file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20The%20Space%20Willies.txt

Eri ¢ Frank Russel
THE SPACE W LLI ES

CAST OF CHARACTERS

John Leem ng
Hs |life depended on his proving a lie.

Mayor Snor kum
When it canme to "lapping a pie,
be beat en.

the mayor couldn't

Maj or Kl avith
He had a habit of taking fact for fiction - and fiction
for fact

Commodor e Keen
There was nothing nore inportant to this conmmrander
than a properly zipped zipper!

Eust ace Phenackerti ban
H's intelligence was such that he was commonly known as "Brain
Chi | d"

Col onel Far ner
He sonetinmes nistook the scout-pilot barracks for a
day nursery.

HE KNEW he' d stuck his neck out and it was too late to with-
draw. It had been the sane since early chil dhood, when he'd
accepted dares and been sorry imedi ately afterward. They
say that one learns fromexperience; if that were true, the
human race woul d now be devoid of folly. He'd | earned
plenty in his tinme, and forgotten nost of it within a week.
So yet again he'd wangled hinself into a predi camrent and
undoubtedly would be left to wangle hinself out of it as best
he coul d.

Once nore he knocked at the door, a little harder but not

i nperatively. Behind the panels a chair scraped and a harsh
voi ce responded wi th obvious inpatience:

"Conme in!"

Mar ching inside, he stood at attention before the desk,

head erect, thunbs in line with the seans of the pants, feet
at an angle of forty-five degrees. A robot, he thought, just
a dammed robot .

Fl eet Admiral Markham surveyed hi mfrom beneath bushy

brows, his cold gaze slowy rising fromfeet to head then de-
scending fromhead to feet.

"Who are you?"

"Scout-Pilot John Leeming, sir."

"Ch, yes." Markham nmai ntained the stare then suddenly

bar ked, "Button your fly."

Leem ng jerked and showed enbarrassnent. "l can't, sir.

It has a defective zipper."

"Then why haven't you visited the tailor? Does your com
mandi ng of fi cer approve of his nmen appearing before ne
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sloppily dressed? | doubt it! What the devil do you nean by
it?"

"Wth all due respect, sir, | don't see that it matters. Dur-
ing a battle a nan doesn't care what happens to his pants so

|l ong as he survives intact."

"l agree," said Markham "But what worries nme is the

question of how nuch other and nmore inportant materia

may prove to be substandard. If civilian contractors fail on
little things like zippers, they'll certainly fail on big ones.
Such failures can cost lives."

"Yes, sir," said Leem ng, wondering what the other was

getting at.

"A new and untried ship, for instance,” Mrkham went

on. "If it operates as planned, well and good. If it doesn't

. He | et the sentence peter out, thought awhile, con-

ti nued, "We asked for volunteers for special |ong-range re-
connai ssance patrols. You were the first to hand in your

name. | want to know why."

"If the job has to be done, sonebody nmust do it,"
answered evasively.

"I amfully aware of the fact. But | want to know exactly
why you vol unteered."” He waited a bit, urged, "Cone on,

Leemni ng

speak up! | won't penalize a risk-taker for giving his rea-
sons. "

Thus encouraged, Leening said, "I like action. | |ike work-
ing on ny owmn. | don't like the tinme-wasting discipline they
go in for around the base. | want to get on with the work for

which |'"msuited, and that's all there is toit."

Mar kham nodded understandingly. "So do nobst of us. Do you
think I"'mnot frustrated sitting behind a desk while a

maj or war is being fought?" Wthout waiting for a response

he added, "I've no time for a man who vol unteers because

he's been crossed in love or anything like that. I want a com
petent pilot who is an individualist affiicted with the fidgets."
"Yes, sir."

"You seemto fit the part all right. Your technical record is
first-class. Your disciplinary record stinks to high heaven." He
eyed his listener blank-faced. "Two charges of refusing to
obey a | awful order. Four for insolence and i nsubordi nation
One for parading with your cap on back-to-front. Wat on
Earth nmade you do that?"

"I had a bad attack of what-the-hell, sir," explained Leem

i ng.

"Did you? Well, it's obvious that you're a confounded

nui sance. The space-base woul d be better off w thout you."
"Yes, sir."

"As you know, we and a few allies are fighting a big com

bine I ed by the Lathians. The size of the opposition doesn't
worry us. What we lack in nunbers we nore than nmake up

for in conmpetence and efficiency. Qur war-potential is great
and rapidly growing greater. W'll skin the Lathians alive
before we're through."

Leemi ng offered no comment, having becone tired of

"yessing."

"We've one serious weakness," Markhaminformed. "W

| ack adequate informati on about the eneny's cosnic hinter-

| and. W know how wi de t he Comnbi ne spreads but not how

deep into the starfield it goes. It's true that the eneny is no
wiser with regard to us, but that's his worry."

Agai n Leem ng nade no renark

"Ordi nary warships haven't flight-duration sufficiently pro-
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| onged to dig deep behind the Conbine's spatial front. That
difficulty will be overcone when we capture one or nore of
their outpost worlds with repair and refueling facilities.
However, we can't afford to wait until then. Qur Intelli-
gence Service wants sone essential data just as soon as it
can be got. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir."
"Good! We have devel oped a new ki nd of superfast scout-
ship. I can't tell you howit functions except that it does

not use the nornal cesiumion formof propulsion. Its type

of power unit is a top secret. For that reason it nust not fal
into the eneny's hands. As a last resort the pilot nust destroy
it, evenif it neans destroying hinself, too."

"Conpl etely wrecking a ship, even a small one, is nmuch nore
difficult than it seens."

