section they’d just left. After the sixth portal shift, Tscharen turned into a room and unlocked and opened a wall cabinet.


  A viewscreen had been installed in the cabinet. He manipulated the settings, and a brightly lit and richly furnished area, which might have been the reception room of some great house, appeared in the screen. There was no one in sight; the screen was silent. Tscharen studied the room for perhaps a minute, then switched off the screen, closed and locked the cabinet, motioned to Telzey and turned to leave. She followed.


  They passed through two more portals. The second one took them into the big room of the viewscreen. They’d moved on a few steps across thick carpeting when Tscharen whirled abruptly. Telzey had a glimpse of a gun in his hand, saw him drop sideways. Someone landed with a harsh yell on the floor behind her, and a great hand gripped the back of her jacket below the collar. For a moment, a face stared down into hers. Then she was tossed aside with careless violence, and when she looked up from the carpeting, the giants were coming in through a doorspace at the far end of the room.


  They moved like swift animals. She had barely time to scramble to her feet before they were there. One of them caught her arm, held her in a rock-hard grip, but the immediate attention of the group was on Tscharen. They crouched about him, shifting quickly back and forth. He’d recovered from whatever had knocked him out, was struggling violently. There were short angry shouts. Gusts of savage emotion boiled up, a battering of psi energies. Telzey’s gaze flicked to the wall through which they’d stepped. Grips were fastened to it above the point where the portal had opened briefly. That was where Tscharen’s attacker had clung, waiting. So these others had known he was coming along that route, or that someone was coming, and had laid an ambush.


  The psi tumult ebbed out. They began to separate, get to their feet. She saw Tscharen lying face down, hands fastened behind his back, trussed up generally and motionless. Two remained beside him. The others turned toward Telzey, spreading out in a semicircle.


  She swallowed carefully. More than a dozen stared at her, faces showing little expression at the moment. They were dressed in the same sort of dark green outfit as Tscharen, belted with guns and knives. The majority were of his type. Two of them, slighter, smaller-boned, were females.


  But four in the group were not at all of the same type. They stood not many inches taller than the rest but were much more hugely designed throughout. They were, in fact, unmistakably what the old records had told about and shown—the psi ogres of Nalakia, the Elaigar.


  One of these rumbled something to the lesser giant holding Telzey’s arm. Thought patterns flickered for a moment through her awareness. She had the impression they didn’t quite know what to make of the fact that she’d been in Tscharen’s company.


  She glanced toward the ogre who’d spoken. His brooding eyes narrowed. A mind probe stabbed at her.


  Her shield blocked it.


  Interest flared in the broad face. The others stirred, went quiet again.


  So now they knew she was a psi.


  Another probe came from the Elaigar, heavy and hard, testing the shield in earnest. It held. Some of the others began to grin. He grunted, in annoyance now, returned with a ramming thrust. Telzey slammed a bolt back at him, struck heavy shielding, and his eyes went wide with surprise. There was a roar of laughter. As psi mentalities, the great Elaigar seemed the same as Tscharen’s kind; she could make out no difference between them.


  The noise ended abruptly. Faces turned toward the doorspace and the group shifted position, hands moving toward guns and knife hilts. Telzey followed their gaze. Hot fright jolted through her.


  An animal stood in the room thirty feet away, small red eyes fixed on her. Thick-bodied, with massive head and forelimbs—one of their teleporting killers. It didn’t move, but its appearance and stare were infinitely menacing. The giants themselves clearly weren’t at ease in its presence.


  It vanished.


  Simultaneously, a voice spoke harshly from the doorway and another huge Elaigar strode into the room, followed by a humanoid creature in green uniform. It was a moment before Telzey realized the newcomer was female. There was little to distinguish her physically from the males of her type here. But something did distinguish her—something like a blaze of furious energy which enlivened the brutal features in their frame of shaggy black hair. Through her shield. Telzey felt a powerful mind sweep toward her, then abruptly withdraw. The giantess glanced at her as she approached, said something to the attendant humanoid, then turned toward Tscharen and addressed the others in a hard deep voice. The attitude of the group indicated she held authority among them.


  The humanoid stopped before Telzey, took an instrument from one of his uniform pockets, thumbed open the cover, held the instrument to his mouth, pronounced a few high-pitched sentences, closed the device and replaced it. He looked up at the giant holding Telzey by the arm. and the giant growled a few words and moved off. The humanoid looked at Telzey. She looked at him.


  Except for the fact that he wasn’t much taller than she, his appearance was no more reassuring than that of the giants. The large round head and the hands were covered by skin like plum-colored velvet. The two eyes set wide apart in the head were white circles with black dots as pupils. There were no indications of ears, nostrils, or other sense organs. The mouth was a long straight lipless line. A variety of weapons and less readily definable devices were attached to the broad belt about the flat body.


  The creature unclipped two of the belt gadgets now, stepped up to Telzey and began running them over her clothes. She realized she was being searched again and stood still. Plum-face was methodical and thorough. Everything he found he looked over briefly and stuffed into one of his pockets, winding up by pulling the Luerral ring key from Telzey’s finger and adding it to the other items. Then he returned the search devices to his belt and spoke to somebody who was now standing behind Telzey. The somebody moved around into view.


  Another kind of alien. This one was also about Telzey’s size, wore clothing, walked upright on two legs. Any physical resemblance to humanity ended there. It had a head like that of a soft-shelled green bug, jaws hinged side to side. A curved band of yellow circles across the upper part of the face seemed to be eyes. What was visible of arms and legs, ending in bony hands and narrow shod feet, was reedy and knob-jointed, the same shade of green as the head.


  This creature didn’t look at Telzey but simply stood there. Telzey guessed Plum-face had summoned it to the room with his communicator. Two of the group had picked up Tscharen now and were carrying him from the room. The giantess snapped out some command. The rest started toward the doorspace. She watched them leave, then turned abruptly. Telzey felt a thrill of alarm as the monster came up. The Elaigar spoke, a few short words.


  The green alien at once told Telzey softly, in perfect translingue. “You are in the presence of Stiltik, who is a High Commander of the Elaigar. I’m to translate her instructions to you—and I advise you most urgently to do whatever she says, with no hesitation.”


  The jaws hadn’t moved, but a short tube protruded from the front of the stalklike neck. The voice had come from there. The end of the tube was split, forming flexible lips with a fleshy blue tongue tip between them.


  The harsh voice of Stiltik, High Commander of the Elaigar, broke in. The green alien resumed quickly. “You must open your mind to Stiltik. Do it immediately!”


  But that was the last thing she should do. Telzey said unsteadily, “Open my mind? I don’t know what she means.”


  Bug-face translated. Stiltik, eyes fixed hard on Telzey, growled a brief response. The green creature, seeming almost in distress, said, “Stiltik says you’re lying. Please don’t defy her! She’s very quick to anger.”


  Telzey just shook her head helplessly.


  “But it’s impossible! I—”


  She broke off. This time, Stiltik hadn’t waited for translation. Psi pressure clamped about Telzey’s shield, tightened like a great fist. She gave a startled gasp. There was no need to pretend being frightened; she was afraid enough of Stiltik. But not of this form of attack. Her shield had stood up under the crushing onslaught of a great psi machine. As far as she knew, no living mind could produce similar forces.


  And in not too many seconds, Stiltik appeared to understand she would accomplish nothing in that manner. The pressure ended abruptly. She stared down at Telzey, made a snorting sound, leaned forward. The mouth smiled in murderous anger; and the huge hands reached out with blurring speed, gripped Telzey, went knowingly to work.


  Telzey was reminded in an instant then that when pain is excruciating enough there is no outcry, because lungs and throat seem paralyzed. She could have blocked out most of it, but Stiltik might be in a killing fury, and pain now offered a means of escape. It flowed through her like bursts of fire leaping up and combining. Her mind dimmed in shock, and she found herself lying on the floor, shaking, shield tight-locked. Stiltik roared out something high above her. Then there were footsteps, moving off. Then darkness, rolling in.


  V


  She decided presently that she hadn’t been unconscious very long, though she hurt a great deal less than she’d expected to be hurting when she woke up. She kept her eyes shut; she wasn’t alone. She was lying on her side, with something like a hard cot underneath. The area was psi-blocked, and evidently it was a large structure because she had no feeling of blocking fields close by. Her warning mechanisms indicated one or more minds of the Elaigar type around.


  Something touched her lightly in an area which was still sufficiently painful. Around the touch pain began to diminish, as if a slow wave of coolness were spreading out and absorbing it. So she was being treated for the mauling she’d had from Stiltik—very effectively treated, to judge by the way she felt.


  Now to determine who was in the vicinity.


  Telzey canceled the alerting mechanisms, lightened her shielding, reached out cautiously. After a minute or two, vague thought configurations touched her awareness. Nonpsi and alien they were—she could develop that contact readily.


  Next, sense of a psi shield. Whoever used it wasn’t far away . . .


  The device which had been draining pain from her withdrew, leaving a barely noticeable residual discomfort where it had been. It touched another sore spot, resumed its ministrations. A mingling of the alien thoughts accompanied the transfer. They were beginning to seem comprehensible—a language half understood. The xenotelepathic quality of her mind was at work.


  Her screens abruptly drew tight. There’d been a momentary wash of Elaigar thought. Gone now. But—


  Fury swirled about her, surging from a telepathic mind which seemed completely unshielded, nakedly open. An Elaigar mind. The rage, whatever caused it, had nothing to do with Telzey. The giant didn’t appear aware that she was in the area.


  The impression faded again, didn’t return. Telzey waited a minute, slid a light probe toward the psi shield she’d touched. She picked up no indication of anything there. It was a good tight shield, and that was all. Psi shield installed over a nonpsi mind? It should be that.


  She left a watch thought there, a trace of awareness. If the shield opened or softened, she’d know, be back for a further look. She returned to the alien nonpsi thought patterns. By now, it was obvious that they were being produced by two minds of the same species.


  It was a gentle, unsuspicious species. Telzey moved easily into both minds. One was Stiltik’s green-bug interpreter, named Couse; a female. Couse’s race called themselves the Tanvens. Her companion was Sasar, male; a physician. Kind Bug-faces! They had problems enough of their own, no happy future ahead. But at the moment, they were feeling sorry for the human who had been mishandled by Stiltik and were doing what they could to help her.


  They might help more than they realized. Telzey put taps on their memory banks which would feed general information to hers without further attention, began dropping specific questions into the nonresisting awarenesses.


  Responses came automatically.


  After she lost consciousness, she’d been brought here by Essu. Essu was Plum-face, the uniformed humanoid. He was a Tolant, chief of Stiltik’s company of Tolants. Stiltik had ordered Couse to summon Sasar, the most skilled physician in her command, to tend to the human’s injuries and revive her. She was a valuable captive who was to remain in Essu’s charge then, until Stiltik sent for her. The Tanvens didn’t know when that would be. But it might be a considerable while, because Stiltik was interrogating the other captive now.


  Essu was waiting in the passage outside this room. So he was the wearer of the psi shield, though the Tanvens knew nothing of that. Stiltik presumably had equipped him with one to safeguard her secrets from other psi minds. Essu acted as her general assistant, frequently as her executioner and torturer. A cruel, cunning creature! The Tanvens feared him almost as much as they feared Stiltik.


  They didn’t know there was an Elaigar in the vicinity. As far as they were aware, they were alone in this circuit section with Essu and Telzey. It had been a hospital facility once, but was now rarely used. The bad-tempered giant might be a good distance away from them.


  Telzey shifted her line of questioning. The Elaigar had enslaved members of many races besides Tanvens and Tolants. Giants of Stiltik’s kind were called Sattarams and supplied almost all the leaders. The lesser Elaigar were Otessans. Tscharen belonged to a third variety called Alattas, who looked like Otessans and now and then were caught masquerading as them, as Tscharen had been. The Alattas were enemies of the Sattarams and Otessans, and Couse and Sasar had heard rumors that an Alatta force was at present trying to invade the circuit.


  At that point, Telzey drew back from the Tanven minds, leaving only the memory taps in place. For immediate practical purposes, Couse and Sasar had a limited usefulness. They were unable to think about the Elaigar in any real detail. When she tried to pin them down, their thought simply blurred. They knew only as much about their masters as they needed to know to perform their duties.


  Similarly, they had a frustratingly vague picture of the portal circuit the Elaigar had occupied on Tinokti. It appeared to be an extensive system. They were familiar with a limited part of it and had been supplied with key packs which permitted them to move about within that area. They had no curiosity about what lay beyond. In particular, they’d never wondered about the location of exits from the circuit to the world outside. Escape was something they didn’t think about; it was a meaningless concept. The Elaigar had done a thorough job of conditioning them.


  She could control the Tanvens easily, but it wouldn’t gain her anything.


  Plum-face was the logical one to get under control. He was in charge of her, and the fact that he was Stiltik’s assistant could make him the most useful sort of confederate. However, the psi shield presented a problem. Telzey thought she could work through it, given time enough. But Stiltik might show up and discover what she was doing. Stiltik would make very sure then that she didn’t get a chance to try other tricks.


  She decided to wait a little with Essu. The shield might be less inflexible than it seemed at present. Meanwhile, there was a fourth mind around. The Elaigar mind.


  She considered, not liking that notion too well. There’d been occasional impressions which indicated this particular Elaigar remained careless about his shielding. He didn’t seem to be aware of any of them here. But if he suspected he was being probed, he’d start hunting around the limited psi-blocked area for the prober.


  She thought finally she should take the chance—he was preoccupied and angry.


  She reached out gradually toward the Elaigar awareness. Her concern lessened then. There was a screen there but so loosely held it might as well have been nonexistent. The thought currents behind it shifted in fluctuating disorder over a quivering undercurrent of anger. Insane, she realized. A sick old male sunk deep in derangement, staring at problems for which there was no real solution, rousing himself periodically to futile fury.


  Telzey eased in a memory tap, paused—


  Stiltik! She slipped out of the Elaigar mind, flicked her watch thought away from Essu’s shield. Tight went her own shield then.


  Stiltik was present, after a fashion. Somewhere in this psi-blocked structure, a portal had opened and she’d stepped through. A signal now touched Essu’s shield, and the shield went soft. Not many seconds later, it hardened again. Some instruction had been given the Tolant.


  But Stiltik wasn’t yet gone. Telzey sensed a search thought about. She could hide from it by ceasing all psi activity, but that simply would tell Stiltik she was conscious. She allowed a normal trickle of psi energy to drift out; let Stiltik’s mind find her behind her shield.


  Something touched the shield, tested it with a slow pressure probe, which got nowhere, withdrew. A hard, dizzying bolt slammed suddenly at her then; another. That sort of thing shouldn’t help an unconscious patient make a faster recovery, Telzey thought. Perhaps Stiltik had the same reflection; she let it go at that. When Telzey made a cautious scan of the area a minute or two later, there was no trace of the giantess in the structure.


  Essu appeared in the entrance to the room and wanted to know how much longer it was going to take Sasar to get the human awake and in good enough shape so she could walk. Telzey followed the talk through Couse’s mind. Couse was acting as interpreter again. Essu didn’t understand the Tanven tongue, nor Sasar that of the Tolants or Elaigar. The physician was alarmed by Essu’s indications of impatience, but replied bravely enough. Couse had given him Stiltik’s instructions: he was to make sure the patient retained no dangerous injuries before he released her to Essu, and he couldn’t be sure of it yet. She appeared to be healing well and rapidly, but her continuing unconsciousness was not a good sign. Essu pronounced a few imprecations in his high sharp voice, resumed his post in the passage.


  The signal which caused Essu’s shield to relax presently reached it again. Essu wasn’t aware of it, but the shield softened in mechanical obedience. This time, it was Telzey’s probe which slipped through. She’d reproduced the signal as carefully as she could, but hadn’t been too sure it was an exact copy. Evidently she’d come close enough—and now for some quick and nervous work! If Stiltik happened to return before she got organized here, it wasn’t likely she could escape discovery.


  That part of it then turned out to be easier than she’d expected. Essu’s mind already was well organized for her purpose. She flicked through installed telepathic channels to indicated control points. By the time she’d scanned the system, knew she understood it, most of the Tolant’s concepts were becoming comprehensible to her. She checked on the immediately important point. What was he to do with her after she came awake and Sasar pronounced her condition to be satisfactory?


  Response came promptly. Essu would take her to Stiltik’s private lockup, inform Stiltik of the fact, and stay with Telzey until Stiltik wanted her. The lockup was a small sealed circuit section known only to Stiltik and Essu. Stiltik believed the human psi would be an important catch. She didn’t want her enemies to hear about it until she’d finished squeezing the truth from the Alatta, and had searched through Telzey’s mind for information she could turn to political advantage. It appeared Stiltik was engaged in a power struggle with Boragost, the other High Commander in the Elaigar circuit.


  Essu’s shield hardened again until it appeared solidly locked, though a really close investigation would have revealed that contact remained now between his mind and Telzey’s. Telzey didn’t want to break that contact unless she had to. The Tolant should turn out to be as useful as she’d thought, and she had to do a good deal of work on him before he’d be ready for use—which made it time to be restored officially to consciousness and health. Once Stiltik was informed the prisoner was safely in the lockup, she should be satisfied to leave it to Essu to see Telzey stayed there.


  And that would be essential for a while.


  A thought whispered, “I know you’re planning to escape from the Elaigar! Would you permit me to accompany you?”


  For an instant Telzey froze in shock. That had been a human thought. Otherwise there hadn’t been—and still wasn’t—the slightest indication of another human being around. She flicked back a question. “Where are you?”


  “Not far away. I could be with you in a minute.”


  Now she’d noticed something. “You’re human?” she asked.


  “Of course. My name is Thrakell Dees.”


  “It seems to me,” Telzey remarked. “there’s something here that could be part of the two Tanven minds I’ve been in contact with—or perhaps a third Tanven mind. But if you look closely, it’s only the impression of a Tanven mind.”


  Silence for a moment. “A projected form of concealment,” Thrakell Dees’s thought said then. “One of the means I’ve developed to stay alive in this cave of devils.”


  “How do you happen to be in the circuit?”


  “I was trapped here over six years ago when the Elaigar suddenly appeared. I’ve never found a way to get out.”


  Telzey gave Essu’s mind a questioning prod. “You mean you don’t know where the exits to Tinokti are?” she asked Thrakell Dees.


  “I have an approximate idea of where they should be. However, they’re very securely guarded.”


  Yes, wild humans. Essu was thinking. Quite a number of humans had managed to hide out in the circuit in the early period. Hunting them had been good sport for a while. There were occasional indications that a few still survived, skulking about in unused sections.


  “What happened to the other human beings in the circuit?” Telzey asked Thrakell Dees.


  “The Elaigar and their serfs killed most of them at once. I myself was nearly caught often enough in those days. Only my psi abilities saved me. Later I learned other methods of avoiding the creatures. The circuit is very large, and only a part of it is occupied by them.”


  “Is anyone left besides you?”


  “No, I’m the last. A year ago I encountered another survivor, but he was killed soon afterwards. The Elaigar have brought in captured humans from time to time, but none ever escaped and few lived long. Today I learned from a serf mind that Stiltik had trapped a human psi. I began looking for you, thinking I might be of help. But it seems you have your own plans. I suggest we cooperate. I can be very useful.”


  “What do you know about my plans?” Telzey asked.


  “Nothing directly. Your thoughts were too closely screened. But I’ve been following the responses you drew from the Tanvens. They indicate you intend to attempt an escape.”


  “All right.” Telzey said. “I will try to escape. If you want to come along, fine. We should be able to help each other. But keep out of the way now, because I’ll be busy. The Tolant will be taking me somewhere else soon. Can you follow without letting him see you?”


  “I’m rarely seen unless I want to be.” His reply seemed to hold a momentary odd note of amusement. “I can follow you easily in the general circuit. I have keys for some sealed areas, too. Not, of course, for all of them.”


  “We’ll be in a sealed area for a while, but we’ll come back out.” Telzey told him. “Let’s not talk any more now. I’m going to wake up.”


  She dissolved the memory taps in the Tanven minds and that of the old Elaigar, stirred about on the cot, then opened her eyes, looked up into Couse’s green face and glanced over at Sasar who had drawn back a trifle when she began to move.


  “What’s happened?” Telzey asked. She looked at Couse again, blinked. “You’re the interpreter . . .”


  “Yes, I am,” said Couse.


  Sasar said in the Tanven tongue, “What is the human saying? Ask her how she feels,” the thoughts carrying through the meaningless sound. Essu, hearing the voices, had appeared in the entrance again and was watching the group.


  Couse relayed the question, adding that Sasar had been acting as Telzey’s physician after she had been injured. Telzey shifted her shoulders, twisted her neck, touched herself cautiously.


  “He’s a very good physician!” she told Couse. “I’m still aching a little here and there, but that’s all.”


  Couse translated that twice, first for Sasar, and then for Essu, who had some understanding of translingue but not enough to be certain of what Telzey was saying.


  “The human aches a little!” Essu repeated. “It’s awake and it can walk, so it’s healthy enough. Tell your healer he’s relieved of his responsibility, and be on your way, both of you!”


  The Tanvens left quickly and quietly. There was a belt of woven metal fastened around Telzey’s waist, with a strap of the same material attached to the belt. The other end of the strap was locked to the wall beyond the cot. Essu unfastened it now and brought Telzey flopping off the cot to the floor with a sudden haul on the strap. A short green rod appeared in Essu’s free hand then. He pointed it at Telzey’s legs, and she felt two sharp insect stings.


  “Get hup!” said Essu. practicing his translingue.


  She got up. He shoved her hands through loops in the back of the belt, and tightened the loops on her wrists. Then he took the end of the strap and left the room with the prisoner in tow. The Tanvens had turned right along the passage. Essu turned left. A closed door blocked the end, and as they approached it, he took something from his pocket, touched the device to the doorlock. The door swung open. They went through into an extension of the passage, and the door swung shut on its lock behind them.


  There was a sudden heavy stirring in Telzey’s mind . . . Elaigar thoughts. The old male was coming alert. She realized suddenly he could hear them. This seemed to be his area—and Essu was unaware it had an occupant. There was a heavily curtained doorspace in the wall just ahead—


  As they came up to it, the. curtains were swept aside and a huge Sattaram loomed above them. She felt Essu’s shock of alarm. Then the Elaigar’s hand flicked out with the same startling speed Stiltik had shown. Telzey was struck across the side of the head, went stumbling back against the wall. With her hands fastened behind her. she couldn’t get her balance back quickly enough and sat down.


  It hadn’t been too hard a blow—from the giant’s point of view no more than a peevish cuff. But he wasn’t finished. He’d whipped a heavy knife from his belt, and was looking down at her. A human! He’d had no sport for too long a time. His lip curled, drawing up from big yellowed teeth.


  Telzey felt dismay rather than fright. Fast-moving they were—but this Elaigar’s mind was open to her and he wasn’t aware of the fact. She could slash psi-death into it through the sloppily held screens before the knife touched her skin.


  But that could cost her too much—Essu. for one thing. He knew she was a psi, and if a Sattaram died in the act of attacking her. he wasn’t likely to consider it a coincidence. He’d try to get the information to Stiltik at once. She was beginning to develop some degree of control over Essu but was unsure of its effect on the unfamiliar Tolant mind. In any case, she couldn’t control him enough at present to override any sudden strong motivation. She might have to kill him in the same manner.


  It was Essu who saved matters then.


  He’d hung on to the end of the strap when Telzey fell, but he stood as far from her and the Elaigar as he possibly could, arm stretched out, eyes averted from both, as if detaching himself completely from this unpleasant situation. When he spoke in the Elaigar language, he appeared to be addressing the wall before him.


  “Glorious One—is it your intention to deprive Stiltik of prey?”


  Slow surge of alarm in the old Sattaram. Stiltik? The hate-filled eyes grew vague. He swung his ponderous head toward the Tolant, stared a long moment, then turned and lumbered back through the doorspace. The curtains swung shut behind him.


  Essu was beside Telzey, jerking her up to her feet.


  “Come! Come!” he hissed in translingue.


  They hurried quietly on along the passage.


  VI


  Essu, though a bold being, had been shaken by the encounter, and it continued to preoccupy him. As a rule, the green uniform of Stiltik’s servants was safeguard enough against mistreatment by other Elaigar even when they weren’t aware that he was her valued assistant. But when age came on them, they grew morose and became more savage and unpredictable than ever. The great knife might have turned swiftly on him after it finished Telzey; and to use one of the weapons on his belt then would have been almost as dangerous for Essu as not using them. Self-defense was no excuse for killing or injuring one of the masters.


  Much greater, however, had been his fear of facing Stiltik after letting her prisoner get killed. He blamed Telzey for putting him in such a terrible predicament, and was simmering with vengeful notions. But he didn’t let that distract him from choosing the rest of their route with great care.


  Telzey, aware of Essu’s angry spite, was too busy to give it much consideration. Being involved in Stiltik’s business, the Tolant knew a great deal more about the circuit and what went on in it than the Tanvens; she was getting additional information now. The four Alattas involved in bringing her into the circuit had been operating here as Otessans—Tscharen and the woman Kolki Ming in Stiltik’s command, the other two in Boragost’s. Tscharen was permanently stationed in the circuit; the others were frequently given outside assignments. Stiltik had been watching Tscharen for some time; her spy system indicated he was occasionally engaged in off-duty activities in unused sealed areas, and she had her scientists set up traps. His secret meeting with the other three and the human they’d brought into the circuit with them was observed on a scanner. Knowing now that she dealt with Alatta infiltrators, Stiltik sprang her traps. But so far only Tscharen and the human had been caught. The others had withdrawn into sealed sections, and a search force of Elaigar and Tolants sent to dig them out had run into difficulties and returned empty-handed.


  This obviously was a vast portal system which might almost rival the Luerral in its ramifications. Essu had seen a good deal of it on Stiltik’s business, but by no means every part; and he was no more aware of exits to the planet or able to consider the possibility of making use of them than the Tanvens. How the Elaigar could have taken over such a complex, and killed off the humans living there, without creating a stir on Tinokti, was something else he didn’t know. The answer might be found in the material Telzey’s memory tap had drawn from the old Elaigar, but she couldn’t spare time to start sorting through that at present.


  None of the sections along their route seemed to be in use by the Elaigar. It was like moving about parts of a deserted city through which a marauding army had swept, stripping all removable equipment from some points while others remained overlooked. Where maintenance machinery still functioned completely, it often appeared that the former occupants might have left only the day before.


  But all was silent; all was psi-blocked. Even where daylight or starshine filled empty courtyards or flowering gardens, impenetrable energy screens lay between them and the unaware world outside.


  The arrangements of Stiltik’s lockup were much like those in the series of sections through which Tscharen had taken Telzey. It lay well within a sealed area, and its connecting portals showed no betraying gleam, remained barely visible for the moment it took Essu and Telzey to pass them. The Tolant shoved her eventually into a small room, slammed and locked the door. She stayed with him mentally as he went off down a passage to report by communicator to Stiltik, who might be on the far side of Tinokti now.


  He returned presently. The Elaigar commander had indicated it still could be several hours before she sent for them. When he opened the door, the prisoner was leaning against the wall. Essu went over to the single large cot the room contained, sat down on it, and fixed his round white eyes on the human.


  Telzey looked at him. Torture and killing were the high points of Essu’s existence. She didn’t particularly blame him. Tolants regarded warfare as the natural way of life, and when a group found itself temporarily out of neighbors, it relieved the monotony by internal blood feuds. Under such conditions, the exercise of cruelty was the antidote to fear, became a practical virtue. Elaigar service had done nothing to diminish the tendency in Essu.


  If he hadn’t been required to take on responsibility for the human captive, he would have been assisting Stiltik now in her interrogation of Tscharen. That pleasure was denied him. The human, in addition, very nearly had placed him in the position of becoming a candidate for Stiltik’s lingering attentions himself. Clearly, she owed him something! He couldn’t do much to her, but Stiltik wouldn’t begrudge him some minor amusements to help while away the waiting period.


  Very deliberately then, Essu brought out the green device with which he’d jabbed Telzey before, and let her look at it.


  Telzey sighed. She was now supposed to display fear. Then, after she’d cringed sufficiently at the threat of the prod, the hot stings would begin. If necessary, she could shut out most of the pain and put up with that kind of treatment for quite a while. Essu wouldn’t risk carrying it far enough to incapacitate her. But it seemed a good time to find out whether it was still necessary to put up with anything at all from him.


  She sent a series of impulses through one of the control centers she’d secured in Essu’s mind. Essu carefully turned the green rod down, pointed it at his foot. One of his fingers pressed a button. He jerked his foot aside and uttered a shrill yelp. Then he quietly returned the rod to his pocket.


  It was a good indication of solid control. However, she didn’t feel quite sure of the Tolant. An unshielded telepathic mind which wasn’t resisting might be taken over almost in moments by another psi, particularly if the other psi was of the same species. All required channels were wide open. A nontelepathic mind, even that of another human, could require considerable work. In Essu’s mind, nontelepathic and nonhuman, there were many patterns which closely paralleled human ones. Others were quite dissimilar. Stiltik had left a kind of blueprint in there for Telzey to follow, but she didn’t know whether she’d interpreted all the details of the blueprint correctly.


  She put in some ten minutes of testing before she was certain. Essu performed perfectly. There was no reason to think he wouldn’t continue to perform perfectly when he was no longer under direct control.


  They left the sealed area together, moved on quickly. Stiltik wasn’t likely to come looking for them soon, but as a start, Telzey wanted to put considerable distance between herself and the lockup. Some while later, she was on a narrow gallery overlooking a huge hall, watching Essu cross the hall almost two hundred yards below. He knew where he could pick up a set of circuit maps without drawing attention to himself. was on his way to get them. Dependable maps of the portal system was one of the things she was going to need. She’d kept one of Essu’s weapons, a small gun which didn’t demand too much experience with guns to be used effectively at close range. She also was keeping his key pack, except for the keys he needed for his present mission.


  She followed him mentally. Essu knew what he was doing and it wouldn’t occur to him to wonder why he was doing it. He’d simply serve her with mechanical loyalty, incapable of acting in any other way. As he reached the portal toward which he’d been headed and passed through it, his thought patterns vanished. But here, within the psi blocks enclosing the great hall and part of the structure behind Telzey, something else remained. The vague impression of a Tolant mentality.


  So that veteran wild human Thrakell Dees had managed to follow them, as he’d said he would, and was now trying to remain unobtrusive! Telzey considered. Shortly after the encounter with the old Elaigar, she’d become aware of Thrakell’s light, stealthy probe at her screens. She’d jabbed back irritatedly with psi and drawn a startled reaction. After that, Thrakell refrained from manifesting himself. She hadn’t been sure until now that he was around.


  He might, she thought, turn out to be more of a problem than a help. In any case, they’d have to have a definite understanding if they were to work together to reach a portal exit. He’d soon realize that Essu had left the area. Telzey decided to wait and see what he would do.


  She settled herself on the gallery floor behind the balustrade, from where she could keep watch on the portal where Essu presently would reappear, and began bringing up information she’d tapped from the old Elaigar’s mind and hadn’t filtered through her awareness yet. She could spend some time on that now. Part of her attention remained on Thrakell’s dimly shifting Tolant cover impressions.


  The hodgepodge of information started to acquire some order as she let herself become conscious of it. The Elaigar’s name was Korm. He had been Suan Uwin once, a High Commander, who had fallen into disgrace . . .


  She made some unexpected discoveries next.


  They seemed a stranger variation of the human race than she’d thought, these Elaigar! Their individual life span was short—perhaps too short to have let them develop the intricate skills of civilization if they’d wanted to. As they considered it, however, mental and physical toil were equally unworthy of an Elaigar. They prided themselves on being the masters of those who’d acquired advanced civilized skills and were putting that knowledge now to Elaigar use.


  She couldn’t make out clearly what Korm’s measurement of time came to in Federation units, but by normal human standards, he wasn’t more than middle-aged, if that. As an Elaigar, he was very old. That limitation was a race secret, kept concealed from serfs. Essu and the Tanvens assumed Sattarams and Otessans were two distinct Elaigar strains. But one was simply the mature adult, the other the juvenile form, which apparently made a rather abrupt transition presently to adulthood.


  The Alattas? A debased subrace. It had lost the ability to develop into Sattarams, and it worked like serfs because it had no serfs. Beyond that, the Alattas were enemies who might threaten the entire Elaigar campaign in the human Federation—


  Telzey broke off her review of Korm’s muddled angry mind content.


  Had there been some change in those fake Tolant impressions put out by Thrakell Dees? . . . Yes, there had! She came fully alert.


  “Thrakell?”


  No response. The impressions shifted slowly.


  “You might as well start talking,” she told him. “I know you’re there!”


  After a moment, his reply came sulkily. “You weren’t very friendly a while ago!”


  He didn’t seem far away. Telzey glanced along the gallery, then over at the door through which she’d come out on it. Behind the door, a passage ran parallel to the gallery. Thrakell Dees probably was there.


  She said, “I didn’t think it was friendly of you either to try to get to my mind when you thought I might be too busy to notice! If we’re going to work together, there can’t be any more tricks like that.”


  A lengthy pause. The screening alien patterns blurred, reformed, blurred again.


  “Where did you send the Tolant?” Thrakell Dees asked suddenly.


  “He’s getting something for me.”


  “What kind of thing?”


  This time it was Telzey who didn’t reply. Stalling, she thought. Her skin began to prickle. What was he up to?


  She glanced uneasily up and down the gallery. He wasn’t there. But—Her breath caught softly.


  It was as if she’d blinked away a blur on her vision.


  She took Essu’s gun from her jacket pocket, turned, pointed the gun toward the gallery wall on her right.


  And there Thrakell Dees, moving very quietly toward her, barely twenty feet away, came to an abrupt halt, eyes widening in consternation.


  “Yes, I see you now!” Telzey said between her teeth, cheeks hot with anger. “I know that not-there trick! And it won’t work on me when I suspect it’s being used.”


  Thrakell moistened his lips. He was a bony man of less than average height, who might be forty years of age. He wore shirt and trousers of mottled brown shades, a round white belt encircling his waist in two tight loops. He had small intent blue eyes, set deep under thick brows, and a high bulging forehead. His long hair was pulled sharply to the back of his head and tied there. A ragged beard framed the lower face.


  “No need to point the gun at me,” he said. He smiled, showing bad teeth. “I’m afraid I was trying to impress you with my abilities. I admit it was a thoughtless thing to do.”


  Telzey didn’t lower the gun. She felt quite certain there’d been nothing thoughtless about that stealthy approach. He’d had a purpose; and whatever it had been, it wasn’t simply to impress her with his abilities.


  “Thrakell,” she said, “just keep your hands in sight and sit down over there by the balustrade. You can help me watch the hall while I watch you. There’re some things I want you to tell me about—but better not do anything at all to make me nervous before Essu gets back!”


  He shrugged and complied. When he was settled on the floor to Telzey’s satisfaction, she laid the gun down before her. Thrakell might be useful, but he was going to take watching, at least until she knew more about him.


  He seemed anxious to make amends, answering her questions promptly and refraining from asking questions himself after she’d told him once there was no time for that now.


  The picture she got of the Elaigar circuit was rather startling. What the Service was confronted with on Tinokti was a huge and virtually invisible fortress. The circuit had no official existence; there never had been a record of it in Tongi Phon files. Its individual sections were scattered about the planet, most of them buried among thousands of sections of other circuits, outwardly indistinguishable from them. If a section did happen to be identified and its force screens were overpowered, which could be no simple matter in populated areas, it would be cut automatically out of the circuit from a central control section, leaving searchers no farther than before. The control section itself lay deep underground. They’d have to start digging up Tinokti to locate it.


  Then there was a device called the Vingarran, connected with the control section. Telzey had found impressions of it in the material drawn from Korm’s mind. Korm knew how the Vingarran was used and hadn’t been interested in knowing more. Thrakell couldn’t add much. It was a development of alien technology, constructed by the Elaigar’s serf scientists. It was like a superportal with a minimum range which made it unusable within the limited extent of a planet. Its original purpose might have been to provide interplanetary transportation. The Elaigar used it to connect the Tinokti circuit with spaceships at the fringes of the system. They came and went customarily by that method, though there were a number of portal exits to the planetary surface. They were in no way trapped here by the Service’s investment of Tinokti.


  “How could a circuit like that get set up in the first place?” Telzey asked.


  Thrakell bared his teeth in an unpleasant grimace.


  “Phons of the Institute planned it and had it done. Who else could have arranged it secretly?”


  “Why did they do it?”


  He shrugged. “It was their private kingdom. Whoever was brought into it, as I was one day, became their slave. Escape was impossible. Our Phon lords were responsible to no one and did as they pleased—until the Elaigar came. Then they were no more than their slaves and died with them.”


  Telzey reflected. “You’ve been able to tap Elaigar minds without getting caught at it?” she asked.


  “I’ve done it on occasion,” Thrakell said, “but I haven’t tried it for some time. I made a nearly disastrous slip with a relatively inexperienced Otessan, and decided to discontinue the practice. An Elaigar mind is always dangerous—the creatures are suspicious of one another and alert for attempted probes and controls. Instead I maintain an information network of unshielded serfs. I can pick up almost anything I want to know from one or the other of them, without running risks.” He added, “Of course, old Korm can be probed rather safely, as I imagine you discovered.”


  “Yes, I did,” Telzey said. “Then you’ve never tried to control one of them?”


  Thrakell looked startled. “That would be most inadvisable!”


  It might be. Telzey said, “By our standards, Korm isn’t really old, is he?”


  “Not at all!” Thrakell Dees seemed amused. “Twenty-four Federation years, at most.”


  “They don’t live any longer than that?” Telzey said.


  “Few live even that long! One recurring satisfaction I’ve had here is to watch my enemies go lumbering down to death, one after the other, these past six years. Stiltik, at seventeen, is in her prime. Boragost, now twenty, is past his. And Korm exists only as an object lesson.”


  Telzey had seen that part vividly in Korm’s jumbled recalls. Sattarams, male or female, weren’t expected to outlive their vigor. When they began to weaken noticeably, they challenged younger and stronger Sattarams and died fighting. Those who appeared hesitant about it were taken to see Korm. He’d held back too long on issuing his final challenge, and had been shut away, left to deteriorate, his condition a warning to others who risked falling into the same error.


  She learned that the Elaigar changed from the Otessan form to the adult one in their fourteenth year. That sudden drastic metamorphosis was also a racial secret. Otessans approaching the point left the circuit; those who returned as Sattarams weren’t recognized by the serfs.


  Thrakell could add nothing to the information about the Alattas Telzey already had gathered. He knew Alatta spies had been captured in the circuit before this; they’d died by torture or in ritual combat with Sattaram leaders. There was a deadly enmity between the two obviously related strains.


  On the subject of the location of the Elaigar home territories, he could offer only that they must be several months’ travel from the Hub clusters. And Korm evidently knew no more. Space navigation was serf work, its details below an Elaigar’s notice.


  “Have they caught the three Alattas who got away from Stiltik yet?” Telzey asked.


  There Thrakell was informed. He’d been listening around among his mental contacts before following Telzey to the hospital area. The three still had been at large at that time, and there seemed to be no immediate prospect of catching up with them. They’d proved to be expert portal technicians who’d sealed off sizable circuit areas by distorting portal patterns and substituting their own. Stiltik’s portal specialists hadn’t been able to handle the problem. The armed party sent after the three was equipped with copies of a key pack taken from Tscharen but had no better luck. The matter wasn’t being discussed, and Thrakell Dees suspected not all of the hunters had returned.


  “Stiltik would very much like to be able to announce that she’s rounded up the infiltrators,” he said. “It would add to her prestige which is high at present.”


  “Apparently Stiltik and Boragost—the Suan Uwin—don’t get along very well?” Telzey said.


  He laughed. “One of them will kill the other! Stiltik doesn’t intend to wait much longer to become senior Suan Uwin. and she’s generally rated now as the deadliest fighter in the circuit. The Elaigar make few of our nice distinctions between the sexes.” Boragost’s qualities as a leader, it appeared, were in question. Stiltik had been pushing for a unified drive to clear the Alattas out of the Federation. She’d gained a large following. Boragost blocked the move, on the grounds that a major operation of the kind couldn’t be carried out without alerting the Federation’s humans to the presence of aliens. And now Boragost had committed a blunder which might have accomplished just that. “You know what dagens are?” Thrakell asked.


  “Yes. The mind hounds. I saw Stiltik’s when they caught me.”


  He shifted uncomfortably. “Horrible creatures! Fortunately, there’re only three in the circuit at present because few Elaigar are capable of controlling them. A short while ago, Boragost fumbled a dagen kill outside the circuit.”


  Telzey nodded. “Four Phons in the Institute. That wasn’t planned then?”


  “Far from it! Only one of the Phons was to die, and that neither in the Institute nor in the presence of witnesses. But Boragost failed to verify the victim’s exact whereabouts at the moment he released the mind hound, and the mind hound, of course, went where the Phon was. When it found him among others, it killed them, too. Stiltik’s followers claim that was what brought the Psychology Service to Tinokti.”


  “It was,” Telzey said. “How will they settle it?”


  “Almost certainly through Stiltik’s challenge to Boragost. The other high-ranking Sattarams in the Hub have been coming in with their staffs through the Vingarran Gate throughout the week. They’ll decide whether Boragost’s conduct under their codes entitles Stiltik to challenge. If it does, he must accept. If it doesn’t, she’ll be deprived of rank and returned to their home territories. The codes these creatures bind themselves by are iron rules. It’s the only way they have to avoid major butcheries among the factions.”


  Telzey was silent a moment, blinking reflectively at him.


  “Thrakell,” she said, “when we met, you told me you were the last human left alive in the circuit.”


  His eyes went wary. “That’s right.”


  “There’s been someone besides us with a human mind in this section for some little while now,” Telzey told him. “The name is Neto. Neto Nayne-Mel.”


  VII


  Thrakell Dees said quickly, “Have nothing to do with that creature! She’s dangerously unbalanced! I didn’t tell you about her because I was afraid you might think of letting her join us.”


  “I am letting her join us.” Telzey said.


  Thrakell shook his head violently. “I advise you strongly against it! Neto Nayne-Mel is unpredictable. I know that she’s ambushed and killed two Elaigar. She could endanger us all with her hatreds!”


  Telzey said, “I understand she was a servant of the Elaigar in the circuit for a couple of years before she managed to get away from them. I suppose that might leave someone a little unbalanced. She’s got something for me. I told her to bring it here to the gallery.”


  Thrakell grimaced nervously. “Neto’s threatened to shoot me if she finds me within two hundred yards of her!”


  “Well. Thrakell,” Telzey said, “she may have caught you trying to sneak up on her, like I did. But that won’t count now. We’re going to need one another’s help to get out. Neto understands that.”


  Thrakell argued no further. He still looked quite upset, due in part perhaps to the fact that there’d been a mental exchange between Neto and Telzey of which he’d remained unaware.


  A human being who was to stay alive and at large for any length of time in the Elaigar circuit would need either an unreasonable amount of luck or rather special qualities. Thrakell. along with the ability to project a negation of his physical presence, had mental camouflage, and xernotelepathy which enabled him to draw information from unsuspecting alien mentalities around him.


  Neto was otherwise equipped. Her mind didn’t shield itself, but its patterns could be perceived only by a degree of psi sensitivity which Thrakell Dees lacked, and the Elaigar evidently also lacked. She’d devised a form of physical concealment almost as effective as Thrakell’s. Her other resources were quick physical reactions and a natural accuracy with a gun which she’d discovered after escaping from her masters. She’d killed four Elaigar since then, not two. Her experiences had, in fact, left her somewhat unbalanced, but not in a way Telzey felt at all concerned about.


  A few minutes later, Neto stepped out suddenly on the gallery a hundred feet away and started toward them. The figure they saw was that of a Fossily mechanic, one of the serf people in the circuit—a body of slim human type enclosed by a fitted yellow coverall which left only the face exposed. The face was a mask of vivid black and yellow lines. Neto was almost within speaking distance before the human features concealed by the Fossily face pattern began to be discernible.


  That was the disguise Neto had adopted for herself. Fossily mechanics, with their tool kits hung knapsackwise behind their shoulders, were employed almost everywhere in the circuit and drew no attention in chance encounters. Moreover, they had a species odor profoundly offensive to Elaigar nostrils. Their coverall suits were chemically impregnated to hide it; and the resulting sour but tolerable smell also covered the human scent. A second yellow tool bag swung by its straps from Neto’s gloved left hand. In it was a Fossily suit for Telzey, and black and yellow face paint.


  Essu returned not long afterwards. Telzey touched his mind as he appeared in the portal down in the great hall, and knew he’d carried out his assignment. A pack of circuit diagram maps was concealed under his uniform jacket. He hadn’t let himself be seen.


  He joined them on the gallery, blandly accepting the presence of two wild humans and the fact that Telzey and Neto were disguised as Fossily mechanics. Telzey looked at Thrakell Dees.


  Thrakell could be a valuable confederate. Could be. She wasn’t sure what else he might be. Neto suspected he was a murderer, that he’d done away with other circuit survivors. There was no proof of it, but Telzey hadn’t taken her attention off him since she’d caught him stalking her in his uncanny manner on the gallery, and there’d been an occasional shimmer of human thought through the cover pattern, which he’d changed meanwhile to that of a Fossily mechanic. She’d made out nothing clearly, but what she seemed to sense at those moments hadn’t reduced her uneasiness about Thrakell.


  “Thrakell,” she said, “before we get down to business, I’m giving you a choice.”


  He frowned. “A choice?”


  “Yes. What I’d like you to do is to give up that Fossily cover and open your screens for a minute, so I can see what you’re thinking. That would be simplest.”


  Thrakell shook his head. “I don’t understand.”


  Neto chuckled softly.


  “Oh, you understand,” Telzey said. “You wanted to come along when I try to get out of the circuit, so you are coming along. But we didn’t get off to a good start, and I don’t feel I can take you on trust now. You could prove I can by letting me look at your mind. Just the surface stuff—I want to know what made you decide to contact me, that’s all.”


  Thrakell’s small eyes glittered with angry apprehension. But his voice was even. “What if I refuse?”


  “Then Essu will take your weapons and circuit key pack.”


  Thrakell looked shocked. “That’s completely unfair! If we became separated, I’d be confined to whatever section I happened to be in. I’d be helpless!”


  “Well, that will make you see to it we don’t get separated,” Telzey said. “I don’t think we should now. Which will it be?”


  Thrakell jerked his head sullenly at Neto. “What about her?”


  “She’s sure of me,” Neto told him. “Quite, quite sure! She’s already been all through my mind, that’s why!” She laughed.


  Essu, round white eyes fixed on Thrakell, reached for a gun on his belt, and Thrakell said hastily, “Let the Tolant have the articles then! I rarely use a weapon, in any case. I detest violence.”


  Essu began going over him with his search devices. Telzey and Neto looked on.


  Telzey could, in fact, be very sure of Neto. Neto had known no hope of escape from the circuit. She’d lived by careful planning and constant alertness for the past two years, a vengeful, desperate ghost slipping about the fringe areas which would open to the portal keys she’d obtained, as wary of the few wild humans who’d still been around at first as of the Elaigar and their alien servants. There were periods when she no longer believed there was a world outside the circuit and seemed unable to remember what she had done before she met the Elaigar. At other times, she was aware of what was happening to her and knew there could be only one end to that.


  Then, once more trailing the murderer who could slip up on you invisibly if you weren’t careful, trying to determine what sort of mischief he was involved in. she’d touched a new mind.


  In moments, Neto knew something like adoration. She’d found a protector, and gave herself over willingly and completely. Let this other one decide what should happen now, let her take control, as she began doing at once.


  Neto’s stresses dissolved in blind trust. Telzey saw to it that they did.


  “Two problems,” Telzey remarked presently. “The diagrams don’t show exits to Tinokti, and they seem to add up to an incomplete map anyway. Then the keys we have between us apparently won’t let us into more than about a fourth of the areas that look worth checking out. We could be one portal step away from an exit, know it’s there, and still not be able to reach it.”


  Thrakell said sourly, “I see no way to remedy that! Many sections have a specialized or secret use, and only certain Elaigar leaders have access to them. That might well be the case with sections containing planetary exits. Then there’s the fact that the Alatta intruders have altered the portal patterns of large complexes. I’m beginning to suspect you’ll find yourself no more able to leave the circuit than we’ve been!” He glanced briefly over at Neto.


  “Well,” Telzey said, “let’s try to get the second problem worked out first. Essu knows where he can get pretty complete sets of portal packs. But he will need help.”


  “What place is that?” asked Thrakell suspiciously. “As far as I know, only the Suan Uwin possess omnipacks.”


  “That’s what Essu thinks. These are in a safe in one of Stiltik’s offices. He can open the safe.”


  Thrakell shook his head.


  “Impossible! Suicidal! The headquarters of the Suan Uwin are closely guarded against moves by political enemies. Even if we could get into Stiltik’s compound, we’d never get out again alive!”


  Neto said boredly to Telzey, “Why don’t you lock this thing up somewhere? We can pick him up afterwards, if you feel like taking him along.”


  That ended Thrakell’s protests. It wasn’t, in fact, an impossible undertaking. Stiltik used Essu regularly to carry out special assignments which she preferred not to entrust even to close followers. There was a portal, unmarked and unguarded, to which only she and the Tolant had a key. If they were careful, they could get into the headquarters compound.


  They did presently. They were then in a small room behind a locked door. To that door again only Stiltik and Essu had keys. Unless Stiltik happened to come in while they were there, they should be safe from detection.


  Telzey scanned, while her companions remained behind cover. It took time because she went about it very carefully, touching minds here and there with gossamer lightness. Details gradually developed. At last she thought she’d gathered a sufficiently complete picture.


  Elaigar minds were about—some two dozen. There was no trace of Stiltik. The Suan Uwin appeared to be in an interrogation complex with the captured Alatta; and that understandably was a psi-blocked unit. There were Tolant minds and two unfamiliar alien mind types here.


  The serfs didn’t count, and the only Elaigar in the central offices were two bored Otessan females, keeping an eye on the working staff. They might notice Essu going into Stiltik’s offices presently, but there was nothing unusual about that. They weren’t likely to be aware he was supposed to be somewhere else.


  Another of the minds around might count for a great deal. It was that of Stiltik’s dagen.


  In her first encounter with one of those beasts, Telzey had felt and been nearly helpless. She was grateful now for the work she’d put in meanwhile adding to her psi equipment. Her screens hid her from the dagen, and she was able to reach through them toward its mind with delicate sensing probes.


  She did. There was no reaction. Cautiously, she began to trace out what she could discern.


  The creature was in an enclosure without physical exits. It needed none, of course. On Stiltik’s order, it could flick itself into the enclosure and out again.


  It could do very little that wasn’t done on Stiltik’s mental orders. Stiltik had clamped heavy and rigid controls on her monster. A human mind placed under similar controls would have been effectively paralyzed. The dagen’s rugged psyche was in no sense paralyzed. It simply was unable to act except as its handler permitted it to act.


  It wasn’t very intelligent, but it knew who kept it chained.


  Telzey studied the controls until she was satisfied she understood them. Then she told Essu to go after the omnipacks in Stiltik’s office. She accompanied him mentally, alert for developing problems. Essu encountered none and was back with the packs five minutes later. He’d been seen but disregarded. Nothing seemed to have changed in the headquarters compound.


  They left by the secret portal, and Essu handed Telzey its key. She said to the others, “Wait for me here! When I come out, we’ll go back along the route we came—and for the first few sections we’ll be running.”


  Thrakell Dees whispered agitatedly, “What are—”


  She stepped through the portal into the room. Her mind returned gently to the dagen mind. The beast seemed half asleep now.


  Psi sheared abruptly through Stiltik’s control patterns. As abruptly, the dagen came awake. Telzey slipped out through the portal.


  “Now run!”


  Essu’s haul of portal key packs had been eminently satisfactory. One of them had been taken from Tscharen after his capture. Essu interlocked it with an omnipack, gave the combination to Telzey. She slipped it into a pocket of the Fossily suit. It was small, weighed half as much as Essu’s gun which was in another pocket of the suit. But it would open most of the significant sections of the circuit to her. Essu assembled a duplicate for himself with a copy of Tscharen’s pack, clamped the other keys together at random, and pocketed both sets. Thrakell Dees looked bitter, but said nothing. The arrangement was that he would stay close enough to Essu to pass through any portal they came to with the Tolant. Neto would stay close to Telzey.


  “And now?” Thrakell asked.


  “Now we’ll pick a route to the hospital area where the Tanvens put me back in shape,” Telzey said. “We still want a guide.”


  To be concluded


  THE LION GAME


  Conclusion. There are times when not even a telepath can be sure who she could trust—and Telzey was trapped in a maze of high-power professional double-dealers. Fortunately, Telzey was a first-class liar herself . . .


  SYNOPSIS


  Fifteen-year-old Telzey Amberdon learns that the use of a developing psi talent can produce its own class of problems and perils. It’s brought her to the attention of other psis—secretive hostile mentalities which seem to be human but are different from any human minds she’s touched before. They set a savage animal of unknown type on her trail, a beast which locates its victims by their mental impulses, then teleports through space to materialize beside them.


  Telzey tricks the creature into destroying itself and is safe for the moment. But she realizes its masters will continue to look for her and should be able to identify her eventually. She reports her experience to the Federation’s Psychology Service, and agrees to act as bait for the Service while ostensibly going ahead with her normal activities at college. There is no recent record of a psi organization such as she has described, but probability computers indicate she may have encountered descendants of the Elaigar, an artificially produced ogrelike giant human mutant strain, believed to have been nearly exterminated centuries before.


  Presently there is a report that several members of the ruling caste on the world of Tinokti have been killed under mysterious circumstances and in a manner suggesting that a beast of the kind set on Telzey’s trail brought about their death. The Service shifts its search for the secret psi organization to Tinokti, and Telzey, under the pretext of gathering material for a college paper, goes there to help hunt for traces of the psis and their activities. Tinokti has a highly developed portal technology—a system of instant transmission from one point of the planetary surface to another—and a good part of its population lives in closed portal circuits, frequently shielded against both physical intrusion and psi probes. This creates an ideal setting for psis intent on operating in concealment.


  Telzey promptly picks up impressions of psi minds of the type being sought. However, before the Service can develop this lead, she finds herself switched out of one portal circuit and trapped in another one. Her contacts with Service personnel have been cut off, and she is the prisoner of four psis, three men and a woman, who are giants by ordinary human standards but lack the bulk and the frightening appearance of the legendary Elaigar. The woman gives her name as Kolki Ming, saying that Telzey will remain for the present in the custody of Tscharen, one of her male companions, and that explanations will be made later. Tscharen and Telzey set off through the strange circuit and almost immediately are ambushed by another group of giants, some of whom resemble Tscharen and his associates, while others are unmistakably the ogrelike Elaigar. Tscharen is taken away, and Telzey finds herself confronting Stiltik, a female High Commander of the Elaigar. When she refuses to open her mind for


  Stiltik’s inspection, the giantess mauls her savagely into unconsciousness.


  Awakening under the expert ministrations of an alien physician, Telzey cautiously taps various minds in her vicinity, learns that she is under guard in an isolated section of a great portal circuit occupied by the Elaigar and their alien serfs, and that Stiltik, engaged with Tscharen at the moment, intends to send for her presently to interrogate her. This gives Telzey a limited amount of time to make hey own preparations. Physically restored by the physician, she has a narrow escape from a deranged old Elaigar being held in isolation, then takes Essu, her humanoid guard, under mental control and sends him off to get map diagrams of the circuit. She knows by now that the ogrelike giants, called Sattarams, are the mature form of the Elaigar, and that their life span, as compared to the normal human one, is very short. The lesser giants, called Otessans, are adolescent Elaigar. Finally, Tscharen, Kolki Ming, and the other two who switched Telzey into the circuit, are Alattas, a mutated Elaigar strain which retains the adolescent aspect throughout life. Telzey’s informants know little about the Alattas beyond the fact that they and the true Elaigar are enemies. Kolki Ming and her two remaining companions, now known to be Alatta agents masquerading as Otessans, have withdrawn into a section of the circuit they’ve made impassable to pursuers by scrambling portal patterns. Disposing of them has become a point of honor both for Stiltik and for her fellow High Commander, Boragost, with whom she is engaged in a ruthless struggle for power.


  Telzey has been joined meanwhile by two “wild” humans, Thrakell Dees and Neto Nayne-Mel, who have managed to survive independently in the Elaigar circuit. Telzey is suspicious of Thrakell, who has the psi ability to block awareness of his presence from the minds of those he encounters and who has used the ability in an apparent attempt to take her by surprise. When Essu returns with the maps, she has him disarm Thrakell. Then the four of them set off together to obtain another item they need to be able to move freely about the great circuit: a complete set of portal keys. They are to be had in Stiltik’s headquarters. The undertaking is dangerous not only because of the possibility of being detected by the Elaigar but because the headquarters area is guarded by a teleporting beast such as the one that nearly destroyed Telzey. Uncontrolled, the creatures, known as dagens or mind hounds, are as dangerous to the Elaigar as to anyone else. This specimen, however, is Stiltik’s personal dagen and held under rigid mental controls by her.


  They reach the headquarters area without incident, and Essu manages to obtain several sets of portal keys. Telzey meanwhile has been studying the psi controls which keep the dagen subservient to Stiltik. When they’re ready to leave, she shears abruptly through the controls, and they get out of the area as quickly as possible then. They head next for the section of the circuit where Telzey had her encounter with the deranged old Elaigar. She’s decided to turn him into an assistant.


  Part 2


  VIII


  The Third Planetary Exit control room was quiet. Telzey was at the instrument stand, watching the viewscreen. Thrakell Dees sat on the floor off to her left, with his back to the wall. He was getting some of her attention. A Sattaram giant was near the door behind her. He needed no attention—he was lying on his back and very dead.


  In a room on the level below them, Neto and Korm, one-time Suan Uwin of the Elaigar, waited behind a locked door. Some attention from Telzey was required there from moment to moment, mainly to make sure Korm kept his mind shield tight. He’d been out of practice too long in that matter. Otherwise, he seemed ready to go. Neto was completely ready to go.


  The viewscreen showed the circuit exit area on the other side of the locked door. The portal which opened on Tinokti was within a shielded vaultlike recess of a massive square structure a hundred yards across—mainly, it seemed, as a precaution against an Alatta attempt to invade the circuit at this point. The controls of the shielding and of the portal itself were on the instrument stand, and Telzey was ready to use them. She was also ready to unlock the door for Neto and Korm.


  She couldn’t do it at the moment. Something like a dozen Elaigar stood or moved around the exit structure. They were never all in sight at the same time, so she wasn’t sure of the number. It was approximately a dozen. Most of them were Otessans; but at least three Sattarams were among them. Technically, they were on guard duty. Telzey had gathered from occasional washes of Elaigar thought that the duty was chiefly a disciplinary measure; these were members of visiting teams who’d got into trouble in the circuit. They weren’t taking the assignment very seriously, but all wore guns. About half of them might be in view along the front of the structure at any one time. At present, only four were there.


  Four were still too many. Essu would have been useful now, but Essu was dead. Korm had been leading them through a section like a giant greenhouse, long untended, when they spotted a Boragost patrol coming toward them and realized an encounter couldn’t be avoided. The troops handled it well. Telzey and Thrakell didn’t take part in the action, and weren’t needed. The patrol—a Sattaram, an Otessan, six or seven Tolants—was ambushed in dense vegetation, wiped out in moments. Korm gained a Sattaram uniform in Boragost’s black and silver, which was better cover for him than what he was wearing. And Telzey lost Essu.


  She spared a momentary glance for Thrakell Dees. He was watching her, face expressionless.


  When they’d taken the control room, looked at the situation in the exit area, she’d said to him, “You realize we can only get Neto through here. You and I’ll have to get away and do something else.”


  Korm wouldn’t accompany them—that was understood by everyone in the room but Korm.


  Thrakell hadn’t argued, and Telzey wasn’t surprised. She’d been studying him as she’d studied Korm on the way, trying to draw in as much last-minute information on a number of matters as she could. It had seemed to her presently that Thrakell Dees didn’t really intend to leave the Elaigar circuit. Why he’d approached her originally remained unclear. What he mainly wanted now was one of the portal omnipacks she carried, the one Essu had assembled for her, or the one she’d taken from Essu after he was killed.


  Thrakell had mentioned it, as a practical matter, after Korm and Neto took up their stations on the lower level, and they were alone in the control room.


  “Thrakell,” she’d said, “I need you as a guide now. There’s a place I want to go to next, and it seems to be about as far from this part of the circuit as one can get. I might find it by myself with the maps, but it’ll be faster with you. We’ve already spent too much time. I want to be there before anyone starts hunting for me.”


  Thrakell blinked slowly.


  “What’s the significance of the place?”


  “The Alattas switched me into the circuit by a portal,” Telzey said. “It may still be there and operational. If it is, you can get back to Tinokti, if you like. Or you can have one of the omnipacks—after you’ve let me look into your mind. That’s still a condition. We can split up at that point. Not yet.”


  Thrakell stared at her a moment.


  “I had the curious impression,” he remarked, “that you’d decided before we got here you wouldn’t be using this exit yourself to leave the circuit. The degree of control you’ve been exercising over Korm and Neto Nayne-Mel shows you could have arranged to do it, of course. I’m wondering about your motivation.”


  She smiled. “That makes us even. I’ve wondered a bit about yours.”


  But it had startled her. So he’d been studying her, too. She’d tried to be careful, but tensions were heavy now and she’d been preoccupied. She wasn’t sure how much she might have revealed.


  It was true she couldn’t afford to leave yet. There were possibilities in the overall situation no one could have suspected, and her information wasn’t definite enough. A faulty or incomplete report might do more harm than none; she simply wasn’t sure. Through Neto she could see to it that the Service would at least know everything she was able to guess at present. So Neto would be maneuvered safely out of the circuit here—if possible.


  But Neto wouldn’t report immediately. The planetary exit opened into an old, unused Phon villa. Neto would find money and aircars there. She’d get out of her Fossily disguise, move on and lie low in one of Tinokti’s cities for the next ten days. If Telzey hadn’t showed up by that time, Neto would contact the Psychology Service.


  Telzey leaned forward suddenly, hands shifting toward the controls she’d marked. Thrakell stirred in his corner.


  “Stay where you are!” she told him, without taking her eyes from the screen. Essu’s gun lay on the stand beside her. With neither Essu nor Neto to watch him, Thrakell was going to take careful handling.


  She nudged Neto, Korm. Alert! Neto responded. Korm didn’t. He hadn’t felt the nudge consciously, but he was now aware that the action might be about to begin. He was eager for it Telzey had spent forty minutes working on him before he led them out of the hospital area. It was a patchwork job, but it would hold up as long as it had to. Korm’s fears and hesitancies had been blocked away; in his mind, he was the lordly Suan Uwin of a few years ago. Insult had been offered him, and there was a raging thirst for vengeance simmering just below the surface, ready to be triggered. His great knife hung from his belt along with two Elaigar guns.


  Two of the four Otessans who’d been in view in the screen still stood near the shielded portal recess. The other pair had moved toward the corner of the structure, and a Sattaram now had appeared there and was speaking to them. Telzey’s finger rested on the door’s lock switch. She watched the three, biting her lip.


  The Sattaram turned, went around the side of the structure. The two Otessans followed. As they vanished, she unlocked the door in the room below. Whisper of acknowledgment from Neto.


  And now to keep Korm’s shield tight—tight . . .


  He came into view below. The two remaining Otessans turned to look at him. He strode toward them, the fake Fossily mechanic trotting nimbly at his heels, keeping Korm between herself and the Otessans. Korm was huge, even among Sattarams. He was in the uniform of an officer of Boragost’s command, and his age-ravaged face was half hidden by black rank markings which identified him as one of Boragost’s temporary deputies. The two might be curious about what special duty brought him here, but no more than that.


  He came up to them. His knife was abruptly deep in an Otessan chest.


  They had flash reactions. The other had leaped sideways and back, and his gun was in his hand. It wasn’t Korm but the gun already waiting in Neto’s hand which brought that one down. She darted past him as the recess shield opened and the exit portal woke into gleaming life behind it. Through recess and portal—gone! The recess shield closed.


  Korm’s guns and his fury erupted together. Turning from the screen, Telzey had a glimpse of Elaigar shapes appearing at the side of the structure, of two or three going down. Korm roared in savage triumph. He wouldn’t last long, but she’d locked the door on the lower level again. Survivors couldn’t get out until someone came to let them out . . .


  That, however, might happen at any time.


  She was seen twice on the way to the brightly lit big room where she and Tscharen had been captured, but nobody paid the purposefully moving mechanic any attention; and, of course, nobody saw Thrakell Dees. Another time they spotted an approaching Fossily work party led by a pair of Otessans, and got out of sight. They had to stay out of sight a while then—the mechanics were busy not far from their hiding place. Telzey drifted mentally about the Otessans, presently was following much of their talk.


  There were interesting rumors going around about the accident in the headquarters compound of Stiltik’s command. The two had heard different versions. It was clear that the Suan Uwin’s mind hound had slipped its controls and made a shambles of the place. Stiltik’s carelessness . . . or could wily old Boragost have had a hand in that slipping? They argued the point. The mind hound was dead; so were an unspecified number of Stiltik’s top officers. Neither fact would hurt Boragost! But how could he have gone about it?


  Stiltik, unfortunately, wasn’t among the casualties. She’d killed the dagen herself. Telzey thought it might at least keep her mind off the human psi for a while, though that wasn’t certain. The ambushed Boragost patrol apparently hadn’t been missed yet; nor was there mention of a maniac Sattaram who’d tried to wipe out the guards at Planetary Exit Three. The circuit should be simmering with rumors and speculations presently.


  They reached the big room at last. Telzey motioned Thrakell to stand off to one side, then went toward the paneled wall through which she’d stepped with Tscharen, trying to remember the exact location of the portal. Not far from the center line of the room . . . She came to that point, and no dim portal outline appeared in the wall. She turned right, moved along the wall, left hand sliding across the panels. Eight steps on, her hand dipped into the wall. Now the portal was there in ghostly semivisibility.


  She turned, beckoned to Thrakell Dees.


  She’d memorized the route along which Tscharen had taken her, almost automatically, but thinking even then it wasn’t impossible she’d be returning over it by herself. She found now she had very little searching to do. It helped that these were small circuit sections, a few rooms cut here and there out of Tinokti’s buildings. It helped, too, that Thrakell remained on his best behavior. When they passed through the glimmering of a portal into another dim hall or room, he was closer to her than she liked, but that couldn’t be avoided. Essu’s gun was in a pocket on the side she kept turned away from him. Between portals he walked ahead of her without waiting to be told.


  He knew they’d entered a sealed area and should know they were getting close to the place where she’d been brought into the circuit. Neither of them mentioned it. Telzey felt sure he didn’t have the slightest intention of letting her look into his mind, couldn’t afford to do it. What he did intend, beyond getting one of the key packs, remained obscure. Not a trickle of comprehensible thought had come through the blur of reproduced alien patterns, which now seemed to change from moment to moment as if Thrakell were mimicking first one species, then another. He might be trying to distract her. She had no further need of him as a guide; in fact, he soon could become a liability. The question was what to do with him.


  She located the eight portals along the route in twice as many minutes. Then, at the end of a passage, there was a door. She motioned Thrakell aside again, tried the handle, drew the door back, and was looking down one side of the ell-shaped room into which she’d been transported from the Luerral Circuit. The other door, the one by which the three Alattas had entered, stood open. The big wall closet they’d used for storage was also open. A stink of burned materials came from it. So Stiltik’s searchers had been here.


  She glanced at Thrakell. His intent little eyes met hers for an instant. She indicated the room. “Stand over there against the wall! I want to look around. And keep quiet—Stiltik had gadgets installed here. They still might be operating.”


  He nodded, entered the room and stopped by the wall. Telzey went past him, to the comer of the ell. There were no signs of damage in the other part of the room. The portal which had brought her into the circuit might still be there, undetected, and one of the keys Tscharen had carried might activate it.


  She’d wanted to find out about that. In an emergency, it could be the last remaining way of escape.


  There was an abrupt crashing sound high above her, to her left. Startled, she spun around, looking up-


  Something whipped about her ankles and drew her legs together in a sudden violent jerk, throwing her off balance.


  IX


  She went down, turning, as the metal ring Thrakell had pitched against the overhead window strip to deflect her attention clattered to the floor. The Fossily bag on her back padded her fall. Thrakell, plunging toward her, came to an abrupt stop five feet away.


  “You almost made it!” Telzey said softly. “But don’t you dare move now!”


  He looked at the gun pointed at his middle. His face whitened. “I meant no harm! I—”


  “Don’t talk either, Thrakell. You know I may have to kill you. So be careful!”


  Thrakell was silent then. Telzey got into a sitting position, drew her legs up, looked at her ankles and back at Thrakell. The thing that clamped her legs together, held them locked tightly enough to be painful, was the round white cord which had been wrapped about his waist as a belt. No belt—a weapon, and one which had fooled Essu and his search instruments.


  “How do you make it stop squeezing and come loose?” she asked.


  It seemed there were controls installed in each tapered end of the slick white rope. Telzey told Thrakell to get down on hands and knees, stretched her legs out toward him, and had him crawl up until he could reach her ankles and free her. Then she edged back, got to her feet. The gun had remained pointed at Thrakell throughout. “Show me how to work it,” she said.


  Thrakell looked glum, but showed her. It was simple enough. Hold the thing by one end, press the setting that prepared it to coil with the degree of force desired. Whatever it touched next was instantly wrapped up.


  Telzey put the information to use, and the device soon held Thrakell’s wrists pinned together behind him.


  “Now let me explain,” he said. He cleared his throat. “I realized the circuit exit of which you spoke must be somewhere nearby—probably in this room! I was afraid you might have decided to use it and leave me here. I only wanted to be certain you didn’t. Surely, you understand that!”


  “Just stay where you are,” Telzey said.


  The key packs she carried evoked no portal glimmer anywhere in the big room. The one which had transported her here probably had been destructured immediately afterwards. So there’d be no emergency escape open to her now by that route. Part of one of the walls of the adjoining room had been blasted away, down to the point where its materials were turned into unyielding slickness by the force field net pressing against them.


  Telzey looked at the spot a moment. There had been a portal there, the one by which the three Atlattas had entered. But Stiltik’s search party had located it, and made sure it wouldn’t be used again. No other portal led away from the room.


  She went back into the big room, told Thrakell, “Go stand against the wall over there, facing me.”


  “Why?” he asked warily.


  “Go ahead. We have to settle something.”


  Thrakell moved over to the wall with obvious reluctance. “You haven’t accepted my explanation?”


  “No,” Telzey said.


  “If I’d wanted to hurt you, I could have set the cord as easily to break your legs!”


  “Or my neck,” Telzey agreed. “I know you weren’t trying to do that. But I have to find out what you were trying to do. So get rid of that blur over your mind, and open your screens.”


  “I’m afraid that’s impossible,” Thrakell said.


  “You won’t do it?”


  “I’m unable to do it. I can dispel one pattern only by forming another.” Thrakell shrugged, smiled. “I have no psi screen otherwise, and my mind evidently refuses to expose itself! I can do nothing about it consciously.”


  “That’s about what I told Stiltik when she wanted me to open my screens,” Telzey said thoughtfully. “She didn’t believe me. I don’t believe you either.” She took Essu’s gun from her pocket.


  Thrakell looked at the gun, at her face. He shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “You might have killed me after I tripped you up. You felt threatened. But you won’t kill someone who’s helpless and can’t endanger you.”


  “Don’t count on it,” Telzey said. “Right now, I’ll be trying not to kill you—but I probably will, anyway.”


  Alarm showed in Thrakell’s face. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m going to shoot as close to you as I can without hitting you,” Telzey explained. “But I’m not really that good a shot. Sooner or later, you’ll get hit.”


  She lifted the gun, pointed it, pressed the trigger button. There was a thudding sound, and a blazing patch twice the size of her palm appeared on the wall four inches from Thrakell’s left ear. He cried out in fright, jerked away from it.


  Telzey said, somewhat shakily, “That wasn’t where I was aiming! And you’d better not move again because I’ll be shooting on both sides . . . like this!”


  She didn’t come quite as close to him this time, but Thrakell yelled and dropped to his knees.


  “Above your head!” Telzey told him.


  The concealing blur of mind patterns vanished. Thrakell was making harsh sobbing noises. Telzey placed the gun back in her pocket. Her hands were trembling. She drew in a slow breath.


  “Keep it open,” she said.


  Presently, she added, “I’ve got what I wanted—and I see you’re somebody I can’t control. You can blur up again. And stand up. We’re leaving. How long have you been working for Boragost?”


  Thrakell swallowed. “Two years. I had no choice. I faced torture and death!”


  “I saw that,” Telzey said. “Come along.”


  She led the way from the room toward the portaled sections. She’d seen more than that. Thrakell Dees, as she’d suspected, hadn’t joined her with the intention of getting out of the Elaigar circuit. He couldn’t afford being investigated on Tinokti, particularly not by the Psychology Service; and if the Service learned about him from Neto or Telzey, he’d have no chance of avoiding an investigation. Besides, he’d made a rather good thing out of being a secret operator for Boragost. As he judged it, the Elaigar would remain securely entrenched on Tinokti and elsewhere in the Hub for a considerable time. There was no immediate reason to think of changing his way of life. However, he should be prepared to shift allegiance in case the showdown between Boragost and Stiltik left Stiltik on top, as it probably would. The return of Telzey alive was an offering which would smooth his way with Stiltik. He’d hoped to be able to add to it the report of an undiscovered portal used by Alattas.


  Under its blurring patterns, Thrakell’s mind was wide open and unprotected. But Telzey couldn’t simply take control of him as she’d intended. She’d heard there were psi minds like that; Thrakell’s was the first she’d encountered. There seemed to be none of the standard control points by which a mind could be secured, and she didn’t have time for experimentation. Boragost hadn’t found a way to control Thrakell directly. It wasn’t likely she would.


  She said over her shoulder, “I’m taking you along because the only other thing I can do at the moment is kill you, and I’d still rather not. Don’t ask questions—I’m not telling you anything. You’ll just be there. Don’t interfere or try to get away! If I shoot at you again, I won’t be trying to miss.”


  There were portals in the string of sections she’d come through which led deeper into the circuit’s sealed areas. At least, there had to be one such portal. The three Alattas had used it in effecting their withdrawal; so had Stiltik’s hunters in following them. It should open to one of the keys that had been part of Tscharen’s pack.


  Telzey found the portal in the second section up from the big room, passed through it with Thrakell Dees into another nondescript place, dingy and windowless. A portal presently awoke to glimmering life in one of the walls. They went on.


  The next section was very dimly lit and apparently extensive. Telzey stationed Thrakell in the main passage, went into a room, checked it and an adjoining room out, returned to the passage, started along it—


  Slight creak of the neglected flooring—and abrupt blazing awareness of something overlooked! She dropped to her knees, bent forward, clawing out Essu’s gun.


  Thrakell’s strangle rope slapped against the passage wall above her. She rolled away from it as it fell, and Thrakell pounced on her, pinning her to the floor on her side, the gun beneath her. She forced it out, twisted the muzzle up, pressed the trigger blindly. There was the thudding sound of the charge, and a yell of alarm from Thrakell. Something ripped at the Fossily suit. Then his weight was abruptly off her. She rolled over, saw him darting along the passage toward the portal through which they’d come, knew he’d got one or both of her key packs.


  She pointed the gun at the moving figure, pressed the trigger five or six times as quickly as she could. She missed Thrakell. But the charges formed a sudden blazing pattern on the portal wall ahead of him, and he veered aside out of the line of fire and vanished through a doorspace that opened on the passage.


  Breathing hard, Telzey came up on her knees, saw one of the key packs lying beside her, picked it up, looked at it and put it in her left suit pocket. The pocket on the right side had been almost torn off, and Thrakell had got away with the other pack. Something stirred behind her. She glanced around, saw the white rope lying against the wall a few feet away—stretched out, shifting, turning with stiff springy motions, unable to grip what it had touched. She stood up on shaky legs, reached down until the gun almost touched the thing, and blasted it apart. Thrakell wasn’t going to be able to use that device against her again—this time it had been aimed at her neck.


  She started quietly down the passage toward the doorspace, gun held ready to fire. No sounds came from anywhere in the section, and she could pick up no trace of Thrakell’s camouflage patterns. She didn’t like that. He might have tricks he hadn’t revealed so far.


  She stepped out before the doorspace, gun pointing into the room behind it.


  It was a rather small room, as dimly lit as the rest of the section, and empty. Not-there effect or not, Thrakell wasn’t in it; after a moment, Telzey felt sure of that. There was another doorway on one side. She couldn’t see what lay beyond it. But if it was a dead end, if it didn’t lead to a portal, she had Thrakell boxed in.


  She started cautiously into the room.


  Her foot went on down through the floor as if nothing were there. She caught at the doorjamb with her free hand, discovered it had become as insubstantial as the floor. Falling, she twisted backward, landed on her back in the passage, legs dangling from the knees down through the nothingness of the room’s floor . . . through a portal.


  She discovered then that she’d hung on to the gun. She let go of it, squirmed back from the trap, completely unnerved.


  X


  No need to look farther for Thrakell Dees! When Telzey felt steady enough to stand up, she went back to the two rooms she’d checked. A partly disassembled piece of machinery stood in one of them. She looked it over, discovered a twelve-foot section of thin, light piping she could remove, detached it and straightened it out. She took that to the room with the portal flooring, reached down through the portal with it. The tip didn’t touch anything even when she knelt in the doorway, her hand a few inches above the floor, and when she twisted the piping about horizontally, she didn’t reach the sides of whatever was below there either.


  She drew the piping out again. It was cold to the touch now, showed spots of frosting. The portal trap extended about twelve feet into the room. It had been activated by her key pack, as it had been activated by the pack Thrakell had taken from her. Wherever he’d gone, he wasn’t likely to be back.


  Essu and Thrakell had heard that the group Stiltik sent into the sealed areas after the Alattas had run into difficulties and returned. If this was a sample of the difficulties they’d run into, it wasn’t surprising that Stiltik seemed to have been in no great hurry to continue her efforts to dig the three out of hiding.


  When Telzey started off again to look for the portal which would take her on to the next section, her key pack was fastened to the tip of the piping, and she didn’t put her foot anywhere the pack hadn’t touched and found solid first. Her diagram maps didn’t tell her at all definitely where she was, but did indicate that she’d moved beyond the possibility of being picked up in scanning systems installed by Stiltik’s technicians. What lay ahead was, temporarily at least, Alatta territory. And the Alattas had set up their own scan systems. Presently she should be registering in them.


  She uncovered a number of other portal traps. One of them, rather shockingly, was a wall portal indistinguishable from all the others she’d passed through. If she hadn’t been put on guard, there would have been no reason to assume it wasn’t the section exit she was trying to find. But a probe with the piping revealed there was a sheer drop beyond. The actual exit was a few yards farther on along the wall. She passed through a few larger sections of the type she’d had in mind as a place to get rid of Thrakell Dees, stocked with provisions sufficient to have kept him going for years, or until someone came to get him out. She stopped in one of them long enough to wash the Fossily tiger striping from her face.


  And then she was in a section where it seemed she couldn’t go on. She’d been around the walls and come back to the portal by which she’d entered. She stood still, reflecting. She’d expected to reach a place like this eventually. What it would mean was that she had come to the limit of the area made open to Tscharen’s portal keys. There should be a second portal here—one newly provided with settings which could be activated only by keys carried now by the other three Alattas.


  But she hadn’t expected to get to that point so soon.


  Her gaze shifted to an area of flooring thirty feet away. There was a portal there. A trap. An invisible rectangle some eight feet long by six wide, lying almost against the wall. She’d discovered it as she moved along the wall, established its contours, gone around it.


  She went back there now, tapping the floor ahead of her with the key pack until it sank out of sight. She drew it back, defined the outline of the portal with it again, moved up to the edge. She hadn’t stopped to probe the trap before; there’d been no reason for it. Now she reversed the piping, gripped it by the pack, let the other end down through the portal.


  There was a pull on the piping. She allowed it to follow the pull. It swung to her left as if drawn by a magnet on the far side of the portal, until its unseen tip touched a solid surface. It stayed there. Telzey’s eyelids flickered. She moved quickly around to that end of the portal, knelt down beside it, already sure of what she’d found.


  She pulled out the piping, reached through the portal with her arm, touched a smooth solid surface seemingly set at right angles to the one on which she knelt. She patted it probingly, lifted her hand away and let it drop back—pulled by gravity which also seemed set at right angles to the pull of gravity on this side of the portal. She shoved the piping through then, bent forward and came crawling out of the lower end of a wall portal into a new section.


  Something like two hours after setting out from the big room with Thrakell Dees, she knew she’d reached the end of her route. She was now on the perimeter of the area the Alattas had made inaccessible to all others. She’d checked the section carefully. The only portal she could use here was the one by which she’d entered. Her key pack would take her no farther.


  There was nothing to indicate what purpose this section originally had served. It was a sizable complex with a large central area, smaller rooms and passages along the sides. It was completely empty, a blank, lifeless place in which her footsteps raised hollow echoes. She laid the piping down by a wall of the central area, got her Tinokti street clothes out of the Fossily tool bag, changed to them, and sat down with her back to the wall.


  A waiting game now. She leaned her head against the wall, closed her eyes. Mind screens thinned almost to the point of nonexistence, permitting ultimate sensitivity of perception. Meanwhile she rested physically.


  Time passed. At last, her screens tightened in abrupt warning. She thinned them again, waited again.


  Somewhere something stirred.


  It was the least, most momentary of stirrings. As if ears had pricked quietly, or sharp eyes had turned to peer in her direction, not seeing her yet but aware there was something to be seen.


  A thought touched her suddenly, like a thin cold whisper:


  “If you move, make a sound, or think a warning, you’ll die!”


  There was a shivering in the air. Then a great dagen crouched on the floor fifteen feet away, squatted back on its haunches, staring at Telzey. Swift electric thrills ran up and down her spine. This was a huge beast, bigger and heavier than the other two she’d seen, lighter in color. The small red eyes in the massive head had murder in them.


  Her screens had locked instantly into a defensive shield. She made no physical motion at all.


  The mind hound vanished.


  Telzey’s gaze shifted to the left. A tall figure stood in a passage entrance, the Alatta woman Kolki Ming. For a moment, she studied Telzey, the Fossily bag, the length of piping with the attached key pack.


  “This is a surprise!” she said. “We didn’t expect you here, though there was some reason to believe you were no longer Stiltik’s captive. You came alone?”


  “Yes.”


  The Alatta nodded. “We’ll see.” She remained silent a minute or two, eyes fixed expressionlessly on Telzey. Telzey guessed the dagen was scouting through adjoining sections.


  Kolki Ming said suddenly, “It seems you did come alone. How did you escape?”


  “Stiltik put a Tolant in charge of me. Essu. We were off by ourselves.”


  “And you took Essu under control?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “He got killed. We ran into some of Boragost’s people.”


  “A patrol in the ninety-sixth sector?”


  “A big greenhouse.”


  “You’ve been busy today!” Kolki Ming remarked. “That patrol was reported wiped out by gunfire. Tell me the rest of it.”


  Neto Nayne-Mel wouldn’t be mentioned. Telzey gave a brief and fairly truthful account of her activities otherwise. She’d planned to get back to Tinokti at once, had realized by the time she reached the planetary exit why she couldn’t—that she didn’t know enough about the role the Alattas were playing in connection with the Tinokti circuit and in the Hub. She found then she’d worked Korm up too far to restrain him sufficiently. She and Thrakell Dees left for the sealed areas, while Korm went after the exit guards.


  “Where is Boragost’s strangler now?” the Alatta asked.


  “We had a disagreement. He fell through one of your portal traps.”


  Kolki Ming shook her head slightly.


  “And you’re here to find out what we’re doing,” she said. “The Elaigar have one dagen less at their disposal, which is no small advantage to us. We might seem to owe you the information. But we can’t let you take it to the Psychology Service. Essu’s body, incidentally, wasn’t found with the dead of the patrol.”


  “We took him along and hid him somewhere else,” Telzey said. “I thought Stiltik mightn’t know yet that I’d got away.”


  “She may not.” The Alatta considered. “We’re involved in an operation of extreme importance. Tscharen’s capture has forced us to modify it and made it much more difficult than it should have been. It will have to be concluded quickly if it’s to succeed. I’m not sure we can fit you in, but for the moment, at least, you’re coming with me. Let me have your gun.”


  They emerged from a portal into a dark narrow street a few minutes later. The only light came from dim overhead globes. Looking back as they walked on, Telzey saw a dilapidated wall looming behind them. They’d stepped out of that. To right and left were small shabby houses, pressed close together. The cracked pavement was covered here and there by piles of litter. There was a stale smell in the air, and from somewhere arose a vague rumbling, so indistinct it seemed a tactile sensation rather than something heard.


  “This section was some Phon’s private experimental project,” Kolki Ming said. “It doesn’t appear on any regular circuit map and the Elaigar never found it, so we’re using it as a temporary operations base.” She glanced about. “Some two hundred people were trapped here when the Elaigar came. They escaped the general killing but were unable to leave the section and died when their supplies gave out.”


  She broke off. Something flicked abruptly through Telzey’s awareness—a brief savage flash of psi. There was a gurgling howl, and the dagen materialized across the street from them.


  “Scag was waiting for us, hoping to remain unnoticed,” Kolki Ming said.


  “He was going.to attack?”


  “If he got the chance. When he’s under light working controls, as at present, he needs careful watching.” They’d turned into another street, somewhat wider than the first, otherwise no different from it. On either side was the same ugly huddle of houses, lightless and silent. The mind hound was striding soundlessly along with them now, thirty feet away. The Alatta turned in toward one of the larger houses. “Here’s my watchpost.”


  The ground floor of the house had been cleared of whatever it might have contained. Two portal outlines flickered on the walls, and a variety of instruments stood about, apparently hastily assembled. Kolki Ming said, “Ellorad and Sartes won’t be back for a while. Sit down while I check on my duties.”


  “There’s one thing I’d like to know,” Telzey said.


  “Yes?”


  “How old are you?”


  The Alatta glanced over at her.


  “So you’ve learned about that,” she said. “I’m twenty-seven of your standard years. As for the rest of it, there may be time to talk later.”


  Telzey sat down on an empty instrument case, while Kolki Ming spoke briefly into a communicator. She seemed to listen then to a reply which remained inaudible to Telzey, and turned to a panel of scanning devices.


  Presently they had time to talk.


  The Elaigar’s transition to the Sattaram form at maturity was connected with a death gene the Grisand cult on Nalakia had designed to help keep the mutation under control. The Elaigar didn’t know it. After they destroyed the Grisands, they developed no biological science of their own, and to allow serf scientists to experiment physically with the masters was unthinkable under their code system.


  But an early group had broken that rule. They set alien researchers the task of finding a method of prolonging their lives. They were told that for them as individuals there was no method, but that the gene could be deleted for their offspring. They settled for that—the Alattas came into existence. They remained Otessans in physical structure and had regained a normal human life span. With it, they presently regained lost interests and goals. They had time to learn, and learned very quickly because they could draw in the Elaigar manner on alien science and technology. Now they began making both their own.


  Most of the Elaigar despised them equally for having abandoned the majestic structure of the mature Lion People and for degrading themselves with serf labor. They did their best to wipe out the new strain, but the Alattas drew ahead from the start.


  “That was centuries ago, of course,” said Kolki Ming. “We have our own civilization now and no longer need to borrow from others—though the Federation of the Hub was still one of our teachers on occasion as little as eighty years ago. The Elaigar remain dependent on their slave people and are no longer a match for us. And their codes limit them mentally. Some join us of their own accord, and while we can do nothing for them, their children acquire our life span. Otherwise, we collect the Elaigar at every opportunity, and whether they want it or not, any children of those we collect are also born as Alattas. They hate us for that, but they’ve become divided among themselves. In part, that’s what led them to risk everything on this operation in the Hub. Bringing the old human enemy under control seemed a project great enough to unite them again. When we discovered what they were doing, we came back to the Federation ourselves.”


  Telzey said, “You’ve been trying to get them out of the Federation before we found out they were around?”


  “That was the plan. We want no revival of that ancient trouble. It hasn’t been a simple undertaking, but we’ve worked very carefully, and our preparations are complete. We three had the assignment to secure the central control section of the Tinokti circuit at a given moment. If we can do it now, most of the Sattaram leadership in the Hub will be trapped. We’ve waited months for the opportunity. We’re prepared to move simultaneously against all other Elaigar positions in the Federation. So there’s a great deal at stake. If we can’t get the Elaigar out unnoticed before human forces contact them, it may become disastrous enough for all sides. To expect Federation warships to distinguish neatly between Alattas and Elaigar after the shooting begins would be expecting too much. And it would be no one-sided matter. We have heavy armament, as do the Elaigar.”


  She added, “The Elaigar are essentially our problem, not that of the Federation. We’re still too close to them to regard them as enemies. My parents were of their kind and didn’t elect to have their gene patterns modified. If they hadn’t been captured and forced to it, I might have fought for Suan Uwin rank in my time as ruthlessly as Boragost or Stiltik—and, as I judge you now, so might you if your ancestors had happened to be Grisand research subjects on Nalakia. But we’re gaining control of the Elaigar everywhere. If we succeed here, the last Sattaram will be dead less than thirty years from now.”


  She broke off, studied a set of indicators for a moment, picked up the communicator. Voice murmuring reached Telzey. It went on for perhaps two minutes. Kolki Ming set the communicator aside without replying. One of the other Alattas evidently had recorded a message for her.


  She stood up, face thoughtful, fastened on a gun belt.


  “We’ve been trying to force Boragost and Stiltik to open the Lion Game with us,” she said. “It’ll be the quickest way to accomplish our purpose. Perhaps the only way left at present! It seems we’ve succeeded.” She indicated the street door. “We’ll go outside. The first move should be made shortly. I must call in Scag.”


  Telzey came to her feet. “What’s the Lion Game?”


  “The one you’re playing, I think,” said Kolki Ming. “I don’t believe you’ve been entirely candid with me. But whether it was your purpose or not, it seems you’re involved in the Game now.”


  XI


  Kolki Ming had set up a light outside the house which brought full visibility to a hundred yard stretch of the dismal street and its house fronts. She and Telzey remained near the entrance. Scag now appeared abruptly in the illuminated area, stared coldly at them, glanced back bristling over his shoulder and was gone again.


  Telzey had done the Alattas a greater favor than she knew in eliminating Stiltik’s dagen. When they learned of it, they’d been able to go about their work more freely. A situation involving the possible use of dagens became so dangerously complicated that those threatened by them had to direct their primary efforts to getting the beasts out of the way. Scag had killed several of Stiltik’s people during their surprise attack in the sealed areas; so it was known the three Alattas had brought a mind hound in with them.


  There were two other dagens at present in the circuit, Boragost’s and one whose handler was a Sattaram leader who had arrived with his beast during the week. Predictably, if Boragost was to take action against the Alattas, as it now seemed he would, his first step would be to use the pair to get rid of Scag. If the Elaigar dagens could be finished off at the same time, it would be worth the loss of Scag to the Alattas. They could go ahead immediately then with their plans.


  That was the part of the game being played at present. Scag came and went. His kind could sense and track each other—he knew he was being sought by hunters as savage as he was. He wasn’t trying to evade them. His role simply was to make sure the encounter took place here. The gun Kolki Ming held had been designed for use against dagens, who weren’t easy creatures to kill.


  Now Scag was back, and remained, half crouched, great head turning from side to side.


  “They’re coming!” Kolki Ming started forward. “Stay here and don’t move!”


  Abruptly, two other dagens appeared, to right and left of Scag. He hurled himself on the nearest one.


  It became a wild blur of noise and motion. The street filled with the deep howling voices of the mind hounds, sounding like peals of insane laughter. They grappled and slashed, flicked in and out of sight, seeking advantage. Yellow blood smears began to appear on the paving behind them. Scag seemed not at all daunted by the fact that he was fighting two. For moments, it looked to Telzey as if he might kill them unaided. But he was getting help. Kolki Ming shifted this way and that about the spinning tangle, gun in sporadic action, perilously close to the struggle. But the dagens ignored her.


  Then one of Scag’s opponents lay on the paving, neck twisted back, unmoving. Scag and the other rolled, locked together, across the street toward Telzey; she watched yellow blood pumping from the side of Scag’s neck and through his jaws. The Alatta followed, gun muzzle now almost touching the back of the other dagen. The beast jerked around toward her, jaws gaping. Scag came to his feet, stood swaying a moment, head lowered, made a gurgling noise, fell.


  The other, braced up on its forelegs, paralyzed hindquarters dragging, was trying to reach Kolki Ming. She stepped aside from its lunge. The gun blazed again at its flank. It howled and vanished.


  She waited perhaps a minute, gun half lifted. Then she lowered it, turned back to Telzey.


  “Gone back to its handler!” She was breathing deeply but easily. “They won’t use that one again! But they’ll learn from its mind before they destroy it that Scag and the other are dead. Now the codes take over!”


  Both in practice and theory, the maximum range of a portal shift was considered definitely established. The security of the Elaigar circuit’s control center was based on that. Sections within potential shift range of the center were heavily guarded; a threat to them would bring overall defense systems into instant action.


  Alatta scientists had managed to extend the shift range. For ordinary purposes the increase was insignificant. But here specifically, it could allow Alatta agents to bypass guarded sections and reach the control center without alerting defenders. The four agents planted in the center had set up a series of camouflaged portal contacts which led for the most part through sealed areas and ended at the center. The chief responsibility for this part of the operation had been Tscharen’s.


  After the work was completed, it became a matter of waiting for the next of the periodic gatherings of Elaigar leaders. Tscharen’s duties as a member of Stiltik’s staff kept him in the circuit; the other three were sent off presently on various assignments. Tscharen evidently decided to add to his security measures and was observed at it. As a result, he and Telzey were picked up by Stiltik when his associates returned to the circuit to carry out the planned operation, and the others were revealed as Alatta agents.


  The original scheme had to be abandoned. Stiltik had forced Tscharen to face her in formal combat and outmatched him easily. That made him her personal captive; she could use any information she was able to wring from him to her own advantage. It wasn’t an immediate threat; it should be many hours before she broke down his defenses. But the Elaigar, in general, had been alerted. A direct approach to the control center section would almost certainly be detected.


  The Alattas decided to play on the tensions between the Suan Uwin, considerably heightened at the moment because no one was sure of the significance of the events for which Telzey and her group were responsible. Ellorad and Sartes, the other two agents, controlled a number of minds in Boragost’s command. Through them, the feeling spread among both Boragost’s supporters and opponents that since Stiltik had walked the Lion Way in allowing the captured Alatta his chance in ritual combat, Boragost could do no less. He must give personal challenge to the three trapped in the sealed areas—which in turn would draw Stiltik back into the matter.


  “You want to fight those monsters?” Telzey had asked, somewhat incredulously.


  “I’d sooner not have to face either of them,” said Kolki Ming. “Stiltik, in particular. But that won’t be my part here. With Sartes and Ellorad openly committed, it will seem we’ve accepted defeat and are seeking combat death in preference to capture. That should draw the attention of the Elaigar temporarily off me and give me a chance to get to the control center unnoticed.”