"Not this ship,” Markhamretorted. "She carries an effective
charge in her engine room The pilot need only press a button
to scatter the power units pieceneal over a wide area."

"l see."

"That charge is the sole expl osive aboard, The ship carries
no armanent of any sort. It's a stripped-down vessel with
everything sacrificed for the sake of speed, and its only de-
fense is to scoot good and fast. That, | assure you, it can do.
Nothing in the galaxy can catch it, providing it's squirting
fromall twenty propul sors.™

"Sounds good to nme, sir," approved Leenming, licking his

l'ips.

"It is good. It's got to be good. The unanswered question

is that of whether it's good enough to take the beating of a
long, long trip. The tubes are the weakest part of any space-
ship. Sooner or later they burn out. That's what bothers ne.
The tubes on this ship have very special linings. In theory
they should last for nonths. In practice they mght not. You
know what that neans?"

"No repairs and no replacenents in eneny territory - no

means of getting back," Leem ng offered.

"Correct. And the vessel would have to be destroyed. From
that nmonent the pilot, if still surviving, has isolated hinself
sonewhere within the msts of Creation. H s chances of see-

i ng hurmanki nd again are renpote enough to verge upon the

i mpossi ble."

"There could be worse situations. 1'd rather be alive sone
pl ace el se than stone-dead here. Wiile there's life there's
hope. "

"You still wish to go through with this?"

"Sure thing, sir."

"Then upon your own head be it," said Markhamwi th
grimhunor. "Go along the corridor, seventh door on the
right, and report to Colonel Farnmer. Tell himl sent you."
"Yes, sir."

"And before you go, try that damed zi pper again."
oediently, Leenming tried it. The thing slid all the way as
snmoothly as if oiled. He stared at the other with a mixture
of astoni shnent and injured innocence.

"l started in the ranks and | haven't forgotten it,'
Mar kham pointedly. "You can't fool ne."

Col onel Farnmer, of Mlitary Intelligence, was a beefy,
florid-faced character who | ooked slightly dunb but had a
sharp m nd. He was exam ning a huge star-map hung upon one
wal | when Leem ng wal ked in. Farner swung around as

sai d
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if expecting to be stabbed in the back

"Haven't you been taught to knock before you enter?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then why didn't you?"

"I forgot, sir. My mind was occupied with the interview
I'"ve just had with Fl eet Admiral Markham "

"Did he send you to me?"

"Yes, sir."

"Ch, so you're the |ong-range reconnai ssance pilot, eh? |
don't suppose Commpbdore Keen will be sorry to see you go.
You' ve been sonewhat of a thorn in his side, haven't you?"
"I't would seemthat way, sir. But | joined the forces to
help win a war and for no other purpose. | amnot a juve-
nile delinquent called up for reformation by the commdore
or by anyone el se."

"He'd disagree with you there. He's a stickler for disci-
pline." Farmer let go a chuckle at sonme secret joke, added,
"Keen by nane and keen by nature." He contenplated the
other a short while, went on nore soberly, "You' ve picked
yoursel f a tough job."

"That doesn't worry nme," Leenming said flatly.

"You m ght never cone back."

"Makes little difference. Eventually we all take a ride
fromwhich we never conme back."

"Well, you needn't nention it with such ghoulish satisfac-
tion," Farmer conplained. "Are you narried?"
"No, sir. Wenever | get the urge, | just lie down quietly

until the feeling passes off."

Farmer eyed the ceiling and said, "CGod!"

"What did you expect?" asked Leem ng, displaying a cer-

tain aggressiveness. "A scout-pilot operates single-handed; he
has to learn to dispense with a ot of things, especially com
pani onship. It's surprising how much a nman can do without

if he really tries."

"I"'msure," soothed Farnmer. He gestured toward the star-

map. "On that the nearest points of light are arrayed across
the eneny's front. The mist of stars behind them are un-

known territory. The Conbine may be far weaker than we

think because its front is wafer-thin. O it nay be nore pow
erful because its authority stretches far to the rear. The only
way to find out exactly what we're up against is to effect a
deep penetration through the eneny's spatial l|ines."

Leemi ng sai d not hi ng.

"W propose to send a special scout-ship through this

area where occupied worlds |ie far apart; the Conbine's

def enses are somewhat scattered here, and their detector
devices are relatively sparse." Farner put his finger on a dark
patch on the map. "Wth the speed your vessel possesses

the eneny will have hardly enough tinme to identify you as
hostil e before they | ose trace of you. W have every reason
to believe that you'll be able to slip through into their rear

wi t hout trouble.”

"l hope so," contributed Leeni ng, seeing that a response

was expect ed.

"The only danger point is here." Shifting his finger an inch,
Farmer placed it on a bright star. "A Lathian-held solar sys-
temcontaining at |least four |arge space-navy stations. If
those fleets happen to be zoom ng around the bolt-hole, they
m ght intercept you nore by accident than good judgnent.

So you' |l be acconpanied that far by a strong escort."
"That's nice."
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"If the escort should becone involved in a fight, you wll
not attenpt to take part. Instead you will take full advantage
of the diversion to race out of range and dive through the
Conmbi ne's front. |Is that understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"After you get through you nust use your initiative. Bear

in mnd that we don't want to know how far back there are
worl ds holding intelligent Iife - you would never reach the
end of those even if you continued to the crack of doom We
want to know only how far back there are such worlds in reg-
ul ar communi cation with various nmenbers of the Conbine.
Whenever you conme across an organi zed pl anet playing bal
with the Conbine, you will at once transnmt all the details
you can offer."