  She added, “The fighting will be less uneven than you think. Tscharen had no special combat skills, but we others were trained to be collectors of the Elaigar and are as practiced in the weapon types allowed under their codes as any of them. Boragost might prefer to hunt us down with a sufficient force of Elaigar and Tolants, but his prestige is at stake. He’s issued his challenge by sending his dagens in against ours, and that part is now concluded, with neither side retaining an advantage. We’ll accept the challenge shortly by showing ourselves. Boragost is bound then by the codes.”


  She’d cut an opening in the heel of one of Telzey’s shoes and was assembling a miniature pack of portal keys to fit into it. Each of the Alattas carried such a concealed set, and, in case of accidents, a more obvious but less complete pack of standard size such as the one taken from Tscharen. That was what had enabled them to withdraw so quickly from Stiltik’s initial attack.


  Telzey said, “It was the Alattas who were watching me on Orado, wasn’t it?”


  “I was,” said Kolki Ming.


  “Why? After you switched me into the circuit, you said there were people who wanted to see me.”


  “There are. We haven’t as much information as we want about the type of psis currently in the Federation. We’ve avoided contact with them here, and even the Elaigar have had the sense to keep away from the institutions of the Psychology Service. But some now believe that the power of the Psychology Service is based chiefly on its use of psi machines rather than on its members’ ability as psis—in fact, that psis of the original human strain simply don’t develop a degree of ability that can compare with our own. And that can become dangerous thinking. We have our fools, as you do. Some of them might begin to assume that the Federation could be challenged with impunity.”


  “You don’t think so then?” Telzey said.


  “I happen to know better. But we wanted to be able to establish the fact beyond question. I learned on Orado that a Sattaram handler had set his dagen on a prying human psi and that the dagen then had inexplicably disappeared. That psi seemed worth further study, particularly after I’d identified you and discovered you hadn’t yet attained your physical maturity. There also seemed to be a connection between you and the Psychology Service. It was decided to pick you up for analysis by experts, if it could be done safely. Then the Tinokti matter came up and you transferred here. That gave me the opportunity to bring you into the circuit. We expected to conclude our operation quickly, and take you along.”


  She added, “A lifetime of exile among us wasn’t planned for you. You’d have remained unconscious throughout most of the analysis and presently have found yourself on Orado again, with nothing of significance concerning us to relate. I don’t know what the arrangement will be now, assuming we survive the next hour or two.”


  Ellorad and Sartes arrived soon afterwards. They’d been checking on developments through their mind contacts. Boragost had expressed doubts publicly that the Alatta agents would choose combat. However, if they did, he’d be pleased to meet them in the Hall of Challenge and add their heads to his minor trophies. Stiltik wouldn’t involve herself until Boragost had fought at least once.


  “Boragost will have a witness?” Kolki Ming asked.


  “Yes. Lishon, the Adjutant, as usual,” said Sartes. “Stiltik, also as usual, will fight without witness—a hunt in the Kaht Chasm.”


  Ellorad added, “Sartes will face Boragost. I’ll be his witness there. We don’t want to bring Stiltik into it too quickly.” He glanced at Telzey. “When we show ourselves, she may learn for the first time that she’s lost her human captive and grow hungry for action. But a Chasm hunt can be extended, and I’ll make it thoroughly extensive. You should have the time to do what’s necessary.”


  Kolki Ming nodded. “Yes, I should.”


  “Then let’s determine our route! When we’re seen, we should be within a few minutes of the Hall of Challenge, then out of sight again until Sartes and I actually enter the Hall. That will leave Stiltik no time to interfere with the present arrangement.”


  When they set off, the Alattas wore the short-sleeved shirts, trunks and boots which had been concealed by their Sparan garments. Long knives hung from their belts next to guns. Combat under code conditions allowed only weapons depending on physical dexterity and strength, and the weapons of psi. Guns were worn by witnesses as a formal guarantee that the codes would be observed. Principals didn’t carry them.


  Ellorad and Sartes strode ahead, moving with relaxed ease. They looked formidable enough, and if, to Telzey, even those long powerful bodies appeared no real match for the Sattaram giants, they should know what they were attempting—which might be only to give Kolki Ming time to conclude the operation.


  Boragost’s technicians had been at work in fringe sections of the sealed areas they’d been able to penetrate, setting up a scanning system. Kolki Ming had followed their progress on her instruments. The route she’d outlined would take them through such a section. Telzey didn’t know they’d reached it until a Sattaram voice abruptly addressed them in the Elaigar language. They stopped.


  The deep harsh voice went on, speaking slowly and with emphasis. When it finished, Ellorad replied, then started toward the end of the section. The others followed; and as soon as they’d left the section, they moved quickly. Kolki Ming said to Telzey, “That was Boragost’s witness! The challenge has been acknowledged by both sides, and we’ve been told to select the one who is to face Boragost first and have him come at once with his witness to the Hall. It’s the situation we wanted!”


  They hurried after the men, came after another three sections into a room where the two had turned on a viewscreen. The screen showed a wide hall with black and silver walls. Two Sattarams stood there unmoving. The one farthest from the screen wore a gun belt. The other balanced a huge ax on his shoulder.


  “They entered just now,” Ellorad said. “Sartes is pleased to see Boragost has selected the long ax. He thinks he can spin out that fight until the Suan Uwin is falling over his own feet!”


  The two left immediately. Sartes had removed his gun, but Ellorad retained his.


  XII


  Kolki Ming said, “That hall is only two portals from here, but the Elaigar haven’t been able to establish access to these sections. Boragost doesn’t know we can see him. We’ll wait till the combat begins, then be off on our route at once.”


  Telzey nodded mutely. Boragost looked almost as huge as Korm and seemed to her to show no indications of aging. The handle of the ax he held must be at least five feet long.


  Ellorad and Sartes appeared suddenly in the screen, moving toward the center of the hall. Sartes walked ahead; Ellorad followed a dozen steps behind him and to the right. The two Sattarams stood motionless, watching them. A third of the way down the hall, Sartes and Ellorad stopped. Ellorad spoke briefly. Lishon rumbled a reply. Then Sartes drew his knife, and Boragost grinned, took the ax in both hands and started unhurriedly forward—


  Kolki Ming sucked in her breath, sprang back from the screen, darted from the room. Telzey sprinted after her, mind in a whirl, not quite sure of what she’d seen. There’d been the plum-colored shapes of Tolants suddenly on either side of the great hall. Three, it seemed, on each side—yes, six in all! As she saw them, each had an arm drawn back, was swinging it forward, down. They appeared to be holding short sticks. She’d had a blurred glimpse of Ellorad snatching his gun from its holster, then falling forwards, of Sartes already on the floor—


  Kolki Ming was thirty feet ahead of her, racing down a passage, then disappeared through a portal at the end. Telzey passed through the portal moments later, saw the Alatta had nearly doubled the distance between them, was holding her gun. Kolki Ming checked suddenly then, vanished through the wall on her right.


  That portal brought Telzey out into the great hall they’d been watching.


  There, Kolki Ming’s gun snarled and snarled.


  Lishon was on his side, kicking, bellowing. Boragost had dropped to hands and knees, his great head covered with blood, shaking it slowly as if dazed. Smaller plum-colored bodies lay and rolled here and there on the floor. Two still darted squealing along the right side of the hall. The gun found one, flung him twisting through the air. The other turned abruptly, disappeared through the wall—


  Portals. The Tolant troop had received some signal, stepped simultaneously into the hall through a string of concealed portals lining its sides . . .


  Boragost collapsed forward on his face, lay still.


  Kolki Ming glanced around at Telzey, eyes glaring from a dead-white face, then hurried past Boragost toward Lishon. Telzey ran after her, skirting Sartes on the floor, saw something small, black and bushy planted in Sartes’s shoulder . . . Throwing sticks, poisoned darts.


  Kolki Ming’s gun spoke again. Lishon roared, in pain or rage. The Alatta reached him, bent over him, straightened, and now his gun was in her other hand. She thrust it under her belt, started back to Boragost, Telzey trailing her, stood looking down at the giant, prodded his ribs with her boot. “Dead,” she said in a flat voice.


  She looked about the hall, wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “All dead but Lishon, who shares Boragost’s dishonor, and a frightened Tolant. Now we wait. Not long, I think! The Tolant will run in his panic to the Elaigar.” She glanced down at Telzey. “Tolant poison—our two died as they fell. Three darts in each. Boragost didn’t like the look of the Lion Way today! If we hadn’t been watching, his scheme would have worked. The Tolants and their darts would have been gone, the punctures covered by ax strokes. We—”


  She broke off.


  A wide flight of stairs rose up to the rear of the hall beyond the point where Lishon lay. It had appeared to end against a blank wall. Now a great slab in that wall was sliding sideways—an opening door linked to an opening portal. A storm of deep voices and furious emotion burst through it simultaneously; then, as the opening widened, the Elaigar poured through in a crowd. The ones in the front ranks checked as they caught sight of Kolki Ming and Telzey and turned, outbellowing the others. The motion slowed; abruptly there was silence.


  Kolki Ming, eyes blazing, flung up her arms, knife in one hand, gun in the other, shouted a dozen words at them.


  One of the Sattarams roared back, tossing his head. The pack poured down the steps into the hall. The first to reach Sartes’s body bent, plucked the dart from Sartes’s shoulder, another from his side, held them up.


  At that, there was stillness again. The faces showed shocked fury. The Sattaram who had replied to Kolki Ming growled something. A minor disturbance in the dense ranks followed. An Otessan emerged, holding a Tolant by the neck. The Tolant began to squeal. The Elaigar lifted him, clamped the Tolant’s ankles together in one hand, swung the squirming creature around and up in a long single-armed sweep, down again. The squeals stopped as the body slapped against the flooring and broke.


  The Sattaram looked over at Lishon, rumbled again. Three others moved quickly toward Lishon. His eyes were wide and staring as two hauled him to his feet, held him upright by the arms. The third drew a short knife, shoved Lishon’s chin back with the heel of his hand, sank the knife deep into Lishon’s throat, drew it sideways.


  Dead Boragost didn’t feel it, but he got his throat cut next.


  They were elsewhere then in a room, Kolki Ming and Telzey, with something more than a dozen Sattarams. They didn’t appear to be exactly prisoners at present. Their key packs had been taken from them—the obvious ones—but Kolki Ming retained her weapons. The Elaigar codes were involved; and from the loud and heated exchange going on, it appeared the codes rarely had been called upon to deal with so complicated a situation. Shields were tight all around. Telzey could pick up no specific impressions, but the general trend of the talk was obvious. Kolki Ming spoke incisively now and then. When she did, the giants listened—with black scowls, most of them; but they listened. She was an enemy, but her ancestors had been Elaigar, and she and her associates had shown they would abide by the codes. Whereupon a Suan Uwin of the Lion People, aided by his witness, shamefully broke the codes to avoid facing Alattas in combat!


  A damnable state of affairs! There was much scratching of shaggy scalps. Then Kolki Ming spoke again, now at some length. The group began turning their heads to stare at Telzey, standing off by the wall with a Sattaram who seemed to have put himself in charge of her. This monster addressed Telzey when Kolki Ming stopped speaking.


  “The Alatta,” he rumbled, “says you’re an agent of the Psychology Service. Is that true?”


  Telzey looked up at him, startled by his fluent use of translingue. She reminded herself then that in spite of his appearance he might be barely older than she—could, not much more than a year ago, have been an Otessan moving about among the people of the Hub in something like Sparan disguise.


  “Yes, it’s true,” she said carefully.


  There was muttering among the others. Apparently more than a few knew translingue.


  “The Alatta further says,” Telzey’s Sattaram resumed, “that it was you who turned Stiltik’s dagen on her in her headquarters, that you also stole her omnipacks and made yourself mind master of her chief Tolant as well as of Korm Nyokee, the disgraced one. And that it was you and your slaves who drew Boragost’s patrol into ambush and killed them. Finally, that you chose to restore to Korm Nyokee the honor he’d lost by letting him seek combat death. Are all these things true?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ho!” His tangled eyebrows lifted. “You then joined the Alatta agents to help them against us?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ho-ho!” The broad ogre face split in a slow grin. He dug at his chin with a thumb nail, staring down at her. Grunts came from the group where one of them was speaking, apparently repeating what had been said for nonlinguists. Telzey collected more stares. Her guard clamped a crushing hand on her shoulder.


  “I’ve told them before this,” he remarked, “that there are humans who must be called codeworthy!” His face darkened. “More so certainly than Boragost and Lishon! no one believes now that was the first treachery committed by those two.” He shook his great head glumly. “These are sorry times!”


  The general discussion had resumed meanwhile, soon grew as heated as before. One of the Sattarams abruptly left the room. Telzey’s giant told her, “He’s to find out what Stiltik wants, since she alone is now Suan Uwin. But whatever she wants, we are the chiefs who will determine what the codes demand.”


  The Elaigar who’d left came back shortly, made his report. More talk, Kolki Ming joining in. The guard said to Telzey, “Stiltik claims it’s her right to have the Alatta who was of her command face her in the Kaht Chasm. It’s agreed this is proper under the codes, and Kolki Ming has accepted. Stiltik also says, however, that you should be returned to her at once as her prisoner. I think she feels you’ve brought ridicule on her, as you have. This is now being discussed.”


  Telzey didn’t reply. She felt chilled. The talk went on. Her Sattaram broke in several times, presently began to grin. One of the giants in the group addressed her in translingue.


  “Is it your choice,” he asked, “to face Stiltik in the Kaht Chasm beside the Alatta Kolki Ming?”


  Telzey didn’t hesitate. “Yes, it is.”


  He translated. Nods from the group. Telzey’s Sattaram said something in their language. A few of them laughed. He said to Telzey, holding out his huge hand, “Give me your belt!”


  She looked up at him, took off her jacket belt and gave it to him. He reached inside his vestlike upper garment, brought out a knife in a narrow metal sheath, fastened the sheath on the belt, handed the belt back. “You were Stiltik’s prisoner and freed yourself fairly!” he rumbled. “I say you’re codeworthy and have told them so. You won’t face Stiltik in the Kaht Chasm unarmed!” His toothy grin reappeared. “Who knows? You may claim Suan Uwin rank among us before you’re done!”


  He translated that for the group. There was a roar of laughter. Telzey’s giant laughed with the others, but then looked down at her and shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “Stiltik will eat your heart and that of Kolki Ming. But, if we find then that you were able to redden your knife before it happened, I shall be pleased!”


  XIII


  The portal to which Kolki Ming and Telzey were taken let them out into a sloping mountain area. When Telzey glanced back, a sheer cliff towered behind them. Tinokti’s sun shone through invisible circuit barriers overhead.


  Kolki Ming turned toward a small building a hundred yards away. “Come quickly! Stiltik may not wait long before following.”


  Telzey hurried after her. Behind the building, the rock-studded slope curved down out of sight. Perhaps half a mile away was another steep cliff face. Dark narrow lines of trees climbed along it; some sections were covered by tangles of vines. The great wall curved in to left and right until it nearly met the mountain front out of which they’d stepped. On the right, at the point where the two rock masses came closest, water streamed through, dropping in long cascades toward the hidden floor of the Kaht Chasm. Far to the left, the stream foamed away through another break in the mountains.


  If water—


  Telzey brushed the thought aside. Whatever applications of portal technology were involved, the fact that water appeared to flow freely through the force barriers about this vast section didn’t mean there were possible exit or entry points there.


  She followed Kolki Ming into the building. The interior was a single large room. Mountaineering equipment, geared to Elaigar proportions, hung from walls and posts. Ropes, clamps, hooks . . . Kolki Ming selected a coil of transparent rope, stripped hooks from it, attached it to her belt beside the long knife which was now her only weapon. Outside the building, she stooped, legs bent. “Up on my back; hang on! We want to put distance between ourselves and this place.”


  Telzey scrambled up, clamped her legs around the Alatta’s waist, locked her hands on the tough shirt material. Kolki Ming started down the slope.


  “This is an exercise area for general use when it isn’t serving as Stiltik’s hunting ground,” she said. “As a rule, the Suan Uwin likes a long chase, but today she may be impatient. She’s tireless, almost as fast as I am, twice as strong, and as skilled a fighter on the rocks as in the water below. The only exit is at the end of the Chasm near the foot of the falls, and it will open now only to Stiltik’s key. Beyond it is her Hall of Triumph where the Elaigar will wait to see her display her new trophies to them.”


  The slope suddenly dropped off. Kolki Ming turned her face to the rock, climbed on down, using hands and feet and moving almost as quickly as before. Telzey tightened her grip. She’d done some rock work for sport, but that had been a different matter from this wild, swaying ride along what was turning into a precipitous cliff.


  A minute or two later, Kolki Ming glanced sideways and down, said “Hold on hard!” and pushed away from the rock. They dropped. Telzey clutched convulsively. The drop ended not much more than twelve feet below, almost without a jar. Kolki Ming went on along a path some three feet wide, leading around a curve of the cliff.


  Telzey swallowed. “How will Stiltik find us?” she asked.


  “By following our scent trail until she has us in sight. She’s a mind hunter, too, so keep your screens locked.” Kolki Ming’s breathing still seemed relaxed and unhurried. “This may look like an uneven game to the Elaigar, but since there always was a chance I would have to face Stiltik here some day, I’ve made the Chasm my exercise area whenever I was in the circuit . . . and they don’t know that of the three of us I was the dagen handler.”


  The rumble of rushing water was audible now, and growing louder. The stream must pass almost directly beneath them, some three hundred yards down. They moved into shadow. The path narrowed, narrowed further. There came a place where the Alatta turned sideways and edged along where Telzey could barely make out footholds, never seeming to give a thought to the long drop below. Very gradually, the path began to widen again as the curve of the cliff reversed itself, leading them back into sunlight. And presently back into shadow.


  Then, as they rounded another bulge, Telzey saw a point ahead where the path forked, one arm leading up through a narrow crevice, the other descending along the cliff. An instant later, a thought tendril touched her screens, coldly alert, searching. It lingered, faded.


  “Yes, Stiltik’s in the Chasm,” Kolki Ming said. “She’ll be on our trail in moments.”


  She took the downward fork. It curved in and out, dipped steeply, rose again. Kolki Ming checked at an opening in the rock, a narrow high cave mouth. Dirt had collected within it, and cliff vines had taken root and grown, forming a tangle which almost filled the opening.


  Kolki Ming glanced back, parted the tangle, edged inside. “You can get down.”


  Telzey slid to the ground, stood on unsteady legs, drew a long breath. “And now?” she asked.


  “Now,” said Kolki Ming, voice and face expressionless, “I leave you. Don’t think of me. Wait here behind the vines. You’ll see Stiltik coming long before she sees you. Then be ready to do whatever seems required.”


  She turned, moved back into the dimness of the cave, seemed to vanish behind a corner. Completely disconcerted for the moment, Telzey stared after her. There came faint sounds, a scraping, the clattering of a dislodged rock. Then silence.


  Telzey went to the cave opening, looked back along the path that wound in and out along the curves of the cliff. Stiltik would be in sight on it minutes before she got this far—and surely she couldn’t be very close yet! Telzey moved into the cave, came to the corner around which Kolki Ming had disappeared. Almost pitch-darkness there. After a dozen groping steps, she came to a stop. There was rock before her. On either side, not much more than two and a half feet apart, was also rock.


  Water trickled slowly down the wall on the right, seeping into the dust about her shoes.


  She looked up into darkness, reached on tiptoe, arms stretching, touched nothing. A draft moved past her face. So here the cave turned upward, became a narrow tunnel; and up that black hole Kolki Ming had gone. Telzey wondered whether she would be able to follow, stood a moment reflecting, then returned to the cave opening. She sat down where she could watch their trail, drew the vines into a thicker tangle before her. Pieces of rock lay around, and her hands went out, began gathering them into a pile, while her eyes remained fastened on the path.


  On the path, presently, Stiltik appeared, coming around a distant turn. Telzey’s breath caught. Stiltik’s bulk looked misshapen and awkward at that range, but she moved with swift assurance, like a creature born to mountain heights, along a thread of shelf almost indiscernible from the cave. She went out of sight behind the thrust of the mountain, emerged again, closer.


  Telzey let a trickle of fear escape through her screens, then drew them into a tight shield. She saw Stiltik lift her head without checking her stride. Thought probed alertly about, slid away. But not entirely. She sensed a waiting watchfulness now as Stiltik continued to vanish and reappear along the winding path.


  Presently Telzey could begin to distinguish the features of the heavy-jawed face. A short-handled doubleheaded hatchet hung from Stiltik’s belt, along with a knife and a coil of rope. She came to the point where the path forked, paused, measuring the branch which led up through the crevice, stooped abruptly, half crouched, bringing her head close to the ground, face shifting back and forth, almost nosing the path like a dog. Telzey saw the bunching of heavy back muscles through the material of the sleeveless shirt. For a moment, it seemed wholly the posture of an animal. The giantess straightened, again looked up along the crevice. Telzey’s head moved forward. The pile of rocks she’d gathered rattled through the vines to the path below the cave opening. A brief hot gust of terror burst from the shield.


  Stiltik’s head turned. Then, swiftly, she started along the path toward the cave.


  Telzey sat still, breathing so shallow it might almost have stopped. Stiltik’s mouth hung open; her eyes stared, seeming to probe through the vines. Around a curve she came, loosening the hatchet at her belt, cold mind impulses searching.


  A psi bolt slammed, hard, heavy, fast, jarring Telzey through her shield. It hadn’t been directed at her.


  Stiltik swayed on the path, gave a grunting exhalation of surprise, and something flicked down out of the air above her like a thin glassy snake. The looped end of Kolki Ming’s rope drooped around her neck, jerked tight.


  One of her great hands caught at the rope, the other struck up with the hatchet. But she was stumbling backward, being hauled off the path. Two minds slashed at each other, indistinguishable in fury. Then Stiltik’s massive body plunged down along the side of the cliff with a clatter of rocks, dropped below Telzey’s line of sight. The rope jerked tight again; there was a crack like the snapping of a thick tree branch. The end of the rope flicked down past the path, following the falling body. From above came a yell, savage and triumphant. From below, seconds later, came the sound of impact.


  Abruptly, there was stillness. Telzey drew a deep, sighing breath, stood up, pushed her way out through the vine tangles to the cave opening. She waited there a minute or two. Then Kolki Ming, smeared with the dark slime of the winding tunnel through which she’d crept to the cliff top, came down along the crevice to the fork of the path, and turned back toward the cave.


  They reached the floor of the Kaht Chasm presently, found Stiltik’s broken body. Kolki Ming drew her knife and was busy for a time, while Telzey sat on a rock and looked up the Chasm to the point where the foaming stream tumbled through a narrow break in the mountain. She thought she could make out a pale shimmer on the rocks. It should be the Chasm’s exit portal, not far from the falls, and not very far from them now. Tinokti’s sun had moved beyond the crest of the cliff. All the lower part of the Chasm lay in deep shadow.


  Then Kolki Ming finished, came to Telzey and held up dripping fingers. “Blood of a Suan Uwin!” she said. “The Elaigar will see your knife reddened. I wonder if they’ll be pleased! Didn’t you know I sensed you draw Stiltik’s attention toward you when her suspicions awoke? If you hadn’t, I’m not at all sure the matter could have ended well for either of us.” She drew the knife from Telzey’s belt, ran fingers over blade, hilt and sheath, replaced the knife. A knuckle tilted Telzey’s chin up; a hand smeared wetness across her face. “Don’t be too dainty!” Kolki Ming told her. “They’re to see you took a full share in their Suan Uwin’s defeat.”


  They walked along the floor of the Chasm, beside the cold rush of water, toward the portal shimmer, Stiltik’s blood painting them, Stiltik’s severed head swinging by its hair from Kolki Ming’s right hand. The portal brightened as they reached it, and they went through.


  The Elaigar stood waiting, filling the long hall. They walked forward, toward those nearest the portal. The giants stared, jaws dropping. A rumble of voices began here and there, ended quickly. The Elaigar standing before them started to move aside, clearing the way. The motion spread, and a wide lane opened through the ranks as they came on. Beyond, Telzey saw a ramp leading to a raised section at the end of the hall. They reached the ramp, went up it, and at the top Kolki Ming turned. Telzey turned with her.


  Below stood the Lion People, unmoving, silent, broad faces lifted and watching. Kolki Ming’s arm swung far back, came forward. She hurled Stiltik’s head back at them. It bounced and rolled along the ramp, black hair whipping about, blood spattering. It rolled on into the hall, the giants giving way before it. Then a roar of voices arose.


  “This way!” said Kolki Ming.


  They were at the wall, passed through a portal, the noise cutting off behind them.


  “Now quickly!”


  They ran. None of the sections they went through in the next minutes looked familiar to Telzey, but Kolki Ming didn’t hesitate. Telzey realized suddenly they were back in sealed areas again; the portals here were of the disguised variety. She was gasping for breath, vision blurring with exhaustion. The Alatta was setting a pace she couldn’t possibly keep up with much longer.


  Then they were in a room with a viewscreen stand in one corner. Here Kolki Ming stopped. “Get your breath back,” she told Telzey. “One more move only, and we have time for that—though perhaps no more time than it takes Stiltik’s blood to dry on us.” She was activating the screen as she spoke, spinning dials. Stiltik’s Hall of Triumph swam into view, with a burst of Elaigar voices. Churning groups of the giants filled the hall; more had come in since they left, and others were still arriving. Most of them appeared to be talking at once; and much of the talk seemed furious argument.


  “Now they debate!” said Kolki Ming. “What do the codes demand? Whatever conclusion they come to, it will involve our death. That’s necessary. But first they must decide how to kill us with honor—to us and themselves. Then they’ll start asking where we’ve gone.”


  She turned away. Telzey watched the screen a moment longer, her breathing beginning to ease. When she looked around, Kolki Ming had opened a closet in the wall, was fastening a gun she’d taken from it to her belt. She removed two small flat slabs of plastic and metal from a closet shelf, closed the closet, laid the slabs on a table. She came back to the screen, dialed to another view.


  “The control section,” she said. “Our goal now!”


  The control section was a large place. Telzey looked out at a curving wall crowded with instrument stands. On the right was a great black square in the wall—a blackness which seemed to draw the mind down into vast depths. “The Vingarran Gate,” said Kolki Ming. Two Sattarams stood at one end of the section, watching the technicians.


  They wore guns. The technicians, perhaps two dozen in all, represented three life forms, two of which suggested the humanoid type, though no more so than Couse’s people. The third was a lumpy disk covered with yellow scales and equipped with a variety of flexible limbs.


  “Those two must die,” Kolki Ming said, indicating the Sattarams. “They’re controlled servants of the Suan Uwin, jointly conditioned by Boragost and Stiltik as safeguards against surprises by either. The instrument handlers are conditioned, too, but they’ll be no problem.” She switched off the screen. “Now come.” She took the two slabs from the table.


  There was no more running, though Kolki Ming still moved swiftly. Five sections on, she stopped before a blank wall. “There’s a portal here, left incomplete to prevent discovery,” she said. “The section’s on one of the potential approaches to the control area, so it’s inspected frequently and thoroughly. Now I’ll close the field.”


  She searched along the wall, placed one of the slabs carefully against it. It adhered. She opened the back of the slab, adjusted settings, pressed the cover shut. “Come through immediately behind me,” she told Telzey. “And be very quiet! On these last fifty steps, things still might go wrong.”


  They came out into semidarkness, went down a flight of stairs. Below, Kolki Ming halted, head turned. Telzey listened from behind her. There were faint distant sounds, which might be voices but not Elaigar voices. After some moments they faded. Kolki Ming moved on silently, Telzey following.


  The remaining slab went against a wall. Peering through the dark, Kolki Ming made final adjustments. She paused then, stepped back. Her face turned toward Telzey.


  “We weren’t able to test this one,” she whispered. “When I close the last switch, it will trigger alarms—here, in an adjoining guarded section, and in the control area. Be ready!”


  Her left hand reached out to the slab. Sound blared in the darkness about them, and Kolki Ming had vanished through the portal. Telzey followed at once.


  The two Sattarams on guard had no chance. Kolki Ming had emerged from the wall behind them, gun blazing. By then, there were guns in their hands, too; but they died before they saw her. She ran past the bodies toward the technicians at the instrument banks, shouting Elaigar orders above the clanging alarm din in the air. The technicians didn’t hesitate. For a moment, there was a wild scramble of variously shaped bodies at an exit at the far end of the big room. Then the last of them disappeared.


  Kolki Ming was at the instrument stands, gun back in its holster, hands flicking about. Series of buttons stabbed down. Two massive switches above her swung over, snapped shut. The alarm signal ended.


  In the sudden silence, she looked at Telzey who had followed her across the room.


  “And now,” she said, drawing a deep breath, “it’s done! Every section in the circuit has been sealed. No portal can open until it’s released from this room. Wherever the Elaigar were a moment ago, there they’ll stay.” She smiled without mirth. “How they’ll rage! But not for long. Now I’ll reset the Vingarran, and the Gate will open and my people will come through to remove our captives from section after section, and take them and their servants to our transports.”


  She went to another instrument console, unlocked it, bent over it. Telzey stood watching. The Alatta’s hand moved to a group of controls, hesitated. She frowned. The hand shifted uncertainly.


  Kolki Ming stiffened. Her hand jerked toward the gun at her belt. The motion wasn’t completed.


  She straightened then, turned to stare at Telzey. And Telzey felt the Alatta’s mind turning also, wonderingly, incredulously, seeking a way to escape the intangible web of holds that had fastened on it, and realizing there was no way—that it was unable now even to understand how it was held.


  “You?” Kolki Ming said heavily at last. “How could—”


  “When you killed Stiltik.”


  A mind blazingly open, telepathically vulnerable, powers and attention wholly committed. Only for instants; but in those instants, Telzey, waiting and watching, had flowed inside.


  “I sensed nothing.” Kolki Ming shook her head. “Of course—that was the first awareness you blocked.”


  “Yes,” Telzey said. “It was. I had plenty of time afterwards for the rest of it.”


  “And now?”


  “Now we’re going to a planetary exit.” Telzey touched a point in the captive mind. “That hidden one you people installed . . . Set up a route through empty sections, and unseal that series of portals.”


  The planetary exit portal opened on an enclosed courtyard. Four aircars stood in a row along one wall. Telzey paused at the exit beside Kolki Ming, looking around. It appeared to be early morning in that part of Tinokti. They were on the fringes of a city; buildings stretched away in the distance.


  She glanced down at herself. She’d washed hands, face and hair on the way, but hadn’t been able to get her clothing clean. It didn’t show; she’d fastened a wide shawl of bright-colored fabric around herself, a strip they’d cut from tapestry in one of the circuit sections. It concealed the blood and dirt stains on her clothes and the Elaigar knife at her belt.


  She adjusted the shawl, looked up at the immensely formidable creature beside her. The Alatta’s eyes returned her gaze without expression. Telzey started forward toward the cars. Koki Ming stayed where she was. Telzey climbed into the nearest of the cars, checked the controls. The interior was designed to Sparan proportions; otherwise this was standard equipment. She could handle it. She unlocked the engine, turned it on. A red alert light appeared, then faded as the invisible energy field above the court dissolved to let her through.


  She swung the car about, lifted it from the ground, moved up out of the court. Two hundred yards away, she spun the viewscreen dial to focus on the motionless Figure by the portal. The car drove up and on in a straight line. When the figure began to dwindle in the screen, Telzey abruptly withdrew her holds from Kolki Ming’s mind, slammed her own shield tight, remembering their lightning reflexes.


  But nothing happened. Kolki Ming remained where she was for a moment, seemed to be looking after her. Then she turned aside, disappeared through the portal.


  Five minutes later, Telzey brought the car down in a public parking area, left it there with locked engine and doors. The entrance to a general transportation circuit fronted on the parking space. She went inside, oriented herself on the circuit maps, and set out. Not long afterwards, she exited near a large freight spaceport.


  XIV


  The freight port adjoined a rundown city area with a population which lived in the main on Tongi Phon handouts. It had few attractions and an oversupply of predators. Otherwise, it was a good place for somebody who wanted to drop out of sight.


  Telzey let a thoroughly vicious pair of predators, one of them a young woman of about her size, trail her along the main streets for a while. They were uncomplicated mentalities, readily accessible. She turned at last into a narrow alley, and when they caught up with her there, they were her robots. She exchanged street clothes with the woman in a deserted backyard, left the alley with the Elaigar knife wrapped in a cloth she’d taken from a trash pile. The two went on in the opposite direction, the woman carrying the folded length of tapestry she’d coveted. Their minds had been provided with a grim but plausible account of how she’d come by it and the blood-stained expensive clothing she now wore.


  Telzey stopped at a nearby store she’d learned about from them. The store paid cash for anything salable; and when she left it a few minutes later, it had the Elaigar knife and she had a pocketful of Tinokti coins. It wasn’t much money but enough for her immediate needs. An hour later, she’d rented a room above a small store for a week, locked the door, and unpacked the few items she’d picked up. One of them was a recorder. She turned it on, stretched out on the narrow bed.


  It was high time. Part of her mind had been called upon to do more than was healthy for it in these hours, and it was now under noticeable strain. There were flickerings of distorted thought, emotional surges, impulses born in other minds and reproduced in her own. She’d been keeping it under control because she had to. Tolant and Tanven, Elaigar and Alatta, Thrakell Dees—Phon Dees once, a lord of the circuit, and, in the end, its last human survivor—they’d all been packed in under her recent personal experiences which were crammed and jolting enough. She’d lived something of the life of each in their memories, and she had to get untangled from that before there were permanent effects.


  She let the stream of borrowed impressions start boiling through into consciousness, sorting them over as they came, drained off emotional poisons. Now and then, she spoke into the recorder. That was for the Psychology Service; there were things they should know. Other things might be useful for her to remember privately. They went back now into mental storage, turned into neat, neutral facts—knowledge. Much of the rest was valueless, had been picked up incidentally. It could be sponged from her mind at once, and was, became nonexistent.


  The process continued; pressures began to reduce. The first two days she had nightmares when she slept, felt depressed while awake. Then her mood lightened. She ate when hungry, exercised when she felt like it, went on putting her mental house back in order. By the sixth day, as recorded by the little calendar watch she’d bought, she was done. Her experiences with the Elaigar, from the first contact in Melna Park on, were put in perspective, had become a thing of the past, no longer to concern her.


  Back to normal . . .


  She spent the last few hours of the day working over her report to the Psychology Service, and had her first night of unbroken sleep in a week. Early next morning, she slipped the recorder into her pocket, unlocked the door, went whistling softly down to the store. The storekeeper, who had just opened up, gave her a puzzled look and scratched his chin. He was wondering how it could have completely slipped his mind all week that he had a renter upstairs. Telzey smiled amiably at him, went out into the street. He stared after her a moment, then turned away and forgot the renter again, this time for good.


  Telzey walked on half a block, relaxed her screens and sent an identification thought to her Service contacts. A Service squad was there four minutes later to pick her up.


  “There’s somebody else,” Klayung told her eventually, “who’d like to speak to you about your report.”


  This was two days later, and they were in a Service ship standing off Tinokti.


  “Who is it this time?” Telzey inquired warily. She’d had a number of talks with Klayung and a few other Service people about her experiences in the Elaigar circuit. Within limits, she hadn’t minded giving them more detailed information than the report provided, but she was beginning to feel that for the moment she’d been pumped enough.


  “He’s a ranking official of a department which had a supporting role in the operation,” Klayung said. “For security reasons, he doesn’t want his identity to be known.”


  “I see. What about my identity?” Klayung had been very careful to keep Telzey unidentified so far. The role she’d played on Tinokti was known, in varying degrees, only to a few dozen members of the Service, to Neto Nayne-Mel who was at present in Service therapy, and to the Alattas, who no longer mattered.


  “We’ll have you well camouflaged during the discussion,” Klayung said. “You’ll talk by viewscreen.”


  “I suppose he isn’t satisfied with the report?” Telzey said.


  “No. He feels it doesn’t go far enough and suspects you’re holding things back deliberately. He’s also unhappy about your timing.”


  She considered. It made no difference now. “He doesn’t know about the part with Neto, does he?”


  “No. Except for you and the therapists and a few others like myself, there was no Neto Nayne-Mel in the circuit.”


  “Shall I be frank with him otherwise?”


  “Within reason,” said Klayung.


  She found herself sitting shortly before a viewscreen, with Klayung in the room behind her. The official at the other screen wore a full face mask. He might as well have left it off. She knew who he was as soon as he started to speak. They’d met on Orado.


  She wasn’t wearing a mask. Klayung’s make-up people had put in half an hour preparing her for the meeting. What the official saw and heard was an undersized middle-aged man with a twang to his voice.


  The discussion began on a polite if cool note. Telzey was informed that the circuit she’d described had been located that morning. The force fields about the individual sections had all cut off simultaneously. After an entry into one of the sections was effected, it was discovered there was no need for the special portal keys with which she’d provided the Service. The entire system was now as open as any general circuit on Tinokti. Exploration remained cautious until it became obvious that the portal traps of which she’d spoken had been destructured. Nor was anything left which might have provided a clue to the device referred to in the report as the Vingarran Gate. “And, needless to say,” said the official, “no one was found in the circuit.”


  Telzey nodded. “They’ve been gone for a week now. They set the force fields to shut off after it was safe, so you could stop looking for them.”


  “Meanwhile,” the official went on, “we’ve had verification enough for your statement that groups of these aliens, both the Alattas and the Elaigar, were masquerading as human giants throughout the Federation. They’ve even owned considerable property. One well-known shipping line ostensibly was bought up by a Sparan organization three years ago and thereafter operated exclusively by Sparans. We know now that’s not what they were. All these groups have vanished. Every positive lead we’ve traced reveals the same story. They disappeared within less than a standard day of one another, leaving nothing behind to indicate where they came from or where they’ve gone.”


  “That was the Alatta plan,” Telzey acknowledged. “They wanted it to be a fast, clean, complete break.”


  “It seems,” the official said, “you had this information in your possession a week before you chose to reveal it. I’m wondering, of course, what made you assume the responsibility of allowing the aliens to escape.”


  “For one thing, there wasn’t much time,” Telzey said. “If the Alatta operation was delayed, the situation would change—they wouldn’t be able to carry out their plan as they’d intended. For another, I wasn’t sure everyone here would understand what the situation was. I wanted them to be out of the Hub with the Elaigar before somebody made the wrong decision.”


  “And what makes you sure you made the right one?” the official demanded. “You may have saved us trouble at the moment while setting us up for much more serious trouble in the future.”


  She shook her head.


  “They’re not coming back,” she said. “If they did, we’d spot them, now that we know about them. But the Elaigar won’t be able to come back, and the Alattas don’t want to. They think it will be better if there’s no further contact at all between them and the Federation for a good long time to come.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I looked through the mind of one of them,” Telzey said. “That was one of the things I had to know, of course.”


  The official regarded her a moment.


  “In looking through that Alatta’s mind, you must have picked up some impression of their galactic location . . .”


  “No, I didn’t.” Telzey said. “I was careful not to. I didn’t want to know that.”


  “Why not?” There was an edge of exasperation to his voice.


  “Because I think it will be much better if there’s no further contact between us for a long, long time—from either side.”


  The face mask shifted slightly, turning in Klayung’s direction.


  “Dr. Klayung,” said the official, “with all the devices at the Service’s disposal, there must be some way of determining whether this man has told us the full truth!”


  Klayung scratched his chin.


  “Knowing him as I do,” he said, “I’m sure that if he felt he might be forced to reveal something he didn’t wish to reveal, he’d simply wipe the matter from his mind. And we’d get nothing. So we might as well accept his statement. The Service is quite willing to do it.”


  “In that case,” the official said, “there seems to be no point in continuing this talk.”


  “I had the impression.” Klayung remarked, as he left the communication room with Telzey, “that you knew who he was.”


  Telzey nodded. “I do. Ramadoon. How’d he get involved in this? I thought he was only a Council Deputy.”


  “He fills a number of roles, depending on circumstances,” Klayung told her. “A valuable man. Excellent organizer, highly intelligent, with a total loyalty to the Federation.”


  “And very stubborn,” Telzey added. “I think he plans to put in a lot of effort now to get that psi in the Tinokti circuit identified.”


  “No doubt,” said Klayung. “But it won’t be long before that slips from his mind again.”


  “It will? Well, good! Then I won’t have to worry about it. I can see why he might feel I’ve put the Federation at a disadvantage.”


  “Haven’t you?”


  “You didn’t believe I don’t know where the Alatta territories are, did you?”


  “No,” Klayung said. “We assumed you’d bring up that subject eventually.”


  “Well, I’m telling the Service, of course. But I thought we’d wait until things settle down again all around. I got a good general impression, but it will take mapping specialists and plenty of time to pinpoint it. They must be way off our charts. And that.” Telzey added, “technically will put the Alattas at a disadvantage.


  “I’m not sure I follow you,” Klayung said.


  “The way the Alattas have worked it out, the human psis of the time, and especially the variations in them, had a good deal to do with defeating the Elaigar at Nalakia.”


  “Hm-m-m!” Klayung rubbed his jaw. “We’ve no record of that—but there would be none on our side, of course. An interesting speculation!”


  “They don’t think it’s speculation. They’re all psis, but they’re all the same general kind of psi. They’re born that way; it’s part of the mutation. They don’t change. They know we vary a lot and that we do change. That’s why they wanted to take me along and analyze me. I’m pretty close to the Elaigar type of psi myself at present, but they figured there was more to it than that.”


  “Well,” Klayung said, “you may have proved the point to their satisfaction now. The disadvantage, incidentally, will remain a technical one. The Service also feels contacts between the Federation and the Alattas would be quite undesirable in any foreseeable future.”


  They were passing a reflecting bulkhead as he spoke, and Telzey caught a sudden glimpse of herself. The middle-aged little man in the bulkhead grimaced distastefully at her. Her gaze shifted to a big wall clock at the end of the passageway, showing Tongi Phon and standard time and dates.


  She calculated a moment. “Klayung,” she said, “does the Service owe me a favor?”


  Klayung’s expression became a trifle cautious. “Why, I’d say we’re under considerable obligation to you. What favor did you have in mind?”


  “Will you have Makeup turn me back like I was right away?”


  “Of course. And?”


  “Can you put me on a ship that’s fast though to get me to Orado City this evening, local time?”


  Klayung glanced at the clock, calculated briefly in turn.


  “I’m sure that can be arranged,” he said then. He looked curiously at her. “Is there some special significance to the time you arrive there?”


  “Not to me so much,” Telzey said. “But I just remembered—today’s my birthday. I’m sixteen, and the family wants me to be home for the party.”


  1972


  CHILD OF THE GODS


  Telzey found that being under someone else’s control wasn’t pleasant . . . but the question was, who is controlling whom?


  I


  The ivory gleam of the Jadel Tower, one of the great inner city hotels, appeared ahead and to the left beneath the flow of the traffic lanes. The urge became now to turn out of the lane and go to the Jadel Tower; and there was a momentary impression that on arriving there she would be directed to set the car down on a terrace of the tall structure. Telzey tensed slowly. If she could hold out against any one specific command, she might be able to loosen the entire set of controls. She kept the car on lane course.


  The urge simply grew stronger. The psi hold on her was crude and incomplete, but whoever had obtained it knew what he was doing and had force to spare. In seconds, her muscles began to tremble, and sweat started out on her face. She gave in abruptly. The Cloudsplitter dropped out of traffic, went slanting down. She settled back in the seat, sighing. Let him get the impression she’d resigned herself to what was happening. She knew he hadn’t invaded enough of her mind so far to be able to read her thoughts.


  Moments later, the car moved clear of the main traffic—and now she should act at once before he realized she was about to attempt escape by a different route! She pushed the door open suddenly, tried to thrust herself out of the car.


  Tried to. She felt a start of surprise on his side, then an instant painful clenching of her muscles, which held her frozen in position on the seat. After a moment, her arm flexed slowly, drew the door shut, locked it.


  A flick of sardonic approval came from him. He’d guessed what she intended, checked her just in time . . . and, for the moment, she’d run out of tricks and would have to patiently wait for a new opportunity to come along.


  She let herself relax physically. Mentally, tension remained. Not only to keep the other psi from increasing the advantage he held—if he gave her any kind of opening, she might still be able to jar him enough to shake him off. So far he’d been careful. In the two hours since she first encountered him, she’d gained hardly any impression of his personality, none at all of his purpose. She’d been at ease, doing a casual telepathic scan of whatever happened to touch her attention as she rested, half napping, when she sensed an unfamiliar pattern, a light, drifting, gentle awareness. Wondering what manner of creature was producing it—something small and fluffy and friendly seemed to fit—Telzey reached out toward the gentleness. But that appeared to cause alarm; it faded to a trace, almost vanished. So it had psi sense, too! Intrigued, she approached again, gradually and reassuringly. This time, whatever it was didn’t withdraw; after a moment, it seemed to be responding to her.


  Then, in a flash, she knew that this was no natural impression but a trick, that while her defenses were relaxed, her attention distracted, a stealthy intrusion of her mind had begun. Instantly, she threw in every block she could to check the invader-nothing small and fluffy and friendly, but a human psi, a dangerously accomplished one. Her reaction kept him from taking complete control of her then and there, as he otherwise should have done. But she couldn’t do much else, however furiously she fought to break the holds he’d secured, or to reach his mind in turn. He’d already established control enough to leave her effectively helpless; and when she realized it, she stopped struggling, though she continued to watch for any momentary weakening of the control pattern or any move on his part to extend it.


  There were no indications of either. She discovered next that she couldn’t get outside help. She was unable to inform anyone of her predicament; it was simply impossible. She had to act as if nothing had happened. For a while, there was no significant change in that situation. Then came an impulse to get out her car and start toward the center of Orado City, and she couldn’t prevent herself from following the impulse. She knew he was making her come to him, and presently that he waited somewhere in the Jadel Tower. But after he canceled her attempt to jump out of the car and let the dropcatch system immobilize her, there was no way she could keep from going there.


  Unless he slipped up at the last moment . . .


  He didn’t slip up. The Jadel Tower drifted closer; his controls remained locked on her mind,’ incomplete but adequate, and if it was causing him any stress to hold them, there was nothing to show it. She turned the Cloudsplitter toward a parking terrace at around the fiftieth level. A dozen private cars stood on it; a few people were moving about them. She set her car down in an empty slot, left the engine idling, unlocked the door on the driver’s side, and shifted over to the adjoining seat.


  A few seconds later, the car door opened. A man settled himself in the driver’s seat and closed the door. Telzey looked over at him as the Cloudsplitter lifted back into the air.


  His face was a featureless blur to her—he was covering up. Otherwise, she saw him clearly. He appeared to be fairly young, was of medium size, athletically built. And no one she knew.


  The blurred face turned toward her suddenly. Telzey sensed no specific order but only the impulse to shift sideways on the car seat and put her hands behind her back. She felt him fasten her wrists together with light cuffs. Then she was free to resume her previous position and discovered that meanwhile the view outside the car also had blurred for her, as had the instrument console.


  It reassured her somewhat. If he didn’t want her to know what he looked like, or where she was being taken, he must expect that she’d be alive and able to talk after this business was over. She settled back in the seat and waited.


  Perhaps half an hour went by. Telzey remained wary, but while the mental hold the strange psi had on her didn’t relax in the least, he didn’t try to develop it. At last, he set the car down, shut off the engine and opened the door on his side. Suddenly, she could see her surroundings again, though what she saw wasn’t very revealing. They were in a carport; beyond it spread a garden with trees, a small lawn, some flowering shrubbery. Patches of white-clouded sky showed above the trees; nothing else.


  The man, face still a blur, walked around the car and opened the door on her side.


  “Get out, please!” The voice was quiet, not at all menacing. He helped her climb out of the car, then took her by the elbow and guided her to a door in the back of the carport. He unlocked it, motioned her into a passage and locked the door behind them. “This way—”


  She sensed a psi-block around them which might enclose the entire building. The appearance of the passage suggested it was a private residence. Probably the home of her kidnapper.


  The blurred face said from behind her, “You did intend to jump from your car back there, didn’t you?” She nodded. “Yes.”


  “Aerial littering!” He sounded amused. “If you’d alerted the dropcatch system and been picked up by a sprintcar or barrier, you’d have found yourself in rather serious trouble! Rehabilitation’s almost the automatic sentence for a city jumper.”


  Telzey said impatiently, “I could have got out of that. But I’d have been kept under investigation for three or four days, with no way to get to you, whatever I tried. I don’t think you could have held on to me for three or four days.”


  “Not even for one!” he agreed. “It was a good move—but it didn’t work.”


  “Am I going to be told why I’m here?”


  “You’ll be told very quickly,” he assured her, stopping to open another door. The room beyond was sizable and windowless, gymnastic equipment set up in it. The man followed Telzey inside. “We haven’t been acquainted long,” he remarked, “but I’ve already discovered it’s best not to take chances with you! Let’s get you physically immobilized before we start talking.”


  A few minutes later, she stood between two uprights near the center of the room. There were cuffs on her wrists again, but now her arms were stretched straight out to either side, held by straps attached to the cuffs and fastened at the other end to the uprights. It was a strained position which might soon become painful.


  “This is a psi-blocked house, as you probably know,” his voice said from behind her. “And it’s mine. We won’t be disturbed here.”


  Telzey nodded. “All right. We won’t be disturbed. So now, who are you and what do you want?”


  “I haven’t decided yet to tell you who I am. You see, I need the help of another psi. A telepath.”


  “I’m to help you with what?”


  “That’s something else I may tell you later. I’ll have to make sure first that I can use you. Not every telepath would do, by any means.”


  “You think I might?” Telzey said. “If I weren’t almost sure of it, I wouldn’t have hung on to you,” he told her dryly. “You gave me a rather bad time, you know! If I’d realized how much trouble you were going to be, I doubt I’d have tackled you in the first place. But that’s precisely why you should turn out to be the kind of dependable assistant I want. However, I can’t say definitely until you let me take over all the way.”


  “Would you do that, in my place?” Telzey asked.


  “Yes—if I were aware of the alternatives.”


  She kept her voice even. “What are they?”


  “Why, there’re several possibilities. Drugs, for example. But I suspect they’d have to depress your psi function to the point where I couldn’t operate on it. So we’ll pass up drugs. Then I might be able to break your remaining blocks by sheer force—after all, I did manage to clamp a solid starting hold on you. But force could do you serious mental harm, and since you’d be of no use to me then, I’d try it only as a last resort. There’s a simple approach I can follow which should be effective enough. See if you can use your pain shutoffs.”


  Telzey said after a moment, “I . . . well, I seem to have forgotten how to do it.”


  “I know,” his voice said. “I was able to block that from your awareness before you noticed what was happening. So you don’t have that defense at present—and now I’ll let you feel pain.”


  There was a sudden intolerable cramping sensation in her left arm. She jerked violently. The feeling faded again.


  “That was a low-intensity touch,” he said. “I suppose you’ve heard of such devices. As long as their use is confined to arms and legs, they can’t kill or do significant damage, but the effect can be excruciating. I know somebody I could bring to the house in a few minutes who’d be eager to help me out in this because he likes to hurt people. If you were being jolted constantly as I jolted you just now, I doubt you could spare enough concentration to hold up your blocks against me. Because there’d be nothing to distract me, you see! I could give full attention to catching any momentary weakening of your defenses, and I’d say it would be at most an hour then before I had complete control. But meanwhile you would have had an acutely uncomfortable experience for no purpose at all. Don’t you agree?”


  Unfortunately, she did. She said, “Let me think about it.”


  “Fair enough,” he told her. “I happen to be in something of a hurry, but I’d much sooner settle this without any unpleasantness.”


  “How long would it take to help you in whatever it is you want to do?” Telzey asked.


  “Perhaps four or five days. A week at most.”


  “You’ll let me go when it’s finished?”


  “Of course,” he said reassuringly. “I’d have no reason to keep you under control any longer.”


  That might be a lie. But a good deal could happen in four or five days, and if he was to make use of her as a psi, he’d have to leave her some freedom of action. “All right,” she said. “I’ll give up the blocks.”


  “How do you feel?” his voice asked presently.


  “My arms are beginning to hurt.” He hadn’t released her from the uprights and he was still somewhere in the room behind her where she couldn’t see him.


  “I didn’t mean that,” he told her. “You’re aware of the changes in you?”


  Telzey sighed. “Oh, yes. I know how I felt before you started.”


  “And now?”


  She reflected. “Well . . . I’ll do anything you tell me to do, of course, or try to. If you haven’t given me specific instructions, I’ll do whatever is to your advantage. That’s more important now than anything else.”


  “More important than your life?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I know it’s not at all sensible, but it is more important than my life.”


  “Not a bad start!” There was satisfaction in his voice. “You’re aware of the manner in which you’re controlled?”


  She shook her head. “If I were, I might know how to break the controls. That wouldn’t be to your advantage. So I can’t be aware of it.”


  “How do you feel about the situation?”


  Telzey considered again. “I don’t seem to have much feeling about it. It’s the situation, that’s all.”


  “And that’s also as it should be,” his voice said. “I noticed you have connections with the Psychology Service, but if you keep your shield tight—as you will—that won’t be a problem. So aside from a few additional modifications, which I’ll take care of presently, we’ll consider the job done. Let’s get you out of those cuffs.”


  She was freed a moment later and turned to look at him, rubbing her arms. He was smiling down at her, face no longer a blur. It was an intelligent and rather handsome face but not one to which she’d feel drawn under ordinary circumstances. Of course, that didn’t matter now.


  “I make it a rule,” he remarked, “to use psi only when necessary. It lessens the chance of attracting undesirable attention. We’ll observe that rule between us. For example, we don’t talk on the thought level when verbal communication is possible. Understood?”


  She nodded. “Yes.”


  “Fine. Let’s have some refreshments, and I’ll explain why I want your help. My name is Alicar Troneff, by the way.”


  “Should you be telling me your name?” Telzey asked. “That is, if it’s your real one.”


  He smiled. “It’s my real name. Why not? Federation law doesn’t recognize human psi ability, so this is hardly a matter on which you could take me to court. And the Psychology Service makes it a rule to let independent psis settle their own differences. Your friends there might interfere if they knew what was happening, but they’ll take no steps later on.”


  “I might tell them Alicar Troneff is a psi, though,” Telzey remarked.


  He grimaced. “Unfortunately, they already have me on record as one! It’s made some of my operations more difficult, but I have ways of getting around that obstacle.”


  Over plates of small cakes and a light tart drink in a room overlooking the garden, Alicar came up at last with some limited information. “You know what serine crystals are?” he inquired.


  Telzey nodded.


  “A fossil deposit,” she said. “Mined on Mannafra, I think. The cosmetic industry uses it.”


  “Correct on all counts! I located a serine bed last year, acquired rights to the area and brought mining equipment in to Mannafra to extract the crystals. It isn’t a large mine, but it could easily produce enough to meet all my financial requirements for the next dozen years. I went back to Mannafra two days ago after an absence of several months and discovered I had a problem at the mine. I need a telepath with high probe sensitivity to investigate it further for me. You should be perfect in that role.”


  She looked at him. “A psi problem?”


  “Psi seems to be involved. I won’t tell you what I noticed, or think I noticed, because I want your unbiased opinion.”


  “And you think an investigation might be dangerous,” Telzey added. “Or you’d do it yourself.”


  Alicar smiled. “That’s possible. I’ve told you as much as you need to know at this stage. You’re to think of some good reason now for being absent from Orado for about a week, and, of course, you’ll avoid arousing anybody’s curiosity. We’ll leave in my private cruiser whenever you’re ready. How long will it take you to make the arrangements?”


  She shrugged. “A few hours. We can start this afternoon if you like. Anything special I should take along?”


  “The kind of clothing you’d want in a desert climate with a wide range of temperature,” Alicar said. “We might be going outdoors—at least, you might be. I’ll take care of everything else.”


  He added, “One other thing before you go. While I was setting up my controls, I checked over a few of your past experiences and realized belatedly that I’d taken more of a chance in trapping you than I’d thought. It seems that if I’d made any mistake in that initial encounter, I might have been fortunate to get away with my life!”


  Telzey nodded. “Perhaps. If I could have reached you, I’d have slammed you with everything I had.”


  “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I’m going to install a prohibition against your use of psi bolts, and another one against your techniques for controlling others as I control you at present.”


  “But why?” she said, startled. “I might need all I know if I’m to handle a psi problem, and particularly a dangerous one, for you. I wouldn’t use anything against you now. I couldn’t!”


  Alicar’s handsome face hardened, and became thereby rather ugly.


  “Probably not,” he said. “But I had to leave considerable flexibility in the control patterns to let you function satisfactorily, and there might be moments when my overall hold on you will become a little lax. I’m making sure there’ll be no disagreeable surprises at such moments! If a situation calls for it, I can always rearm you—but I’ll be the judge of that. You’ll go blank now on what happens during the next few minutes.”


  II


  Alicar Troneff had approached Mannafra on the night side and activated a psi-block in his spacecruiser’s hull while they were still high above the surface. Nine tenths a desert world from pole to pole, Mannafra looked almost featureless under the starblaze. Mining complexes and an occasional government post dotted some areas; between them, the sand dunes rolled from horizon to horizon, broken here and there by dark mountain ranges. Perhaps an hour after they’d entered atmosphere, Alicar’s cruiser dropped down behind such a range, moved through winding passes, and presently came to rest on a wide rock shelf high above the desert floor.


  “We’re now about fifteen miles from the mine,” Alicar said, shifting the engines to idling, “and that’s as close as I intend to get to it until you’ve done some preliminary scouting.”


  “I’m to scout the mine from the car?” Telzey asked. There was a small aircar stored in the rear of the cruiser near the lock.


  Alicar handed her a respirator.


  “Fit that over your face,” he said. “We may use the car later, but at present you’re simply going outside.


  You wouldn’t actually need a respirator, but it’ll be more comfortable, and it has a mike. Put on a long coat. You’ll find it chilly.”


  “You’re staying in the cruiser?” He smiled. “Definitely! Behind its psi-block. The scouting job is all yours.”


  She got out her warmest coat, put it on, and fastened the respirator into place. They checked the speaking attachment.


  “What am I to do when I’m outside?” Telzey said.


  An image appeared in her mind. “Take a look at that man,” Alicar told her. “It’s Hille, the mine’s manager and chief engineer. I want you to identify him at the mental level. Think you can do it?”


  “At fifteen miles? I might. How many other people are around?”


  “Twelve in all at the mine. It’s run by a Romango computer. There isn’t another installation within nine hundred miles.”


  “That’ll make it easier,” Telzey acknowledged. “Anything else?” Hide’s image vanished; that of another man appeared. “Ceveldt, the geologist,” said Alicar. “Try him if you can’t locate Hille. If you can’t find either, any of the minds down there should do for now. But I’d prefer you to contact one of those two.” She nodded. “No special difficulties? Any probe-immunes among them?”


  Alicar shrugged. “Would I have a probe-immune working for me?”


  “No, I guess you wouldn’t,” Telzey said. “All right. Is there something specific I’m to scan for?”


  “No. Just see what general impressions you pick up. Above all, probe cautiously!” He cleared his throat. “It’s possible that there’s a telepathic mind at or near the mine. If you get any indication of that, withdraw your probe at once. We’ll consider then what to do next.”


  She reflected a moment, not greatly surprised. “Could the telepath be expecting a probe?”


  “I don’t know,” Alicar said. “So be careful about what you do. You’ll have plenty of time. I want as much information as I can get before daybreak, but it’ll be another two hours before it begins to lighten up around here.”


  Even in her coat, it was cold on the shelf of rock where Alicar had set down the cruiser. But the shelf extended for about fifty feet ahead of her before the mountain sloped steeply down. To right and left, it wound away into night dimness. She could move around; and that helped.


  So now to find out what was going on at the serine crystal mine! The crystals were skeletal remains of a creature belonging to an early geological period when there still had been water on Mannafra. Sizable deposits had been found here and there at what presumably were former lake sites. Their commercial value was high because of a constant demand for the processed product; and no doubt there were outfits around that’d be interested in pirating a working serine mine.


  Nevertheless, Telzey felt sure Alicar was holding back information. He’d said the mine wasn’t a large one, and competent psis had no reason to involve themselves in criminal operations at a relatively minor level. When they had larcenous inclinations, it still simply was too easy for them to come by as much money as they wanted without breaking obvious laws. If psis were creating a problem at Alicar’s mine, the cause wasn’t serine crystals; and he probably knew what it was. At a guess, she thought, some enemies had trailed him to this point on Mannafra and were waiting for him to return. It wasn’t at all difficult to imagine Alicar Troneff making enemies for himself among other psis.


  Well, she’d see what she could do for him . . .


  She opened her mental screens, sent light search thoughts drifting through the starlit night. The desert world wasn’t dead; whisperings of life began to come into her awareness. But for a while, there was nothing to indicate human life or thought, nor any guarded and waiting telepathic mind. Alicar, watching her in the cruiser’s screens, remained silent.


  Perhaps half an hour later, Telzey opened the respirator’s mike switch, said, “Getting touches of human mind stuff now! I’ll let it develop. Not a psi, whoever he is.”


  “Good,” said Alicar’s voice. “Take your time.”


  A few minutes passed. Then Telzey went on. “Someone called Ponogan—”


  “Yes,” Alicar said. “One of the tnachinists. You’re there! Specific impressions?”


  “Nothing useful. Imagery. He’s probably asleep and dreaming. It could be a drug fantasy. Something like a big round drop of water rolling across the desert toward him . . . Traces of another mind now.”


  “Yes?”


  “Haven’t made out much about it so far. Shall I work on that, or probe directly for Hille?”


  Alicar said after a moment, “Try Hille first.”


  She projected Hille’s name and appearance lightly among the mental impressions she was touching, sensed, seconds later, a faint subconscious response. “Hille, I think,” she said. And after a pause: “Yes, it is. Self-awareness. He’s awake . . . Calculating something . . . Alone . . .”


  “Don’t try probing in depth!” Alicar said quickly. “Simply retain light contact and see what impressions you get.”


  She said, with a touch of irritation, “That’s what I’m doing.” Couldn’t he trust her to handle this? Another minute or two went by. She murmured, “Picking up that other mind again. No, wait!” She shifted to Ponogan, strengthened her contact with him.


  “Now here’s something odd!” she said suddenly. “Both Hille and Ponogan—” She hesitated.


  “Yes?” There was alert interest in Alicar’s voice.


  “I’m not sure what it means,” Telzey said. “But each of them seems to have a kind of psi structure attached to him. Quite complicated structures! They seem almost part of their minds, but they’re independent—sort of pseudominds.” She hesitated again. “And I think—” She stiffened. “Djeel oil!”


  “What?”


  “Djeel oil! Hille’s thinking about it. Alicar, they’re processing djeel at your mine.”


  There was silence for a moment. Then Alicar’s voice said: “Come back inside.”


  He looked around from the console as Telzey came into the cruiser’s control section. But the face wasn’t Alicar’s, didn’t resemble it in the least. She checked, startled.


  The face smiled. “Life mask, of course,” Alicar’s voice said. “Nobody at the mine knows what I really look like. No need to explain why now, is there?”


  She sat down. “You’re mining and processing djeel ore here?”


  “I am,” Alicar said dryly.


  She stared at him. “I didn’t know there was any on Mannafra!”


  He shrugged. “No way you could know. I’m reasonably sure I’m the only one to have come across it here, and I haven’t advertised it.”


  Telzey shook her head. Djeel was a substance in a class by itself, located so far on only a handful of worlds. The processed ore yielded djeel oil—and djeel oil was believed to have unidentified properties which had scooped a hundred-mile semiglobular section out of a planetary surface, producing cataclysmic secondary effects. Any djeel detected since then had been confiscated by the Federation for removal and disposal in space. She said, “Aren’t you likely to work yourself into the worst kind of trouble? If you get caught importing djeel anywhere in the Hub, they’ll hang medals on whoever shoots you!”


  “I haven’t imported it anywhere in the Hub,” said Alicar. “The oil processed by the mine in its first three months of operation is at present stored away on an asteroid chunk only I can identify. The reason I came back three days ago was to pick up a new load. Let’s drop that subject for the moment. Just before Hille started thinking about djeel, you seemed to have an idea about those psi structures associated with him and Ponogan. What was it?”


  “Well, that,” Telzey said. “I’d have to check a lot more closely to be sure. But I think they’re automatic control mechanisms—something that lets the men seem to function normally but cuts in if they’re about to think, or do, something that isn’t wanted. Was that what you noticed three days ago?”


  “Yes,” Alicar said. “But I didn’t stay around long enough to analyze it. Apparently everyone at the mine has been equipped with such a mechanism—we can check on that presently. The immediate question is why it was done.”


  Telzey nodded. “Do you have any ideas?”


  “Nothing definite,” he said. “Look, let me give you the background on this—I want your opinions. I was scouting around last year, looking for good investment possibilities. Most of Mannafra’s mining is concentrated in sections where rich strikes have been made. This whole general area has been almost completely neglected. But something about the formations down there looked interesting to me. It was mainly a hunch, but I came down, and inside an hour I knew I’d found a quite respectable deposit of serine crystals.


  “If I hadn’t been doing my own analysis, that’s as far as it would have gone. There were djeel traces in the samples I’d taken.” Alicar smiled. “Those, naturally, weren’t the samples submitted with my application for mining rights, and I got the rights under an identity which goes with this appearance.” He tapped the life mask’s cheek.


  “Well, now wait!” Telzey said. “Why did you want djeel oil in the first place? If they’re right about what happened on Tosheer, it’s horribly dangerous. And I’ve never heard that it was supposed to be good for anything. Though—” She paused abruptly.


  “So now it’s occurred to you!” Alicar nodded. “Something capable of releasing energies of that magnitude isn’t going to be simply ignored. You can be sure the djeel ore the Overgovernment obligingly hauls off wherever it’s found isn’t being dumped into some solar furnace, though that’s the story.”


  “You know that?”


  “I know it. A good many other people suspect it.” Alicar chewed his lip. “I spent a large part of the past year trying to find out just what is being done with it, but that’s one of the best-guarded operations around. I couldn’t even establish what government branch is involved. Incidentally after we’ve cleaned up the problem here, continuing that investigation may be your next assignment.”


  Telzey said after a moment, “I didn’t think you really intended to let me go again.”


  He laughed. “No, not for a while! You’re too useful. I have several jobs lined up for you. You can see that a supply of djeel oil would have a fabulous value if the right people can be contacted safely.”


  “You want to sell it?”


  “I might. I’d prefer to set up a research project designed to harness djeel, but I may decide it’s too risky. Because that’s where djeel oil becomes dangerous—the experimental stage! It’s not general knowledge, but it’s been processed and stored without incident in much greater quantities than this mine, for example, would produce in years. Unfortunately, nobody seems to know what kind of experiments that industrial outfit on Tosheer was conducting with djeel when the planet’s mantle erupted.


  “Now to get back to the present situation. The mine went into operation roughly seven months ago. It took careful preparation, and the personnel had to be handpicked. Of the twelve men down there, nine knew only that we’d be producing serine crystals—which, aside from serving as our cover, has turned out to be sufficiently profitable in itself. The three involved in the processing of djeel oil are Hille, Ceveldt and Gulhas who is the Romango computer technician.”


  Telzey said, “You were controlling those three?”


  “No. As I’ve told you, I use psi only when it’s necessary. I did check their personalities carefully, of course, and knew they’d go along with me dependably in the matter of the djeel. During the first month, we worked only serine. Then the secret djeel operation began. As soon as it was underway, I left Mannafra.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I intend to stay in the clear in this, Telzey! The chance of discovery seemed remote. But if it happened, all Hille and his colleagues could point government investigators to was this substitute identity of mine. It was created to give me cover in other activities which might have brought me into conflict with various authorities. I can drop it at any time.”


  Telzey said, “If you still are in the clear, wouldn’t this be a good moment to back out of the djeel project and discard your cover identity for good? You’d be safe then.”


  Alicar smiled. “No doubt. But I’m not going to give up that easily!”


  “We don’t know at all what’s happened here,” she pointed out. “Supposing we go on with the investigation and I get caught.”


  “That would be unfortunate,” Alicar told her. “I wouldn’t like to lose you.”


  “I suppose it was a stupid question,” Telzey said after a moment. “You’d simply kill me before I could give you away—”


  “I’d have to, wouldn’t I?” Alicar said. “But we’ll take every reasonable precaution to keep you from getting caught. You know as much as I can tell you now, so let’s get on with this. You say we don’t know what’s happened here. But we do know one thing, don’t we? A psi’s been operating on Hille and Ponogan, and probably on all the mine personnel. In other words, they’re now controlled.”


  “That’s what it looks like,” Telzey agreed. “But so far, the picture doesn’t make sense.”


  “Why not?” said Alicar, watching her.


  “Well—somebody outside realizes djeel is being processed at the mine. If that somebody is government, they’d want to catch the absent owner—”


  “Mr. Ralke,” supplied Alicar. “It’s the Ralke Mine.”


  “All right—Mr. Ralke. They can’t locate him elsewhere in the Hub because he becomes nonexistent there. So, knowing he’s come back once to pick up the processed djeel oil, they stake out the mine. In your other activities, have you given anyone reason to suspect Mr. Ralke might be a psi?”


  He shook his head. “I doubt it very much.”


  “But it’s possible?”


  Alicar shrugged. “Let’s say it’s possible.”


  “If that were discovered,” Telzey said, “it would bring in government psis—the Psychology Service. But then why control the mine people with mechanisms that would make any probing telepath suspicious? They have to assume that Mr. Ralke, psi, does probe his employees before showing himself at the mine.”


  Alicar scratched his chin. “It really doesn’t make very much sense, does it?”


  “None at all,” Telzey said. “If it were the Service and they thought Ralke might be a psi, everything at the mine would look completely normal now. In fact, it would be normal—except that there’d be a strike group sitting up here in the mountains somewhere, one of them a third-string Service telepath. And he’d be in watch-contact with someone at the mine, probably Hille, and as soon as you came back, he’d know.”


  Alicar pursed his mouth, frowning. “Well, let’s say it’s not the Service then. How does an independent psi operator like myself look to you?”


  “Not much better,” Telzey said. “Unless it’s someone you know.”


  “Huh? Why that?”


  “Somebody who doesn’t like you,” she explained. “It probably would be a hot-shot psi, because if those mechanisms are as complicated as they seemed to me, I don’t think either you or I would be able to construct something like them.”


  The expression on Alicar’s life mask indicated he didn’t enjoy the suggestion. “There might be someone like that,” he said slowly. “What would be his purpose?”


  Telzey said, “He needn’t be interested in djeel as such. But he knows you own the mine and will come back to it. So he sets up a psi phenomenon you’re bound to detect and which you’ll have to investigate before you risk setting foot in the mine.” She grimaced briefly. “In that case, something very unpleasant—I don’t know what—is supposed to happen to you while you’re probing the phenomenon. What he couldn’t know, of course, is that you’d do your probing by proxy.”


  Alicar’s eyebrows had lifted. “An interesting theory!”


  Telzey went on. “It isn’t some psi who doesn’t know you and simply wants to take over the djeel project.


  Because, while he might have some reason for constructing those mechanisms, he’d certainly slap shields on Hille and the others besides, so nobody else could catch them leaking thoughts about djeel.”


  “Yes, that omission’s a curious aspect,” Alicar said. He regarded her a moment. “Any more theories?”


  “Only one—that’s completely wild.”


  He smiled. “You’ve been doing well so far! Let’s hear the wild one.”


  “I was wondering whether it might be the djeel that created those psi mechanisms.”


  “The djeel?” Alicar repeated.


  “It’s supposed to be a unique form of matter, isn’t it?” Telzey said. “Mystery stuff?”


  “Yes, it’s that. But still—” Alicar shook his head. “Well, we’re speculating! And we seem to have speculated sufficiently. In the light of what’s actually established, what do you suggest as our next step?”


  “Our next step? That’s obvious. Let’s get out of here!”


  He laughed. “No. You might be surprised at how quickly I could get out of here if I had to. But I don’t intend to do that unless we come across a very definite reason for it.” She sighed. “Then I’ll have to go on probing. And if I go outside again and do it from here, there’s too much chance of diffusion. A telepath might pick me up.”


  “I can work you in a good deal closer,” Alicar said.


  “How much closer? I suppose your Romango computer has defensive armament?”


  “Of course. That’s standard in a region like this. There’s an automatic defense zone with a three-mile radius. Normal sensor range is three times that, and can be extended.”


  “Nine miles,” said Telzey. “That’s still hardly an ideal condition.”


  “One and a half miles,” Alicar said. “We’ll use the aircar and the arrangement will be the same. You’ll be outside, and I’ll be in the car and behind a psi-block. The car’s gun, incidentally, will be pointing at you in case something goes wrong. So try to make sure nothing does.”


  “How are we going to get within one and a half miles of the mine?” He grinned. “There’re blind spots in the defense system because of the surrounding dunes. I checked them out when we first set up the installation. A car that’s hugging the ground can avoid the sensors. I’ll take you there. The rest will be up to you.”


  III


  To Telzey’s right, the section of sky beyond the gray-black mountain range where Alicar had left his spacecruiser was beginning to lighten. Morning wasn’t far away. The top of the sloping hill of sand which hid the Ralke Mine from her, as it hid her from the mine computer’s sensors, was thirty feet above her head. She sat, shivering, knees drawn up under her coat, arms wrapped around them, looking back down the slope at the small aircar which had brought them here. It hovered eight feet above a straggly patch of dune vegetation, shifting back and forth in occasional surges of wind. Concentrated on what she was doing, she wasn’t aware of it.


  Then Alicar’s voice came suddenly from the speaker in her respirator. She gave a slight start.


  “Anything new?” There was an edge of impatience in his voice.


  She cleared her throat. “Nothing that seems important. Gulhas is in the computer control room now. He was thinking about you a minute or two ago.”


  “In what connection?”


  “That blip the Romango picked up and identified as an aircar before you ducked behind the dunes. Gulhas thought of it and wondered then when you’d be coming back to Mannafra. That’s all. It slipped from his mind again immediately.”


  There was a moment of dissatisfied silence before Alicar said, “You’re sure you didn’t miss anything? There should have been further reflections associated with that.”


  “There should have been,” Telzey agreed. “But there weren’t. I wouldn’t have missed them. You’re apparently one of the subjects they don’t have reflections about there now! Gulhas simply has his mind on what he’s doing. Routine start-of-day checks. Nothing else.”


  “What about the rest?”


  “No change. Ceveldt and his assistant are at their operational stations. They don’t think about what’s being brought up, so it’s probably djeel ore. Hille’s fast asleep now, and the remaining three are still sleeping. When they dream, the dreams have nothing to do with the Ralke Mine. And there’s still no mind or life trace of the other five people who should be there. Unless they’re behind the psi-block around your office area—”


  Alicar interrupted. “I told you it’s out of the question that anyone could be in there! To open the office in my absence would take something like a blast almost heavy enough to flatten the mine.”


  “Well, in that case,” Telzey said, “those five are either dead, or they’re gone. And whichever it is, nobody thinks about them either.”


  Alicar swore in exasperation. Telzey shrugged.


  “That’s the way it is,” she said. “The controls have been extended since I did the first probe from the mountain. The men are more limited in their thoughts, apparently including even their dreaming thoughts. Whether that’s a temporary precaution, connected with the fact that the Romango recorded a passing aircar, I can’t tell. It might be a reaction to my earlier scanning—say, a prearranged defense pattern against a telepathic encounter. The men think of nothing, remember nothing, that has to do either with djeel or with anything abnormal in the situation at the mine. That goes on down through the unconscious levels. The mechanisms block out the prohibited material.”


  “A reaction like that could be an automatic one,” Alicar remarked.


  “It could be. But at a guess, there’s a psi around, and he’s on guard.”


  “If there is one around, he couldn’t be physically at the mine?”


  “No, definitely not. With established controls, he wouldn’t have to be there, of course. I should have picked up some trace of him by now if he were even within ordinary scanning range.”


  There was a pause until Alicar said, “Could you take one of those control mechanisms apart?”


  “Taking them apart shouldn’t be difficult in itself,” Telzey told him. “They’re only mechanisms, after all, and they don’t hold much energy. But I’m rather sure we’d get a drastic reaction if I started doing it. There must be a kind of shared sentience between them to explain what’s going on. So it would be noticed.”


  “What if you and your subject were behind a psi-block?”


  “Then it wouldn’t be noticed,” Telzey said. “What psi-block?”


  “My offices at the mine. I’m beginning to believe I can get us inside without undue risk.”


  “Well,” Telzey said after a moment, “I suppose they might let us in. And, frankly, I wouldn’t mind getting out of the cold. But I think you’d be stepping into a trap.”


  “No, it should be the other way around. When I first got the Romango, I arranged to have it accept voice override from me against any other instructions given it. Once we’re there, I can take over the internal and external defense system at any time. Nobody at the mine knows about that. I’ll have you work the psi controls off one or two of the men in the office area, and we should soon know exactly what the situation is and what we can do about it.”


  Alicar added, “You’ll have to put up with the cold a little longer. I still intend to reduce the risks as much as I can, so we won’t leave this place until shortly before daybreak. You’re to remain alert for any changes in the situation at the mine—and in particular, of course, for any indications of activity on the part of a psi.”


  The starblaze was fading by the time Telzey finally climbed back into the car. She’d had nothing of significance to report in the interval; and as the door closed behind her, her residual contacts with the mentalities at the mine were shut off abruptly by the car’s psi-block. She took off her coat, grateful for the warmth, sat down, pulled off the respirator and massaged her chilled face.


  Neither of them spoke while Alicar maneuvered the car back along the low ground between the dunes until they were well beyond the range of the Romango computer’s sensors. Then they lifted into the air and headed west, away from the mountains.


  “Nothing showing in the screens,” Alicar observed presently.


  Telzey glanced at him. “Did you think somebody would follow us?”


  “Somebody might—if they suspected I was around.”


  “What would you do if we did get trailed?”


  “Lead them toward the Federation’s Mannafra Station. If that didn’t discourage them, I’d feel we were dealing with the Psychology Service, after all, and I can’t afford to play around with that outfit! I’d cut back to the cruiser in that case, and get out.”


  “Supposing we’re overtaken?”


  He grunted. “This is a modified racing car. There’s not likely to be anything on Mannafra that could overtake it, but for emergencies it has a very powerful little gun. Besides”—he indicated a distant brown-tinted cloud bank—“you never have to look far here to find some sizable dust storm to lose yourself in. Enough of the dust’s metallic to blind sensors. Don’t worry about that part of it. Now let’s get that mind shield of yours open and make sure you’re still the completely dependable little helper you’re supposed to be . . .”


  He remained silent for the next few minutes, blinking in concentration now and then. Telzey couldn’t sense the scan; so that specific awareness had been sealed away, too. Presently her shield locked again.


  “Well, you’ve done your best to carry out your assignment so far, and the opinions you’ve given me were honest ones,” Alicar acknowledged. “I think I have you safe enough!” There didn’t seem to be much question about it. Telzey said after a while, “It wouldn’t really explain anything, but those five men who’ve disappeared from the Ralke Mine—you said they didn’t have anything to do with the djeel operation.”


  Alicar nodded. “They didn’t. At the time I left, at any rate, it was still simply a serine crystal mine as far as they were concerned.”


  “Supposing,” Telzey said, “they found out about the djeel and decided they didn’t want to be involved in something like that? Couldn’t they have gone to the authorities?”


  “Meaning that’s why the mine is staked out now?” Alicar shook his head. “No. Aside from the fact that it doesn’t, as you say, explain the present situation, it’s unlikely in itself. The system we developed was automatic and foolproof. The only way those five could have got information about the djeel would be accidentally through one of the three men in the know.” He added, “And if that had happened, they wouldn’t have gone bearing tales to the authorities! Hille and Gulhas control the computer, and you can be sure Hille would have rigged up some plausible mining accident. I was careful to choose the right kind of man to be manager here.”


  The screen scanners picked up several dozen air vehicles in the next few hours, but none were moving in the same direction, none came near them, and certainly none seemed interested in following their car. Alicar appeared to be going out of his way to advertise their presence. They flew past a number of installations, coming close enough to one to alert its defense zone and draw a standardized communicator warning from the guard computer, followed by discourtesies from the computer’s operator. The car’s cooling system had switched on shortly after Mannafra’s yellow-white sun lifted above the horizon—the days evidently were as hot in this region of the planet as the night had been cold. Alicar said finally, “Close to noon! We’ve given any interested parties plenty of time to take action, and they haven’t. So now we’ll tackle the Ralke Mine! If there’s no hitch on the approach, we’ll go in, and once we’re inside, we’ll move fast. I’ll take over the Romango at once from my offices, in case we run into difficulties.”


  Telzey said nothing. She felt uneasy about the prospect; but from Alicar’s point of view, regaining control of the djeel oil operation was worth taking some personal risks. There was nothing she could do about it. Something less than two hours later, the car began to slant down toward the Ralke installation. The pink glow of a semiglobular force field appeared abruptly in the forward viewscreen, centered above the mine structures. The communicator went on simultaneously.


  An uninflected voice said, “Warning! You are approaching the defense zone of the Ralke Mine, which is visible at present in your screens. You are required by law to provide verbal or code identification, or to change your course and bypass the zone. Failure to comply promptly will result in the destruction of your vehicle.”


  Alicar tapped out a signal on the communicator. The pink glow vanished, and the voice resumed. “Your identification is acknowledged. The defense zone has been neutralized. Your approach to the vehicle storage section is clear.”


  The communicator shut off. Alicar said in a taut voice, “That part of it is normal anyway! Let’s waste no time . . .”


  The car swept down, skimming the tops of surrounding dunes, toward the central building of the Ralke Mine. A circular door opened at the building’s base—a door easily large enough to have let Alicar’s spacecruiser pass through. He snapped over a switch, said to Telzey, “Psi-block’s off! Start checking!” and she felt the block fade about her.


  She’d been waiting for it; and her mind reached out instantly toward the minds she’d previously contacted here, picking them up one by one, aware that Alicar’s mental screens had tightened into a dense shield. The car slid into the vehicle section. Telzey was opening the door on her side as it stopped. She slipped out, glancing around. A big loading crane stood in one corner; otherwise the section was empty. Alicar was beckoning to her from the other side of the car; she joined him and trotted along beside him as he walked rapidly toward a door in the back wall. It opened as they came up. Simultaneously, the entry door snapped shut.


  They went through into a passage. A man was coming along it toward them, moving with a quick, purposeful stride. Ceveldt, Telzey told herself, the mine’s geologist, one of the three involved with Alicar in the original djeel conspiracy.


  “Mr. Ralke!” Ceveldt said, smiling. “We’d been wondering when you’d return.” He looked questioningly at Telzey. “This young lady—”


  “Nessine, my assistant.” Alicar’s right hand was in his pocket, and Telzey knew the hand rested on a gun. He went on. “She’s part of our private operation. Everything still going smoothly there?”


  Ceveldt’s smile widened. “It couldn’t be going better!”


  Alicar nodded. “There’ve been some highly promising developments outside in the meantime. I want to see you and Hille in my office in about five minutes.”


  “I’ll inform Hille,” Ceveldt said.


  He went toward a door leading off the passage. Alicar glanced briefly at Telzey. “Come along, Nessine!”


  They didn’t speak on the way to his offices. It took Alicar some seconds to open the massive door, which evidently was designed to respond to the keys he produced only after it had registered his body pattern. As it swung shut behind them, the psi-block installed about the area closed and cut off Telzey’s contacts with the mine group again. They passed through an outer office into a larger inner one. There Alicar motioned to Telzey to remain silent, then spoke aloud.


  “Code Alicar!” he said.


  The Romango computer’s voice responded promptly from a concealed speaker. “Code Alicar in effect. Verbal override acknowledged. Instructions?”


  “Scan my companion for future reference,” Alicar said.


  “The companion has been scanned.”


  “Her name is Nessine. You’ll recognize her?”


  “I will.”


  “No further instructions at present,” said Alicar. “I’ll repeat the code before giving you new ones.” He drew in a breath, looked at Telzey. “Well, that’s in order!” he remarked. “I control the Romango. Now, what’s happened here since this morning? Ceveldt acted as if nothing had changed after I left.”


  Telzey nodded. “And that’s how it seems to him now! The mechanisms have modified their control patterns again. Not just for Ceveldt—as far as I could make out, the same thing seems to have happened to everyone else here. Of course, they all still have the impression that everything is normal at the Ralke Mine. But the three who should know about djeel now know about it; the others have no suspicion it’s being hauled up and processed. I believe the shift was made as soon as you identified yourself from the aircar.”


  “To give me the initial impression that everything was normal here,” Alicar said. “That much could be preplanned and automatically activated by my arrival. But, obviously, I wouldn’t retain the impression very long. For one thing, I’d soon be asking what happened to the five missing members of the staff. So this setup is intended simply to gain a little time! For someone who isn’t at present at the Ralke Mine.”


  “Enough time for the next move,” Telzey said.


  “A move,” said Alicar, “which I should have already forestalled by shifting ultimate control of the computer to myself . . .”


  A bell sounded as he spoke. He turned to a desk, switched on a small viewscreen. It showed the passage outside the offices, Ceveldt and another man standing before the door. “Ceveldt and Hille.” Alicar switched off the screen. “We’ll soon know now!” He pressed a button, releasing the outer door.


  “Gentlemen, come in—be seated!” he said as Hille and Ceveldt appeared in the door of the inner office. “Nessine, get the files I indicated.”


  He hadn’t indicated any, but she went back into the outer office, stood there waiting. After some seconds, Alicar called, “All right, you can come back in!”


  Hille and Ceveldt were slumped in chairs when she rejoined him. Alicar had placed a face mask and a short plastic rod on the table beside him. “They both got a good whiff of the vapor and should be fairly limp for a while,” he told her. “If necessary, I’ll repeat the process. Now get them unhooked from those mechanisms enough so they can tell me what’s been going on.”


  Telzey said, “I could do it easier and faster, and perhaps safer, if you’d knock a few of your controls off me! At least, until I finish with these two.”


  He grinned, shook his head. “Not a chance! I like you better on a short leash. You’re doing fine as you are. Get to work!”


  She sat down in another chair, went to work. Alicar remained standing, gaze shifting alertly between her and the men. Two or three minutes went by. Telzey closed her eyes, carefully wiped sweat from her face.


  “Getting results?” she heard Alicar inquire.


  She opened her eyes, looked at him.


  “Yes!” she whispered.


  “Well?”


  She shook her head.


  “I can tell you one thing right now,” she said. “We should get away from here as fast as we can!”


  “I’d need to hear a very good reason for that,” Alicar said.


  “Ask them!” she said. “They can talk to you now. Perhaps they’ll convince you.”


  Alicar stared at her an instant, swung to Hille. “Hille?”


  Hille sighed. “Yes, Mr. Ralke?”


  “What’s happened here since I went away?”


  Hille said, “Soad came and made us see what we’d been doing.”


  “Soad?” Alicar repeated.


  Ceveldt nodded, smiling. “The Child of the Gods. You see, djeel oil is god matter, Mr. Ralke! It wasn’t intended for men. Only the Children of the Gods may use it. Soad wants djeel oil, so we’ve been processing it for him. He’s forgiven us for taking it for ourselves.”


  Alicar looked exasperated. “Telzey, get them out of this trance or whatever they’re in!”


  “They’re in no trance,” she told him. “I’ve neutralized the control mechanisms enough to let them say what they really think. The Child of the Gods converted them, don’t you see? They believe him. The only djeel oil stored at the mine at this moment is what’s been processed during the past week. He comes by regularly to collect what they have on hand for him.”


  “Who is that Child of the Gods?” She giggled helplessly. “A great big drop of liquid rolling like mercury across the desert at night! Ponogan was dreaming about it when I checked the mine from the mountain. I mentioned it, remember? That’s Soad. And, believe me, he is big!”


  Alicar stared at her. “There’s no creature like that on Mannafra!”


  Ceveldt said, “Soad came from far away. He needs djeel oil to return, and it’s been our privilege to provide him with what we could. But it isn’t enough.”


  Hille added, “Mr. Ralke, he wants the djeel you took away from Mannafra. That was terribly wrong of you, but you didn’t know it. Soad’s forgiven you and has been waiting for you to return. He’ll come tonight, and you’ll understand then why you must go with one of his servants to bring back his djeel.”


  “ ‘Servant’ meaning one of those control mechanisms,” Telzey put in.


  Alicar looked startled. “I doubt he could do that to a shielded psi mind!”


  She giggled again. “Couldn’t he? Remember how you stumbled across the djeel ore in the first place? You said you were flying by overhead and turned down on a hunch to take mineral samples—possibly at the one point on Mannafra where djeel can be found. On a hunch! Doesn’t it look like Soad was waiting for someone to come within psi range who could dig up and process the stuff for him? He slipped up then in letting you get away with the product of the first three months of operation. He’d like it back, of course. And he put full controls on the people who remained at the mine after you’d left, to make sure nothing like that could happen again.”


  She added, “Whatever he is, he has a use for a ready supply of protoplasm, too! He’s collected the five missing members of your mine personnel along with his djeel.”


  “Well,” Ceveldt said mildly, “it was required. The desert offers insufficient nourishment for Soad. Naturally, we’re no longer interested in mining serine crystals, and those men weren’t needed in the full production of the oil. It was an honor for them to serve him in another way.”
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  Alicar shook his head, drew a deep breath. “Code Alicar!” he said sharply.


  The Romango computer’s flat voice came into the office. “Instructions?”


  “Close and seal every section of the installation to make sure the personnel stay where they are. Free passage at will is permitted only for myself and Nessine!”


  “Complying,” said the computer.


  “Unlock the vehicle section and open its exit.”


  “Complying.”


  “Accept no further orders until I address you again.”


  “Understood.”


  “End of instructions.” Alicar jerked his head at Telzey, started for the door to the outer office. “Come along!”


  Hille and Ceveldt began to push themselves up from their chairs, the vapor-induced weakness still evident in clumsy motions.


  “Mr. Ralke,” said Hille, “you mustn’t attempt to leave! That’s against Soad’s wishes!”


  Alicar swung around to them, and now his gun was in his hand.


  “Shut up!” he said savagely. “Stay in those chairs! If you try to follow, you’re dead men . . . Come on, Telzey!”


  They left Hille and Ceveldt staring after them, hurried through the outer office, along the passage.


  “Soad’s more than I counted on!” Alicar’s voice was unsteady. “We’re leaving, of course!”


  “Hille was thinking the computer wouldn’t obey you,” Telzey told him.


  “Well, he’s wrong! He didn’t know about the code override. You heard it acknowledge my instructions. The Romango’s one thing their monster can’t control. But hurry it up! I won’t feel safe until I’m off the planet.”


  They ran back the way they’d come. There were blurred impressions of various minds in the surrounding structures, but Telzey tightened her shield and ignored them. For once, she agreed with Alicar—getting completely out of this area seemed the best immediate thing they could do. If possible.


  They came to the passage leading to the vehicle section, to the door at its end. Alicar grasped the door handle, pulled at it, then strained, putting in all his strength. He swore furiously.


  “Still locked! What—”


  “Can you check with the computer?” Telzey asked.


  “Not here! No voice pickup around!” Alicar chewed his lip, added, “Stand back!” and stepped away from the door, leveling his gun. Long darts of scarlet flame hissed around the lock. Metal flowed under the flame, hardened lumpily again. The air in the passage grew hot.


  Alicar switched off the gun. He stepped forward, rammed the sole of his boot against the surface of the door. The door flew open.


  “Come on!” he gasped. “We can open the exit manually!”


  They started through into the vehicle section, came to a stop together.


  The big work crane which had been standing in a corner when they arrived at the mine hadn’t stayed there. It was near the center of the compartment, swinging around toward the door on its treads as they caught’ sight of it. Crushed parts of their aircar lay scattered about. The crane started rolling toward them then. They backed hastily out into the passage.


  “Now what?” Telzey felt short of breath. “Your override system’s a fake—a trick! Hille was right. Somebody spotted it while you were gone!”


  Alicar stared at her, mouth twisting.


  “Gulhas,” he said. “The technician! Where is he?”


  “In the computer room, I think. I’ll check.”


  “Do it while we’re on our way there. Get into full contact with him at once! Come on!”


  “Alicar,” she said, running along behind him. “You’d better let me—”


  “I’ll have you put Gulhas under control when we reach the computer room. Don’t bother me now. We might have other problems.”


  Telzey didn’t reply. She caught an impression of Gulhas, lost it again. Contact wasn’t easy. She had to give attention to keeping up with Alicar, and there was another distraction. Something was going on; she wasn’t yet sure what. But—


  “Alicar!”


  “Come on!!” He didn’t glance back.


  “Wait! Hille—”


  Telzey broke off They were passing through the mine’s storage area; and now two men had appeared suddenly in the aisle ahead, stepping out from behind packing cases. Hille and Ceveldt. Guns in their hands, pointed at Alicar. And Alicar, hand hovering above the pocket that held his gun, came to an abrupt halt. She’d stopped twenty feet behind him.


  “Mr. Ralke, don’t move!” Hille said quietly, walking forward. He might still be unsteady on his legs, but his face was hard and determined, and the gun didn’t waver. He went on. “The situation has changed! Your actions indicate to Soad that it might be too dangerous to send you back to get the djeel oil you stole. Therefore—”


  The gun in his hand went off as Alicar threw himself to the floor and rolled sideways. It went off again, and so did Ceveldt’s, and Telzey saw one of the scarlet darts of Alicar’s gun flash into Hille’s chest. Ceveldt fired again, and Alicar jerked violently around, the gun flying from his hand and skidding down the aisle toward Telzey. She scooped it up, darted behind a piece of machinery on her left, and crouched down, heart pounding.


  There was stillness for a moment. She worked herself in farther between the machines and the wall. From there, she could see a section of the floor, Hille lying on his back. She tried to reach his mind, found it disintegrating in death. Alicar—no, Alicar wasn’t dying, not yet! But he was badly hurt and unconscious.


  Slow, cautious footsteps. Ceveldt. She shifted contact to his mind. Ceveldt was uninjured and coming watchfully toward the array of machines behind which she crouched, not knowing exactly where she was. She couldn’t see him and didn’t need to. She knew what he was going to say before he spoke.


  “Soad can’t permit you to live either, Nessine or whoever you are,” his voice told her. “He knows what you’ve done, and it seems you might cause a great deal of trouble here before he made you understand it was wrong. You can’t get away—the doors are locked now. So come on out!” He added, “It will be painless and quick.”


  Did he know she had Alicar’s gun? No, he didn’t; he’d seen it spinning away from Alicar’s hand, but his attention had been on the man, not the weapon. He’d seen her dart out of sight behind the machines, and he wanted to make sure of her before he went back to finish off Alicar, if that was required.


  She felt him reach a decision, and crouched lower. Overhead and to her right, something thudded against the wall; heat washed briefly over her, and when she glanced up, she saw a small section of the wall glowing where the bolt had struck. She crept over to a point directly beneath it. He was less likely to fire at that exact spot again in trying to flush her into sight.


  There were a dozen more shots, some crashing into metal, some against the wall. Then Ceveldt, not knowing whether he had reached her or not, was coming around the end of the array of machines where he had seen her disappear.


  She rested Alicar’s gun on a piece of steel and held it there unsteadily, thumb against the firing stud. She nearly wasn’t quick enough then. Most of Ceveldt’s strength had returned to him in the interval; he was suddenly in view, standing beside the wall, seeing her. He shot. She fired into a blaze of light, felt a succession of shocks jolt through Ceveldt, felt intense heat above her and a spray of fire pain across her back. She dropped flat and rolled over to crush out the sparks on her shirt.