TowillL"

"As soon as you are satisfied that you have gained the
measure of the eneny's depth, you will return as quickly as
possi bl e. You nust get the ship back here if it can be done.
If for any reason you cannot return, the ship nust be con-
verted into scrap. No abandoning it in free space, no dunp-
ing it into an ocean or anything like that. The ship nust be
destroyed. Markham has enphasi zed this, hasn't he?"

"Yes, sir."

"All right. We're giving you forty-eight hours in which to
clear up your personal affairs. After that, you will report to
Nunber Ten Spaceport." Farner held out a hand. "I w sh

you all the luck you can get."

"Thinking 1'11 need it?" Leem ng grinned and went on,
"You're laying very heavy odds agai nst ever seeing nme again.

It's witten across your face. I'll be back - want to bet on it?"
"No," said Farner. "I never ganble because |I'ma bad
| oser. But if and when you do return, I'll tuck you into bed

with ny own two hands."
"That's a prom se," warned Leeni ng.

The take-of f came at one hour after sunset. There was a

cl oudl ess sky, velvet black and spangled with stars. Strange
to think that far, far out there, conceal ed by sheer distance,
were countl ess popul ated worlds with Conbi ne warshi ps
paradi ng warily between sonme of them while the allied fleets
of Terrans, Sirians, Rigellians and others were on the prow
across an enornous front.

Bel ow, |l ong chains of arc-lights dithered as a gentle breeze
swept across the spaceport. Beyond the safety barriers that
defined the blast-area, a group of people were waiting to

wi tness the ascent. |If the ship toppled instead of going up,

t hought Leening wyly, the whole |ot of themwuld race for
sanctuary wi th burni ng backsi des.

A voi ce canme out of the tiny |oud-speaker set in the cabin
wal | . "Warmup, pilot."

He pressed a button. Sonethi ng went whunp; then the

ship groaned and shuddered, and a great circular cloud of
dusty vapor rolled across the concrete, concealing the safety
barriers. The | ow groaning and trenbling continued while

he sat in silence, his full attention upon the instrument bank
The needl es of twenty neters crawled to the right, quivered
awhi | e, becane still. That neant steady and equal pressure

in the twenty stern tubes.

"Everything all right, pilot?"

"Yes."

"Take off at will.'

A pause, followed by, "Lots of |uck!"
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"Thanks!"
He et the tubes blow for another half m nute before
gradually noving the tiny boost-lever toward him The shud-

dering increased; the groan raised its pitch until it becane
a how ; the cabin wi ndows m sted over and the sky was
obscur ed.

For a nerve-w acki ng second the vessel rocked on its tail-
fins. Then it began to creep upward, a foot, a yard, ten yards.
The howl was now a shriek. The chronically slowrate of rise
suddenly changed as sonething seened to give the vessel a
hearty shove in the rear. Up it went, a hundred feet, a thou-
sand, ten thousand. Through the clouds and into the deep of
the night. The cabin wi ndows were clear, the sky was full of
stars and the noon | ooked huge.

The | oud-speaker said in faint, squeaky tones, "N ce work,
pilot."

"All my work is nice," retorted Leening. "See you in the
asylum "

There was no answer to that. They knew that he'd becone
afflicted with an exaggerated sense of freedomreferred to as
take-of f intoxication. Most pilots suffered fromit as soon as a
pl anet lay behind their tail and only the stars could be seen
ahead. The synptons consi sted of sardonic comments and abuse
rai ning down fromthe sky.

"Go get a haircut," bawl ed Leening into his mcrophone.

"And haven't you been taught how to sal ute? Bal oney baf-

fles brains!"

They didn't answer that, either.

But down in the spaceport control-tower the duty officer
pulled a face and said to Montecelli, "You know, | think that
Ei nstein never worked out the whole of it."

"What do you nean?"

"I have a theory that as a nman approaches the velocity of
light, his inhibitions shrink to zero."

"You nmay have sonething there," Mntecelli conceded.

"Pork and beans, pork and beans, Holy God, pork and

beans," squawked the control -tower speaker with swiftly
fading strength. "Get undressed because | want to test your
eyes. Now i nhal e. Keen by nanme and keen by-"

The duty officer switched it off.

HE PI CKED up the escort in the Sirian sector, the first en-
counter bei ng nmade when he was fast asleep. Activated by a
chal I engi ng signal on a preset frequency, the al arm sounded
just above his ear and caused himto dive out of the bunk
while no nore than half awake. For a nonent he gazed

stupidly around while the ship vibrated and the autopil ot

went tick-tick.

"Zern kaid-whit?" rasped the |oud-speaker. "Zern kaid-

whi t ?"

That was code and neant, "ldentify yourself - friend or

f oe?"

Taking the pilot's seat, he turned a key that caused his
transmtter to squirt forth a short, ultra-rapid series of num
bers. Then he rubbed his eyes and | ooked into the forward
starfield. Apart fromthe majestic haze of suns shining in the
dark, there was nothing to be seen with the naked eye;
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So he switched on his thernosensitive detector-screens and
was rewarded with a line of brilliant dots paralleling his
course to starboard, while a second group, in arrow formation,
was about to cut across far ahead of his nose. He was not
seeing the ships, of course, but only the visible evidence of
their white-hot propul sion tubes and flaning tails.

"Keefal" said the |oud-speaker, neaning, "Al correct!"
Crawl i ng back into the bunk, Leem ng haul ed a bl anket

over his face, closed his eyes and left the autopilot to carry
on. After ten mnutes his mnd began to drift into a pleasant,
soot hi ng dream about sleeping in free space with nobody to
bot her him

Dropping its code-talk, the |oud-speaker yelped in plain

| anguage, "You deaf? Cut speed before we | ose you!"

Leenmi ng clanbered angrily fromthe bunk, sat at the con-
trols, adjusted themslowy. He watched his neters unti

he thought their needl es had dropped far enough to make the
ot hers happy. Then he returned to bed and hid hinself un-

der the bl anket.

It seemed to himthat he was swinging in a celestial ham
nmock and enjoyi ng a wonderful idleness when the |oud-

speaker roared, "Cut nore! Cut nore!"

He shot out from under the blanket, scranbled to the con-
trols and cut more. Then he switched on his transnitter and
made a speceh distinguished by its passion. It was partly a
seditious outburst and partly a |l ecture upon the basic func-
tions of the human body. For all he knew the astonished
listeners might include two rear admirals and a dozen com
nmodores. |If so, he was educating them

In return he received no heated retorts, no angry voice

of authority. It was space-navy convention that a |lone scout's
job created an unavoi dabl e nadness anong all those who per-
fornmed it, and that ninety percent of them were overdue for
psychiatric treatnent. A scout on active service could and
often did say things that nobody el se in the space-navy dared
utter. It's a wonderful thing to be recognized as crazy.

For three weeks they acconpanied himin the glumsilence
which a famly maintains around an inbecile relation. He
chafed inpatiently during this period because their top speed
was far, far below his maxi numvel ocity, and the need to

keep pace with them gave himthe feeling of an urgent notor-

i st trapped behind a funeral procession

The Sirian battl eship Wassoon was the chief culprit; a

great, clunmsy contraption, it wallowed along |like a bl oated
hi ppopot amus, whil e a shoal of faster cruisers and destroyers
were conpelled to anble with it. He did not know its nane

but he did know that it was a battl eship because on his de-
tector-screens it resenbled a glowi ng pea amd an array of
fiery pinheads. Every time he | ooked at the pea he cursed

it something awful. He was again venting his ire upon it

when the | oud- speaker chipped in and spoke for the first tine
in many days.

"Ponk!"

Ponk? What the devil was ponk? The word neant some-

thing nmighty inportant, he could remenber that nuch. Hasti-
Iy he scrabbled through his code-book and found it: Eneny

in sight.

No sign of the foe was visible on his screens. Evidently they
wer e beyond detector range, and had been spotted only by the
escort's advance-guard of four destroyers running far
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ahead.

"Dial F," ordered the |oud-speaker

So they were changi ng frequency in readiness for battle.
Leenming turned the dial of his nultiband receiver fromT

back to F.

On the screens five glowing dots swiftly angled away from

the mai n body of the escort. Four were nere pinheads, the
fifth and m ddl e one about half the size of the pea. A cruiser
and four destroyers were escaping the conbat area for the

ti me-honored purpose of getting between the eneny and his

near est base.

In a three-di nensi onal nedi um where speeds were tre-

mendous and space was vast, this tactic never worked. It

did not stop both sides fromtrying to nmake it work whenever
the opportunity came along. This could be viewed as eterna
optinmismor persistent stupidity, according to the state of
one's liver.

The smal |l group of woul d-be anbushers scooted as fast

as they could nake it, hoping to becone lost within the
confusing welter of starlights before the eneny cane

near enough to detect the nove. Meanwhile, the Wassoon and its
attendant cohort plugged steadily onward. Ahead, al nbst at

the linmt of the fleet's detector range, the four destroyers con-
tinued to advance without attenpting to di sperse or change
course.

"Two groups of ten converging fromforty-five degrees

ri ghtward, descending inclination fifteen," reported the for-
ward destroyers.

"Classification?" demanded the Wassoon

"Not possible yet."

Silence for six hours, then, "Two groups still maintaining
same course; each appears to consist of two heavy cruisers
and eight nonitors."

Slowmy, ever so slowy, twenty faintly discernable dots ap-
peared on Leenmi ng's screens. This was the tine when he and

his escort should be discovered by the eneny's detection de-
vi ces. The foe nmust have spotted the | eading destroyers hours
ago; either they weren't worried about a nmere four ships or,
more likely, had taken it for granted that they were friendly.
It would be interesting to watch their reaction when they
found the strong force farther behind.

He did not get the chance to observe this pleasing phe-
nonenon. The | oud-speaker |et go a squawk of, "Ware ze-

nith!" and automatically his gaze jerked upward to the screens
above his head. They were pocked with a host of rapidly
enlarging dots. He estimated that sixty to eighty ships were
diving in fast at ninety degrees to the plane of the escort,
but he didn't stop to count them One gl ance was sufficient

to tell himthat he was in a definite hot-spot.

Forthwith he lifted his slender vessel's nose and switched to
full boost. The result pinned himin his seat while his in-
testines tried to wap thenmsel ves around his spine. It was
easy to inmgine the effect upon the eneny's screens; they
woul d see one nysterious, unidentifiable ship break | oose from
the target area and swoop around them at a speed previously

t hought i npossi bl e.

Wth luck, they m ght assune that what one ship could

do all the others could do also. If there is anything a space-
ship captain detests, it is to have a faster ship sneaking up on
his tail. The fiery end of a spaceship is its weak spot, for there
can be no effective armanent in an area filled with pro-
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pul sors.

St ubbornly, Leeming stuck to the upward curve which, if

mai nt ai ned | ong enough, would take himwell to one side of

the approaching attackers and round to the back of them He
kept full attention upon his screens. The onconers held
course in a tight, vengeful knot for four hours, by which tine
they were al nost within shooting range of the escort. At that
point their nerve failed. The fact that the escort still kept
i npassive formati on, while one ship headed |like a shooting
star for their rear, made them suspect a trap. One thing the
Conbi ne never | acked was supicion of the Allies' notives and
unshakabl e faith in their cunning.