  That took only moments. She turned again and crept forward until she was past the impact area of the last shot, then got to her feet. Ceveldt was down, and Ceveldt was dead. She stepped around him and came out from behind the machines.


  Alicar’s left thigh was an ugly, seared mess, and Hille’s gun had punched a hole through his right shoulder. That wound was bleeding heavily. She could stop the bleeding and would—if she had time left for it. The control mechanisms attached to Hille and Ceveldt might not understand death, but she sensed them reacting to the fact that their charges weren’t performing as they were supposed to perform. That reaction was being picked up by the other mechanisms here—and, no doubt, being communicated to Soad.


  She started to kneel down beside Alicar, then hesitated. A sound behind her? She turned quickly, bringing the gun around. For a moment, she stood frozen.


  Hille’s body had turned on its side. His hand was groping with slow, fumbling awkwardness toward the gun he had dropped. He hadn’t come back to life—Soad’s mechanism was forcing the corpse into a semblance of action. The fingers stretched and curled, reaching. The boots scratched against the floor.


  Unnerved, Telzey hurried toward the contorting thing, snatched up the gun, then ran to check on Ceveldt. And dead Ceveldt, too, was being driven to attempt to regain the weapon he’d lost.


  She had both weapons now; but there was a furious thudding on a distant door as she ran back to Alicar, and a feeling of despair came to her. Ceveldt and Hille had secured the doors to the storage area from within; and if that lock system had been under the Romango computer’s control, the doors would have reopened by now. So it wasn’t. But it could be only minutes before Soad’s other slaves forced their way in by one means or another; they’d come armed, and that would be the end. Given more time, she might have pried them away from their psi mechanisms in turn. Given the capabilities of which Alicar had so carefully deprived her—


  Realization blazed through Telzey.


  She thought: “But of course!”


  She stood staring down at Alicar then in such utter concentration that the racket of the assault on the door receded completely from her awareness. Seconds went racing by. Here was where he’d blocked her—and here! And here! The controls dissolved as she came to them. Abruptly, she knew she was free.


  She drew a deep breath, reached confidently for one of the minds she’d touched before, restored contact. Psi flashed over the line of contact, struck with calculated violence. That mind went blank.


  Barely a minute later, there was only one human mind besides her own still functioning consciously at the Ralke Mine. It was that of Gulhas, computer technician.


  Gulhas was as much a convert to the Child of the Gods as Hille and Ceveldt had been, but he became Telzey’s property before he knew what was happening. She detached Soad’s mechanism from him, disintegrating it carefully in the process, and had him come with a float carrier and medical kit to the storeroom where he helped her do what could be done immediately for Alicar. Then they placed Alicar on the carrier and went to the Romango’s control room with him.


  As they arrived there, Soad found Telzey. There was a cold surging of psi, and the palms of her hands were suddenly wet. For a long moment then, Soad was looking at her as a man might look at a domestic animal which has turned unexpectedly intractable. She was prepared for an immediate attack, but none came. Gradually, the awareness of Soad withdrew, though not entirely.


  Telzey let her breath out in a sigh. Her mind shield was tight: and whatever the Child of the Gods might be, it was unlikely that he could accomplish much in a direct assault on that shield. The danger should take other forms.


  She said to Gulhas, “Give me verbal override on the computer,” and to make sure there’d be no slips, she kept most of her attention on him as he went through the brief process, though he was no more able to go against her wishes now than she’d been able to go against those of Alicar. Some attention, however, she kept on the lingering shadowy presence of Soad, not knowing what that entity might be up to—and, particularly, not knowing where it was at the moment. It hadn’t been in the vicinity of the Ralke Mine when she’d been scanning the area; she should have picked up some indication of the alien mentality otherwise. But the situation might have changed by now.


  The Romango acknowledged her identity and control and asked for instructions.


  “Activate the Ralke Mine’s defense zone,” she said.


  “Activated.”


  She felt a little better. “You’ve been given the identification of a being called Soad, or the Child of the Gods?”


  “I have. This is the recorded image.”


  A panel before Telzey became a viewscreen, and in the screen appeared a picture much like the one she’d seen in Ponogan’s mind as he dreamed: a great liquid-seeming globe rolling along the side of a desert dune under the starblaze.


  She said, “Is Soad at present in your sensor range?”


  “No.”


  Her tensions lessened again, but she remembered how far Alicar had been able to maneuver them in toward the mine. She said, “If you do sense it, inform us immediately.”


  “Complying.”


  She went on. “And if Soad appears within the defense zone, attack it with every weapon you have until it’s destroyed.”


  There was the shortest of pauses. Then the computer said, “The instruction is not comprehensible.”


  Startled, Telzey glanced at Gulhas. He said, “That’s correct. Soad told us to see to it that the mine’s armament couldn’t be turned against him, and the Romango was programmed accordingly. Your override doesn’t affect that because the computer doesn’t know it’s been programmed. An order to attack Soad simply has no meaning for it.”


  “Then get it unprogrammed fast!” Telzey said. “But first have it put me in communicator contact with the Mannafra Federation Station.” She hesitated, seeing the response in Gulhas’s mind. “So it’s been programmed against that, too!”


  The Romango had, in fact, been programmed against letting a communication of any kind go out from the Ralke Mine. The Child of the Gods hadn’t relied entirely on conversion and psi mechanisms to maintain its hold on the humans. Telzey asked a few more questions, saw how complete their isolation had been. Except for the automatic contacts with vehicles approaching the defense zone, the computer’s external communication system was shut off. There was no other communicator at the mine, and the only air truck and two groundcars had been destroyed.


  Nor would it be at all easy now to turn the Romango into a weapon against the Child of the Gods, or to restore the use of the communicator. Gulhas hadn’t been involved in installing the prohibiting programs. Hille had let the machine calculate for him how it should be done, and how the programs then could be deleted from record and made inaccessible to its locators, leaving it unable to act on later instructions to erase something which for it had no existence.


  Telzey then had Gulhas set the situation up as a theoretical problem. Could a method be developed to track down and eliminate such lost programs? The computer said it was possible, but warned that a number of the procedures involved might reduce it to uselessness before the task was accomplished.


  Since it was effectively useless as it was, Telzey told Gulhas to go ahead. His pessimistic estimate was that if the job could be done, it should take several hours to carry it out. But that couldn’t be helped.


  She had time now to give attention again to other matters. Alicar was deeply sedated; unless and until they got him to a hospital, there was no more to be done for him. She’d scanned the remaining personnel occasionally, half expecting to find Soad’s mechanisms attempting to make the same kind of awkward use of the unconscious bodies as they had of Ceveldt and Hille, but all was quiet in that area. It couldn’t have made much difference in any case. The approaches to the computer room were sealed, and throughout the mine’s structures every security lock controlled by the Romango had slammed shut. Even if the men had been awake, they wouldn’t have been able to interfere with her here.


  She turned to Soad’s presence at the fringes of consciousness. Gradually and very cautiously—since she didn’t know what he might do if he chose—she began to develop her awareness of him.


  V


  “Gulhas,” she said presently.


  The technician started, looked around at her. “Yes?”


  “Will talking distract the computer?”


  Gulhas shook his head glumly. “It’s out of communication. There’s nothing to indicate whether that’s a malfunction or a necessary part of the tracing process. But it won’t respond to any type of signal, and couldn’t register our voices.”


  “It is still trying to trace out Hide’s programs?”


  “It’s still doing something,” Gulhas said. “I don’t know what. Our problem set sections of it working against other sections. It may have destroyed itself in part and gone insane in its fashion. That was the risk we took.”


  “I know.” Telzey reflected. “You can get a screen view of what it looks like outside, of the area around the mine?”


  “Yes. A three hundred and sixty degree view. That screen on your left!” Gulhas pressed a button. The indicated screen lit up. He said, “You think Soad may be out there somewhere?”


  “Not yet.” Telzey’s glance slipped over the screen, held on Mannafra’s pale hot sun hanging low above the dunes. “How long before sunset?” she asked.


  Gulhas looked at a console chronometer. “Perhaps half an hour.”


  “Does it get dark quickly after that?”


  “Quite quickly in these latitudes. It will be night in approximately another half hour.”


  “I see.” Telzey was silent a moment. Gulhas, watching her, said abruptly, “You’re a mentalist, aren’t you?”


  She glanced at him. “A telepath, a psi, yes.”


  “I thought you must be,” Gulhas said. “It seemed the only explanation for what’s happened.” He cleared his throat. “I want to thank you. I still feel something like loyalty toward Soad, but I realize now that loyalty was forced on us. We never would have served such a creature of our own will.”


  “No, you hardly would,” Telzey agreed.


  “He seems to know what’s been going on since you and Mr. Ralke arrived.”


  “Unfortunately, he does,” she said.


  “Then why hasn’t he appeared?” Gulhas asked her. “You’d think he’d act immediately to restore the situation he created here.”


  Telzey said, “He can’t move now. Sunlight would kill him. Even the starblaze produces more radiation than he likes, but he can stand that. He’ll come when it’s night. He’s waiting.”


  “So we have till then!” Gulhas blinked at her. “That’s why he always came at night for the oil—we thought it was simply that he was trying to reduce the chance of being seen from the air. You’re certain he’ll come?”


  “Quite certain. He’s changed his plans.”


  “In what way?”


  Should she tell him? Telzey decided it could do no harm to weaken further his enforced subservience to Soad. She said, “He’s given up on getting back the djeel oil Mr. Ralke look from the mine. He’d be safer having it, but he’s been experimenting with what he’s collected and thinks he already has as much as he really needs—especially if he adds to it what’s been processed here during the past days. So he’ll come for that.”


  “Then he’ll leave?” Gulhas asked, staring at her.


  “That’s what he intends. We gave him a surprise he didn’t like today. He hadn’t expected to have any trouble with humans.”


  “In that case, why not let him know he’s welcome to the djeel oil?” Gulhas suggested. “Perhaps—” Telzey shook her head.


  “If we did, he wouldn’t just pick it up and go,” she said. “Everybody at the mine, dead or alive, would be going with him. He isn’t leaving anybody behind to talk about the Children of the Gods—or about what they use djeel oil for either.”


  “No,” Gulhas said after a moment. “You’re right. He wouldn’t want that.” He reflected. “Can’t you use telepathy to have someone outside send over a few aircars to pull us out of here?”


  “It’s not too likely,” she told him. “I’ve been trying, but that kind of thing generally doesn’t work when you most want it to.”


  “I see.” Gulhas sighed heavily. “I’m not really myself yet,” he remarked. “I know I should be horrified by this situation, but somehow I’m not extremely alarmed. It’s as if someone else were sitting here . . .” He shrugged. “Well, I’ll keep watching the Romango. If it gives me an opening, I’ll cut in and let you know. Then we might be able to do something. But our prospects don’t look good there either.”


  He swung about in the chair and settled himself again before the console. Telzey said nothing. There was no reason to tell Gulhas that she hadn’t been letting him feel frightened. He knew enough now to make sure there’d be no lingering subjective hesitation to help her act against the Child of the Gods if the opportunity came. She’d equipped him with a provisional psi screen, which should reduce Soad’s awareness of what went on in the technician’s mind. But it couldn’t be completely effective. The less Gulhas was told of what really counted here, the better.


  She returned her attention fully to Soad. She’d found out a great deal about that entity. Soad didn’t seem to have the equivalent of a human psi’s shield; and apparently it was a while before he began to suspect that she might be gathering information through the contact between them. Then he’d suddenly interposed a confusion of meaningless psi impressions, which she wasn’t trying to penetrate at present.


  Soad was in a machine in the desert west of the Ralke Mine. Telzey wasn’t sure of the distance, but it might be something like forty miles. The machine was almost completely buried in sand drifts and screened against metal-locating devices. She’d thought at first it was a spaceship; but it wasn’t that, though it could serve as one. It was more like Soad’s permanent home and base of operations, and in time of need apparently also his fortress—a single massive block threaded by a maze of chambers and narrow tunnels, through which his protean, semimetallic body flowed with liquid smoothness. He’d been stranded on Mannafra with the machine for a long time.


  He needed djeel oil to get away. He might have enough now, but his tests indicated it would be enough by a narrow margin at best. That made it essential to add the oil on hand at the Ralke Mine to his stores. If Telzey hadn’t made an unanticipated nuisance of herself, there would have been no problem about it.


  It seemed likely that his kind hadn’t developed the ability to shape psi energy into killing bolts, as she and other human psis had done. Otherwise, he should have attacked as soon as he saw that she was threatening to interfere, at least temporarily, with his plans. So far, she’d made only a restrained use of the weapon herself, in knocking out the mine personnel.


  Used to its full extent, she thought it might stop Soad. But that was a possibility to hold in reserve. There was no doubt that the Children of the Gods were savagely formidable beings. They preyed on other species and warred regularly among themselves; and minds like that must be dangerously equipped, in ways still unknown to her. Any serious mistake she made about Soad now was likely to be a fatal one.


  So she attempted no immediate new moves. She maintained light contact with the meaningless-seeming flow of psi impressions which veiled Soad’s mentality, and probed cautiously at the mentality itself whenever she could, trying to outline further its alien strengths and weaknesses. She thought Soad might be doing much the same thing.


  More distantly, Telzey probed also for the touch of any human mind she might use to inform the Federation Station of Soad’s presence on Mannafra, and of the plight of the survivors at the Ralke Mine. She’d need luck there, particularly since she could afford to give only partial attention to it; and as the minutes passed, it seemed luck wasn’t going to be with her. In the viewscreen, the dune shadows lengthened while the sun dropped toward the horizon. Then the sun was gone and the desert lay in shadow everywhere. Above it, the starblaze was brightening.


  And, finally, there was a development.


  Telzey wasn’t immediately sure what it was. There was psi charge building up, and building up here, at the mine. She waited. Something took shape, was formed swiftly. And now she knew. Soad, having studied her, was constructing a slave mechanism specifically designed for her, an involved and heavily charged one. She didn’t think it could affect her seriously through her shield, but she didn’t care to take chances with the alien device. Her psi knives slashed through it, shredded and tore it apart, then took care of two designs she found beginning to attach themselves to Gulhas and Alicar.


  Now she and Soad again had learned something about the other’s capabilities; but Soad had learned more than she. That couldn’t have been avoided; and since she was no longer giving anything away, she destroyed the other control mechanisms still functioning at the mine in quick sequence in the same manner. Frustrated anger washed about her as she did it—so he had intended to use those constructions in some way when he came.


  Minutes later, she realized suddenly that he already was on the move.


  “Gulhas,” she said, “any change?”


  He shook his head without looking around.


  “None whatever!”


  Telzey reached through the defensive screen she’d closed about his mind, and took full control of him.


  She was sitting in the Romango’s operator chair soon afterwards, while Gulhas lay stretched out on the floor beside Alicar’s carrier. Both men were in an unconscious paralysis from which nothing, specifically new mechanisms employed by Soad, was likely to arouse them during the next few hours. So was everybody else at the mine. At least, Soad wouldn’t be able to turn enslaved minds against her again in some still unpredictable way.


  The Romango type of computer was unfamiliar, but that didn’t make much difference now. If the machine resolved the blocks they’d set it to work against, a panel on the console before Telzey would turn green, informing her that the communication systems had been released. She’d be able to take the Romango under voice control then, assuming it was still functional. Her eyes moved between the panel and the screen which showed the surrounding desert, scanners defining every detail of the landscape as clearly as in bright daylight. Somewhere on the dunes, Soad would presently appear.


  She knew the moment wasn’t far away; and if the computer remained out of commission, the Ralke Mine’s mechanical barriers would be no obstacle to Soad. His strange body could form its substance into heavy battering rams; he’d break through, flow inside, and when he came to her at last, she’d be destroyed. If that wasn’t to happen, she must prevent it herself. Her psi weapons were ready, but she wouldn’t begin to use them until she caught sight of the swiftly moving great shape in the screens. There was a personal limit to the sheer quantity of destructive energy she could channel into a single bolt, a personal limit also to the number of such bolts she could handle within a given time period. Having tested herself to the danger point, she knew rather closely what the limits were. At peak effort, she might last a little more than four minutes. If Soad could absorb such an assault and keep coming, she couldn’t stop him. Nor would she know she’d failed.


  She’d be unconscious, probably close to death.


  So she waited. Then it was Soad who struck first.


  Telzey didn’t realize at once that it was an attack. There’d been a gradual increase in the vividness of the random psi impressions Soad was pouring out as if he were trying to shroud himself more completely during his approach. The impressions were distracting enough; she had to give conscious effort now to maintain awareness of him. Then something like lines of fire flickered behind her eyes, blurring her physical vision, and a psi storm burst about her like shrieking sound, an impossibly swift swirling of hallucinations at every sensory level.


  She knew then what was happening. Soad wasn’t able to reach her mind directly through its shield. But he could let her face chaos. None of it was real, but she couldn’t ignore what seemed to hammer at all her senses simultaneously. Her attention was torn this way and that.


  It was sweeping to her through her psi contact with Soad. She could stop it in an instant by breaking the contact.


  And that, of course, was what Soad intended. If he put her out of effective action during the critical period, the mine would have no defense against him. Telzey thought that if she waited any longer, he’d succeed. She either would lose contact with him and find herself unable to regain it in the short time left, or get bludgeoned into temporary insanity.


  She lashed out with the heaviest bolt she could muster, sensed shock pass through Soad. The storm of illusion faltered. She struck again at once, and illusion was gone, replaced by reactions of agonized violence.


  Soad had expected nothing like this. His kind never had encountered such a weapon. Telzey, committed now, slamming in bolt after bolt, searching for vital centers in the alien mind, felt him slow to a wavering halt, knew then that he’d already almost reached the perimeter of the mine’s defense zone.


  Stop him there—paralyze him . . .


  His desperation and fury howled at her. Troublesome as she’d been, Soad had looked on the human psi as an essentially insignificant opponent. Belatedly now, he drove himself into the full destructive action he would have taken in an encounter with one of his own grim species. Chaos crashed at Telzey again, intensified, and her mind seemed to flow apart. She clung to shreds of awareness of Soad, of herself, slashed blindly into something horribly damaged but unyielding, was whirled through an exploding universe and knew abruptly that she was no longer reaching Soad, while the tumult still seemed to increase. Vast thunders shook her then, and blackness folded in about her.


  “No, I didn’t do it,” Telzey said. “That Child of the Gods was simply too much for me! I was finished. I did hurt him rather badly and slowed him down, but even so he’d come halfway through the defense zone when the computer finally got itself unblocked.”


  “And you ordered it to attack the creature?” asked Alicar Troneff. He was lying in a narrow hospital vat half filled with something that looked like green mud and smelled like vinegar, in the process of getting his beam-mangled left leg restructured.


  Telzey shook her head.


  “No. I was completely out of it by then. But I didn’t have to give the order. I’d told the Romango earlier to cut loose on Soad if he showed up in the defense zone, and the instruction was recorded. So that’s the first thing it did. The radiation guns finished him at once then, of course. He couldn’t even stand sunlight. That was an awfully close call, Alicar!”


  “Yes, it was,” he agreed. He regarded her a moment. “And it seems I’m no longer in control of you. She smiled. “No.”


  “I never did trust you!” Alicar remarked dourly. “But how did it happen? You shouldn’t have been able even to try to identify my controls, let alone tamper with them.”


  Telzey said, “If you’d left it at the specific controls, I probably wouldn’t have been able to do it. At least, not in time. But you put me under a binding general injunction besides, remember? Whatever I did had to be what was best for you—in your interest. That overrode everything else. After you’d been shot, I realized it would be very much in your interests if I got back every scrap of ability I’d had, fast.” She laughed. “And that broke the whole spell, Alicar! Including the injunction itself, since considering what might, or might not, be to your advantage from moment to moment in that situation certainly would have handicapped me in dealing with something like Soad.”


  He grunted, scratched his chin with his left hand. “Mind telling me where I am at present then?”


  “Well, you’re not going to like that part of it,” Telzey said. “You’re on a hospital ship of the Psychology Service.”


  He swore softly and bitterly. “I suspected something of the sort! I noticed the area is psi-blocked.”


  “Yes, it is,” Telzey said. “But don’t take it too hard. If I’d been looking out only for you, this still is exactly where you’d have wound up.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Soad wasn’t the only problem we had there.”


  “Huh?”


  “His supply of djeel,” she said. “After we got to the mine and he decided it might be too risky to send you back for the oil you’d taken away, he began experimenting with what he’d collected to find out how close he was to the minimum he’d need. He miscalculated finally and started a reaction—the same kind of reaction that tore up Tosheer. That’s why he was desperate to get what was at the mine. He needed it at once to balance out the reaction.” Alicar had paled. “And did—”


  “No, it didn’t,” said Telzey. “But I’d picked that up from him at the end, and as far as I knew, it was going to happen. So as soon as I started thinking again, I had the Romango connect me with the Federation Station. When I mentioned psi was involved, the Service moved in, and everyone on Mannafra was evacuated in an awful hurry.”


  “But the djeel didn’t go off then, after all?”


  “Oh, it went off, all right,” she said. “Four hours later. All it did though was to leave a hole in the desert about five hundred yards across where Soad’s machine had been. It seems there simply hadn’t been enough djeel affected by the reaction to do more than that.”


  Alicar said after a moment, “Not that the information is likely to be of much use to me, but exactly what does djeel oil do?”


  “I don’t know exactly what it does,” Telzey said. “And I’m not going to try to find out. In general though, processed djeel oil interacts with psi energy. The Service already knew that, though they haven’t talked about it. As to what it does when it works as it’s intended to, the Children of the Gods use it in connection with psi as their main form of transportation. They still have accidents with it, at least planned ones. Soad seems to have been in a fight with some of the others, and they started an uncontrolled psi reaction in the djeel of his machine that whipped him and the machine across intergalactic space—”


  “Intergalactic space?” Alicar repeated.


  Telzey said, “That’s not really the way to put it. He was simply somewhere else, and then he was here in the Hub. But that somewhere else doesn’t seem to have been even one of our neighbor galaxies! Still, he could have made it back to his starting point with a fresh supply of djeel oil. The reaction had almost exhausted what he had, and the nearest ore bed his machine could detect was on Mannafra. Soad barely made it there. But he had no way of processing the ore, so he had to wait then for something with enough intelligence to do it for him to come along. He waited a long time. Finally, you came.”


  Alicar nodded. “And, of course, that clears me! If I was under that monster’s influence, I can’t be held responsible for what’s happened.”


  Telzey looked at him a moment.


  “Well, Alicar,” she said, “If you think you’ll get the Service to believe that, give it a try! Since they’ve been checking around in your mind while you were out, I doubt you’ll have much luck. And, frankly, I don’t feel you should get away with it. Seven men died at your djeel mine; and the way you made use of me was coldblooded, to say the least. Besides, I think—though that’s not my business now—that I had several predecessors who didn’t last very long as your controlled psi proxies. You’ve been letting others take chances for you for quite a while.”


  She added, “All things considered, I understand they’re letting you off rather lightly. You were thinking of experimenting with djeel oil, and you’ll get the chance, in one of the Service’s high-risk space projects. You know too much about it to be turned loose anyway.”


  Alicar glowered at her.


  “What about yourself?” he demanded. “You know at least as much as I do!”


  Telzey stood up. “True,” she said. “But the Service found out a while ago that I’m good at keeping secrets. I’ll be starling back to Orado in a few minutes. I just stopped in to say good-bye.”


  He didn’t reply. She went to the door, looked back at him.


  “Cheer up, Alicar!” she told him. “It’s still better than working for Soad until he decided to make a meal of you—which is what you would have been doing if things had turned out just a little differently!”


  THE SYMBIOTES


  A symbiotic relationship is fine for the symbiotes. But when they become parasites.


  I


  Trigger had been shopping at Wehall’s that morning, winding up with lunch on one of the store’s terrace restaurants. She had finished, lit a Twirpy, and was smoking it contemplatively when a tiny agitated-sounding voice spoke to her.


  “Good lady,” it said, “you have a kind face! I’m a helpless fugitive and an enemy is looking for me. Would you let me hide in your handbag until he goes away?”


  The words seemed to have come from the surface of the table. Someone’s idea of a joke . . . Trigger let the Twirpy drop from her fingers to the disposal disk and looked casually around, expecting to discover an acquaintance. People sat at tables here and there about the terrace, but no one was at all near her. And she saw no one she knew.


  “Good lady, please! There isn’t much time!”


  She shrugged. Why not go along with the humorist?


  “Where are you?” she asked, in a conspiratorially low tone. “I don’t see you.”


  “Between the large blue utensil and the smaller white one. I don’t dare show myself. The abominable Blethro wasn’t far behind me!”


  Trigger glanced at the blue pitcher on the table, moved it a few inches back from a square white sandwich warmer. Her eyes widened briefly. Then she laughed.


  One of Wehall’s advertising stunts! A manikin, a miniature male figure, crouched beside the pitcher. Straightened up, it might have reached a height of eight inches. The features were exquisitely mobile and lifelike. Blue eyes looked imploringly at her. It wore a velvety purple costume—the finery of an earlier century.


  “You really are cute, little man!” she told it. “A work of art. And just what kind of work of art are you, eh? Protohom? Robot? Telecontrolled? Do you know?”


  The doll was shaking its head violently. “No, no!” it said. “Please! I’m as human as you are. Help me hide before Blethro finds me, and I’ll explain everything.”


  Her reactions were being recorded, of course. Well, she wouldn’t mind playing their game for a minute or two.


  “A joke’s a joke, midget,” she remarked, drawing up her eyebrows. “But slipping you into my bag just might be construed as shoplifting. Do you realize you probably cost a good deal more than I make in a year?”


  “They said no one would believe me,” the doll told her. Tears in the tiny eyes? She felt startled. “I’m from a world you’ve never heard about. Our size was reduced genetically. Blethro had three of us in a box in his aircar. We agreed to attempt to escape the next time he opened the car door . . .”


  Trigger glanced about. Halfway across the terrace, a man stood staring in her direction. She shifted the blue pitcher slightly to give the doll better cover. “Where are the other two?” she asked.


  “Blethro seized them before they could get out of the car. If I’m to find help for them, I must get away first. But you believe I’m a toy! So I—”


  And now the man was coming purposefully along the aisles toward Trigger’s table. She cupped a light hand over the doll as it began to straighten up. “Wait a moment!” she muttered. “Does your abominable Blethro sport a great yellow moustache?”


  “Yes! Is—”


  Trigger swung her handbag around behind the pitcher, snapped it open, blocking the man’s line of view. “Blethro seems to have spotted you,” she whispered. “Keep down and pop inside the bag! We’re leaving.”


  Bag slung from her shoulder, she set off quickly toward the nearest door leading from the terrace. Glancing back, she saw the man with the jutting yellow moustache lengthen his stride. But he checked at the table where she’d been sitting, hastily moved a few articles about and lifted the top off the sandwich warmer. Trigger hurried on, not quite running now.


  A small sign on the door read Wehall Employees Only. She looked back. Blethro was hurrying, too, not far behind her. She pushed through the door, sprinted along the empty white hallway beyond it. After some seconds, she heard a yell and his footsteps pounding in hot pursuit.


  The hall ended where another one crossed it. Blank walls, and nobody in sight. Left or right? Trigger ran up the branch on the right, turned another comer—there at last was a door!


  A locked door, she discovered instants later. Blind alley! Blethro came rushing around the corner, slowed as he saw her. He smiled then, walked unhurriedly toward her.


  “End of the line, eh?” he said, breathing heavily. “Now let’s see what you have in that bag!”


  “Why?” Trigger asked, slipping the bag from her shoulder.


  Blethro grinned. “Why? Why were you running?”


  “That’s my business,” Trigger told him. “Perhaps I felt I needed the exercise. Unless you’re something like a police officer—and can prove it—you’d be well advised to leave me alone! I can make very serious trouble for you.”


  The threat didn’t seem to alarm Blethro, who was large and muscular. He continued to grin through his moustache as he came up. “Well, perhaps I’m a Wehall detective.”


  “Prove that!”


  “I don’t think I’ll bother.” He held his hand out, the grin fading. “The bag! Fast!”


  Trigger swung away from him. He made a quick grab for her. She let the bag slide to the floor, caught the grabbing arm with both hands, moving solidly back into Blethro, bent and hauled forward. He flew over her head, smacked against the locked door with satisfying force, landed on the floor more or less on his shoulders, made an unpleasant comment and rolled back up on his feet, face very red and angry.


  Then he saw the handbag standing open on the floor beside Trigger and a gun pointed at him. It wasn’t a large gun, but its appearance was sleek and deadly; and it was held by a very steady hand.


  Blethro scowled uncertainly. “Here—wait a minute!”


  “I hate arguments,” Trigger told him. “And I did warn you. So just go to sleep like a good boy now!”


  She fired and Blethro slumped to the floor. Trigger glanced down. The doll figure was clinging to the rim of the handbag, peering at her with wide eyes. “Did Blethro have friends with him?” she asked.


  “No. He came alone in the car. But he’d indicated he was to meet someone here.”


  Trigger considered, nodded. “We’ll put this away again.” She slipped the gun into a cosmetics purse she’d been holding in her left hand, closed the purse and placed it in the bag. Then she knelt beside Blethro, began going quickly through his pockets.


  “Is he dead?” the small voice inquired from behind her.


  “Not dead, midget! Nor injured. But it’ll be an hour or two before he wakes up. Good thing I nailed him first—he carries a gun. What’s your name, by the way? Mine’s Trigger.”


  “My name’s Salgol. What are you doing?”


  “Something slightly illegal, I’m afraid. Borrowing Blethro’s car keys—and here they are!” Trigger straightened up. “Now let’s arrange this a little differently.” She picked up Salgol, eased him into her blazer pocket. “You stay down in there when there’s anyone around. Blethro left his car and the box with your friends in it on a lot next to the restaurant terrace?”


  “Yes.”


  “Fine,” Trigger said. “You point the car out to me when we get there. Then we’ll all go somewhere safe, and you’ll tell me what this is about so we can figure out what to do.”


  “Thank you, Trigger!” Salgol piped from her pocket. “I did well to trust you. I didn’t have much hope for Smee and Runderin, or even for myself.”


  “Well, we may not be out of trouble yet! We’ll see.” Trigger snapped the bag shut, slung it from her shoulder. “Let’s go before someone happens by here! Ready?”


  “Ready.” Salgol dipped down out of sight.


  A few people glanced curiously at Trigger as she came back out on the restaurant terrace. Apparently they’d realized something was going on between her and Blethro, and were wondering what it had been about. She thought it shouldn’t matter. Everyone having lunch here would have finished and left before Blethro regained his senses. She sauntered across the terrace, went along a passage to the parking lot, stopped at the entrance. There was no attendant in sight at the moment. She waited until a couple who’d just got out of their car went past her. All clear now . . .


  “Salgol?”


  She could barely hear his muffled reply from the pocket.


  “Take a look around!” she told him quietly. “We’re there.”


  Salgol stuck his head out and identified Blethro’s aircar as one of those standing against the parapet on the street side of the parking lot—the seventh from the left. Then he disappeared again until Trigger had unlocked the car door, stepped inside and locked the door behind her.


  The car was of a fixed-canopy, one-way-view type. Trigger didn’t take off immediately. The box in which Salgol’s companions were confined stood on a back seat, and she wanted to make sure they were in there. She worked the latches off it and opened the top.


  They were there—two tiny, charming females in costume dresses which matched Salgol’s outfit. They stared apprehensively up at her. She lifted Salgol into the box and he spoke a few unintelligible lilting sentences to them. Then they were beaming at Trigger, though they said nothing. Apparently they didn’t know Translinque. She smiled back, left the box open, sat down at the controls and took the car up into the air.


  II


  The hotel room ComWeb chimed, and Trigger switched it on. Telzey’s image appeared on the screen.


  “I came home just now and got your message,” Telzey said. “I’m sorry there was a delay.” Her gaze shifted around the room. “Where are you?”


  “Hotel room.”


  “Why?”


  “Seems better to keep away from the apartment just now.”


  Telzey’s eyebrows lifted. “Trouble?”


  “Not yet. But there’s more than likely to be! I ran into something unusual, and it’s a ticklish matter. Can you come over?”


  “As soon as you tell me where you are.”


  Trigger told her, and Telzey switched off, saying she was on her way.


  There was a world called Marell . . .


  Trigger said, “The Old Territory people who set up the genetic miniaturization project did it because they thought it had been proved there’d be a permanent shortage of habitable planets around. So that sets it back about eleven hundred years, when they’d begun to get range but didn’t yet know where and how to look.”


  They’d discovered Marell, which seemed eminently habitable, and decided to populate it with a human strain reduced in size to the point where a vast number could be supported by the planet without crowding it. A staff of scientists and technicians of normal size accompanied the miniature colony to see it safely through any early problems.


  On Marell, a plague put an abrupt end to the project before it could get under way. It wiped out the supervisory staff and more than half of the small people; and no Old Territory ship touched on the planet again. The survivors were left to their own resources, which were slender enough. They came close to extermination but recovered, began to develop a technology, and in the course of the following centuries spread out until they’d made a sizable part of Marell their own.


  “Steam and electricity,” said Trigger. “They’d got up to that, but not beyond it. One group knew what actually had happened on Marell, but they kept their records a secret. Some others had legends that they were descendants of Giants who flew through space and that kind of thing. Not many believed the legends. Then the Hub ship came.”


  It had been a surveyor ship. It moved about in Marell’s skies for weeks before coming down to take samples of the surface. It also took a section of a Marell town on board, along with about a hundred of its inhabitants. Then it left.


  “When was that?” Telzey asked. “Salgol was one of the first group they picked up, and he was the equivalent of eleven standard years old at the time,” said Trigger. “That makes it fifteen standard years ago.”


  “Most of the people they took with them then died,” Salgol told Telzey. “They didn’t treat us badly but they gave us bad diseases. They found out what to do about the diseases, and taught Translingue to those of us who were left, and some of the Giants learned one of our main languages.”


  Telzey nodded. “And then?”


  “We went back to Marell. They knew we had an electrical communication system. They used it.”


  The Hub ship issued orders. Geologically, Marell was a rich world, and the Hub men wanted the choicest of its treasures. They were taking what was immediately on hand, and thereafter the Marells would work to provide them with more. Quotas were set. The ship would return each year to gather up what had been collected.


  “How many Marells were there now?” Telzey asked.


  Salgol shook his head. “That isn’t definitely known. But when I was there last, I was told there might be sixty million of the people.”


  “So, even with limited equipment, it adds up to a very large annual haul of precious stones and metals.”


  “Yes, lady, it has,” said Salgol.


  “And you don’t have weapons against space armor.”


  “No. The people do have weapons, of course, and good ones. There are huge animals there—huge as we see them—and some are still very dangerous. And the nations have fought among themselves, though not since the ship came. But they aren’t like your weapons. One town turned its cannon on the Giants when they came to collect. The Giants weren’t hurt, but they burned the town with everyone in it.” Trigger said, “Besides, there were threats. The Marells were told they’d better be thankful for the current arrangement and do what they could to keep it going. If the Hub government ever learned about them, the whole planet would be occupied, and any surviving Marells would be slaves forever.”


  “Did you believe that?” Telzey asked Salgol.


  “I wasn’t sure, lady. The Hub people I’ve met before today might do it, if they saw enough advantage in it. Perhaps you had a very bad government.”


  “Then why did you run away from Blethro? Wasn’t that endangering your world, as far as you knew?” Salgol glanced at his companions. “There’s a worse thing beginning now,” he said. “Those they took away before were to become interpreters like myself, or to provide some special information. But now they plan to collect the most physically perfect among our young people and sell them in the Hub like animal pets. I felt I had to take the chance to find out whether there weren’t some of you who would try to prevent it. I thought there must be, since you don’t seem really different from us except for your size.” Telzey said after a moment, “They’d risk spoiling the present setup with something like that?”


  “It wouldn’t spoil it, Telzey,” Trigger said. “Blethro was acting as middleman. He was to make a contact today to sell the idea, with Runderin and Smee as samples and Salgol filling in as their male counterpart. If the deal went over, the merchandise would get amnesia treatment and be taught Translingue before delivery to the distributor. They’d be sold undercover as a protohorn android speciality. They’d think it’s what they were, and I doubt it would be possible to disprove it biologically. They’d be dead in ten years, before they could begin to show significant signs of aging. They were to be treated for that, too.”


  Telzey remarked, “Developing self-aware intelligence in protohorn products is illegal, of course.”


  “Of course. But if the results could be made to look like those two, somebody would find it profitable.” Telzey regarded the tiny ladies with their beautiful faces, elaborate coiffures and costumes. They gave her anxious smiles. Replaceable erotic toys. Yes, the exploiters of Marell might have hit on a quite profitable sideline.


  She said to Salgol, “Could you tell someone how to get to Marell?”


  He shook his head. “Lady, no. I’ve tried to find out. But the Hub men were careful not to let me have such information, and the people’s astronomy isn’t advanced enough to establish a galactic reference. All I can say is that it took the ships on which I’ve been three months to make the trip in either direction.”


  Trigger closed the door to the suite’s bedroom, where the Marells had returned to their box. “Well?” she said. “How does it check out telepathically?”


  “They are human,” Telzey said. “Allowing for their backgrounds, they can’t be distinguished mentally from Hub humans. Salgol’s near genius grade. It’s a ticklish situation, all right. How long’s it been since Blethro might have come awake?”


  “Not much more than an hour.”


  “How well are you covered?” Trigger shrugged. “Blethro can give them my description, of course. I dumped his car, taxied back to where I’d left mine, left that in a garage, and taxied here. I really didn’t leave much of a trail.”


  “No. But we’ll assume Blethro contacted his principals at once. That’s obviously a big outfit with plenty of money. And the matter’s important to them. You could upset their entire Marell operation and land them in serious trouble. They’re probably looking hard for you.” Trigger nodded. “They’d try for a quick pick-up first. I figured our best chance to get a line on them would be while they’re still looking for me. In fact, it might be the only real chance for a century to find out where Marell is. If they can’t locate me and those three, they could dissolve the project and wipe out the evidence, and they probably will.”


  “Where do you want to take this?” Telzey said.


  “Psychology Service, top level.”


  “That seems the best move. Why didn’t you go directly to their city center?”


  “Because I didn’t want to have it fumbled by some underling,” Trigger said. “I don’t know the local Service group. You do.”


  “All right.” Telzey looked at the room ComWeb. “Better not use that. I’ll call the center from a public booth. They should have an escort here for you and the Marells in minutes.”


  She left. Trigger returned to the bedroom, told Salgol what they intended. He was explaining the situation to the other two while she closed and latched the box. She put on her blazer, glanced at her watch, sat down to wait.


  Some three minutes later, she heard the faintest of clicks. It might have come from the other room. Trigger picked up the gun she’d left lying on the table beside her, stood up quietly, and listened. There were no further sounds. She started moving cautiously toward the door.


  The air about her seemed to sway up and down, like great silent waves lifting and falling. Trigger stumbled forward into the waves, felt herself sink far down in them and drown.


  III


  “How do you feel?” a voice was saying; and Trigger realized her eyes were open. She looked at the speaker, and glanced around.


  She was sitting in a cushiony deep chair; there was a belt around her waist, and her hands were fastened to the belt on either side. There was a tick in her right eyelid. Other nerves jerked noticeably here and there. The man who’d addressed her stood a few feet away. Another man, who wore a gold-trimmed blue uniform, sat at an instrument console farther up in the compartment. He’d swung around in his chair to look at her. This was a spaceyacht; and that splendid globe of magenta fire in the screen might be a sun she’d seen before.


  “Nerves jumping,” she said in reply to the question. She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. “And thirsty. This is the Rasolmen System?”


  The uniformed man laughed and turned back to the console. The other one smiled. “Good guess, Miss Argee! You’re obviously awake at last. You had me worried for a while!”


  “I did?” Trigger said. He’d shoved back the flap of his jacket as he spoke, and she had a glimpse of a gun fastened to his belt.


  “It was that knockout method we used on you,” he explained. “It’s one of the safest known, but in about one out of every three hundred cases, you can run into side effects. You happen to be that kind of case. Frankly, there were a couple of times I wasn’t too sure you mightn’t be going into fatal convulsions! But you should be all right now.” He added, “My name is Wrann. Detective by profession. I’m the man responsible for picking you up—also for delivering you in good condition to my employer. You’ll understand my concern.”


  “Yes, I do,” Trigger said. “How did you find me so quickly?”


  He smiled. “Good organization— and exceptionally good luck! We had your description; and you’d been lunching at Wehall’s. There was a chance you were among the store’s listed customers. We ran your description against the list in the Wehall computer and had a definite identification in no time at all.”


  “I thought that list was highly confidential,” said Trigger.


  Wrann looked somewhat smug. “Few things remain confidential when you come up with enough money. You were expensive, but I’d been told to find you and a certain box, and find both fast, and ignore the cost. We’d thrown in a small army of professionals; but, as it turned out, you’d selected one of the first hotels we hit with your pictures and name. The name was no help. The pictures were. That identification came high, and the suite keys higher, but we got both. We were taking you out of there minutes later.”


  “What was hotel security doing all that time?”


  Wrann grinned. “Looking the other way. Amazing, isn’t it, in a fine establishment like that? Enough money usually does it. You were very expensive, Miss Argee. But my employer hasn’t complained. And now we’ve almost reached our destination. Feel able to walk?”


  Trigger moved her elbows. “If you’ll take this thing off me.”


  “In a moment.” The detective helped her stand up, nodded at a passage behind them. “We had a comfortable little cell ready for you, but I was keeping you up front as long as you were in trouble and conceivably could need emergency treatment to pull you through. You’ll find drinking water in the cell. If you’ll do me the favor, you might straighten yourself out a bit then, before I hand you over at the satellite. You look rather rumpled.”


  She nodded. “All right. Did you bring along my makeup kit?”


  “I brought along whatever you had at the hotel,” Wrann said. “But I was told to keep your property together. You’ll find a kit in the cell.” There were two barred cells then, facing each other at the end of the passage. Trigger stopped short when she saw who was in one of them. Wrann chuckled.


  “Surprise, eh?” he said. “My employer also wants to see Mr. Blethro. Mr. Blethro was reluctant to make the trip. But here he is.”


  He unlocked the door to the other cell and slid it back, while Blethro stared coldly at Trigger. Wrann motioned her in, shut the door and locked it. “Now, if you’ll back up to the bars—”


  Trigger moved up to the door, and Wrann reached through the bars, unfastened the belt from around her waist and freed her wrists. “If you need anything, call out,” he said. “Otherwise I’ll be back after we’ve docked.” He went off down the passage to the front of the yacht.


  Trigger drank a cup of water thoughtfully, returned to the cell door. Blethro sat on a chair, moody regard fixed on the floor. The yellow moustache drooped. She heard Wrann say something to the pilot in the forward compartment. The pilot laughed.


  “Blethro!” Trigger said softly.


  Blethro gave her a brief, unpleasant glance, resumed his study of the floor.


  Trigger said, “Are you in trouble with whoever it is we’re being taken to see?”


  Blethro growled something impolite.


  “It is my business,” Trigger said. “I know how we can get out of this. Both of us.”


  He lifted his head, moustache twitching with sudden interest. “How?”


  “You heard what Wrann said about that knockout stuff they used on me?”


  “Some of it,” Blethro acknowledged. “I heard you earlier.”


  “Oh? What were the sound effects?”


  Blethro considered, watching her. “Someone choking to death. Gasps— hoarse! Groaning, too.”


  “Fine!” said Trigger. “And I’ll now have some dandy convulsions right here in this cell. As soon as I start, yell for Wrann. If I can get his gun and keys, we’ll go after the pilot next.”


  Blethro stared at her a moment longer, grinned abruptly.


  “Why not?” he said. “I’ve become inconvenient to them—I’ve got nothing to lose.” He stood up, came over to the bars of his cell. “You might even do it! But you’d better be quick. Wrann’s a tough boy—tougher than he looks.”


  Trigger raked fingernails down the side of her face and dropped to the floor. Blethro bellowed, “Wrann! Better have a look at that girl! She’s throwing a fit or something!”


  Footsteps pounded along the passage before he finished. Trigger, contorting, eyes drawn wide, clutching her throat, breath rasping, heard Wrann’s shocked curse. Then the bars rattled as the cell door slid open. Wrann came down on his knees beside her, reaching for an inner coat pocket.


  Trigger’s right hand speared stiffly into his throat. Wrann’s head jerked back. She turned up on her left elbow, slashed her hand edge across the bridge of his nose, saw his eyes glaze, gripped his head in both hands, hauled him down across her and rammed his skull against the floor. Wrann made a gurgling sound.


  Stunned but not out. His gun first—and she had it, hearing the pilot call, “Need some help back there, Wrann?” and Blethro’s, “Naw—he’s handling her all right!” as she squirmed out from under Wrann’s weight and got to her knees. Wrann clamped a hand around her ankle then, pushing himself up from the floor; and she twisted around and laid the gun barrel along the side of his head. That was enough for Wrann. He dropped back, face down; and Trigger came to her feet.


  She went quickly over to the cell door, Blethro watching in silence. Wrann’s key was in the lock. Trigger took it out, glanced along the passage. She couldn’t see the pilot from the door; but he could see the passage and anyone in it if he was at the console and happened to look around. She whispered, “Catch!” and Blethro nodded quickly and comprehendingly and put a big cupped hand out between the bars. She tossed the key over to him. He caught it. A moment later, he had his cell door unlocked and drew it cautiously open far enough to let him through.


  They slipped out into the passage together. The pilot sat at his console, back turned toward them. Blethro muttered, “Better let me take the gun!”


  “I can handle it.” Trigger eased off the gun’s safety, indicated Wrann. “Lock him in if you can do it quietly. But wait till I’m in the control section!”


  She started off down the passage without waiting for his reply. She wasn’t exactly trusting Blethro. Her own gun would have been preferable, but if her luck held, shooting wouldn’t be necessary anyway. The magenta sun was sliding upward out of the yacht’s screen; the pilot was using his instruments. She came up steadily behind him.


  He reached out, pulled over a lever, then leaned back in his chair and stretched. “Wrann?” he called lazily. He turned, beginning to get out of the chair, saw Trigger ten feet away, gun pointed. He stared.


  “Get up slowly!” she told him. “That’s right. Now keep your hands up and go over to the wall.”


  She knew Blethro had entered the compartment; now he came into view on her right. He grinned. “I’ll check him.”


  The pilot shook his head, began to laugh. “Damndest thing I’ve seen in a while! Awake five minutes, and you almost had the ship!”


  “Almost?” said Trigger.


  “Look at the screen.”


  She looked. The screen was blank. “Ship power went off just now,” the pilot explained. “We’re riding a beam.”


  Trigger said, “Check him out, Blethro!” Then, some moments later: “Where’s your gun? You’re bound to have one.”


  The pilot shrugged. “You’re welcome to it! That drawer over there.” Blethro jerked open the drawer, took out the gun. “Now,” Trigger said, “we have two guns on you, and we’re in a bad jam. Don’t be foolish! Sit down at the console, switch ship power back on and break us out of that beam. And don’t tell me you can’t do it!”


  “I am telling you that.” The pilot settled himself in the control chair.


  “I’ll go through any motions you like. Nothing will happen. You can check for yourself. The people here don’t want anyone barging in on them under power, so the satellite’s overriding my console now, and we’ll stay on their beam till it docks us. Sorry, but this simply hasn’t done you any good!”


  After a minute or two, it became evident that he’d told the truth. Blethro had begun to sweat. Trigger said, “How long before we dock?” The pilot looked at a chronometer. “Should be another six minutes.”


  “Wrann brought a handbag of mine on board along with a box. Where did he put the bag?”


  “There’s a bulkhead cabinet beside the passage entry,” the pilot told her. “It’s not locked. The bag’s in there.”


  “All right,” Trigger said. “Get out of the chair. Blethro, put on his uniform. Hurry! If he’s got a cap, put that on, too. I’ll get my gun.”