So they curved out at right angles and spread in all di-
rections, their detectors probing for another and bigger fleet
that mght be lurking just beyond visibility.

Belting along at top speed, one Lathian light cruiser real-
ized that its new course would bring it within range of the

m ssiles with which Leem ng's strange, superfast ship presum
ably was arned. It tried to play safe by changi ng course
again, and thereby delivered itself into the hands of the
Wassoon's el ectronic predictors. The Wassoon fired; its ms-
siles nmet the cruiser at the precise point where it came within
range. Cruiser and missiles tried to occupy the sane space at
the sane tine. The result was a soundl ess expl osi on of great
magni tude, and a flare of heat that tenporarily obliterated
every detector-screen within reach

Anot her bl ast shone briefly high in the starfield and far
beyond reach of the escort's arnmanents. A few mnutes |ater

a thin, reedy voice, distorted by static, reported that a strag-
gling eneny destroyer had fallen foul of the distant anbush-
ing party. This sudden loss, right outside the scene of action,
seened to confirmthe eneny's belief that the Wassoon and
its attendant fleet might be nere bait in a trap |oaded with
sonet hing form dable. They continued to radiate fast from
their comon center in an effort to | ocate the hidden nmenace
and, at the sane time, avoid being caught in a bunch.

Seeing themthus darting away |ike a school of frightened
fish, Leemng nuttered steadily to hinself. A dispersed fleet
woul d be easy prey to a superfast ship capable of overtaking
and dealing with its units one by one. But wi thout a single
ef fecti ve weapon he was inpotent to take advantage of an
opportunity that night never occur again. For the nonent

he had quite forgotten his role, not to nention his strict
orders to avoid a space-fight at all costs.

The Wassoon soon reninded himwith a sharp call of,
"Scout-pilot, where the hell do you think you' re going?"

"Up and around," replied Leening sourly.

"You're nore of a liability than an asset," retorted the
Wassoon, unappreciative of his efforts. "Get out while the
getting is good."

Leenming yelled into the microphone, "I know when |'m not
want ed, see? W're being sabotaged by defective zippers,
see? Come on, lift those feet, Dopey - one, two, three, hup!"

As before, the listeners took no notice whatsoever. Leem
ing turned his ship onto a new course with plane parallel
to that of the escort and hi gh above them They now becane
vi sible on his underbelly screens and showed t hensel ves in
t he same unbroken formation but sweeping in a wide circle
to get on the reverse course. That neant they were | eaving
hi m and headi ng homeward. The eneny, still scattered be-
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yond shooting range, nust have viewed this nove as danger-
ous tenptation for they continued to refrain fromdirect

att ack.

Quickly, the escort's array of shining dots slid off the
screens as Leem ng's vessel shot away fromthem Ahead and
well to starboard the detectors showed the two eneny groups
that had first appeared. They had not dispersed in the sane
manner that their main force had done, but their course
showed that they were fleeing the area at the best speed they
could nuster. This fact suggested that they really were two
convoys of nerchantnent hugging close to their protecting
cruisers. Wth deep regret Leening watched them go. G ven

t he weapons he coul d have swooped upon the bl oated pa-

rade and sl aughtered a couple of heavily-laden ships before
the cruisers had tinme to wake up

At full pelt he dived into the Conbine's front and headed
toward the unknown back areas. Just before his detectors

| ost range, his tailward screen flared up twice in quick suc-
cession. Far behind himtwo ships had ceased to exi st and
there was no way of telling whether these | osses had been
suffered by the escort or the eneny.

He tried to find out by calling on the interfleet frequency,
"What goes? What goes?"

No answer.

A third flash covered the screen. It was weak with di stance
and swiftly fading sensitivity.

Keying the transmtter to give his identifying code-nunber,
he cal |l ed agai n.

No reply.

Chewing his bottomlip wth annoyance, he squatted four-
square in the pilot's seat and scow ed strai ght ahead while
the ship arrowed toward a dark gap in the hostile starfield.
In due tinme he got beyond the full limt of Allied warship's
non-stop range. At that point he also got beyond hel p.

The first world was easy neat. Believing it inpossible for

any Allied ship to penetrate this far wi thout refueling and
changi ng tubes, the eneny assuned that any ship detected

in local space nust be friendly or, at |east, neutral. Therefore,
when their detectors picked himup they didn't even bot her

to radio a challenge; they just |et him zoom around unham
pered by official nosiness.

So he found the first occupied world by the sinple process

of shadowi ng a small convoy heading i nward fromthe spa-

tial front, following themIlong enough to nake an accurate
pl ot of their course. Then, because he could not afford to
wast e days and weeks' crawing along at their relatively slow
pace, he arced over them and raced ahead until he reached

the i nhabited planet for which they were bound.

Checki ng the planet was equally easy. He went twi ce

around its equator at altitude sufficiently lowto permt swft
vi sual observation. Conplete coverage of the sphere was not
necessary to gain a shrewd idea of its status, devel opnent and
potentialities. What he could see in a narrow strip around its
belly was enough of a sanpling for the purposes of the Ter-
ran Intelligence Service

In short time he spotted three spaceports, two enpty, the
third hol ding eight merchant ships of unknown origin and

t hree Conbi ne war vessels. O her evidence showed the world

to be heavily popul ated and wel | -advanced. He could safely
mark it as a pro-Conbi ne pl anet of considerable military
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val ue.

Shooti ng back into free space, he dialed X, the specia

| ong-range frequency, and beaned this information together
with the planet's approxi mate di aneter, nass and spatial co-
ordi nat es.

There was no reply to his signal and he did not expect one.
He coul d beam signals outward with inpunity but they

could not beam back into eneny territory w thout awaken-

ing hostile listening-posts to the fact that someone nust be
operating in their back areas. Beaned signals were highly
directional and the eneny was always on the alert to pick

up and deci pher anything emanating fromthe Allied front
while ignoring all broadcasts fromthe rear.

The next twelve worlds were found in substantially the

same manner as the first one: by plotting interplanetary and
interstellar shipping routes and following themto their ter-
mni. He signal ed details of each one and each tine was re-
warded with silence. By this tinme he found hinself deploring
the necessary | ack of response; he had been gone | ong

enough to yearn for the sound of a human voi ce.

After weeks that stretched into nonths, enclosed in a thun-
dering nmetal bottle, he was becoming afflicted with an appal -
ling loneliness. Amd this vast stretch of stars, with seeningly
endl ess planets on which lived not a soul to call himJoe,
he coul d have really enjoyed the arrival fromfaraway of an
irate human voi ce bawl i ng hi m out good and proper for sone
error, real or fancied. He'd have sat there and bathed his
mnd in the stream of abuse. Constant, never-ending silence
was the worst of all, the hardest to bear

Finally, while he was nosing after a merchant convoy in
expectation of tracing a thirteenth planet, he got sone voca
sounds that at | east broke the nonotony. He was follow ng
far behind and hi gh above the group of ships and they,
feeling secure in their own backyard, were keeping no de-
tector-watch and were unaware of his presence. Fiddling idly
with the controls of his receiver, he suddenly hit upon an
eneny interfleet frequency and picked up a conversation

bet ween shi ps.

The unknown |ifeform manni ng the vessels had | oud, sone-
what bellicose voices, but spoke a | angauge with sound-forns
curiously akin to Terran speceh. To Leening's ears it cane
as a streamof cross-talk that his mnd instinctively framed
in Terran words. It went like this:

First voice: "Mayor Snorkumwi ll lay the cake."

Second voice: "Wat for the cake be laid by Snorkunf"

First voice: "He will starch his mustache."

Second voice: "That is night-gab. How can he starch a

tepi d nouse?"

They spent the next ten minutes in what sounded |ike an

acri noni ous argunment about what one repeatedly called a
tepid nouse, while the other insisted that it was a torpid
nmoose. Leenming found that trying to foll ow the point and
counterpoint of this debate put quite a strain upon the cere-
bellum He suffered it until something snapped.

Tuning his transmitter to the sane frequency, he baw ed,
"Mouse or npose, nake up your goddam m nds!"

Thi s produced a nmonent of dunbfounded sil ence before

the first voice grated, "Gnof, can you lap a pie-chain?"

"No, he can't," shouted Leem ng, giving the unfortunate

Gnof no chance to brag of his ability as a pie-chain | apper
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There canme anot her pause, then Ghof resentfully told al

and sundry, "I shall |anbast nmy nother."

"Dirty dog!" said Leem ng. "Shame on you!"

The ot her voice now inforned, nysteriously, "Mne is a fat
one."

"l can inmagine," Leening agreed.

"C am shack?" demanded Gnof in tones clearly translat-

able as, "W is that?"

"Mayor Snorkum " Leenming told him

For some weird reason known only to alien ninds, this

i nformati on cause the argunment to start all over again. They
commenced by debating Mayor Snorkum s antecedents and

future prospects (or so it sounded) and gradually and en-
thusiastically worked their way along to the tepid nouse (or
torpi d noose).

There were nonments when they becanme nutually heated

about sonething or other, possibly Snorkum s habit of keep-
ing his nobose on a pie-chain. Finally they dropped the sub-
ject by common consent and switched to the abstruse ques-
tion of how to paddle a puddle (according to one) or howto
peddl e a poodl e (according to the other).

"Holy cow " said Leemi ng fervently.

It must have born cl ose resenblance to sonething pretty
potent in the hearers' |anguage because they broke off and
agai n Ghof chall enged, "d am shack?"

"Go junp, Buster!" Leening invited.

"Bosta? My hamplank is Bosta, enk?" H s tones suggested
consi der abl e passion about the matter as he repeated, "Bosta,
enk?"

"Yeah," confirned Leemi ng. "Enk!"

Apparently this was regarded as the last straw, their voices
went off and even the faint hum of the carrier-wave disap-
peared. It |ooked as though he had managed to utter sone-
thing extrenely vul gar w thout having the vaguest notion of
what he had sai d.

Soon afterward the carrier-wave cane on and a new voi ce
called in guttural but fluent Cosnoglotta, "Wat ship? Wat
shi p?"

Leeni ng did not answer.

A long wait, and then the voice demanded agai n, "What

shi p?"

Still Leening took no notice. The nere fact that they had
not broadcast a challenge in war-code showed that they did
not believe it possible for a hostile vessel to be in the vi-
cinity. Indeed, this was suggested by the stolid way in which
the convoy continued to plug al ong w thout changi ng course
or showi ng visible sign of alarm

Havi ng obtai ned adequate data on the eneny's course,

Leeming bull eted ahead of themand in due tine came across
the thirteenth planet. He beaned the information home-

ward, went in search of the next. It was found quickly, being
in an adjacent solar system

Tinme rolled by as his probes took himacross a broad

stretch of Conbine-controlled space. After discovering the
fiftieth planet he was tenpted to return to base for over-
haul and further orders. One can have a surfeit of explora-
tion, and he was sorely in need of a taste of Terra, its fresh
air, green fields and human conpani onshi p.

What kept him going were the facts that the ship was run-
ning well and the fuel supply was only a quarter expended.