  The pilot climbed out of the chair. Blethro frowned. “What’ll that do for us?”


  “We dock,” Trigger said. “We come out. For a moment anyway, they may think you’re the pilot. I’m a prisoner. We’ll have three guns. We may be able to knock out the override controls and take off again.”


  The pilot shook his head. “That won’t do you any good either.” Blethro grimaced, baring his teeth. “It can’t hurt! They’re dumping me, friend!” He jerked his gun. “The uniform off! Fast!”


  There was a faint hissing sound.


  Startled, Trigger looked around. Sudden scent of not-quite-perfume— Oh, no! Not again!


  The pilot spread his hands, almost apologetically. “They don’t take chances! We might as well sit down.” He did. Blethro was staggering backwards; the gun fell from his hand. Trigger stood braced for an instant against the armrest of the control chair, felt herself slide down beside it, while the pilot’s voice seemed to go on, drawing slowly off into distance: “. . . told you . . . it . . . would . . . do . . . no . . .”


  IV


  Again she came awake.


  This was a gradual process at first: the expanding half-awareness of awakening—a well-rested, comfortable feeling. But then came sudden knowledge of being in a dangerous situation. There was a shield which guarded her mind, and that now had drawn tight as if it sensed something it didn’t like. Full recollection returned as she opened her eyes.


  She was in a day-bright room of medium size with colored crystal walls, unfurnished except for a carpet and the couch on which she lay. The day-brightness wasn’t the natural kind; the room had no windows or viewscreens. There was one rather small square scarlet door which was closed. The room was silent aside from the minor sounds made by her own motions and breathing. She wasn’t wearing the clothes she’d had on but a short-sleeved sweater of soft gray material, and slacks of the same material which ended in comfortably fitting boots.


  Probably, though not necessarily, she was on the solar satellite which had hauled in the unpowered yacht with its unconscious pilot and passengers. Rasolmen was an open system. It had no planets and very little space debris. It did have, however, a sizable human population whose satellites circled the magnificent sun along their charted courses, as occasional retreats or permanent residences of people who liked and could afford that style of living. Large yachts sometimes joined them for a few weeks or a year. There was almost no commercial shipping in the system beyond that which tended to the requirements of the satellite dwellers.


  If the purpose had been only to silence her, it would have been simpler to kill her than to bring her here. So they must want to find out how much she’d learned about their operation, and whether she’d talked to others before she was caught.


  It seemed a decidedly sticky situation, but she wasn’t improving it by lying where she was until someone came to get her. Trigger got off the couch and went over to the scarlet door. There was a handle. She turned it, and the door swung open into a dark corridor with walls and floor of polished gray mineral in which there were flickering glitters. She moved out into the corridor.


  Not many yards away, the corridor opened on a room which seemed to be of considerable size. Through the room poured a river of soundless fires, cascading down through the air, vanishing into the carpeting.


  Trigger stood watching the phenomenon. Its colors changed, sometimes gradually, sometimes in quick ripples and swirls, shifting from yellow through pink and green to sapphire blue or the rich magenta blaze of the Rasolmen sun. No suggestion of heat or cold came from the room, no crackle of energy. It seemed simply a visual display.


  She started cautiously toward the room. There was no other way to go; the corridor ended beside the door through which she’d come. Immediately, the flow shifted direction, surged toward her and became a fiery wall, barring her from the room.


  Less sure now that it was only a display, Trigger waited, ready to retreat through the door. But when nothing more happened, she moved forward again. Again the phenomenon responded. It blurred, reformed as a vortex, lines of dazzling color spiraling swiftly inward to a central point which seemed to recede farther from her with every step she took. Trigger shook her head irritably. There was a strong hypnotic effect to that whirling mass of light. For a moment, she’d come to a stop, staring into it, her purpose beginning to fade from her mind. But warned now, she went on.


  And the vortex in turn drew back, away from her, freeing the entry to the room. Once more it changed, became the descending river of fire it had first appeared to be. Faces and shapes came sweeping down with the flow, sometimes seen distinctly, sometimes only as dim outlines within it. They whipped past, now beautiful, now horrible, growing more menacing as Trigger came closer. Then another abrupt blurring; and what took form was a squat anthropoid demon, mottled and hairless, with narrow pointed ears, standing in the room. He wasn’t as tall as Trigger, but he seemed almost as broad as he was tall; and his slanted cat eyes were fixed avidly on her. The image was realistic enough to give her a start of fright and revulsion. Then, as she reached the room, it simply vanished. There was a musical giggle on her right.


  “You’re hard to scare, Trigger!”


  “Why were you trying to scare me?” Trigger asked.


  “Oh, just for fun!”


  She might be twelve or thirteen years old. A slender, beautiful child with long blond hair and laughing blue eyes. She closed the instrument she’d been operating, an instrument about which Trigger hadn’t been able to make out much except that it seemed to have multiple keyboards.


  “I’m Perr Hasta,” she announced. “They told me to watch you until you woke up, and I’ve been watching almost an hour and you were still just lying there, and it was sort of boring. So I started playing with my image-maker, and then you did wake up, and I wanted to see if I could scare you. Did I?”


  “For a moment at the end,” Trigger admitted. “You have quite an imagination!”


  Perr Hasta seemed to find that amusing. She chuckled.


  “By the way,” Trigger went on, “who are ‘they’ ?”


  “They’re Torai and Attuk,” said Perr Hasta. “And don’t ask me next who Torai and Attuk are because I told them when you woke up, and I’m to take you to see them now. They can tell you.”


  “Do you live here on the satellite?” Trigger asked as they started toward a doorway.


  “How do you know you’re on the satellite?” Perr said. “That was hours ago they brought you there. They could have taken you somewhere else afterwards.”


  “Yes, I suppose so.”


  Perr smiled. “Well, you are still on the satellite. But don’t think you can make me take you to a boat lock. Torai is watching you now, and we’d just run into force screens somewhere. She’s anxious to talk to you.”


  “I wouldn’t want to disappoint her,” Trigger said.


  Attuk was a rather large, healthy-looking man with squared features and a quite bald head, who dressed with casual elegance and gave the impression of enjoying life thoroughly. Torai appeared past middle age—a brown-skinned woman with a handsome face and fine dark eyes. Her clothes and hair style were severe, but her long fingers glittered with numerous rings. Something ornate, which might have been a musical instrument in the general class of a flute, or perhaps a functional computer control rod, hung by a satin strap from her belt. Trigger decided it was a computer control rod.


  A place had been set for Trigger at a small table near the center of the room, and refreshments put out-fruit, a chilled soup, a variety of breads, two loaves of meat. The utensils included a sizable carving knife.


  The others weren’t eating. They sat in chairs around the wide green and gold room, which had a number of doors and passages leading from it. Torai was closest to Trigger, some fifteen feet away and a little to Trigger’s left. Perr Hasta, beyond Torai, had tilted her chair back against the wall, feet supported by one of the rungs. Attuk was farthest, on Trigger’s right, beside a picture window with an animated seascape at which he gazed when he wasn’t watching Trigger.


  “I had the impression,” Torai remarked, “that you recognized me as soon as you saw me.”


  Trigger nodded. “Torai Sebaloun. I’ve seen pictures of you. I’ve heard you’re one of the wealthiest women on Orado.”


  “No doubt I am,” Torai said. “And Attuk and Perr Hasta are my associates in the Sebaloun enterprises, though the fact isn’t generally known.”


  “I see.” Trigger sliced a sliver of meat from one of the loaves and nibbled at it.


  “You created something of a problem for us, you know,” Torai went on. “In fact, it seemed at first that it might turn into a decidedly serious problem. But we moved in time, and had some good fortune in those critical first few hours besides. You’ve talked freely meanwhile and told us what we needed to know. You don’t remember that, of course, because at the time you weren’t aware of doing it. At any rate, there’s nothing to point to us now—not even for the Psychology Service’s investigators.”


  Trigger said, “I’ve seen something of the Service’s methods of investigation. Perhaps you shouldn’t feel too sure of yourself.”


  Attuk grunted. “I must agree with our guest on that point!”


  “No,” Torai said. “We’re really quite safe.” She smiled at Trigger. “Attuk favors having Telzey Amberdon picked up, to find out what she can tell us about the Service’s search for you. But we aren’t going to try it.”


  “It would be a sensible precaution,” Attuk observed, looking out at the restlessly stirring seascape. “We could have a new mercenary group hired, with the usual safeguards, to do the job. If anything went wrong, we still wouldn’t be involved.”


  Torai said dryly, “I’d be more concerned if nothing went wrong and she were delivered safely to our private place!” She looked at Trigger. “We obtained a dossier on Amberdon, as we previously had on you. What we found in it hardly seemed disturbing. But what you’ve told us about her is a different matter. It appears it would be a serious mistake to try to maintain control over a person of that kind.”


  Attuk made a disparaging gesture. “A mind reader, a psi! They can be handled. I’ve done it before.”


  “Well, you are not having that particular mind reader brought to the satellite for handling!” Torai told him. “The information we might get from her isn’t worth the risk. She can’t harm us as long as we keep well away from her. My decision on that is final. To get back to you, Trigger. Your interference made it necessary to terminate the very lucrative Marell operation at once. Now that it’s known such a world exists, we can’t afford to retain any connections with it.”


  Trigger said evenly, “I’m glad about that part, at least! You three have all the money you can use. You had no possible excuse for exploiting the Marells. They’re as human as you are.”


  They stared at her a moment. Then Attuk grinned and Perr Hasta chortled gleefully.


  “That’s where you’re mistaken,” said Torai Sebaloun.


  Trigger shook her head. “I don’t think so.”


  “Oh, but truly you are! The Marells may be human enough. We aren’t.”


  The statement was made so casually that for a moment it seemed to have almost no meaning. Then there was a crawling between Trigger’s shoulder blades. She looked at the smiling faces in turn. “Then what are you?” she asked.


  Torai said, “It may sound strange, but I don’t know what I am. My memory never goes back more than fifty or sixty years. The past fades out behind me. I keep permanent records to inform me of past things I should know about but have forgotten. And even the earliest of those records show that I didn’t know then what I was. I may have forgotten that very long ago.” She looked over at Attuk. “Attuk isn’t what I am, and neither is Perr Hasta. And neither of them is what the other is. But certainly none of us is human.”


  She paused, perhaps expectantly. But then, when Trigger remained silent, she went on. “It shouldn’t be surprising, really. A vast culture like this one touches thousands of other worlds, often without discovering much about them. And it alerts and attracts other beings who can live comfortably on its riches without revealing themselves. An obvious form of concealment, of course, is to adopt or imitate the human form. With intelligence and experience and sufficiently long lives, such intruders can learn in time to make more effective use of the human culture than most humans ever do.”


  Trigger cleared her throat, then: “There’s something about this,” she remarked, “that doesn’t fit what you’re telling me.”


  “Oh?” Torai said. “What is it?”


  “Torai Sebaloun herself. The Sebaloun family goes back for generations. It was a great financial house when the War Centuries ended. It’s less prominent now, of course, but Torai must have been born normally. Her identification patterns must be on record. She must have grown up normally. Where a member of the Sebaloun family was involved, nothing else could possibly have escaped attention. So how could she be at the same time a long-lived alien who doesn’t remember what it really is?”


  Torai said, “You’re right in assuming that Torai Sebaloun was born and matured normally. I sought her out when she was eighteen years old. I’d been watching her for some time. She was a beautiful woman, in perfect health, intelligent as were almost all members of the Sebaloun line, and wealthy in her own right, not to mention her family’s great wealth. So I became Torai Sebaloun.”


  “How?”


  “I transferred my personality to her. The body I’d been using previously died. I forced out Torai’s personality. I acquired her body, her brain and nervous system, with its established habit patterns and memories. I was Torai Sebaloun then, and I let the world grow gradually accustomed to the various modifications I wanted to make in its image of her. There were no problems. There never are.


  “That’s how I exist. I’m a personality. I take bodies and use them for a while. Before I discovered human beings, I was using other bodies. I know that much. And when my host body no longer seems satisfactory, I start looking around for a new one. I’m very selective about that nowadays, as I can afford to be! I want only the best.”


  She smiled at Trigger. “Of late, I’ve been looking again. I was on Orado when you took my property from Blethro. Since he’s shown himself to be a most capable individual, I was interested in the fact that you’d been able to do it. As soon as we had your name, I was supplied with a dossier on you. I found that even more interesting, though it left a number of questions unanswered. So I had you brought to our satellite to make sure of what I’d come across. You’ve had a medical examination during the past hours, which confirms that you’re in superior physical condition. Our interrogation revealed other excellencies. In short, I find no disqualifying flaw in you.”


  Trigger glanced at the other two. They had the expressions of detachedly interested listeners.


  She told Torai carefully, “Perhaps you’d better go on looking! There are obvious reasons why it wouldn’t be advisable for you to try to take over my identity.”


  “No, I couldn’t do that,” Torai agreed. “So this time we’ll create a new one. Your appearance will be surgically altered. So will your identification patterns. And, of course, I don’t intend to give up the Sebaloun empire. All the necessary arrangements were made some while ago. Torai is the last of her family, and her sole heiress is a young protégé to whom the world will be gradually introduced after Torai’s death. All that remained then was to find the protégé. And now—”


  Torai broke off.


  Barely fifteen feet between them, Trigger had been thinking. She could be out of her chair and across that distance in an instant. Attuk sat a good eight yards away. Perr Hasta, relaxed, chair tilted back against the wall, could do nothing to interfere.


  Then, with the carving knife held against the brown neck of Torai Sebaloun, and Torai herself held clamped back against Trigger, they could bargain. Torai was in charge here; and whether it was insanity that had been speaking or an entity which, in fact, could make another’s body its own, Torai obviously placed a high value on her life. She could keep it, on Trigger’s conditions.


  So, as Torai seemed about to conclude the outline of her plans for Trigger, Trigger came out of the chair.


  She’d almost reached Torai when something stopped her. It was neither solid barrier nor energy screen; there was no jolt, no impact—all she felt was its effect. She could come no closer to Torai, whose face showed startled consternation and who’d raised her hands defensively. Instead, she was being forced steadily away. Then she was lifted into the air, held suspended several feet above the carpet, and something pulled at her right arm, drawing it straight out to the side. She realized the pull was on the blade of the knife she still held; and she let go of it, which was preferable to getting her fingers broken or having her arm hauled out of its socket by what she knew now must be an interacting set of tractor beams. The knife was flicked away and dropped lightly to the surface of the little lunch table.


  Torai Sebaloun was smiling again. Her hands remained slightly raised, fingers curled, knuckles turned forward, toward Trigger; and all those glittering rings on her fingers clearly had a solid functional purpose.


  “Quick! Oh, she was quick!” Perr Hasta was saying delightedly. “You were right about her, Torai!”


  “Yes, I was right.” Torai didn’t turn her eyes away from Trigger. “And still she was almost able to take me by surprise! Trigger, it was obvious from what we’d learned about you that at some early moment you’d try to make me your hostage. Well, you’ve tried!”


  Her fingers shifted. Trigger was carried back across the room, still held clear of the carpet, lowered and set on the edge of a couch against the far wall. The intangible beam complex released her suddenly; and Torai dropped her hands and stood up.


  “The transfer is made easier by suitable preparations,” she said, “and they’ve now begun. It’s why I told you what I did. A personality that knows what is happening is more readily expelled than one which has remained unaware and unsuspecting until the last moment. You may not yet believe it’s going to happen, but you won’t be able to avoid thinking about it; and that’s enough to provide a satisfactory level of uncertainty. Meanwhile, be at liberty to discover how helpless you are here, in fact, in every way. I’ll be engaged in sensitizing myself to the personal articles I had brought to the satellite with you.”


  Perr Hasta also had come to her feet. “Then I can go to Blethro now?”


  Torai shrugged. “Why not?”


  She turned toward a door. Perr Hasta darted across the room to another door, pulled it open and was gone through it. Attuk got out of his chair, glanced at Trigger and smiled lazily as he started toward a hallway.


  Somewhat incredulously, Trigger realized that they were leaving her here by herself. She watched Torai open the door, got a brief glimpse of the room beyond it before Torai shut it again. Attuk had gone off down the hall.


  She looked around. The lunch table was sinking through the richly patterned carpet, accompanied by the chair she’d used. Both were gone before she could make a move to recover the knife. The seascape Attuk had studied shut itself off. The chair on which Torai had been sitting followed the example of the lunch table. The one used by Perr Hasta moved ten feet out from the wall, did a sharp quarter turn to the left and remained where it was. The green and gold room was rearranging itself, now that three of its four occupants had left.


  Possibly she didn’t rate as an occupant of sufficient significance to be considered. Trigger got up from the couch and started toward the door left open by Perr Hasta. She glanced around as she got there. The couch had flattened down and was withdrawing into the wall.


  From the doorway, she looked out at a vast sweep of wilderness—a plain dotted with sparse growth, lifting gradually to a distant mountain range. Somewhat more than a hundred yards away, Perr Hasta was running lightly toward a great sloping boulder. A dark rectangle at the base of the boulder suggested a recessed entrance.


  Blethro was there? What was this place?


  Perr Hasta could answer that. Trigger set off in pursuit.


  She checked almost at once. For an instant, as she came through the door, she’d had the impression of the curving walls of a large metallic domed structure, in which the door was set, on either side of her. Then the impression vanished; and, looking back in momentary bewilderment, she saw neither structure nor door, but only the continuation of the great plain on which she stood.


  No time to ponder it. Perr Hasta already was halfway to the boulder. Trigger started out again—and, within a hundred steps, she again slowed to a stop, rather abruptly. What halted her this time was the sudden appearance of a sheet of soft, rosy light in the air directly ahead. She’d come up to a force screen. And the whole view beyond the screen had blurred out.


  V


  When she passed through the door leading from the green and gold room, she’d entered a maze, a series of stage settings blending a little of what was real with much more that was projected illusion. To the eye, the blending was undetectable, and other senses were played upon as skillfully. Force screens formed the dividing walls of the maze, unnoticed until one reached them, responding then with a soft glow which extended a few feet to right and left. Trigger would turn sideways to such a screen, feeling its slick coolness under her fingertips, and move on along it, accompanied by the glow. Perhaps within a dozen yards, the screen would be gone, and she’d find herself in another part of the maze with a different set of illusions about her—and, presently, other force screens to turn her in new directions.


  She’d simply kept moving at first, trying to walk her way out, while she watched for anything that might be an indication to the pattern of the maze. One point became apparent immediately. She couldn’t go back the way she had come; the maze’s transfer mechanisms operated only in one direction. She passed through a forest glade where a light rain dewed her hair and sweater, and a minute later, was walking along the crest of a barren hill at night, seeing what might be city lights in the distance, while thunder growled overhead. Then a swamp steamed on either side and sent fog drifting across her path. Sounds accompanied her— animal voices, an ominous rustling in a thicket, sudden loud splashes. Something else soon became established: nothing had been left lying carelessly around here that might be considered a weapon. Trigger saw stones of handy size and broken branches, but they were illusion. Vegetation that wasn’t illusion was artificial stuff which bent but wouldn’t break. She hadn’t been able to pull off even a leaf or pry loose a tuft of springy moss.


  The settings presently took on an increasingly bizarre aspect. A grotesquely costumed bloated corpse swung by its neck from a tree branch, turning slowly as Trigger went by below. Immediately afterwards, she was in a place where she saw multiple replicas of herself all about, placed in other scenes. In one, she swayed in death beside the bloated horror, suspended from the same branch. In another, she strode across a desert, unaware of a gaunt gray shape moving behind her. An on-the-spot computer composition, initiated by her appearance in this part of the maze—


  A few minutes later, she sat down on a simulated beach. There was nothing bizarre here. The white sand was real, and water appeared to sweep lazily up it not many yards away. Sea smells were in the windy air; and there were faint sounds which seemed to come from flying creatures circling far out above the water.


  The maze section she’d just emerged from was one she’d passed through before. The illusion view had been new, but she’d recognized the formation of the ground. And when she’d gone through it before, she hadn’t come out on the beach.


  So the maze wasn’t a static construction. The illusion views could be varied and exchanged, and there might be easily thousands of such views available. The positions of force screens and transfer points could be shifted, and had begun to be shifted. The actual area of the maze might be quite limited; and still she could be kept moving around in it indefinitely. If she came near an exit point, she could be deflected past it back into the maze. In fact, nobody needed to be watching to take care of that. The controlling computer would maneuver her about readily enough if that was intended.


  Whatever purpose such an arrangement served the satellite’s owners, it was no friendly one. The multiple-image area showed malice; a number of displays were meant to shock and frighten. Others must have walked in the maze before this, bewildered and mystified, while their reactions were observed. She’d been tricked into entering it as she attempted to follow Perr Hasta, perhaps to reduce her resistance and make her more easy to handle.


  At any rate, she had to get out. The satellite was a complex machine; the machine had controls. The smaller the staff employed by Torai Sebaloun—and there’d been no indications of any staff so far—the more intricate the controls must be. Somewhere such a system was vulnerable. But she had no more chance here to discover its vulnerabilities and try to change the situation in her favor than she would have had behind locked doors.


  Therefore, do nothing. Stay here, appear reasonably relaxed. If somebody was studying her reactions as seemed likely, that couldn’t be too satisfactory; and if they wanted to prod further reactions out of her, they’d have to make some new move. Possibly one she could turn to her advantage.


  “Hello, Trigger!” said Perr Hasta. The Symbiotes


  Trigger looked around. The blond child figure stood a dozen feet away.


  “Where did you come from?” Trigger asked.


  Perr nodded at a stand of bushes uphill, which Trigger had reason to consider part of the beach scene’s illusion setup. “I saw you from there and thought I’d come find out what you were doing,” Perr said.


  “A short while ago,” Trigger remarked, “there was a force screen between that place and this.”


  Perr smiled. “There still is! But there’s a way around the screen if you know just where to turn—which isn’t where you’d think you should turn.”


  She sat down in the sand, companionably close to Trigger. “I’ve been thinking about you,” she said. “There’s an odd thing you have that didn’t want you to be hypnotized.”


  Which seemed to be a reference to the Old Galactic mind shield. Trigger didn’t intend to discuss that, though she might already have told them about it. “I’ve never been easy to hypnotize,” she said.


  “Hm-m-m,” said Perr. “Well, we’ll see what happens. You’re certainly unusual!” She smiled. “I was hoping Torai would let Attuk bring your psi friend here. It should have been an interesting situation.”


  “No doubt.”


  “Of course, Attuk doesn’t really care what Telzey knows,” Perr went on. “Her dossier shows what she looks like, and Attuk forms these sudden attachments. He can be quite irresponsible then. He formed a strong attachment to you, too—but you’re Torai’s! So Attuk’s been sulking.” She chuckled.


  Trigger looked at her. The three of them might be deranged. “What kind of being is he?” she asked, as casually as she could.


  “Attuk?” Perr shrugged. “Well, he is what he is. I don’t know what it’s called. A crude creature, at any rate, with crude tastes. He even likes to eat human flesh. Isn’t that disgusting?”


  “Yes, I’d call it disgusting,” Trigger said after a moment.


  “He says there was a time when he had human worshipers who brought him human sacrifices,” Perr said. “Perhaps that’s when he developed his tastes. I’m sure he’d like it to be that way again, but it’s not so easy to arrange now. So he makes himself useful to Torai and she keeps him around.”


  “How is he useful to her?” Trigger asked.


  “This way and that,” said Perr. “What are you, Perr?”


  Perr smiled, shook her head. “I never tell anyone. But I’ll show you what I do, if you like. Would you? We’d have to leave the playground.”


  “This is the playground?” Trigger said.


  “That’s what we call it.”


  “Where would we go?”


  “To the residence.”


  “Where I was before?”


  “Yes.”


  Trigger stood up. “Lead the way!”


  Getting out of the maze without running into force screens was, as Perr Hasta had indicated, apparently a matter of knowing where to turn. The turning points weren’t detectably marked and there seemed to be no pattern to the route, but in less than two minutes they’d reached an open doorway with a room beyond. They went through and closed the door. There was nothing illusory about the room. They were back in the residence.


  “Torai controls the satellite from the residence?” Trigger asked.


  Perr gave her a glance. “Well, usually that’s where she is. But she could control it from almost anywhere on it.”


  “Ordinarily that’s done from a computer room.”


  “We go through here, Trigger. No, hardly anyone goes to the computer room. Only when something needs adjusting or repairs. Then Torai has someone brought out to do it.”


  “You mean you don’t have a computer technician on hand?” Trigger said. “What would happen to the satellite if your main computer broke down?”


  “Goodness. There’re three main computers. Any one of them could keep the satellite going perfectly by itself—and they’re hardly likely to break down all together, are they? Here we are!” Perr stopped at a passage door and slid back a panel covering a transparent section in the upper part. “There! That’s what I do, Trigger.”


  The room was small and bare. Blethro sat on a bench with his back against the wall, facing the door. His hands were loosely folded in his lap. His head lolled to the side, and a thread of spittle hung from a comer of his mouth. His eyes were fixed on the door, but he gave no sign of being aware of visitors.


  “What have you done to him?” Trigger said after a moment.


  Perr winked at her.


  “I drank what Torai would call his personality,” she said. “Oh, not all of it, or he’d be dead. I left him a little. He can sit there like that or stand, or even walk if he’s told to. But I took most.”


  Drugs could account for Blethro’s condition, but Trigger felt a shiver of eeriness.


  “Why did you do it?” she asked.


  “Why not? It was a kindness really. They weren’t going to let Blethro live. He’s Attuk’s meat. But that won’t bother him now.” Perr Hasta slid the window shut. “Besides, that’s what I do: absorb personalities or whatever it is that’s there and different in everybody. Some seem barely worthwhile, of course, but I may take them while I’m waiting for a prime one to come along. Or I’ll sip a bit here and there. That’s barely noticeable. I’m not greedy, and when I find something that should be a really unusual treat, I can be oh-so-patient until the time comes for it! But then I have a real feast!” She smiled. “Would you like me to show you where the computer room is?”


  Trigger cleared her throat. “Why do you want to show me that?”


  “Because I think you want to know. Not that it’s likely to do you much good. But we’ll see. It’s this way, Trigger.”


  They went along the passage. Perr glanced sideways up at Trigger. “Blethro wasn’t much,” she remarked. “But you have a personality I think I’d remember for a long, long time.”


  “Well, keep away from it,” Trigger said.


  “That odd mind thing of yours couldn’t stop me,” Perr told her.


  “Perhaps not. There might be other ways to stop you.”


  Perr laughed delightedly. “We’ll see how everything goes! We turn here now. And that’s the passage that leads to the computer room. The room’s probably locked though—”


  She took a step to the side as she spoke, and a door that hadn’t been noticeable in the wall was suddenly open, and Perr Hasta was going through it. Trigger reached for her an instant too late. She had a glimpse of the smiling child face turned back to her as the door closed soundlessly. And even before she touched it, Trigger felt quite sure there’d be no way in which she could reopen that door. Its outline had disappeared again, and there was nothing to distinguish it from the rest of the passage wall.


  VI


  There was another door at the end of the passage Perr Hasta had said led to the computer room. The computer room might very well lie behind it. It was a massive-looking door; and while there were no visible indications of locks, it couldn’t be budged.


  Its location, at any rate, was something to keep in mind. And now, before she ran into interference, she’d better go through as much of the residence area as possible to see what useful articles or information it might provide.


  The search soon became frustrating. The place seemed to be laid out like a large house with wings, extending through a number of satellite levels. Some of the doors she came to along the passages and halls wouldn’t open. Others did. The rooms they disclosed were of such widely varying styles that this might have been almost a museum, rather than a living place furnished to someone’s individual preferences. As a rule, very little of the furnishing would be in sight when Trigger first came into a room; but it began to emerge from walls and flooring then, presenting itself for use. The computers were aware of her whereabouts.


  Unfortunately, they weren’t concerned with her needs of the moment. Nothing they offered was going to be of any help on the Sebaloun satellite. There must be some way of controlling the processes, but she didn’t know what it was. Verbal instructions produced no effect.


  She came back presently to the green and gold room to which she’d been conducted when she came awake. The door through which Torai had gone was closed. Trigger glanced at it, went to the passage along which Attuk had disappeared. The first door she opened there showed a fully furnished room. Something like an ornate bird cage with a polished black nesting box inside was fastened to one wall about five feet above the floor; and standing in the cage, grasping a bar in either hand, and gazing wide-eyed at Trigger as she peered around the door, was Salgol.


  She came quickly inside, drew the door shut and went to the cage. “Where are Smee and Runderin?”


  Salgol nodded at the box. “In there. They’re afraid of these people!”


  “I don’t blame them.” Trigger gave him a low-voiced condensed account of her experiences. Runderin and Smee came out of the box while she was talking, and Salgol passed the information on in the Marell language. “Do you think they really aren’t human?” he asked.


  “I don’t know what to think,” Trigger admitted. “So far I’ve seen no evidence for it. But at any rate, it’s a bad situation because they control the satellite. They may not intend to harm you three physically.”


  “We’d still be prisoners, and that’s bad enough,” Salgol said. “Isn’t there something we can do to help?”


  “There might be. Let’s see if I can open the cage lock.”


  The lock wouldn’t open, but Trigger found she could bend the bars with her hands. She pried two of them far enough apart to let Salgol squeeze through. “Now,” she said, “I know where Torai probably is keeping my gun. If you found it, do you think you could move it?”


  “Perhaps not by myself. But two of us could.” Salgol spoke to his companions. They replied quickly in voices like miniature flutes. “They both want to help,” he told Trigger.


  “Good. But if two of you can handle the gun, one of them will help best by staying in the cage.”


  “Why that?”


  “To make it seem you’re all still there, in case someone comes into the room.”


  Salgol spoke to his companions again, reported, “Runderin will come. She’s the stronger. Smee will stay.”


  Runderin peeled out of her colorful but cumbersome outer clothes, and Salgol took off his purple coat. They arranged the clothing in the sleep box so it could be seen indistinctly by someone looking into the cage. Then the two squirmed out between the bent bars, and Trigger set them on the floor. She squeezed the bars back into place, gave Smee, who was now sitting on display in front of the box and looking rather forlorn, a reassuring smile, and left the room with two Marells tucked under her sweater.


  The reduced furnishings in the green and gold room would have given her no place to hide; but Salgol and Runderin were quickly concealed behind chair cushions near the door Torai had used. From what Torai had said, Trigger’s personal belongings should be in the room beyond the door. If she came out and left the door open, the two would try to get the gun as soon as she was out of sight. If they found it, they’d hide it and wait for an opportunity to let Trigger know where it was.


  With the gun, she might start to even up the odds around here rather quickly.


  Trigger resumed her wary prowling. The Sebaloun residence remained silent. In empty-seeming rooms, the satellite’s mechanisms responded to her presence and produced the room equipment for inspection. She inspected, went on.


  Then a door let her into a wide low hall. Not far ahead, the hall turned to the right; and on the far side of the turn was another door. Trigger stood listening a moment before she went down the hall, leaving the door open behind her. Thirty feet beyond the turn, the hall was open on a garden. She glanced over at it, went to the door in the far wall, and found it locked.


  She’d had no intention of checking the garden, nor did she go into the branch of the hall that led to it. It seemed too likely it would prove to be another trick entry point to their playground maze. But as she came back to the door by which she’d entered the hall, she found it blocked by a force screen’s glow.


  It sent a jolt of consternation through her, though it had been obvious that the satellite’s masters would act sooner or later to limit her freedom of motion. But if the only exit from the hall was now the garden, and if the garden was in fact part of the maze, she’d been driven back to her starting point. Venturing a second time into those shifting computer-controlled complexities would be like stepping deliberately into quicksand.


  She went part way down the branch of the hall and looked out at the garden from there. It was of moderate size, balanced and beautiful, laid out in formal lines. A high semicircular wall enclosed it; and above the wall was the milky glow of a light dome. There was no suggestion of illusory distances.


  It might be part of the residence, and not a trap. But Trigger decided she wouldn’t take a chance on it while she had a choice. If she stayed where she was, something or other must happen presently.


  And then something did happen.


  Abruptly, the figure of a man appeared on one of the garden paths, facing away from Trigger. He glanced quickly about, turned and took a few steps along the path before he caught sight of her.


  It was Wrann, the Sebaloun detective who’d engineered her kidnapping in the Orado City hotel.


  VII


  Trigger watched him approach. He showed marks of their encounter on the yacht—bruises around the eyes and a plastic bandage strip along the side of his head where she’d laid him out with the barrel of his gun. Wrann’s feelings toward her shouldn’t be the friendliest, but he was twisting his mouth into an approximation of a disarming grin as he came quickly through the garden toward her. He stepped up into the hall, stopping some twelve feet away. She relaxed slightly.


  “I’ll be as brief about this as I can,” he said. “My employers haven’t forgiven me for nearly letting you and Blethro get away. I’m in as bad a position as you two now! I suggest we consider ourselves allies.”


  “Somebody may be listening,” Trigger said.


  “Not here,” Wrann told her. “I know the place. But they may find out at any time that I’m no longer locked up and block our chance of escape. Minutes could make the difference!”


  “We have a chance of escape?”


  “At the moment,” he said impatiently. “The delivery yacht we arrived in has left. It never stays long. But there’s a separate spacelock where Sebaloun keeps her private cruiser. Unfortunately, I found an armed guard there. I didn’t expect it because they rarely allow personnel on the satellite when they’re here themselves. Sebaloun may have considered the circumstances unusual enough to have made an exception. At any rate, the man is there. I didn’t let him see me. He knows me and isn’t likely to know I’m no longer Sebaloun’s trusted employee. But he’d check with her before letting me into the lock. So I came back to get a weapon.”


  “You know where to find a weapon?”


  “I know where Attuk keeps his guns. It seemed worth the risk of being seen.”


  “It probably would be,” Trigger agreed. “But unless you can unlock that door over there, we can’t get into the residence from this hall. The other door’s sealed with a force screen. Or was, a few minutes ago, after I came out here.”


  Wrann looked startled. “Let’s check on that!”


  The force screen was still present; and Wrann said he didn’t have the equipment to unlock the other door. “I’m afraid we’ll have to forget about Attuk’s guns!”


  “Why?” said Trigger. “You know your way around here. Can’t we go to another entry to the residence?”


  Wrann shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to try it! The garden’s part of a mechanism they call their playground—”


  “I’ve been there,” Trigger said. “A maze effect.”


  “Yes, a maze effect. When somebody’s let into the maze unaccompanied by one of the residents, the controlling apparatus develops an awareness of the fact and begins to mislead and confuse the visitor.”


  “How did you get through it just now?”


  Wrann said, “I’ve been shown the way. I’ve had occasion to use it. And I didn’t stay in the playground long enough to activate the mechanisms significantly. Working around to another residence entry would be another matter!” He shook his head again. “We’d never make it!”


  Trigger said, “We do have to go through the playground to get to the lock?”


  “It’s the only way that isn’t blocked for us.” Wrann looked at her. “I can get us there! Between us, we shouldn’t need a weapon to take the guard.”


  “You’re Torai’s detective; I’m the prisoner, eh?”


  “Right. I’m to put you on the Sebaloun cruiser. You have your hands on your back. When we get to the guard, you create a diversion.” Wrann grinned sourly. “You’ll think of something! I jump the guard. We can be off the satellite two minutes later.”


  Leaving the Marells behind. Trigger said, “And then?”


  “We get in touch with the authorities immediately. I don’t want to give Sebaloun a chance to get off the satellite. With luck, we’ll be back with the law before she even knows we’re gone.”


  Trigger said, “Don’t you have a few things to hide yourself, Wrann?”


  “Normally I’d have enough to hide,” he agreed. “I understand your suspicions. But I have no choice! We’re dealing with very dangerous people, Miss Argee! How long do you think I’d live—or you, for that matter—if those three stay at large, and the Sebaloun money is looking for us? As of now, I’ll be glad to settle for Rehabilitation!”


  Trigger nodded. “All right. Let’s go! It could be a trap, of course.” Wrann looked startled. “What do you mean?”


  “That door mightn’t have been sealed because I was in the hall but because someone knew you were on your way back to the residence.”


  “I see. We’ll have to risk that.” Wrann added as they started down into the garden. “Stay close behind me! I’ll hurry as much as I can, but we must be careful. Setting off even one force screen would alert the playground—and then we’ll have had it!”


  Wrann moved quickly, if cautiously, sometimes half running, rarely hesitating for more than a moment. Trigger concentrated on following in his steps. The maze remained silent and unresponsive as half a dozen illusion scenes slipped past. A stretch of flowering meadow was briefly there, and twice patches of mossy turf where Wrann’s greater weight made him sink in almost ankle deep at every step, though Trigger didn’t have much difficulty.


  Then he vanished ahead of her again. She slowed, carefully took the same stride she’d watched him take— and went stumbling through pitch-blackness. She caught her balance, stood still, feeling sand under the soles of her boots.


  “Wrann?” she said quietly.


  There was no reply. Her heart began to race. Dry, musty odors, warm stirring of air . . . She listened, lips parted, barely breathing, and heard sounds then, soft ones, as if someone moved cautiously over the sand. The sounds didn’t seem close to her.


  After a moment, they stopped, and Trigger realized the darkness was lifting. A dim, sourceless glow had come into the air. It strengthened slowly into a sullen light; she began to make out something of her surroundings. It looked like a stretch of steep-walled gully filled with sand, a dry watercourse. No way to tell yet what part was real, what part was illusion.


  Then she saw something else. A shape stood on the other side of the gully, farther along it, back against the overhanging rock wall.


  It didn’t move. Neither did Trigger, watching it, between moments of scanning the sand about her. A simulated dry watercourse might have contained some real rocks, and she would have felt better with a rock in either hand at the moment. She saw nothing but sand.


  She didn’t think that shape was Wrann.


  The glow strengthened again. The shape remained motionless and indistinct; but an abrupt jolt of fright had gone through her, for now she recognized the squat demon figure Perr Hasta’s image maker had showed her after she came awake. The thought that Perr was at play again flicked up, but she discarded it at once. The image maker had been used to introduce her to the satellite. It wouldn’t be involved here.


  With that, she saw the anthropoid creature move away from the gully wall, start slowly toward her. There was a point some twenty feet to her left where the rock bank wasn’t too steep. She should be able to scramble up there, but she didn’t want to try it yet. She didn’t know what was above; a blur of light shrouded the upper levels of the gully. She looked back. The watercourse seemed to twist out of sight beyond its bank fifty feet away. She thought she was likely to meet a force field before she got nearly that far.


  She could see the approaching anthropoid more clearly now than she liked. The dwarfishly broad body looked tremendously strong. He made crooning sounds which at moments seemed almost to become slurred words. The yellow eyes stared. Trigger felt a surge of revulsion, began to back away. He continued his unhurried advance as if he knew she wasn’t retreating far—and once those great hands closed on her, all her skills weren’t likely to be of much further use . . .


  There was the glow of a force field behind her.


  Trigger edged toward the left along the glow. The stalking creature angled in slowly to corner her between screen and bank. She shifted to the right and, as he swerved, back to the left. He came at her suddenly then, thick arms reaching, and she ducked, scooping up two handfuls of sand, slashed sand full into the yellow eyes, and was past him.


  She heard snarling as she made a dash for that not-quite-vertical section of the gully’s bank, scrambled a dozen feet up it, and stopped. A screen had acquired glowing visibility overhead. She looked back. The anthropoid had followed, digging at his face with his hands. She dropped down, slipped under his swift lunge. Fingers clawed along her back and almost ripped the sweater from her, but then she was away and coming up with her hands full of sand again. As he swung around after her, she let him have the second dose. He uttered a gurgling howl.


  Full daylight flooded the gully. Torai Sebaloun’s amplified voice announced from above, “I am seriously annoyed with you, Attuk!”


  Trigger, moving back, glanced up. The haze effect was gone. A viewscreen had taken its place; and the enlarged faces of Torai and Perr Hasta were looking down through it.


  Torai appeared very angry, while Perr obviously was enjoying herself. The anthropoid peered up at them, blinking painfully, before he turned and lumbered away. Abruptly, his shape blurred, seemed about to flow apart, then reassembled itself. What it reassembled into was the quite human appearance of Attuk, elegantly clothed. He stalked over to the wall of the gully, vanished into it. The screen had gone blank.


  Trigger pulled down her sweater, brushed sand from her palms and turned as Torai and Perr Hasta came walking up the gully behind her.


  “So now you know Attuk’s a shape-changer!” Perr said smilingly to her. “What you saw here is what we think is his own shape. It’s the one he almost always uses when he gets someone into his place in the playground. A crude creature, isn’t he? He would have been rather careful with you, of course.”


  “Careful or not,” said Torai, “if he’d damaged the body in the least, I should have killed him! As it is, I’ll have to think up a suitable punishment for Attuk. But that can wait.” She added curtly to Trigger, “I’m ready to transfer. You’ll come along now.”


  Trigger went along, having no choice in the matter. Torai’s ring beams held her hemmed in as she walked ahead of the two, and the beams controlled the pace at which she could and must walk. Once she tried to slow her steps, and they simply lifted her and carried her on a few yards before she was set down to start walking again.


  “Attuk did Wrann very well,” Perr Hasta was saying chattily from a little behind her. “The voice and manner of speaking, too! Of course, Attuk always is very good with voices.”


  Torai said, “I’m also somewhat annoyed with you, Perr! You shouldn’t have let it go that far. Their bodies can die of fright, as you know. What good would this one have been to me then?”


  “Oh, I called you in time!” said Pen. “Trigger’s charts show she isn’t the kind to die of fright.” She laughed. “Wasn’t it beautiful, the way she sanded up his eyes?”


  The insane conversation went on until they were back in the residence. There Torai’s beams steered Trigger into a narrow room and to an armchair set up at its far end, turned her around and placed her in the chair. Torai took the computer control rod hanging from her belt in one hand and brought her thumbnail down on a point near its lower end. The beam effect released Trigger.


  “Stretch your hand out toward me,” Torai said.


  Trigger hesitated, reached out, saw a screen glow appear in the air a few feet ahead of her. She drew back her hand. The glow vanished.


  “You’re sealed into that end of the room,” Torai told her. “So you might as well relax.” She turned her rings toward another armchair in the room, and the beams drew the chair over to a point opposite Trigger, about twelve feet from her. Torai settled herself in the chair, and Perr Hasta came up and stood beside her, smiling at Trigger.


  Torai studied Trigger a moment then, with an expression that seemed both hungry and contented. She nodded slowly.


  “Yes, a good selection!” she remarked. “I should be well satisfied with that one. And I see no reason for further delay.” She leaned back and closed her eyes.


  Trigger waited. Presently, something began to happen; and she also shut her eyes to center her attention on it. A sense of eager greed and momentary scraps and bursts of what might be somebody’s thinking were pushing into her awareness. She studied them a moment, then started blanking out those impressions with clear strong thoughts of her own which had nothing to do with Torai Sebaloun or the Rasolmen satellite, but with people and events and things far away, back in time. It went on a while. Her defense appeared rather effective, though new Torai thoughts kept thrusting up, quivering with impatience and anger now, until Trigger blanked them away again. The Old Galactic shield remained tight, and it might be Torai hadn’t counted on that. Frustration grew in the thoughts still welling into Trigger’s awareness; then, abruptly, anxiety and acute alarm.


  “Perr—you’re not helping! Perr! Perr Hasta!”


  No reply from Perr. A sudden soft thumping noise, and Torai screamed once; and Trigger’s eyes flew open.


  Torai had fallen out of the chair and lay shaking on the carpet; and Perr Hasta was on her knees beside her, peering down into her distorted face with much the same avidity Trigger had seen in Torai’s own expression and in the yellow eyes of anthropoid Attuk. Perr looked up at Trigger then, and laughed.


  “I knew it!” she said. “She got stuck in that mind thing of yours, Trigger! If she had any difficulty, I was to start absorbing your personality to make it easier for her, but I didn’t. She can’t get through, and she can’t get back.”


  Perr looked down at Torai again. “And—now, now, now! I’ve waited a long time for the personality of the Torai thing, and now I’ll take it all, and there’s nothing it can do about it.”


  The child face went blank, though a smile still curved its lips; and Perr’s body began weaving gently back and forth above Torai.


  Trigger got quietly out of her chair.


  VIII


  If Torai Sebaloun had succeeded in implanting her personality in Trigger’s body, she would have found herself behind the force screen which now held Trigger imprisoned at this end of the room, with the computer control rod which had switched on the screen fastened by its satin strap to the belt on the dead Torai body on the far side of the screen.


  Hence, since Torai must regard Attuk and Perr Hasta as somewhat uncertain allies, there should be a device to release the screen on this side. Trigger had been waiting for an opportunity to start looking for that device; and now, with Torai helpless and Perr Hasta preoccupied, the opportunity was there.


  Unfortunately, the switch, button, or whatever mechanism it was, seemed well hidden. Trigger went quickly over the smooth walls, glancing now and then at the two outside. Something that might be Torai’s thoughts still flickered occasionally through her mind, but they were barely perceptible, and she no longer bothered to blank them out. Perr Hasta, completely absorbed, showed no interest in what was happening on this side of the screen.


  When the walls provided no clue, Trigger began searching the armchair. Engaged with that, she discovered suddenly that Perr was back on her feet and watching her. At the same time, she realized she could sense no more Torai thought impressions, and that Torai, who’d been stirring feebly when she looked last, was now quite motionless. Perr Hasta gave her a slow, dreamy smile.


  “Torai was very good!” she said. “Every bit as good as I’d expected! So you’d like to get out?”


  “Yes,” Trigger acknowledged. “Do you know what I have to do in here to turn off the screen?”


  “No.”


  Trigger bit her lip. “Look,” she said. “If you’ll take that control rod on Torai’s belt—”


  “Goodness,” said Perr, turning away. “I wouldn’t know how to use the thing. Besides, why should I let you out? I must go find Attuk.”


  She sauntered out of the room, humming. Trigger gritted her teeth and resumed her search. One nightmare was down; but two were still up and around! She had to get out, fast!


  A tiny voice cried, “Trigger!”


  She jerked about. Salgol and Runderin were dancing up and down on the other side of the glowing screen.


  “We found your gun!” Salgol piped. “Is she dead? What is this thing between us?”


  Trigger let out a breath of partial relief. “You have my gun? Good! Yes, she’s dead, but the other two might show up any time. That’s a force screen between us. Now, look—”


  She explained rapidly about the computer control rod. She’d been watching Torai and was able to describe exactly where Torai had pressed on the rod to turn on the screen. There must be some kind of switch there.


  The Marells confirmed there was a button there. In fact, the rod was covered with grouped rows of tiny buttons. The trouble was that depressing the button in question proved to be beyond their combined strength. Trigger, watching their struggles, exclaimed suddenly, “Stuff in my handbag!” They looked at her, breathing hard. “Keys!” she went on. “Something Salgol can slam down on the button—”


  They’d turned and darted halfway out of the room while she was still speaking. Trigger resumed her investigation of the armchair. It seemed to her she’d already looked everywhere. In frustration, she banged her fist down on the chair’s padded backrest. There was a sharp click.


  She stood frozen for an instant, swung back toward the screen, reaching out to it.


  No glow . . .


  No screen!


  She stepped through the space where it had blocked her and unfastened the control rod from Torai’s belt with shaking fingers. Manipulating the ring beam mechanisms probably would take plenty of practice—no time to bother with that now! She ran out of the room after the Marells.


  The playground maze was still trying to be a problem; but the computer rod made the problem rather easy to handle. The force screen controls seemed to be grouped together at one end. When they encountered a screen now, Trigger hit the studs there in quick succession until she came to the one that switched off the screen; and they’d hurry on until checked again. Salgol, Runderin and Smee had no trouble keeping up with her. Her interference with the screens might be confusing the overall maze mechanism. Sound effects soon died away, and the scenery took on a static appearance. At this rate, it shouldn’t be long before they’d passed through the playground area.


  Force screens, however, might not be the only difficulty. If Attuk was aware Torai’s transfer attempt had failed and that Trigger was again free, he could be waiting to intercept her with a gun near the periphery of the playground. He’d said an armed guard had been stationed at the spacelock; and if that was true, she might, in fact, have two guns to deal with before she got off the satellite. When the surrounding scenes began to look unfamiliar, she moved with growing caution.


  One more screen went off. Trigger started forward over springy moss, along the side of a simulated weathered stone wall, watching the lop of the wall and the area ahead. The Marells followed close on her heels. Some thirty feet on, the wall turned to the right. She checked at the corner. The wall disappeared in dense artificial vegetation not far away. More of the stuff on the left. A path led between the two thickets.


  Had a shadow shifted position in the shrubbery at the moment she appeared? Yes. She could make out something there now. It seemed to be a rather small dark shape.


  She glanced down at Salgol who was peering up at her. She whispered, “Be careful, you three!” and started slowly toward the thicket. She stopped again. The shrubbery stirred—the half-glimpsed shape was moving. Something familiar about it?


  A hand parted branches; a quite familiar face looked out warily. Telzey’s blue eyes went wide.


  “Trigger! You’re here!”


  “I didn’t know you were here, Telzey!”


  “I woke up just a few minutes ago!” Telzey shook her head. “Last thing I—”


  Trigger said hastily, “Better wait with that! We’re on a private satellite, Rasolmen System. Somebody had unpleasant plans for both of us, but I’m on my way to a spacelock now. With luck, if we move fast enough, we can make it!” She turned to the left. “Come on!”


  Telzey stepped out from the thicket. Trigger’s right hand went under her sweater front, came out with the gun. She shot the Telzey shape through the head, jumped back as it staggered toward her, stitched a line of fire down the front of its body as it fell and began to blur, then stood there, gun held ready, watching it change into something much larger.


  Anthropoid Attuk wasn’t dead, somewhat to her surprise. But then it was a life form she didn’t know much about. It was down, at any rate, making watery sounds as it tried to lever itself up on its thick arms. She leveled the gun at the staring yellow eyes.


  “No! Wait!” Perr Hasta, slipping out from the thicket, dropped to her knees beside Attuk. “Attuk, too! Oh, Trigger, I’m grateful! I wanted him almost even more than Torai. Now-”


  Her face smoothed into its empty feeding look. There was a tug at Trigger’s slacks. She glanced down. The Marells were looking at her, white-faced. “What are those two doing?” Salgol’s small voice asked nervously.


  Trigger cleared her throat.


  “The big one’s dying,” she said. “The other one’s helping it die. It’s all right—it may have saved us some trouble.”


  “How did you know the big one wasn’t Telzey?” Salgol asked. “We thought you’d killed her!”


  Well, Trigger thought, for one thing Telzey would have discovered I was around moments after she woke up. Unless something had been done to her mind after Attuk had her brought to the satellite. There’d been that doubt . . .


  Trigger said, “I was almost sure as soon as I saw her. But, of course, I had to be quite sure. Did you notice how deeply she sank into the moss? She would have had to weigh almost three times as much as I do.” She shrugged. “So now we’ll let Perr Hasta have her treat!”


  Attuk had collapsed meanwhile, and Perr Hasta was bent above him, her long silky hair almost concealing his head. Trigger added, “It won’t take long. Then I’ll talk to her.”


  Perr Hasta said drowsily, “That should last me quite a time! Why, yes, you’re right, Trigger. Your gun would kill me as quickly as it did Attuk. Much more quickly, in fact. My physical structure is delicate and could be easily disrupted. You’d like me to show you to the spacelock? That will be simple. You’re already past the screen barriers.”


  Trigger said, “There’s a guard at the lock?”


  “No guard,” said Perr. She yawned. “Torai had the satellite planned so no humans would be needed on it, except the ones who come to deliver this and that, or to fix something. And, of course, our visitors. My! What a visitor you turned out to be, Trigger! This has been a most interesting experience.”


  “All right,” Trigger said. “No guard. If you’re lying, you’re likely to go before he does. Blethro first, then. I’m not leaving anything human here. Where is he?”


  “Blethro’s dead,” Perr said. “Attuk’s been feeding. I’ll take you to what’s left, if you want, but you won’t like what you see.”


  “Let’s go there anyway,” Trigger said.


  She didn’t like what Perr Hasta presently showed her, but there was no question that it had been Blethro.


  “Now we’ll go to the spacelock,” she said.


  They went there. There was no guard. One vessel was docked in the inner lock area, the Sebaloun cruiser, a luxury boat. Trigger motioned Perr Hasta into it ahead of her with the gun, the Marells following. She checked out the cruiser’s controls, with Perr standing beside her, decided she understood them well enough. “Back outside, Perr!” she said.


  She followed Perr Hasta outside. Lock controls next; and they were simplicity itself, computer directed, the satellite computers responding to the cruiser’s signals. No operator required. “Perr—” she began.


  Perr wasn’t there.


  Trigger looked quickly around, skin prickling. She hadn’t seen Perr disappear, hadn’t been aware of her disappearance. Perr had been there, standing next to her, a bare instant ago. Now Perr was nowhere in sight.


  A faint giggle behind her. Trigger turned, gun pointed. Nothing. But then the giggle again. She fired. Pause, and there was giggling overhead, in the dull gleam of the inner lock. Her gun point searched for it. The giggling shifted. This way, that— A whisper then. “I’d drink your personality now, Trigger! I was saving it up. But I can’t. I’m too full. Perhaps the next time.”


  Trigger backed to the cruiser’s entry lock, gun covering the area behind her, slipped in and dove into the pilot seat. The entry lock slammed shut. Engines already on . . . purr of power. She threw in the satellite’s lock switches. The cruiser moved forward into the outer lock. Inner lock slid shut. Outer lock opened. She cut in full drive. In the same instant, it seemed, the satellite shrank into invisibility behind them, and she hit the subspace switch.


  Some minutes later, Salgol addressed her tentatively from the seat beside her. “Would it distract you if I spoke to you now?”


  “Huh?” Trigger looked around, saw the three of them gathered there, watching her solemnly. “No, it’s all right to talk,” she said. “We’ll be running on automatics for a while.” Salgol hesitated. “Well, I—we noticed your face is quite pale.”


  “I suppose it might be.” Trigger sighed. “There’s some reason for it, Salgol.”


  “There is? We aren’t safe?”


  “Oh, we should be physically safe enough at the moment.” Trigger shook her head. “But we may find we still have very big problems.”


  IX


  “How much did the Service tell you after I got back?” Trigger asked.


  “Not much at all,” Telzey said. “Just that you were safe and sound but currently incommunicado. And that your little people were all right, too.” They’d been having dinner together while Trigger related her experiences on the Sebaloun satellite.


  “Of course, I had my own lines out,” Telzey went on, “so I did pick up a few things. There’s a flock of diplomats preparing for a trip to Marell to make official contact with its civilization, so somebody got to the group which was exploiting the Marells in time. Then I tapped a man who knew that group had a connection to the Sebaloun enterprises. When it was reported that Torai Sebaloun and two close associates had disappeared in space on her private cruiser and were presumed dead, I figured you could have had something to do with it.


  “And, by the way, there were a couple of matters we were able to clean up at this end meanwhile. Some detective friends tracked down the outfit Wrann had hired to hunt for you. They were working without a license and had broken a number of unwritten rules on the job, and the big private agencies feel that sort of thing reflects on everyone. Once we’d identified them, all that was necessary was to pass the word along here and there.”


  “I hope they weren’t treated too roughly,” Trigger said.


  Telzey shrugged. “I didn’t ask. But I understand someone was extremely rough on the hotel security people who fingered you for Wrann and helped smuggle you out. I suppose that was regarded as the nth degree in unprofessional conduct. At any rate, you won’t have problems in that area. No one seems much interested in Blethro’s disappearance. He had a long, very bad record—it was almost bound to catch up with him eventually. But that still leaves a number of people who might connect you to the Sebaloun satellite and Torai Sebaloun.”


  Trigger said, “It turned out to be only Wrann and the yacht pilot and some of Wrann’s underlings. They’ve had a case of group amnesia. Anyway, they’re mostly in Rehabilitation.”


  Telzey settled back. “So, what were they keeping you incommunicado about?”


  “Symbiote Control.”


  “Never heard of it.”


  “It’s a special Service group,” Trigger said. “Top-secret. They figured I might as well tell you since you’d be finding out anyway.”


  “I’d be trying to,” Telzey admitted.


  “Uh-huh. It seems there’s a variety of immigrant creatures that keep out of sight in one way and another. They like the advantages of life in the Hub. Some pretend to be human. Mostly they’re harmless, and some are considered useful. The Service likes to keep an eye on them, but sees no special reason to bother them otherwise.


  “But then there are the ones that aren’t harmless. Symbiote Control pumped me about everything that happened on the satellite. They already knew about the Torai type of entity and the Attuk type. The Perr Hasta type was completely new; but what I could tell them about it seemed to explain some rather mysterious occurrences they have on record.”


  “They knew about the first two?” Telzey said.


  “Yes. They’re taking care of that quietly, partly because there aren’t enough of either around to be worth setting off a public panic. Attuk was a Gelver. It’s their name for themselves. Gelvers get checked out individually. Most of them have sense enough not to use their shape-changing in ways they shouldn’t, and they help locate others who might be doing it. They have an understanding with the Service. They can stay as long as they make no trouble.”


  “Where do they come from?”


  “They don’t know,” said Trigger. “A Gelver ship got wrecked on a Hub world before humans ever reached this galactic area. The ones here now are remote descendants of the crew. They have no record of their home world and, of course, it could be almost anywhere. It’s different with the Torai type of entity. They do know where that one came from and how it got here, and some other things about it. It’s in the exploration records . . .”


  Most of the surface of the entity’s planet of origin, Trigger explained, was a watery swamp where no intelligent life had evolved. The host bodies available to it there had primitive nervous systems, and it was incapable of developing awareness which extended beyond that of its host. But a Hub expedition had spent some time on the planet and left it with numerous living specimens. The entities in the specimens began to transfer to human bodies. It was an instinctive process at that point; but with human brains, they acquired a human intelligence potential. They made use of it. Their existence wasn’t suspected until decades later.


  “What’s been done about their world?” Telzey asked.


  “It’s posted. Satellite warnings in Translingue and a dozen other major Galactic languages, explicit about the danger of psychic invasion. Fortunately, the entity can’t reproduce when it adopts a host outside its native ecology. There’s no way to establish exactly how many were set at large in the Hub by that one expedition, but almost all of them seem to have been located by now.”


  “What do they do with them when they’re located?”


  “Not much one can do with them really, is there?” Trigger said. “They don’t harm the host body. It lives and procreates and doesn’t mutate out of the species. It uses its brain and may be performing a valuable function in society. To the sentient individual, of course, they’re a destructive parasite. But that’s how they’ve evolved. They get a choice between dying when the body they’ve currently occupied dies or going back to their world and its water creatures. I understand most of them decide to go back.”


  “So those three entities found one another,” Telzey said, “and formed an evil little coven, grouped about the Torai Sebaloun figure . . .”


  “For their mutual benefit,” said Trigger. “You can see how Attuk and Perr could be useful to Torai. The Sebaloun family members who might have competed for control with her all seem to have died at convenient moments.”


  Telzey said after a pause, “There’s still nothing to show what happened to Perr Hasta?”


  “Nothing whatever. It was hardly three hours before I was back at the satellite in a Service ship with psi operators on board. But it was airless by then—open to space—the computer system off. And Perr was gone. It’s a little odd, because the delivery lock was sealed, and there are no other facilities for a second spacecraft on the satellite. But perhaps she wouldn’t need a spacecraft. After all, we don’t know what she’s really like. At any rate, I’m reasonably certain Perr Hasta is still around.”


  “And being around, she could look you up,” Telzey said.


  “Yes,” said Trigger. “That’s what makes it awkward for me. Of course, she’s a capricious sort. She may have dropped the idea of absorbing my personality by now.”


  Telzey shook her head. “She doesn’t seem to have been capricious about waiting for her chance to get at Torai and Attuk!”


  “I know,” Trigger said moodily. “I can’t count on her forgetting about me—and that doesn’t leave me much choice. I’m not going into hiding because of Perr, and I wouldn’t want to have a Service operator keep me under indefinite mind-watch, even if they were willing to do it. Or even you. So I’ll accept the Service offer to get those latent abilities of mine organized enough to turn me into some sort of functioning psi.” She looked at Telzey. “They don’t expect me to reach your level, but they think I should become easily good enough to handle Perr if she shows up. She didn’t try to tackle Torai or Attuk until she had them at a disadvantage, so she must have limitations.”


  “They’ll probably have you that far along in no time,” Telzey said. “Yes, I suppose so . . .”


  Telzey smiled. “Cheer up, Trigger! It really isn’t all that bad, being a functioning psi.”


  “Oh, I know!” Trigger returned the smile briefly. “I imagine it will be fun, in a way. And it certainly has its advantages. It’s just that I never planned to be one. And now that I’m about to get started—well, it still seems rather strange to me! Shall we go?”


  “Might as well.” They gathered their purses and rose from the table. Telzey remarked, “You won’t find it any stranger than a number of things you’ve already done.”


  “No?” said Trigger doubtfully. “Definitely not. Take tangling with three inhuman monsters on a Rasolmen satellite, for example—”


  1973


  CRIME BUFF


  If given a choice, one might find ‘facile dissimulation’ more exhilarating and (to his shame) frequently more propitious than veracity.


  Jeff Clary stood halfway down the forested hillside at the edge of a short drop-off, studying the house on the cleared land below. It was a large two-story house with a wing; Jeff thought it might contain as many as twenty-five to thirty rooms. There was an old-fashioned, moneyed look about it, and the lawns around it seemed well-tended. It could have been an exclusive sanitarium as easily as a private residence. So far, there’d been no way to decide what, exactly, it was. In the time he’d been watching it, Jeff hadn’t caught sight of a human being or noticed indications of current human activity.


  What had riveted his attention at first glimpse wasn’t so much the house itself as the gleaming blue and white airplane which stood some two hundred yards to the left of it. A small white structure next to the plane should be its hangar. The plane was pointed up a closely mowed field. It seemed a rather short runway even for so small a plane, but he didn’t know much about airplanes. Specifically—importantly at the moment—he didn’t know how to fly one.


  That summed up the situation.


  A large number of people were engaged today in searching for Jeff Clary, but the blue and white plane could take him where he wanted to go in a few hours, safely, unnoticeably. He needed someone to handle it.


  That someone might be in the house. If not, there should be one or more cars in the garage adjoining the house on the right. A car would be less desirable than the plane, but vastly superior to hiking on foot into the open countryside. If he could get to the city without being stopped, he’d have gained a new head start on the searchers. If he got there with a substantial stake as well, his chances of shaking them off for good would be considerably better than even.


  Jeff scratched the dense bristles on his chin. There was a gun tucked into his belt, but he’d used the last bullet in it eight hours ago. A hunting knife was fastened to the belt’s other side. A knife and a gun—even an empty gun—could get him a hostage to start with. He’d take it from there.


  Shade trees and shrubbery grew up close to the sides of the building. It shouldn’t be difficult to get inside before he was noticed. If it turned out there were dogs around, he’d come up openly—a footsore sportsman who’d got lost and spent half the night stumbling around in the rain-wet hills. As soon as anyone let him get close enough to start talking, he’d be as close as he needed to be.


  He sent a last sweeping look around and started downhill, keeping to the cover of the trees. His feet hurt. The boots he wore were too small for him, as were the rest of his fishing clothes. Those items had belonged recently to another man who had no present use for them.


  He reached the side of the house minutes later. No dogs had bayed an alarm, and he’d been only momentarily in sight of a few front windows of the building. He’d begun to doubt seriously that there was anybody home, but two of the upper-floor windows were open. If all the occupants had left, they should have remembered to close the windows on a day of uncertain weather like this.


  He moved quickly over to a side door. Taking the empty gun from his belt, he turned the heavy brass doorknob cautiously. The door was unlocked. Jeff pushed it open a few inches, peering into the short passage beyond.


  A moment later, he was inside with the door closed again. He walked softly along the tiled passageway, listening. Still no sound. The passage ended at a large, dimly lit central hall across from a stairwell. There were several rooms on either side of the hall, and most of the doors were open. What he could see of the furnishings seemed to match the outer appearance of the house—old-fashioned, expensive, well cared for.


  As he stood, briefly undecided, he heard sounds at last, from upstairs. Jeff slipped back into the passage, watching the head of the stairway. Nobody went by there, but after a few seconds the footsteps stopped. Then music suddenly was audible. A TV or radio set had been switched on.


  That simplified matters.


  Jeff moved across the hall and up the stairs, then followed the music along a second-floor passage to the right. Daylight and the music spilled into the passage through an open doorway. He stopped beside the door a moment, listening. He heard only the music. Cautiously he looked in.


  A girl stood at one of the bedroom’s two windows, looking out, back turned to Jeff; a dark-haired slender girl of medium height, wearing candy-striped jeans with a white blouse. A portable TV set stood on a side table.


  Jeff came soundlessly into the room, gun pointed at the girl, and drew the door shut behind him. There was a faint click as it closed. The girl turned.


  “Don’t make a sound,” Jeff said softly. “I’d rather not hurt you. Understand?”


  She stood motionless at sight of him. Now she swallowed, nodded, blue eyes wide. She looked younger than he’d expected, a smooth-featured teen-ager. There shouldn’t be any trouble with her. He went to the TV, keeping the gun pointed at the girl, turned the set off.


  “Come over here,” he told her. “Away from the window. I want to talk to you.”


  She nodded again, came warily toward him, eyes shifting between his face and the gun.


  “Be very good, and I won’t have to use it,” Jeff said. “Who else is in the house?”


  “Nobody right now,” Her voice was unexpectedly steady. “They’ll be coming in later, during the afternoon.”


  “Who’ll be coming in?”


  She shrugged. “Some of my family. There’s to be a meeting tonight. I don’t know just who it’ll be this time—probably seven or eight of them.” She glanced at the watch on her wrist, added, “Tracy should be back in around an hour and a half—about two o’clock. The others won’t begin to show up before five.”


  “So Tracy should be back by two, eh? Who’s Tracy?”


  “Tracy Nichols. Sort of my cousin by marriage.”


  “You and she live here?”


  The girl shook her head. “Nobody fives here permanently now. My Uncle George owns the place. At least, I think it’s his property. It’s used for meetings and so on.”


  “Who looks after it?”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Wells are the caretakers. They left yesterday after they got everything set up, and they won’t be back till tomorrow night when we’re gone again.”


  “Why did they clear out?”


  “They always do. The family doesn’t want other people around when they have a meeting.”


  Jeff grunted. “You got secrets?” The girl smiled. “Oh, there’s a lot of talk about business and so on. You never know what’s going to come up.”


  “Uh-huh. What’s your name?”


  “Brooke Cameron.”


  “Where do you live?”


  “Place called Renfrew College. Two hundred miles from here. You’re Jeff Clary, aren’t you?” She’d added the question with no slightest change in inflection, and Jeff was jolted into momentary silence. Watching him, she nodded slowly, as if satisfied.


  “Take away the beard—yes, that’s who you are, of course!” Interest was kindling in her face. “Pictures of you were shown in the newscasts, you know. But you were supposed to be heading north.”


  Jeff had heard as much on a car radio ten hours ago.


  “Pretty sharp, the way you walked out of that maximum security spot,” Brooke Cameron went on. “They said it’s only happened once before there.”


  “Maybe you talk a little too much,” he told her. “If you know who I am, you should have sense enough not to play games.”


  Brooke shrugged. “I’m not playing a game. Of course, you might kill me, but I wouldn’t be any use to you then. I’d like to help you.”


  “I bet you would.”


  “Really! I’m a sort of crime buff, and you’re a very interesting criminal. That’s not all, either!” Brooke smiled engagingly. “So, first, what do you need here? The plane’s your best chance out, and it got a full tank this morning. Can you handle it?”


  “No,” Jeff said after a moment. “Can you?”


  “Afraid not. They didn’t want to let me learn how for another two years. But Tracy’s flown it sometimes. She took it out today to get it gassed. You’ll have to wait till she gets back.”


  “I could take your car,” Jeff remarked, watching her.


  “No car here now, Jeff. Tracy brought me in with her early this morning and went on to the city to pick up some stuff she ordered. Either way you want to go, you’ll have to stay till she gets back. The only thing you’d find in the garage is an old bicycle, and that’s probably got flat tires. You can go look for yourself.”


  “I might do that.” Jeff studied her curiously. “You’d like to help me, eh?” He nodded. “Well, let’s try you. This should be good hunting country. Any guns in the house?”


  “Not sporting guns,” Brooke said promptly. “But there could be a loaded revolver in Uncle George’s desk. He usually keeps one there. His room’s down the hall.” Her gaze flicked over the gun in Jeffs hand. “Ammunition, too,” she said. “But it won’t fit the gun you have.”


  Jeff grunted. “You’re wondering whether this one’s empty?”


  “Well, it might be.” Her blue eyes regarded him steadily. “You put two bullets in the guard you shot, and you wouldn’t have found any spare shells on him. There was more shooting, and then they must have been pushing you pretty hard for a time. If this, isn’t a gun the couple you kidnapped happened to have in their car, it could very well be empty.”


  Jeff grinned briefly. “Are you wondering now where that couple is?”


  Brooke shook her head. “No, not much. I mean you’re here by yourself, and I don’t think you’d let them get away from you.” She shrugged. “Let’s go look in Uncle George’s desk.”


  The revolver was in a desk drawer, a beautiful shop-new .38. Brooke looked on silently while Jeff checked it and dropped half a dozen spare shells into a jacket pocket.


  “So now you have that,” she remarked. “You want to shave and clean up next, or eat? A ham was sent in for dinner.”


  “What makes you think I want to do either?” Jeff asked dryly.


  She shrugged. “We can go sit in a south room upstairs, of course,” she said. “You can watch the road from there and wait for Tracy to drive up. But that’ll be a while. She’ll call, anyway, to let me know when she’s ready to start back.”


  Jeff laughed. “That’s convenient, isn’t it? I’ll try the ham.”


  He hadn’t realized until he began to eat how ravenous he was. Then he concentrated savagely on the food, almost forgetting Brooke sitting across from him at the kitchen table. When he’d finished and looked over at her, he saw the worn brown wallet she’d laid on the table. Jeff stared at it, eyes widening.


  “How—”


  “I’m quite a good pickpocket,” Brooke said absently. She frowned at the wallet. “Told you I’m a crime buff—and I don’t just read about it.” She touched one of three irregular dark stains on the wallet with a finger, looked at Jeff and pushed the wallet across the table to him. “I got it while we were going to Uncle George’s room. So Mr. and Mrs. Rambow didn’t get away, did they?”


  “No, they didn’t get away,” Jeff said harshly. He hadn’t noticed her brushing against him or touching him in any manner as they went along the passage, and the thought of her doing it without letting him catch her made him uneasy. “And they shouldn’t have tried,” he went on. “Their car got smashed up enough while they were about it that I couldn’t use it anymore. It’s down in a nice deep gully back in the hills where it isn’t likely to be found very soon, and they’re inside. Now you know.”


  Brooke brushed back her hair. “I really knew anyway,” she said. “You have a sort of record, Jeff.”


  Anger faded into curiosity. “Aren’t you scared?”


  “Oh, yes, a little. But I’m useful to you—and I’m not trying to get away.”


  “I’d like to know what you are trying to do,” Jeff admitted. “Whatever it is, there’d better be no more tricks like that.”


  “There won’t be,” Brooke said.


  “All right.” Jeff tugged at the shoulder of his jacket. “Are there clothes in this spooky house that could fit me?”


  Brooke nodded. “Uncle Jason’s just about your build. He’s got a room upstairs, too. Let’s go see.”


  Jeff stood up. “What kind of place is this?” he asked irritably. “A home away from home for any of you who happens to feel like it?”


  “I guess it’s used like that sometimes,” Brooke said. “I don’t know everything the family does.”


  Uncle Jason’s room was at the south end of the house. It was equipped sparsely and with the neat impersonality of a hotel room. Several suits hung in plastic sheaths in the closet and two pairs of shoes stood in a plastic box on the closet shelf. The shoes would be a bit large for Jeff, but a relief after the cramping boots he’d been wearing. He decided any of the suits should fit well enough, and he found an electric shaver. He peered out a window. No vehicle was in sight, and anyone coming could be spotted minutes away. All good enough.


  He hauled a straight-backed chair away from a table, turned it facing the window. “Come here and sit down,” he told Brooke. She’d been watching him silently as he moved about, not stirring herself from the position she’d taken up near the passage door.


  She came over now. “You want me to watch the road?”


  “Just sit down.”


  She settled herself in the chair. Jeff said, “Now put your arms behind you.” He fished a piece of rope out of a pocket.


  “You don’t have to do that,” she said quickly.


  “I’ll be busy for a while,” Jeff said. “I don’t want to worry about you.”


  Brooke sighed, clasped her hands together behind the chair. Jeff looked down at her a moment. Brooke Cameron bothered him. The way she was acting didn’t make sense. It wasn’t just the matter of the wallet, though that had been startling. He’d suspected at first that she was trying to set a trap for him while pretending to be helpful, but he didn’t see what she could attempt to do, and it didn’t seem to fit in with telling him where he could find a loaded gun. Perhaps she was hoping help would arrive. He didn’t feel too concerned about that possibility. He’d be ready for them.


  He could put an abrupt end to anything she might have in mind by slipping the rope around her slender neck; but that would be stupid. If some unexpected trouble arose before he got out of here, a live hostage would be an immediate advantage, and he might still find her useful in other ways.


  He fastened her wrists together, drawing the rope tight enough to make it hurt. She wriggled her shoulders a little but didn’t complain. He knotted the end of the rope about a chair rung below the seat, grinned at her. “That’ll keep you safe!”


  He washed his hands and face, shaved carefully and put on Uncle Jason’s suit and shoes, interrupting what he was doing several times to come back to the window and study the empty road. When he’d finished, he went downstairs and found a door that opened into the garage. There was a bicycle there, as she’d said, and no car, though the garage had space enough for three of them. Jeff returned to the top floor.


  Brooke looked around as he came into the room.


  “I suppose you’ll be going to Mexico,” she remarked.


  His eyes narrowed. At it again—and she happened to be right. “Sounds like a good first stop, doesn’t it?” he said.


  She studied him. “You’ll need a good paper man to fix you up once you’re down there.”


  Jeff laughed shortly. “I know where to find a good paper man down there.”


  “You do? Got the kind of money he’s going to want?”


  “Not yet.” There wasn’t much more than a hundred dollars in the stained brown wallet. “Any suggestions?” he asked.


  “Twenty-eight thousand in cash,” Brooke said. “I keep telling you I want to help.”


  He stiffened. “Twenty-eight—where?”


  She jerked her elbows impatiently. “Get me untied and I’ll show you. It’s downstairs.”


  He didn’t believe her. He felt an angry flush rising in his cheeks. If it was a lie, she’d be sorry! But he released her.


  She got up from the chair, rubbing her bruised wrists, said, “Come along. Have to get keys from my room,” and went ahead of him into the passage.


  Jeff followed watchfully, close on her heels, looked on as she took two keys from a purse. They went back to the stairway, down it to the central hall on the ground floor. Brooke used the larger of the keys to open a closet behind a section of the hall’s polished oak paneling. A sizable black suitcase stood inside. Brooke nodded at the suitcase.


  “The money’s in there.” She offered Jeff the other key. “You’ll have to unlock it.”


  Jeff shook his head.


  “We’ll take it to your Uncle Jason’s room before we look at the money,” he told her. “I’ll let you carry it.”


  “Sure,” Brooke said agreeably. “I carried it in here.”


  She picked up the suitcase, shut the closet, and walked ahead of Jeff to the stairs. The way she handled the suitcase indicated there was something inside, but something that wasn’t very heavy. It could be twenty-eight thousand dollars, but a variety of rather improbable speculations kept crossing Jeff’s mind as he followed her upstairs. Was the thing rigged? Would something unpleasant have happened if he’d unlocked it just now? He shook his head. It wasn’t at all like him to engage in nervous fantasies.


  Nevertheless, he found himself moving a few steps back from the suitcase when he told Brooke to put it on the carpet and open it. She knelt beside it and unlocked it, and nothing remarkable occurred. She opened the suitcase and Jeff saw folds of furry green material. “What’s that?” he asked.


  “My cape. Dyed muskrat. The money’s under the clothes.” Brooke took out the green cape, laid it on the floor, added several other items while Jeff watched her motions closely.


  “There’s the money,” she said finally.


  Jeff nodded. “All right. Take it out and put it on the table.” Brooke glanced over at him with a quick grin. “Don’t trust me yet, do you?”


  “Not much,” Jeff agreed.


  “You should. That’s my money I’m letting you have.”


  “Your money, eh?”


  “Well-sort of. I stole it.”


  “That I can believe,” Jeff said. “Get it up on the table.”


  Brooke took six slender stacks of bills from the suitcase, laid them side by side on the table and moved back. “Count it!” she invited, then looked on as Jeff riffled slowly through the stacks.


  “Where did you steal it?” he asked.


  “Man named Harold Brownlee-city councilman. He has a home in the suburbs. The money was in his den safe. I picked it up two nights ago.”


  “Just like that, huh?”


  “No, not just like that,” she said. “It was worked out pretty carefully. Twenty-five thousand was bribe money on a land development racket. I don’t know about the rest—probably just a little something Brownlee wanted to have on hand, like people do. We knew when the bribe payoff was to be and where he keeps that kind of cash between his trips out of town to get it deposited.”


  “How did you know?” Jeff put the last bundle down. It was twenty-eight thousand dollars and a little more.


  She shrugged. “Family intelligence. How? They don’t let me in on that kind of thing yet. But they did let me do the Brownlee job by myself—well, almost by myself. Tracy insisted on being a lookout at the country club where the Brownlees were that night. She’d have let me know if they started home before I finished.” Brooke added with a trace of resentment, “It wasn’t necessary. If they had come back early, they wouldn’t have seen me.”


  Jeff was staring at her. An hour ago, he would have considered it a crazy story. Now he simply wasn’t so sure. He was about to speak when he heard a tiny sound, like the tinkle of distant fairy chimes. “What was that?” he asked sharply.


  “Just Tracy,” said Brooke. “She wants to talk. I guess she’s ready to start home.” She tapped her wristwatch. “Two-way transmitter,” she explained. “Tracy has one just like it. You want me to talk to her?”


  Startled, Jeff hesitated. The chimes tinkled faintly again. Now it was clear that Brooke’s little watch was producing the sound.


  “Go ahead,” he told her. He added, “You’d better remember what not to say.”


  Brooke smiled. “Don’t worry! You’ll have to stand close if you want to hear Tracy. They’re made so you can talk privately.” She slid a fingernail under a jeweled knob of the watch, lifting it a scant millimeter, gave it a twist. “Tracy?” she said, holding the watch a few inches from her ear. Jeff moved over to her.


  “I’ll be on my way back in just a few minutes,” the watch whispered. “Have there been any calls?”


  “No,” Brooke said. “Didn’t know you were expecting any.” Her own voice was low but not a whisper.


  “I’m not really expecting one,” the ghostly little voice said from the watch. “But I remembered Ricardo wasn’t sure he could make it tonight. He said he’d phone the house early if he couldn’t come, so we’d be able to get someone else to give us a quorum.”


  Brooke winked at Jeff, said, “Well, he hasn’t called yet, so he’ll probably show up.”


  “Right. See you soon. ’Bye.”


  “ ’Bye,” said Brooke. She pushed down the knob, told Jeff, “That switches it off again.”


  “Uh-huh.” Jeff scratched his chin. “How long will it take Tracy to get here now?”


  “Forty minutes probably. Not much more. It’s a good road most of the way, and she drives fast.”


  “How old is she?”


  “Twenty-four. Seven years eight months older than I am. Why?”


  “Just wondering.” Jeff held out his hand. “Let’s see that thing.”


  “The two-way? Sure.” Brooke slipped the instrument off her wrist, gave it to him. Be careful with it,” she cautioned. “It’s mighty expensive.”


  “It should be!” Jeff turned it about in his fingers, studying it. A stylish little woman’s wristwatch, and it was running. There was nothing at all to indicate it could be anything other than that, but he’d heard it in action. “Yes, very expensive!” he said thoughtfully. He placed the watch on the table beside the bills. “That sounds like a peculiar family you’ve got,” he remarked. “You really weren’t lying about the Brownlee job?”


  Brooke smiled. “Take a look at what’s inside the cape,” she said. “That’s my prowling outfit, or most of it.”


  Jeff laid the dyed muskrat cape on one end of the table, opened it, fur side down. There were a number of zippered pockets in the lining. Jeff located variously shaped objects in some of the pockets by touch, took them out and regarded them.


  “Earphone,” he said. “So this matchbox-sized gadget it’s connected to should be another radio?”


  Brooke nodded. “Local police calls.”


  “Yes, handy. And a fancy glass cutter. The two keys?”


  “Duplicates of the ones Brownlee had for his den safe.”


  “Which made that part of it simple, didn’t it?” Jeff remarked. “And a pocket flash could be useful, of course. Why the cigarette case, if that’s what it is?”


  “Open it,” Brooke told him.


  He pressed the snap of the case, looked at the long-tipped narrow cigarettes clasped inside, a brand he didn’t know. “Imports?” he asked.


  “Uh-huh.”


  Jeff sniffed at the cigarettes. “Anything special about them?”


  “Just their length. They taste lousy.” Brooke put out her hand. “There’s a back section, you see. Let me—”


  “Just tell me what to do,” Jeff said.


  Opening the hidden inner section of the case turned out to be a more complicated operation than switching the wristwatch over to its transmitter function, even under Brooke’s guidance, but after some fumbling Jeff accomplished it. He pursed his lips, considered a silk-packed row of thin metal rods in silence for a moment.


  “Picks,” he said then. “You any good at using them?”


  “Pretty good, I think,” Brooke said. “I should be able to open almost any ordinary lock with one or another of those.”


  “Look kind of light.”


  “Not too light, Jeff. That’s beryllium—harder than steel.”


  “I suppose you know it can be worth ten years just to be found with a set of picks like those on you?”


  “That’s why it’s a cigarette case,” Brooke told him.


  Jeff shook his head. “Where did you get all these things?”


  “They were custom-made. For me.”


  Jeff snapped both sections of the cigarette case shut and put it down. “None of it really makes any sense!” he remarked. “Your people must have money.”


  “Plenty,” Brooke agreed.


  “Then why do you play around with stuff like this? Are you nuts who do it for kicks?”


  “It’s not for kicks,” Brooke said. “It’s training. The Brownlee job the other night was a test. It’s a way of finding out if I can qualify for the fancy things the family does—that some of them do, anyway.”


  “And what do they do?” Jeff asked.


  “I don’t know that yet, so I can’t tell you. The family operates on a theory.”


  “Okay. Let’s hear the theory.”


  “If you decide to stay legal,” Brooke said, “you give away too much advantage to people who don’t care whether they do or not. But if you do things that aren’t legal, you can get yourself and others into trouble. It takes a knack to be able to do it and keep on getting away with it. So it’s only those who show they have the knack who get into the nonlegal side of the family. The others don’t break laws and don’t ask questions, so there’s nothing they can spill. The family keeps getting richer, but everything looks legitimate. And most of it is.”


  Jeff shook his head again. “Just who is this family?”


  “Oh, the Camerons and the Achtels and some Wylers and a few on the Nichols side. There could be others I don’t know about.” Brooke added, “The Wylers and Nichols are kind of new, but the Camerons and Achtels have been working together a long time.”


  Jeff grunted. “Supposing you’d got caught at the Brownlee house?”


  She shrugged. “That would have been it for me. Nothing much would have happened. The family’s got pull here and there, and I’d have been a fool rich kid playing cops and robbers. But I’d never have got near a nonlegal operation after that. I’d have proved I didn’t have the knack.”


  “What if it was just bad luck?”


  “They’ve got no use for someone who has bad luck. It’s too risky.”


  Jeff nodded. He watched her a moment, head tipped quizzically to the side. “Now, something else.” He smiled. “Why are you pretending you want to help me?”


  “I do want to help you.” Brooke frowned. “After all, how likely is it you’d have come across the cash if I hadn’t told you?”


  “Then what do you figure on getting out of it?”


  “You’re to take me to Mexico with you.”


  “You’re out of your mind!” Jeff was honestly startled. “From what you’ve been telling me, you have it made here.”


  “You think so.” Brooke turned to the suitcase. “There’s something you haven’t seen yet.”


  “Hold it right there,” Jeff said. “What’s that something?”


  “You can keep your gun pointed at me while I’m getting it out,” she told him, half scornfully. “I picked up more than money at the Brownlee place.”


  He made no further move to check her then but kept close watch as she opened a side section of the suitcase and brought out a small leather bag. She loosened the bag’s drawstrings and shook its contents out on the table. “What do you think of those?” she demanded.


  Jeff looked at the tumbled, shining little pile and moistened his lips. “Nice stuff—if it’s genuine.”


  “If it’s genuine!” Brooke’s eyes flashed. She reached for a string of pearls, swung it back and forth before his face. “If you knew pearls, you wouldn’t be calling that just nice stuff! You need someone like me, Jeff! For one thing, I do know pearls. They were in the safe with the money, and there was a very good reason for that.”


  She dropped the pearls back on the other jewelry. “But you know what would have happened if you hadn’t come along today? The meeting at the house tonight was supposed to be about me. A quorum of the active side of the family was going to review the Brownlee job and decide if I was maybe good enough to go on to something a little bigger than I’ve been allowed to do so far. The job wasn’t much for sure—I just went in and did what I was supposed to do—but I did everything right; there’s nothing they can fault me on.


  “So probably I’d pass. And then?” She waved her hand at the table. “I wouldn’t see any of that again! Oh, sure, a third of what the haul’s worth would be credited to my family account. When I’m twenty-one, I’ll finally have a little something to say about that account. The rings and the watch and those lovely pearls and the rest of it would leave the house with Ricardo Achtel—he runs a jewelry firm for the family, imports, exports, manufacture. And they’d decide I could move up a notch. You know what that would mean?” She laughed. “I’d be working out with a lousy circus for a couple of years at least!”


  Jeff blinked. “A circus?”


  Brooke nodded. “Right! We’ve got one in Europe. It’s a small circus, but putting in a hitch there while you’re young is family tradition for active members. It goes back for generations.” She grimaced. “There’re all kinds of things you can learn at the circus that will be useful later on, they tell you!”


  Jeff grinned warily. “Well, there might be.”


  Brooke tossed her head. “I don’t need all that discipline. I don’t want to be thinking about the family in everything I do. They’re so cautious! Now, you’re somebody who doesn’t mind cutting comers fast when it’s necessary. We’d be a team, Jeff!”


  Jeff felt a touch of amazed merriment. “What about Tracy?” he asked.


  “What about her? She takes us there; we ditch her. I sort of like Tracy, but she’s sold on the family. She won’t make trouble for us afterward, and neither will the others. They’re too careful for that. They know the kind of trouble I could make for them. You have a place to go to down there?”


  Jeff nodded. “Uh-huh. Friendly old pot rancher, fifty miles from the border. Nice quiet place. You know, I’ve been thinking, Brooke.”


  “Yes?” she said eagerly.


  “You’ve got these cute miniaturized gadgets. A cigarette case that isn’t really one, and a watch that’s something else besides.” Jeff picked up the pencil flash he’d discovered in Brooke’s cape. “This looks custom-built, too.”


  Her eyes might have flickered for an instant. “It is,” she said. “It’s the best.”


  “The best what, aside from being a light?”


  “Well—nothing. I want a light I can rely on, naturally.”


  “Uh-huh. But it’s thicker at this end than it really needs to be, isn’t it? As if something might be built in there.” Jeff fingered the pencil flash. “And this little hole, you’ll notice, points wherever you point the light. I don’t see how the thing can be opened either.”


  “Opening it is a little tricky,” Brooke said. “If you’ll let—”


  “No, don’t bother.” Jeff smiled. “Here’s where you switch on the light—fine! So it is a flashlight. What does this ring do?” He turned the flash up, pointing it at Brooke’s face.


  “Twist it to the left, and it dims the beam,” Brooke said, watching him.


  “To the right?”


  “That brightens it, of course. And—” Her breath caught. “Don’t twist it too far, Jeff.”


  “Why not?”


  “Well, don’t point it at me then.” She smiled quickly. “I’ll explain.”


  “Sure, explain.” Jeff lowered the flashlight.


  Brooke was still smiling. “I didn’t really know about you. You can see that.”


  “Uh-huh. I understand.”


  “So I didn’t want to tell you about it yet. It’s a tranquilizer gun.”


  Jeff raised his brows. “Doesn’t look much like one.”


  “Family specialty. You couldn’t buy that kind of tranquilizer anywhere. I don’t know what it is, of course, but we might be able to have it analyzed.”


  “Maybe we could,” Jeff said. “What’s its range?”


  “You’re not supposed to try to use it over thirty feet. Indoors, that’s likely to be as much range as you’ll want.”


  “You’ve used it?”


  “No,” Brooke said. “I saw it used once, but it’s only for a real emergency. The family doesn’t want it to get out that someone makes a gun like that.”


  “What was the effect?”


  Brooke grimaced. “Worked so fast it scared me! The man didn’t even know he’d been hit, and he didn’t move for another two hours. But it won’t kill anyone, and there isn’t supposed to be much aftereffect. It’s a little hollow needle.”


  Jeff nodded thoughtfully. “Very interesting. It seems we now have the explanation for your generous offer to finance me.”


  Brooke looked startled. “I told you—”


  “You told me a lot of things. I’ll even believe some of them—that this is a gun, for example. It’s what you were working to get your hand on right from the start, wasn’t it?”


  Brooke said reluctantly, “I would have felt better if I’d had it. You see—”


  “I know. You just weren’t sure you could trust me. All right, obviously I can’t be sure I can trust you either.” Jeff raised the pencil flash, pointing it at her. “So why don’t I see for myself what that little hollow needle does after it hits?”


  Brooke shook her head. “You don’t want to do that, Jeff.”


  “Why not?”


  “Tracy’s sort of slippery. If I’m awake and in the plane with you two, she’ll be a lot easier to handle. I can keep her conned. Whether you believe it or not, I do want to go to Mexico with you.”


  Jeff grinned and dropped the pencil flash into a coat pocket.


  “And you’re getting your wish!” he told her. “Go sit down in your chair.”


  He tied Brooke’s hands behind the chair back, secured the rope to a rung, testing all knots carefully. Then he checked the time and said, “Keep your mouth shut from now on unless I ask you something.”


  Brooke nodded silently. Her expression indicated she might be frightened at last, and she might have reason for it. Jeff went to the window, studied the valley road. Nothing to be seen there yet. Rain clouds drifted over the lower countryside though the sky remained clear above the house. There was a distant roll of thunder. Jeff left the room, returned with a silk scarf. He laid the scarf on the table, restored the bundled bills, the jewelry and Brooke’s burglary equipment to the suitcase, except for the pencil flash, which stayed in his pocket along with the two-way watch. He covered the assortment in the suitcase with Brooke’s cape, thinking there still might be stuff concealed in it that he hadn’t discovered. If so, it could wait. He closed and locked the suitcase, pocketed the key. The clothes and boots he’d been wearing went into the closet from which he’d taken Uncle Jason’s suit and shoes.


  He returned to the window, stood looking out. He felt a little tense, just enough to keep him keyed up, which he didn’t mind. He was always at his best when keyed up. He knew exactly what he was going to do, and it was unlikely that anything could go wrong. Even if Brooke happened to have lied about Tracy’s ability to fly a plane, it wouldn’t affect his plans seriously. He’d leave the two of them here, dead and stowed away where they shouldn’t be found at once, and go off in Tracy’s car. A few hours’ start was all he needed now. The plane would be preferable, of course. If the two disappeared with him, he could work out a way to put heat on their precious family.


  He’d been tempted to wait, to let that crew of cautious wealthy practitioners of crime start drifting in during the afternoon, nail them down as they arrived, and then see what he could make out of the overall situation, but that might be crowding his luck. He’d got a great deal more than he’d expected to get at the house, and he liked the way the setup looked now.


  He inquired presently, “What color is Tracy’s car?”


  Brooke’s tongue tip moistened her lips. “Red,” she said. “Cherry red. Sports car. Is she coming?”


  “In sight,” Jeff said. “Still a few minutes away.” He went to the table, picked up the silk scarf. “Let’s make sure everything stays very quiet in here when she shows up!” He wrapped the scarf tightly around Brooke’s mouth and jaw, knotted it behind her head and came back to the window.


  He stood away from it a little, though there was no real chance the sharpest of eyes could have spotted him from the road. Tracy, he decided, did drive fast—and expertly. The little red car was flicked around curves, accelerated again on the straight stretches. By the time the sound of the engine grew audible on the breeze, he could make out a few details about the driver: a woman, all right—goggled, bright green scarf covering her head, strands of blonde hair whipping out back of the scarf. She was coming to the house because there was nowhere else to go; the road stopped here. Satisfied, Jeff left the room, went unhurriedly downstairs.


  He’d made up his mind a while ago about the place where he’d wait for Tracy, and he was there a minute later. A side door opened on the garden near the angle formed by the house with the garage. The angle was landscaped with thick dark-green bushes, providing perfect cover. For the moment, he remained near the door. The chances were that Tracy would come directly to the garage; and if she did, he’d have the gun on her as soon as she stepped out of the car. If, instead, she drove around to the front entrance of the building, he’d slip back into the house through the side door and catch her inside. The rest would be simple. It shouldn’t take long to make her realize what she had to do for her own sake and Brooke’s, that Jeff didn’t really need either of them, and that if she didn’t follow his orders exactly, he’d shoot them both and leave with her car.


  From his point of concealment, he watched the car turn up the driveway from the road. The section of driveway leading to the garage curved out of sight behind a stand of ornamental pines sixty yards away. The car swung into it, vanished behind the trees. There was a momentary squeal of brakes.


  Jeff frowned, listening, Uncle George’s .38 in his hand. He heard the purring throb of the engine, but the car obviously had stopped. It shouldn’t make much difference if Tracy left it there; she still had to come to the house. But it wasn’t the way Jeff had planned it, and he didn’t like that.


  He gauged the distance to the pines. He could reach them in a quick sprint and find out what she was doing. However, he didn’t favor that idea either. If she had the car in motion again before he got there and caught sight of him in the open, he could have a real problem. Undecided, Jeff began to edge through the bushes toward the front of the garage.


  He heard a sound then, a slight creaking, which he might have missed if his ears hadn’t been straining for indications of what was delaying Tracy. He turned his head, and something stung the side of his neck. He swung around, startled, felt himself stumbling oddly as his gaze swept up along the side of the house.


  A window screen in a second-floor room above him was being quietly closed. Jeff jerked up the revolver. He was falling backward by then, and he fired two shots, wildly, spitefully, at the blurring blue of the sky before he was lying on the ground, the gun somehow no longer in his hand.


  He had a stunned thought: that Brooke couldn’t possibly have done it, that he had her tranquilizing gadget in his coat. And besides—


  He didn’t finish the second thought. Tracy was standing next to him, holding a gun of her own, when Brooke came out through the side door.


  “Well!” Tracy said. “So now I know why you were giving me the high sign from the window.” She glanced down at Jeff’s face, back at Brooke. “Tranquilizer?”


  “No,” Brooke said reluctantly. “He spotted that while we were talking and took it.”


  “So it was Last Resort, eh?”


  “Yes.”


  Tracy grimaced. “Suspected it, by the way he looks.” She shook her head. “Well, Brooke—curare. You know the rules. You may have quite a bit of explaining to do.”


  “I can explain it.”