Al so, he could not resist the notion that the nmore thoroughly
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he did this job, the greater the triunph upon his return - and
the better the prospects of quick pronotion

So he continued on, piling up the total to seventy-two

pl anets before he reached a presel ected spot deep in the
eneny hinterland, at a point facing the Alied outposts around
Ri gel. From here he was expected to send a coded signal to
whi ch they would respond, this being the only nessage

they'd risk sending him

He beaned the one word "Awa," repeated at intervals for

a couple of hours. It neant, "Able to proceed; awaiting in-
structions.” To that they should give a reply too brief for
eneny interceptors to catch; either the word "Reeter," nean-
ing "We have sufficient information; return at once,"” or else
the word "Buzz," neaning "W need nore information; con-

ti nue your reconnai ssance."

What he did get back was a short-short squirt of sound

that he recognized as an ultra-rapid series of nunbers. They
came in so fast that it was inmpossible to note themaurally;
he taped them as they were repeated, then reached for his
code-book as he played themoff slowy.

The result was, "47926 Scout-Pilot John Leening pronoted
|ieutenant as fromdate of receipt.”

He stared at this a long tinme before he resuned sending

"Awa- Awa. " For his pains he got back the word "Foit." He
tried again and once nore was rewarded with "Foit." It

| ooked vaguel y bl asphempbus to him like the favorite curse

of sone rubbery creature that had no pal ate.

Irritated by this piece of nonsense, he stewed it over in
his mnd, decided that sonme interveni ng Conbine station

was playing his own game by chipping in with confusing
comments. In theory, the eneny shouldn't be able to inter-
fere because he was using a frequency far higher than those
they favored. Al the sane, sonebody was doing it.

Concl uding that no recall nmeant the sane thing as not

being recalled, he resuned his search for hostile planets. It
was four days later that he happened to be looking idly

t hrough hi s code-book and found the word "Foit" defined as
"Use your own judgnent."

He thought it over, decided that to go home with a record

of seventy-two eneny planets discovered and identified would
be a wonderful thing, but to be credited with a nice, round,
i mposi ng nunber such as one hundred woul d be wonderfu

enough to verge upon the miracul ous. They'd nake hima
Space-Admiral at |east.

This idea was so appealing that he at once settled for a
score of one hundred planets as his target-figure before re-
turning to base. As if to give himthe flavor of com ng glory,
four eneny-held worlds were found cl ose together in the

next sol ar system and these boosted his total to seventy-six.
He shoved the score up to eighty. Then to eighty-one.

The first hint of inpending disaster showed itself as he ap-
proached nunber eighty-two.

TWO DOTS gl owed on his detector-screens. They were fat but
slownoving, and it was inpossible to decide whether they
were warshi ps or cargo-boats. But they were traveling in line
abreast and obvi ously headed sone place to which he'd not
yet been. Using his always successful tactic of shadow ng
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themuntil he had obtained a plot, he followed them awhil e,
made sure of the star toward which they were headi ng, and

t hen bol ted onward.

He had got so far in advance that the two ships had faded
right out of his screens, when suddenly a propul sor tube blew
its desiccaated lining forty niles back along the jet-track
The first he knew of it was when the alarmbell shrilled on the
i nstrunment board, the needle of a pressure neter dropped
hal f way back, the needle of its conpanion heat nmeter craw ed
toward the red dot that indicated melting point.

Switfly he cut off the feed to that propulsor. Its pressure
meter inmediately fell to zero, its heat neter clinbed a few
nmore degrees, hesitated, stayed put a short while, then reluc-
tantly slid back.

The ship's tail was filled with twenty huge propul sors

around which were splayed eight steering-jets of conpara-
tively small dianeter. |f any one propul sor ceased to func-
tion, the effect was not serious. It neant no nore than a five
percent 1 o0ss in power output and a corresponding loss in the
ship's functional efficiency. On Earth they had told himthat
he coul d sacrifice as many as ei ght propul sors - providing that
they were synetrically positioned - before his speed and na-
neuverability were reduced to those of a Conbi ne destroyer
Wth this in mnd, he stubbornly rejected the inpulse to
reverse course and run for Rigel. Instead he kept on toward

pl anet nunber eighty-two, reached it, surveyed it and beaned
the informati on. Then he detected a shipping route between
here and a nearby solar system started along it in the hope
of finding planet nunber eighty-three and adding it to his
score. A second propul sor shed its |ining when hal fway there,
a third just before arrival

Al the sanme, he circumavigated the world at reduced speed and
headed for free space with the intention of trans-

mtting the data. But he never did so. Five nore propul sors
blew their linings simultaneously. He had to nove nighty fast
to cut off the feed before their unhanpered blasts could nelt
his entire tail away.

The defective drivers nust have been bunched together off-
center, for the ship now refused to run straight. Instead, it
started to describe a wi de curve that eventually would bring
it back in a great circle to the planet it had just left. To nmake
matters worse, it also comenced a slow, regular rotation
around its longitudinal axis, with the result that the entire
starfield seemed to revol ve before Leeni ng' s eyes.

The vessel was obviously beyond all hope of salvation as

a cosnos-traversing vehicle, and the best he could hope to

do with it was get it down in one piece for the sake of his
own skin. He concentrated sol ely upon achieving this end.
Though in serious condition, the ship was not wholly beyond
control; the steering-jets could function perfectly when not
countered by a | opsided drive, and the braking-jets were
capabl e of roaring with full-throated power.

As the planet filled the forward viewport and its crinkled
surface expanded into hills and valleys, he cut off all re-
mai ning tail propul sors, used his steering-jets to hold the
ship straight, and blew his braking-jets repeatedly. The |ongi-
tudinal rotation ceased and speed of descent slowed while his
hands sweated at the controls.