  “Yes? Start with me!” Tracy invited. “A sort of rehearsal. Let’s see how it will stand up.”


  “You know who that is? Was, I guess.”


  Tracy looked at Jeff again. “No. I should?”


  “Jeff Clary.”


  Tracy blinked. “Clary? The escaped convict they’re hunting for? You’re sure?”


  “I’m sure,” Brooke said. “They’ve been broadcasting his picture and I recognized him as soon as he turned up in the house. Anyway, he admitted it. He’s killed three people in the past twenty-four hours, and he had plans for you and me after you’d flown him across the border.”


  “Now, that doesn’t start the explanation off too badly,” Tracy conceded. “Still—”


  Brooke said, “He had to go anyway.”


  “Probably. But not at your discretion. If you had to let him take your sleepy-bye kit, what about mine? You know where I keep it. The bag’s upstairs in my closet at present.”


  “I thought of that,” Brooke said, “but I didn’t think I’d have time to hunt around for the bag. He had me gagged and tied to a chair, and he stayed right there in the room with me until you were almost driving in. Last Resort was quicker. I grabbed it.”


  “Um!” Tracy tapped her nose tip reflectively. “Well, that really should do it! They can’t give you too much of an argument.” She smiled. “So the big bad convict ties you to a chair? Angelique the Eleven-Year-Old Escape Artist. Remember the howl you raised when they sent you off to the circus that summer?” She looked at the gun in her hand. “Might as well put this away, and we’ll start tidying up.”


  “Hadn’t you better use the gun first?” Brooke said.


  “Huh?” Tracy looked thoughtful. “Yes!” she said then. “Good thinking, Brooke! They should prefer to let Clary be found if the coroner doesn’t have reason to poke around too closely. We’ll take away the reason.”


  She pointed the gun at a spot between Jeff’s eyebrows.


  There had been assorted activities in the house in the latter part of the afternoon and the early part of the evening, but around ten o’clock things were quiet again. The rain, after holding off to the south most of the day, had moved in finally, and there was a gentle steady pattering against the closed windows in Tracy’s room. For the past half hour, Brooke and Tracy had been playing double slap solitaire at a small table. Neither was displaying her usual fierce concentration on the game.


  Tracy lifted her head suddenly, glanced at Brooke. “I think the reporting committee’s coming!”


  Brooke listened. Footsteps were audible in the passage. “Well, it’s a relief!” she muttered. “They’ve been discussing it long enough.”


  She put down her card pack and went to the door.


  “Here we are, George!” she called. “Tracy’s room.”


  She came back and looked on as the tuxedoed committee filed in. George Cameron, president of Renfrew College and scholarly authority on the Punic Wars, entered first; then Ricardo Achtel, who handled Baldwin Gems, Imports and Exports, among other things. Finally came Jason Cameron, best known in some circles as big-game hunter and mountaineer. Three big guns of the family. All gave her reassuring smiles, which struck Brooke as a bad sign. She drew a deep breath.


  “What’s the verdict?” she asked.


  “Let’s not look on it as a verdict, Brooke,” said George Cameron. “Sit down; we’ll have to talk about it.” He glanced around, noted the absence of free chairs. “Mind if we use your bed, Tracy?”


  “Not at all,” Tracy told him.


  George and Jason sat down on the bed. Ricardo Achtel leaned against the wall, hands shoved into his trousers pockets. “There was a special news report some ten minutes ago,” George remarked. “I don’t believe you caught it?”


  Brooke shook her head.


  George said, “They’ve found the unfortunate Rainbow couple in their car. Each had been shot from behind almost at contact range—a deliberate execution. Clary afterward ran the damaged vehicle off the road, as he told you. A highway patrol happened to notice smashed bushes, investigated and discovered the wreck and the bodies in a ravine.”


  “How far from where Clary was found?” Tracy asked.


  “Less than four miles. We worked out his probable backtrail closely enough,” George said. “And that should wind it up. The theory that Clary tried to kidnap another motorist, who was lucky or alert enough to shoot first, and may have sufficient reason for not wanting to identify himself, is regarded as substantiated. Either of the two bullets found in Clary’s body should have caused almost instant death. Police will try to trace the gun. The usual thing.” There was a short pause. “All right, and now what about me?” Brooke asked. “I’ve flunked?”


  “Not at all,” George said. “On the whole, you did very well. You were dealing with a killer and stalled him off until you could create an opportunity to end the threat to yourself and Tracy. Naturally, we approve.”


  “Naturally,” Tracy agreed dryly. “However,” said Jason Cameron, “there was a rather serious breach of secrecy.”


  “I’ve tried to explain that,” Brooke told him. “I had to do something to keep Clary working to outfigure me. I couldn’t think of a good enough set of lies on the spot. He didn’t seem exactly stupid. So I told him the truth, or mostly the truth, which made it easy.”


  George scratched his jaw. “Yes, but there you are, Brooke! In doing it, you took a chance. Mind you, no one’s blaming you. If there’s any fault, it’s in those responsible for your progress—which certainly must include myself. But as far as you knew, there was a possibility, however slight, that the police would trace Clary to the house and take him alive. We could have handled the resulting problem, but some harm might have been done. Further, in being frank with Clary, you made killing him almost a necessity—thus reducing your options, which is never desirable.”


  Jason nodded. “There’s a definite streak of candor in you, Brooke. It’s been noticed. Your immediate inclination is to tell the truth.”


  “Not,” observed Ricardo Achtel, “that there’s anything essentially wrong with that.”


  “No, of course not,” George agreed: “However, one can also argue in favor of facile dissimulation. Those who don’t seem born with the ability—I had a good deal of early difficulty in the area myself—must acquire it by practice. It’s felt you fall short on that point, Brooke.”


  “In other words,” Brooke said, “I didn’t flunk out, but I didn’t get upgraded tonight either?”


  “Not formally,” George told her. “We believe you need more time. The matter will be brought up again at your next birthday.”


  “Seven months,” said Brooke. She looked discouraged.


  “They’ll pass quickly enough for you,” George assured her.


  “In a sense, you see,” Jason remarked, “circumstances did upgrade you today by presenting you with a difficult and serious problem, which you solved satisfactorily though in a less than optimum manner. It seems mainly a question of letting your experience catch up.”


  George nodded. “Exactly! So you’ll continue your formal education at Renfrew, but you’ll also start going to drama school.”


  “Drama school?” Brooke said, surprised.


  “Ours. The training you receive there won’t precisely parallel that given other students, but you should find it interesting. Tracy went through the process a few years ago.”


  Brooke looked over at Tracy.


  “Uh-huh, so I did,” Tracy said slowly. She shook her head. “Poor Brooke!”


  1974


  ONE STEP AHEAD


  If you can’t beat them and you wont join them then what?


  PROGRAMMED CORPS


  LEAVING RIDZIN!


  the newscast machines roared that morning. Many added grimly: SKANDER WAR IMMINENT!


  To well-informed citizens of Ridzin it came as no surprise. For fifteen years, the Programmed Corps, the mightiest war-machine ever known, had been developing on their world, lending Ridzin a significance unique in the Terrestrial League. Second-rate in most respects, Ridzin had been a logical base for the formation of the Corps. No one doubted that the League Central Government on Great Xal would have preferred the Corps to be assembled under its. immediate supervision. But the jealousy of other powerful League worlds made it impossible—the Corps simply would not have come into being as a joint effort of the League if Great Xal had insisted on the point. On the other hand, the central government wouldn’t have permitted its establishment on worlds like Hannaret or Lorcia, for example, worlds not too inferior to Great Xal in military strength and perennially on the verge of open rebellion. The Programmed Corps—its awesome manpower and appalling technical equipment drawn from all fourteen League worlds—must bring about, it was agreed by those in the know, in one direction or another a decisive shift in the balance of power in the League.


  As it would also bring about a decisive shift in the balance of power between the Terrestrial League and that despised, remote, alien race called the Skanders. That, as all League citizens understood—having been told it regularly during the past fifteen years—was the basic and vital reason for the Programmed Corps’ existence. And because its personnel were conditioned to absolute unquestioning obedience to whomever knew the commands by which to direct them, the Corps could be brought into being only on a world like Ridzin, a world which by no stretch of the imagination could be regarded as a menace to anyone else.


  And now the Programmed Corps—completed only after fifteen years of sustained effort, armed, trained, single-minded, irresistable—was shipping out!


  “THE FELLOW,” visiting Inspector General Mark Treffry of Great Xal remarked in a tone of absorbed interest as he peered through a window into the compound several stories below “is magnificent!”


  Dexter Monte, Treffry’s Technical Advisor, standing a prudent dozen steps farther back in the room, cleared his throat.


  “You really,” the Inspector General went on, “should come over here and watch him! What incredible reaction speed!”


  “I prefer,” Dexter Monte said firmly, “not to expose myself at a window while a Programmed assassin is in the area. If I might suggest—”


  Treffry chuckled.


  “Don’t you trust your own precautions?” he inquired. “The shields, the fields, the what-not? They’ve functioned perfectly so far.”


  “So far!” Monte repeated meaningfully.


  Treffry grunted.


  “Thinking of poor Ulbrand, I suppose?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ah, well,” said Treffry. “Ulbrand was no doubt a rather better than average Technical Advisor. But let’s face it, Monte . . . he simply was not in your class! I’m not surprised they got him—whoever it is doesn’t want us on Ridzin.” He paused, added smugly, “And we have pretty fair idea of who that is, don’t we?”


  “Yes,” Monte said.


  “Now as for you,” Treffry went on, “I have complete confidence in your devices. That fellow down there is in a trap. But he’s certainly handling himself well while we close it! On the average how many do we lose in these attacks?”


  “Seventeen-point-two men.”


  “Well, our present would-be assassin seems to have accounted for at least two dozen by now! And—good heavens!” Treffry went silent a moment, staring down through the window.


  “What’s going on?” Dexter Monte inquired in an uneasy tone.


  “I’m sure I don’t know!” Treffry told him. “There were some odd glitters of extremely bright light. Almost like the scintillation of a diamond as you turn it.”


  “Ah!” Monte said. “The assassin was near it?”


  “He was near it! He’s nowhere now! What was it?”


  Joining Treffry at the window, Monte said in great relief, “An adaptation of the Welban Vortex. I wasn’t sure it would work on a Programmed mind.”


  “It worked!” Treffry assured him. He gave the Advisor a sidelong glance full of admiration. “This is the sixteenth or seventeenth such attack we’ve undergone, isn’t it?”


  “The twenty-first,” Monte said. “And always by Programmed Soldiery! They’re unbelievable! I’ll trust your traps while only one of them is involved. But when the entire Programmed Corps goes into action—!” The Inspector General shook his head.


  “Yes,” Dexter Monte said slowly. “A fearful thought.”


  “Clearly, somebody else—somebody not at all authorized—knows at least a few of the key commands to their minds,” Treffry said. “Well, we’ll be rid of these problems soon enough. When is the first carrier scheduled to lift?”


  Dexter Monte glanced at his watch. “In sixteen hours, thirty-two minutes and ten seconds.”


  He looked at Treffry, added, “If you want to hear Governor Vinocur’s official announcement of the Programmed Corps’ departure from the Planet of Ridzin—he’s about to go on the air.”


  “By all means,” said Treffry. “I think I’ll really enjoy hearing our good and loyal friend Vinocur explain the situation to the public!” Planetary Governor Frank Vinocur was an old-time politician; while his speech, to which most of the adult population of Ridzin was tuned that morning, was a review of facts with which his listeners had been familiar for over a dozen years, he made them sound like news. There were friction points between the Terrestrial League and the alien Skanders. Though widely separated in space, they had overlapping spheres of influence—overlapping only slightly so far; but the situation was bound to become more serious as time went on. Unlike other spacefaring aliens men had encountered, the Skanders did not prudently withdraw when confronted by the mighty race of Terra—had, in fact, been known on occasion to attack first. They were savage and treacherous enemies, and showed, in addition, repulsively amebic physical characteristics.


  Space, Governor Vinocur declared, was not large enough for the Terrestrial League and such as the Skanders! An eventual showdown with the creatures was inevitable . . . and, as all knew, it was for this showdown that the Programmed Corps had been created. Ridzin could proudly say in this hour of parting that it had earned its place in history as the home of the Corps. By the wise planning of the Central Government on Great Xal, the time to strike at the Skander vermin—strike first, strike hard!—had arrived. The Programmed Corps was prepared . . . and victory was certain!


  The speech went over well—since Ridzin clearly would be remote from the battle zones. Throughout the day patriotic anti-Skander fervors grew in the population, reaching a high pitch when Governor Vinocur’s press attaches let it become known that at the official leave-taking banquet that evening the Governor would be publicly appointed a Programmed Corps General by the Inspector General from Great Xal, Mark Treffry, who had been on Ridzin for the past year to arrange for the Corps’ transfer. And when the last of the automatic transspace carriers lifted from the planet during the night hours, General Frank Vinocur would leave with it in the company of the Inspector General, to represent Ridzin and its people at the front in this stirring period of history.


  That afternoon cheering crowds lined the routes along which the Programmed Corps convoys rolled toward the planet’s three Transspace Stations. They surrounded the stations themselves where giant carriers, all bearing the insignia of Great Xal, lay in dense rows like vast steel sausages. Into them marched the Programmed Corps. Eighteen thousand men with full equipment were assigned to each carrier; the men would lie in rigid, frozen sleep during the long spaceflight to Great Xal. One by one, the carriers were loaded and closed their locks . . .


  Some of Ridzin’s citizens, noting that only the central government appeared to be involved in the operation, speculated that they might be witnessing a dramatic new turn in the Terrestrial League’s internal politics. But no public mention was made of such possibilities and by the time the official banquet began the planet was in a festive mood—almost as if the war against the Skanders were already won. Governor Vinocur was duly appointed a General of the Programmed Corps while Ridzin followed the event on their tri-di screens; laudatory speeches were exchanged between him and the Inspector General; toasts and countertoasts were offered . . . Dexter Monte, the Inspector General’s Technical Advisor, created a minor diplomatic flurry when, in full view of the entire planet, he refused to empty his glass in Ridzin’s honor, explaining that he was not a drinking man, that alcohol had deleterious effects on his metabolism. However, he was quickly coaxed into it by Mark Treffry and Governor Vinocur, and thereafter drank dutifully, if sourly, to every toast proposed.


  THEN the official rituals were over, except for the final scene on the steel loading dock within the maw of the last giant carrier left on the planet, where Governor Vinocur bade Ridzin farewell. Inspector General Treffry stood smiling at his side, Dexter Monte standing a few feet behind the two, belching every few seconds and generally showing the effects of having been forced into participating in the toasts. Vinocur spoke briefly into the tri-di cameras, concluded with a formal salute; then camera crews withdrew, glancing with silent awe at the huge bulkheads to either side of the dock behind which eighteen thousand men lay frozen in sleep. As the last of them left the carrier the loading locks slid shut with a heavy steel boom. The three men standing on the dock were alone. There was a dim humming in the air as the ship computers readied the engines for lift-off and the long flight during which there would be no waking human being to guide them. Treffry looked at his watch.


  “Still half an hour,” he said. “But we might as well get to our tanks at once. Feeling any better, Monte?”


  “No,” Dexter Monte muttered. “Worse! I’ll be more than happy to settle into that tank. I’m beginning to have some difficulty holding myself together, I can tell you!”


  Treffry and Vinocur glanced at each other and laughed, more loudly than the remark called for, almost as if each were enjoying a private joke; Monte blinked in brief, bleary surprise at them as he turned to follow them off to the sleep tanks.


  Five minutes later, Inspector General Mark Treffry heard the sharp click with which his sleeping tank sealed itself above him. He switched on the intercom connecting the three tanks. With no attendants left awake in the carrier, it was essential that he and his companions monitor one another through the steps required to ensure that they would awaken safely after the trip. Governor Vinocur acknowledged at once, and some seconds later, Dexter Monte also replied. The preparations were carried out, checked, and then Treffry settled back comfortably. He already felt a faint, not unpleasant numbness in legs and arms, which was the anesthetic’s first effect. By the time the sleep-cold touched him, he would not feel anything at all. But his mind was still awake and active; and the private joke which had made him laugh aloud a short while ago seemed too good now to keep to himself.


  “Vinocur?” he said to the intercom.


  “Yes, Treffry?” Vinocur’s voice responded.


  “Before we drop off,” Treffry said, “I thought I’d thank you for a highly enjoyable experience.” He could hardly refrain from laughing again.


  “You’re referring to your stay on Ridzin?” Vinocur asked politely. “We tried to make it as pleasant as possible, of course.”


  “I’m sure you did!” And now Treffry did laugh, huffing and snorting helplessly for almost a minute before he was able to stop. He dabbed at his eyes, and sensed that the sleep-heaviness had “begun to edge into his hands.


  “Why do you laugh, Treffry?” Vinocur’s voice asked.


  That almost set Treffrey off again. But he choked the laughter down. If he kept giving way to it, he would be asleep before he made sure that whatever dreams came to Frank Vinocur during the long trip would not be pleasant ones. He said, “Let me tell you—”


  While the Programmed Corps was being forged into a magnificent, automatically functioning weapon on Ridzin, it became obvious that its completion was awaited with as much anxiety as eagerness by a number of the worlds of the Terrestrial League. The question, of course, was who in the end would control it.


  “We didn’t try to stop the plotting and bargaining that went on,” Treffry said. “And we didn’t become involved in it. We merely took measures to ensure that the central government and Great Xal would remain always one step ahead of the conspirators.”


  “Conspirators?” Vinocur’s voice repeated carefully over the intercom.


  “Hannaret and Lorcia from the beginning, naturally!” Treffry told him. “Then, during tie past two years, the governing body of Ridzin. We did our intelligence work thoroughly. Great Xal held the margin of power, so nothing else was needed. We could let the thing ripen.


  “My dear fellow, that was what has made the final stages of this game so amusing! The ingenuity! The intricate patterns of deception! War fleets from Lorcia and Hannaret combining suddenly for ‘joint maneuvers’ in an open threat to Great Xal—and on Ridzin, in apparent desperation, ineffectual gestures at sabotage, including a series of attempted assassinations by mysteriously malfunctioning Programmed soldiers! They were not intended to succeed, of course; murdering me could not have held up the transfer of the Corps by a day. I imagine poor Ulbrand got killed by accident, or, more correctly, by the ineptness of his defenses.


  “And to what end? Why, to divert our attention. Nothing more. To draw us away from the one plan which did, in fact, have a chance to succeed. But that plan has failed, too, Vinocur!”


  Treffry paused a moment. When the intercom remained silent, he went on complacently. “The Hannaret warships which were to intercept and halt our carriers on their way to Great Xal have been allowed to take up position midway on our course. But they will be joined a few days from now by twice their number of central government ships. There will be no interception, Vinocur!


  “And now, with the Programmed Corps to enforce its orders, Great Xal deals once and for all with the malcontent worlds! The Terrestrial League will be hammered into a unit. That is the corps’ only urgent and immediate task. Time enough later to turn to settling our score with the Skanders. Why we owe those obscene aliens some gratitude, as a matter of fact—if they hadn’t been such a visible threat to the League it would have been impossible to bring the Corps into existence. So now, as I bid you good-night, ‘General’ Vinocur, I shall leave it to you to picture for yourself the warm reception awaiting you on Great Xal!”


  There was silence again for a moment. Then Vinocur said, “Treffry?”


  “Yes?” Treffry said, pleased. He had not really expected Vinocur to reply.


  “You omitted mentioning one of our diversion attempts,” the intercom told him.


  “I did?” Treffry said. “What was that?”


  “The interception of the carriers, of course! Too many people knew of that plan. It was almost inevitable that your intelligence would get wind of it.”


  Treffry started to speak, checked himself, suddenly chilled.


  “To stay one step ahead in this game,” Vinocur’s voice told him blandly, “that, as you’ve indicated, was the great necessity here. To bedazzle, mislead, confuse with a variety of elaborate schemes and dodges—when, all the time, only some very simple plan, one known to the fewest possible planners, could be successful. And that plan has succeeded, Treffry! To this moment only four men have known about it. You will now be the fifth.


  “The Programmed Corps is not on its way to Great Xal, you see. Instead, the course of the carriers will take them to transspace stations on Hannaret.”


  Impossible, Treffry thought in instant, scornful relief. What was the fellow attempting to accomplish with such a lie? Only Ulbrand and Monte—


  “Ulbrand’s death,” Vinocur’s voice was continuing, “was no accident. He and Dexter Monte controlled the master programs of the carrier fleet’s computers. We had to get Ulbrand out of the way.”


  “Ridiculous!” Treffry realized he had shouted, his voice thick and distorted, wondered briefly whether it was the anesthetic which made his mouth feel numb and stiffened now—or fear. “Monte!” he shouted again at the intercom.


  Some seconds passed silently, as Vinocur, too, waited for Dexter Monte to respond.


  “MONTE!” Treffry bellowed once more. Slurred, mumbling noises issued from the speaker then, followed by a heavy belch.


  “I couldn’t answer at once,” Dexter Monte explained in a weak, complaining voice. “I had to pull myself together. I don’t feel at all well! If you two hadn’t made me swallow those atrocious alcoholic concoctions—” He muttered indistinctly, added, “What is it?”


  “You heard what that fool was saying?” Treffry demanded.


  “You needn’t speak so loudly!” Monte protested. “Yes, I heard him.”


  “Well?”


  “Oh, I agreed almost a year ago to program the carriers to go to Hannaret when the time came. Is that what you want to know? It’s true enough. They guaranteed me wealth, power, influence. The usual approach. Including direct blackmail, I must say! Ulbrand, incidentally, wasn’t so stupid. I had to loosen his defenses to let the assassin get to him.” Dexter Monte belched explosively, groaned in polite dismay. “Excuse me, gentlemen! Your infernal alcohol . . .”


  Vinocur was laughing now. Treffry’s thoughts seemed to whirl in confusion. Then he remembered something. He snorted.


  “Monte, you’re a miserable coward and a monstrous liar!” he stated. “I can believe they blackmailed you into agreeing to do what they wanted. But you’re safe from them now, so you can give up the pretense! Because of course you didn’t go through with it.”


  Vinocur abruptly stopped laughing. “He went through with it!” he growled.


  Treffry chuckled. “He couldn’t, Vinocur! He simply couldn’t! Monte, like every other key man brought to Ridzin, was put through secret security tests once a month—and I supervised that operation—always. So Monte couldn’t have harbored any real intentions to betray us. No human mind can deceive the testing machines . . . eh, Monte?”


  Monte wearily mumbled a sentence or two.


  “What did you say, Monte? Speak up!”


  “I said I agree with you.” Dexter Monte’s voice was distinct again but quite faint. He sighed. “No human mind can deceive the testing machines.”


  Treffry swallowed with difficulty. The anesthetic definitely was affecting his tongue and throat now. “Are you listening, Vinocur?” he demanded. “So the Programmed Corps isn’t going to Hannaret, is it, Monte?”


  “No,” Monte said. He added peevishly, “But you gentlemen must excuse me now! I really can’t keep myself together any longer.”


  “Treffry—” Vinocur’s voice had thickened, sounded heavily slurred.


  “Yes?”


  “Ask him—ask him whether the Programmed Corps is . . . going to Great Xal.”


  “What?”


  “We . . . had him on . . . testing machines, too, Treffry!”


  A monstrous thought swam up slowly in Treffry’s mind.


  “Monte!” he cried. “Monte!”


  Odd watery whistling noises responded for some seconds from the intercom. Nothing else.


  Could it be? Could the most awesome weapon ever devised, the irresistable Programmed Corps, be hurtling now, not toward Great Xal but, out of control, toward some immensely distant point in space? From which it presently would return, under new instructions, to wipe out the race which had created it?


  “Monte!” This time, only Treffry’s mind formed the word. The sound that came from his mouth was a heavy groan—the cold-sleep process was moving along its irreversible course. Moaning noises in the intercom indicated Vinocur was experiencing similar difficulties. Treffry’s thoughts began to swirl in slow and awful confusion, revolving about one fact repeatedly mentioned in the speeches that day: the Skanders’ repulsive amebic quality, their ability to force themselves out of their basic shape into another of their choosing and to maintain it for an indefinite period . . .


  Perhaps for as long as fifteen or twenty years? Long enough to—


  That thought, all thought, faded. The moaning in the intercom went on for almost another minute. Then it, too, stopped. In a silence which would remain unbroken for many months the great carrier fleet rushed toward its destination.


  AURA OF IMMORTALITY


  Better by far to enter a den of serpents than a scientist’s laboratory uninvited!


  COMMISSIONER Holati Tate had been known to state on occasion that whenever there was a way for Professor Mantelish to get himself into a mess of trouble, Mantelish would find it.


  When, therefore, the Commissioner, while flicking through a series of newscasts, caught a momentary view of Mantelish chatting animatedly with a smiling young woman he stopped the instrument instantly, and with a touch of apprehension spun it back to locate the program in question. The last he had heard of Mantelish, the professor had been on a government-sponsored expedition to a far-off world, from which, the Commissioner had understood, he would not be returning for some time. However, Commissioner Tate had just got back to Maccadon from an assignment himself; for all he knew Mantelish might have changed his plans. Indeed, it would seem he had.


  He caught the program again, clicked it in. One good look at the great, bearlike figure and the mane of thick white hair told him it was indeed his old friend Mantelish. The dainty lady sitting across the table from Mantelish was a professional newscaster. The background was the Ceyce spaceport on Maccad on. The professor evidently had just come off his ship.


  His sense of apprehension deepening, Commissioner Tate began to listen sharply to what was being said.


  PROFESSOR Mantelish ordinarily was allergic in the extreme to newscasters and rebuffed their efforts to pump him about his projects with such heavy sarcasm that even the brashest did not often attempt to interview him on a live show. On the other hand he was highly susceptible to pretty women. When a gorgeous little newshen spotted him among the passengers coming off a spaceliner at Ceyce Port and inquired timidly whether he would answer a few questions for her viewers, the great scientist surprised her no end by settling down for a friendly fifteen-minute chat during which he reported on his visit to the little-known planet of the Tang from which he had just returned.


  It was a fine scoop for the little newshen. Professor Mantelish’s exploits and adventures were a legend in the Hub and he was always good copy—when he could be persuaded to talk. On this occasion, furthermore, he had something to tell which was in itself of more than a little interest. The Tang—who could be called a humanoid species only if one were willing to stretch a number of points—had been contacted by human explorers some decades before. They tended to be ferociously hostile to strangers and had a number of other highly unpleasant characteristics; so far little had become known of them beyond the fact that they were rather primitive creatures living in small, footloose tribes on a cold and savage planet.


  Professor Mantelish, however, had spent several months among them, accompanied by a team of specialists with whose help he had cracked the language barrier which previously had prevented free communication with the Tang. He had made copious recordings of their habits and customs, had even been permitted to bring back a dead Tang embalmed by freezing as was their practice. From the scientific viewpoint this was a very valuable specimen, since the Tang appeared to die only as a result of accident, murder, or in encounters with ferocious beasts. They did not suffer from diseases and had developed a means of extending their natural life span almost indefinitely . . .


  The young newscaster latched on to that statement like a veteran. Wide-eyed and innocent she slipped in a few leading questions and Mantelish launched into a detailed explanation.


  It had taken some months before he gained the confidence of the Tang sufficiently to induce them to reveal their secret: they distilled the juice of a carefully tended and guarded plant through an involved procedure. The drug they obtained in this way brought about a reversal of the normal aging process so that they retained their youthful health and vigor for a length of time which, though it had not been precisely determined, the Tang regarded as “forever”.


  COULD this drug, the little newswhen asked, perhaps be adapted for human use?


  Mantelish said he could not be definite about that, but it seemed quite possible. While the Tang had not let the members of his expedition know what plant they cultivated for the purpose, they had obligingly presented him with several liters of the distilled drug for experimentation which he had brought back with him. Analysis of the drug while still on the Tang planet had revealed the presence of several heretofore unknown forms of protein with rather puzzling characteristics; the question was whether or not these could be reproduced in the laboratory. To settle the question might well take a number of years—it could not of course be stated at present what the long-term effect of the drug on human beings would be. It was, however, apparently harmless. He and several other members of his group had been injected with significant quantities of the drug while on the planet, and had suffered no ill effects.


  Big-eyed again, the newscaster inquired whether this meant that he, Professor Mantelish, was now immortal?


  No, no, Mantelish said hastily. In humans, as in the Tang, the effects of a single dose wore off in approximately four months. To retain youth, or to bring about the gradual rejuvenation of an older body, it was necessary to repeat the dosage regularly at about this interval. The practice of the Tang was to alternately permit themselves to age naturally for about ten years, then to use the drug for roughly the same length of time or until youthfulness was restored.


  To protect both the Tang and their miracle plant from illegal exploitation, the Federation, following his initial report on the matter, was having the space about the planet patrolled. What the final benefits of the discovery to humanity would be was still open to question. It was, however, his personal opinion that the Tang drug eventually would take its place as a very valuable addition to the various rejuvenation processes currently being employed in the Hub . . .


  “The old idiot!” Commissioner Holati Tate muttered to himself. He swung around, found a redheaded young woman standing behind him, large, gray eyes intently watching the screen. “Did you hear all that, Trigger?” he demanded.


  “Enough to get the idea,” Trigger said. “I came in as soon as I recognized the profs voice . . . After those remarks, he’d be safer back among the Tang! He doesn’t even seem to have a bodyguard around.”


  Commissioner Tate was dialing a ComWeb number. “I’ll call the spaceport police! They’ll give him an escort. Hop on the other ComWeb and see his home and lab are under guard by the time he gets there.”


  “I just did that,” Trigger said.


  “Then see if you can make an emergency contact with that newscaster female before Mantelish strays off . . .”


  Trigger shook her head. “I tried it. No luck! It’s a floating program.”


  She watched the final minute and a half of the newscast, biting her lip uneasily, while the Commissioner made hasty arrangements with the spaceport police. To hear Professor Mantelish blabbing out the fact that he might have the answer to man’s search for immortality in his possession was disconcerting. It was an open invitation to all the criminal elements currently on Maccadon to try to get it from him. The prof simply shouldn’t be allowed to wander around without tactful but efficient nursemaiding! Usually, she or Holati or somebody else made sure he got it, but they’d assumed that on a Federation expedition he’d be kept out of jams . . .


  When the Commissioner had finished, she switched off the newscast, said glumly, “You missed something, Holati. Mantelish just showed everybody watching on umpteen worlds the container he’s got that drug in!”


  “The Tang stuff?”


  “Yes. It’s in that round sort of suitcase he had standing beside his chair.”


  The Commissioner swore.


  “Come along!” he said. “We’ll take my car and head for the spaceport. The police weren’t sure from exactly where that newscast was coming but if they catch up with Mantelish before he leaves they’ll wait for us and we’ll ride in to his lab with him.”


  “And if they don’t?”


  “They’ll call the car. Then we’ll go to the lab and wait for him to show up.”


  ALMOST as soon as he’d bid the charming little newscaster goodbye, Professor Mantelish himself began to feel some qualms about the revelations he’d allowed to escape. He began to realize he might have been a trifle indiscreet. Walking on with the crowds moving towards the spaceport exit hall, he found himself growing acutely conscious of the Tang drug container in the suitcase he carried. Normally preoccupied with a variety of matters of compelling scientific interest, it was almost impossible for him to conceive of himself as being in personal danger. Nevertheless, now that his attention was turned on the situation he had created it became clear that many people who had watched the newscast might feel tempted to bring the drug into their possession, either for selfish reasons or out of perhaps excessive zeal for private research . . .


  The average citizen at this point might have started looking around for the nearest police officer. Professor Mantelish, however, was of independent nature; such a solution simply did not occur to him. He had advertised the fact that he was headed for his laboratory. That had been a mistake. Therefore he would not go there—which should foil anyone who was presently entertaining illegal notions about the Tang drug. Instead, he would take himself and the drug immediately to a little seaside hideout he maintained which was known only to his closest associates. Once there he could take steps to have the drug safeguarded.


  Satisfied with this decision Mantelish lengthened his stride. About a hundred yards ahead was the entry to an automatic aircar rental station. As he came up half a dozen people turned into it in a group, obviously harmless citizens. Mantelish followed them in, moved over to the walljust inside the entry, turned and stood waiting, prepared, if required, to swing the weighted suitcase he held under his flowing robe like an oversized club. But half a minute passed and no one else came in. Satisfied, he hurried after the little group, catching up with them just as they reached the line of waiting cars and climbed into a car together, laughing and joking. Mantelish got into the car behind them, deposited a five-credit piece. The cars began to move forwards, rose toward the exit. He glanced back to make sure again that no one was following, placed the Tang container on the floorboards beside him, snapped the car’s canopy shut and put his hands on the controls.


  The aircars emerged from the fifteenth floor of the spaceport exit building, the lights of Ceyce glittering under its night-screen before them. Mantelish turned immediately to the left, directed the car up to one of the main traffic lines, moved along it for a minute, then shifted abruptly to one of the upper high-speed lanes.


  HE REACHED his hideaway a scant fifteen minutes later. It was in a residential shore area, featuring quiet and privacy. The house overlooked a shallow, sheltered ocean bay, was built on sloping ground thirty feet above tide level. It was a pleasant place, fit for an elderly retired man of remarkable habits. None of Mantelish’s neighbors knew him by name or suspected he maintained a laboratory within his walls—an installation in absolute violation of the local zoning regulations.


  He locked the entry door behind him, crossed a hall, opened the door to the laboratory. He stood motionless a moment, looking around. Everything was as he had left it months before, kept spotlessly clean by automatic maintenance machinery. He went over to a table on which lay a variety of items, the results of projects he had hastily completed or left incompleted before setting-out on the expedition to the Tang world. He put the Tang container on the table between a chemical gun and a packaged device which, according to the instructions attached to it, was a mental accelerator with a ratio of two hundred and eighty to one, instantly lethal if used under conditions other than those specified in the instructions. He looked about once more, went out by another door to the kitchen of the house.


  A minute or two later, he heard the laboratory Com Web buzzing shrilly. Mantelish glanced around from the elaborate open-face sandwiches he was preparing. He frowned. Among the very few people who knew the number of that ComWeb, only two were at all likely to be calling him at this moment. One was Commissioner Tate, the other was Trigger Argee. If either of them—Trigger, in particular—had caught the newscast at the spaceport just now they were going to give him hell.


  His frown deepened. Should he ignore the call? No, he decided; however unnecessarily, the caller was no doubt concerned about his safety. He must let them know he was all right.


  Mantelish lumbered hurriedly back into the laboratory, came to a sudden stop just beyond the door. There were two men there. One was seated at the table where he had put down the Tang container; the other leaned against the wall beside the hall door. Both held guns, which at the moment were pointed at him.


  Mantelish looked from one to the other, lifting his eyebrows. This, he told himself, was a most unfortunate situation. He knew the pair from a previous meeting, the conclusion of which had been marked by a certain amount of physical violence. He didn’t like the look of the guns but perhaps he could bluff it out.


  “Fiam,” he said with stern dignity to the man at the table, “I am not at all pleased by your intrusion. I thought I had made it clear to you last year when I threw you out of my laboratory that there was no possibility of our doing business. If I failed, I shall make the point very clear indeed immediately after I have answered this call!”


  He turned toward the clamoring Com Web. Suddenly he felt an excruciating pain in his left leg, centered on the kneecap. He grunted, stopped.


  “That’s enough for now, Welk,” Paes Fiam said lazily from the table. “He’s got the idea . . .”


  The pain faded away. The man standing by the door grinned and lowered his gun. Fiam went on, “Sit down over there, professor—across from me. Forget the ComWeb. This shouldn’t take long. These guns of ours, as you’ve noticed, can be very painful. They can also kill very quickly. So let’s not have any unpleasantness.”


  Mantelish scowled at him but sat down. “Why have you come here?” he demanded.


  Fiam smiled. “To ask you for a small favor. And a little information.” He picked up the chemical gun lying on the table beside the Tang container, looked at it a moment. “This device,” he said, “appears to be something you’ve developed.”


  “It is,” Mantelish said.


  “What’s so remarkable about it?”


  Mantelish snorted. “It kills the intended victim immediately on spray contact while placing the user in no danger whatsoever, even when carelessly handled.”


  “So the label says,” Paes Fiam agreed. “A one to four foot range. Very interesting!” He laid the gun back on the table. “I find it a little strange, professor, that a man holding the high ethical principles you outlined to me in our previous conversation should devote his time to creating such a murderous little weapon!”


  Mantelish snorted again. “What I am willing to create depends on the clients with whom I am dealing. I would not place such weapons in the hands of common crooks like yourselves.”


  The Com Web’s noise stopped. Fiam smiled briefly, said, “Not common crooks, Professor Mantelish. We happen to be exceptionally talented and efficient crooks. As the present situation demonstrates.”


  “What do you mean?” Mantelish asked coldly.


  “I happened to be at the Ceyce spaceport,” Fiam said, “while you were bragging about your Tang immortality drug on the newscast. I took steps immediately to make sure I knew where you went. Welk and I followed you here without very much trouble. We made sure in the process that nobody else was tailing you.” He patted the Tang container. “This is what we’re after, professor! And we’ve got it.”


  “You are being very foolish,” Mantelish said. “As I indicated during the newscast, it remains questionable whether the Tang drug can be produced under laboratory conditions. If it is possible, it will involve years of research.at the highest level. I—”


  “Hold it, professor!” Fiam raised his hand, nodded at Welk. “Your statements are very interesting, but let’s make sure you’re not attempting to mislead us.”


  “Mislead you?” Mantelish rumbled indignantly.


  “You might, you know. But Welk will now place the pickup of a lie detector at your feet. Sit very still while he’s doing it—you know I can’t miss at this range.” Fiam brought a small instrument out of his pocket, placed it on the table before him. “This is the detector’s indicator,” he went on. “A very dependable device, every time it shows me you’re being less than truthful you’ll get an admonishing jolt from Welk’s gun. Welk’s never really forgiven, you for not opening the lab door before you ejected him last year. Better stick to the truth, professor!”


  “I have no intention of lying,” Mantelish said with dignity.


  Paes Fiam waited until Welk had positioned the pickup and stepped back, went on. “Now, professor, you were suggesting that at present the Tang drug has no commercial value . . .”


  Mantelish nodded. “Exactly! The quantity on the table here—and it’s every drop of the drug to be found off the Tang world now—is not nearly enough to be worth the risk you’d be taking in stealing and trying to market it. It might extend the life of one human being by a very considerable extent, and that is all. And what potential client would take your word for it that it would do that—or that it wouldn’t, for that matter, harm him instead, perhaps kill him within a few months?”


  “A large number of potential clients would, if they were desperate enough for life,” Fiam said, watching the detector indicator. “You were skirting the fringes of deception with that question, professor. But that’s not the point. Does the drug have harmful physical or mental effects?”


  Mantelish said, “A calculated quantity was given to six members of our expedition, including myself. During the past four months, no harmful physical or mental effects have been observed, and the overall effect has worn off again. That’s all I can say.”


  “And the Tang drug did have a rejuvenating effect on these human subjects?”


  Mantelish hesitated, admitted, “A slight but measurable one. That was in accordance with our expectations.”


  Fiam smiled. “I see. What other expectations did you have in connection with the use of the drug on human beings?”


  Mantelish said reluctantly, “That the dosage given human subjects would wear out of the system in about four months—as it did. And that if the rejuvenation effect were to continue the treatment would therefore have to be repeated regularly at four-month intervals.”


  “What do you believe will happen if that is done?”


  “Within a ten-year period,” Mantelish said, “the subject should find that his biological age has not advanced but has been reduced by about five years. The Tang rejuvenation process is a slow, steady one. The Tang themselves select the biological age they prefer, and remain within a few years of it by a judicious use of the drug. It is, of course, impossible to reduce the biological age beyond late adolescence.”


  “I understand,” Fiam said. “And how is the drug administered?”


  “The Tang drink the extract,” Mantelish said. “On human beings it has a violently nauseating effect when administered in that form. We found it more practical to administer a subcutaneous injection.”


  “There’s nothing essentially different between that and any other subcutaneous injection?”


  “No, none at all.”


  Paes Fiam patted the container again, smiled, said, “The drug extract in here is ready to be used exactly as it is?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are there any special measures’ required to preserve its usefulness and harmlessness indefinitely?”


  “It’s self-preserving,” Mantelish said. “There should be no significant difference in its properties whether it’s used today or after a century. But as I have pointed out, I cannot and will not say that it is harmless. A test on six subjects is by no means definitive. The seventh one might show very undesirable physical reactions. Or undesirable reactions might develop in the six who have been tested five, or ten, or fifteen years from now . . .”


  “No doubt,” Fiam said. He smacked his lips lightly. “Be careful how you answer my next question. You said the drug in this container should extend the life of one human being very considerably. What does that mean in standard years?”


  Mantelish hesitated, said grudgingly, “My estimate would be about three hundred years. That is an approximation.”


  Fiam grinned happily at Welk. “Three hundred years, eh? That’s good enough for us, professor! As you may have begun to surmise, we’re the clients for whom the drug is intended. We have no intention of trying to sell it. And we’ll take a chance on undesirable reactions showing up in five or ten years against the probability of another hundred and fifty years of interesting and profitable living!”


  He stood up, moved back from the table. “Now then, you’ve got the equipment to administer a subcutaneous injection somewhere around the lab. You’ll get it out while I keep this gun on you. You’ll show Welk exactly what you’re doing, describe the exact amount of drug that is required for each injection. And you’ll do all that while you’re within range of the lie detector. So don’t make any mistakes at this stage or, believe me, you’ll get hurt abominably!


  “Finally, you’ll give me the initial four-month injection. I shall then give Welk an identical injection under your supervision. After that, we’ll just wrap up the container with the rest of the drug and be on our way . . .”


  TEN minutes later Mantelish sat at the table, gloomily watching Fiam store the container, along with several other of the finished products on the table which had caught his fancy, into the suitcase. Welk stood behind the professor’s chair, gun pointed at Mantelish’s neck.


  “Now let me give you the rest of the story on this, professor,” Fiam said. He picked up Mantelish’s chemical gun, looked at it and placed it on top of the suitcase. “You’ve mentioned several times that I can’t expect to get away with this. Let me reassure you on the point.


  “For one thing, we set up a temporal scrambler in this room as soon as we came in. It’s on one of those shelves over there. It will remain there and continue in action for thirty minutes after we’ve left, so no one will be able to restructure the events of the past few hours and identify us in that way. We’re wearing plastiskin gloves, of course, and we haven’t made any foolish mistakes to give investigators other leads to who might have been here. “Also we enjoy—under other names—an excellent reputation on this planet as legitimate businessmen from Evalee. Should foul play be suspected, we, even if somebody should think of us, certainly will not be suspected of being involved in it. As a matter of fact”—Fiam checked his watch—“twenty minutes from now, we shall be attending a gay social function in Ceyce to which we have been invited. As far as anybody could prove, we’ll have spent all evening there.”


  He smiled at Mantelish. “One more thing; you will be found dead of course; but there will be some question about the exact manner in which you died. We shall leave an interesting little mystery behind us. The Tang container will be missing. But why is it missing? Did you discover, or fancy you had discovered, some gruesome reaction to the drug in yourself, and drop it out over the sea so no one else would be endangered by it? Did you then perhaps commit suicide in preference to waiting around for the inevitable end?”


  “Suicide—pfah!” growled Mantelish. “No one is lunatic enough to commit suicide with a pain-stimulant gun!”


  “Quite right,” Fiam agreed. He took up the professor’s chemical gun from the suitcase again. “I’ve been studying this little device of yours. It functions in a quite simple and obvious manner. This sets the triggering mechanism—correct? It is now ready to fire.” He pointed the gun at Mantelish, added, “Stand aside, Welk.”


  Welk moved swiftly four feet to one side. Mantelish’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t—”


  “But I would,” Fiam said. And as the professor started up with a furious bellow, he pulled the trigger.


  Mantelish’s body went rigid, his face contorting into a grisly grin. He thumped sideways down on the table, rolled off it on the side away from Fiam, went crashing down to the floor.


  “Ugh!” Welk said, staring down in fascinating incredulity. “His whole face has turned blue!”


  “Is he dead?” Fiam inquired, peering over the table.


  “I never saw anyone look deader! Or bluer!” Welk reported shakenly.


  “Well, don’t touch him! The stuff might hit you even through the gloves.” Fiam came around the table, laid the gun gingerly on the floor, said, “Shove it over by his hand with something. Then we’ll get ourselves lost . . .”


  The ComWeb was shrilling again as they went out into the hall, closed the door behind them. After it stopped the laboratory and the rest of Mantelish’s house was quiet as a tomb.


  “IT’S A miracle,” Trigger said, “that you’re still alive!” She looked pale under her tan. The professor had lost the bright ceruleantint Welk had commented on by the time she and Commissioner Tate came rushing into the house a minute or two ago. The skin of his face was now a nasty green through which patches of his normal weathered-brick complexion were just beginning to show.


  “No miracle at all, my dear,” Mantelish said coolly. “Paes Fiam has encountered the kind of misfortune the uninformed layman may expect when he ventures to challenge the scientist on his own ground. He had lost the game, literally, at the moment he stepped into this laboratory! I had half a dozen means at my disposal here to foil his criminal plans. Since I was also in the laboratory at the time, most of them might have been harmful—or at least extremely disagreeable—to me. So as soon as I saw he intended to use the chemical gun, I decided to employ that method to rid myself of his presence.”


  Commissioner Tate had been studying the gun’s label.


  “This says the gun kills instantly,” he observed.


  “It does kill instantly,” Mantelish said, “if aimed at an attacking Rumlian fire roach. I designed it to aid in the eradication of that noisome species. On the human organism it has only a brief paralyzing effect.”


  “It makes you look revolting, too!” Trigger said, studying him fascinatedly.


  “A minor matter, my dear. Within an hour or two I shall have regained my normal appearance.”


  Holati Tate sighed, placed the gun back on the table. “Well we should be able to pick up your friends since we know who they are,” he said. “I’ll alert the spaceports immediately and get Scout Intelligence on the job. We’re lucky though that they didn’t get more of a head start.”


  Mantelish held up his hand. “Please don’t concern yourself about the Tang drug, Holati,” he said. “I’ve notified the police and Fiam and Welk will be arrested very shortly.”


  The Commissioner said doubtfully, “Well, our Maccadon police—”


  “The matter will require no brilliance on their part, Holati. Fiam informed me he and Welk intended to be enjoying themselves innocently at a social function within twenty minutes after leaving this laboratory. That was approximately half an hour ago . . .” Professor Mantelish nodded at the ComWeb. “I expect the police to call at any moment, to advise me they have been picked up.”


  “Better not take a chance on that, Professor,” Trigger warned. “They might change their plans now they have the stuff, and decide to get off the planet immediately.”


  “It would make very little difference, Trigger. If Paes Fiam had waited until the official report on the Tang planet was out he would have known better than to force me to inject him with the immortality drug. Aside from their savage ways the Tang are literally an unapproachable people while under its influence; I and the various members of our expedition who experimented with it on ourselves had to wait several months for its effect to wear off again before we were able to return to civilization. We would not have been able to live among the Tang at all if we had not had our olfactory centers temporarily shutoff.”


  “Olfactory centers?” said Trigger.


  “Yes. It was absolutely necessary. Within half an hour after being administered to an animal organism, the Tang drug produces the most offensive and hideously penetrating stench I have ever encountered. Wherever Paes Fiam and Welk may be on the planet, they have by now been prostrated by it and are unmistakably advertising their presence to anyone within half a mile of them. I have advised the police that space helmets will be needed by the men sent to arrest them, and—”


  He broke off as the ComWeb began shrilling its summons, added, “Ah, there is the call I have been expecting! Perhaps you’ll take it, Trigger? Say I’m indisposed; I’m afraid the authorities may be feeling rather irritable with me at the moment.”
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