It was dead certain that he could not land in the ortho-

dox manner by standing the ship on its tail-fins. He | acked
enough power-output to cone down atop a carefully con-
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trolled colum of fire. The ship was suffering froma nuch-
dreaded condition known to the space service as weak-arse,
and that neant he'd have to nmake a belly-landing at just
enough speed to retain control up to the |ast nonent.

Hi s eyes strained at the observation-port while the on-
comng hills w dened, the valleys |engthened, and the planet's
surface fuzz changed to a pattern of massed treetops. Then
the whol e picture appeared to leap at himas if suddenly
brought into focus under a powerful mcroscope. He fired four
propul sors and the |l ower steering-jets in an effort to | eve
of f.

The nose lifted as the vessel shot across a valley and
cleared the opposite hill by a few hundred feet. In the next
two minutes he saw five niles of treetops, a clearing from
whi ch arose an arny of trellis masts bearing radi o ant ennae,
a large village standing beside a river, another great expanse
of trees followed by a gently rolling stretch of noporl and.
This was the place! Mentally reciting a quick prayer, he
swooped in a shallow curve with all braking-jets going ful

bl ast. Despite this dexterous handling, the first contact slung
hi mcl ean out of his seat and threw himagai nst the netal

wal | beneath his bunk. Bruised and shaken, but otherwi se
unhurt, he scranbled fromunder the bunk while still the ship
slid forward to the acconpani nent of scraping, knocking
sounds fromunder its belly.

Gai ning the control board, he stopped the braking-jets, cut
off all power. A nonent |ater the vessel expended the |ast of
its forward nomentum and canme to a halt. The resulting si-

| ence was |i ke nothing he had experienced in nmany nonths.

It seened al nost to bang against his ears. Each breath he
took became a |l oud hiss, each step a noisy, netallic clank

Going to the | ock, he exam ned the atnospheric anal yzer

It registered exterior air pressure at fifteen pounds and said
that it was much like Terra's except that it was slightly
richer in oxygen. At once he went through the air |ock, stood
inthe rimof its outer door and found hinself fourteen feet
above ground | evel

The automatic | adder was of no use in this predi canent

since it was constructed to extend itself fromair lock to tail
a direction that now was horizontal. He could hang by his
hands fromthe rimand let hinmself drop without risk of in-
jury, but he could not junp fourteen feet to get back in. The
one thing he |l acked was a | ength of rope.

Mutteri ng sonme choice cuss words, he returned to the cab-

in, hunted in vain for sonething that would serve in lieu of
rope. He was about to rip his blankets into suitable strips
when he renenbered the power cabl es snaking fromcontro

board to engine room It took hima hurried hal f-hour to de-
tach a suitable length fromits termnals and tear it fromits
wal | fastenings.

During the whole of this tine his nerves were tense and his
ears were continually perked for outside sounds indicating

the approach of the eneny. If they should arrive intinme to
trap himw thin the ship, he'd have no choice but to set off

t he expl osi ve charge and bl ow hinself apart along with the
vessel . But silence was still supreme when he tied one end

of the cable inside the |lock, tossed the rest outside and slid
down it to the ground.

He landed in thick, cushiony vegetation bearing a slight
resenbl ance to heather. Racing to the ship's tail, he had a
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| ook at the array of propul sors, realized that he was | ucky
to have survived. Eleven of the great tubes were conpletely
wi thout their essential linings, the remaining nine were in
poor condition and obviously could not have w thstood nore
than another two or three days of steady bl asting.

Now he took a quick |ook at what was visible of the world

on which he stood. The sky was a deep, dark blue verging
obscurely to purple, with a faint, cloudlike haze on the
eastern horizon. The sun, now past its zenith, |ooked a frac-
tion larger than Sol and had a redder col or

Underfoot the heather-like growmh covered a gently undu-

| ating | andscape running to the eastward horizon where the
first ranks of trees stood guard. To the west the undergrowth
again gave way to great trees, the edge of the forest being
half a mle away.

Leem ng now found hinself in another quandary. If he

blew the ship to pieces, he would destroy with it a |ot of
stuff he needed now or might need later on - in particular,

a |large stock of concentrated food. To save the latter he
woul d have to renobve it fromthe ship and take it a safe

di stance fromthe com ng explosion - all the while running the
risk of having the eneny put in an appearance.

A sense of urgency prevented himfrom pondering the sit-
uation very long. This was a tinme for action rather than
thought. He started working like a mani ac, grabbing packages
and cans fromthe ship's store and throwi ng themout of the
air lock. This went on until the entire food stock had been
cleared. Still the eneny was conspicuous by its absence.

Now he took up arm oads fromthe waiting pile and bore
theminto the edge of the forest. Wwen this was finished he
clinmbed aboard the ship, had a |l ast | ook around for anything
worth saving. Making a roll of his blankets, he tied a water-
proof sheet over themto forma conpact bundl e.

Satisfied that nothing remained worth taking, he put on his
storm coat and tucked the bundle under his arm then he
pressed the red button at one side of the control board. There
was supposed to be a delay of two m nutes between activa-
tion and the resulting wallop. It wasn't nuch time. Bolting
through the airlock, he junped straight out and dashed at

top speed toward the forest. Nothing had happened by the

time he reached the trees. Crouching behind the protective
thi ckness of a great trunk, he waited for the bang.

Seconds ticked by w thout result. Sonething nust have

gone wong. Cautiously he peeked around the rimof the

trunk, debated within hinself whether to go back and exam
ine the connections to the explosive charge. At that point the
ship bl ew up.

It flew apart with a tremendous, ear-splitting roar that bent
the trees and shook the skies. A great columm of snoke, dirt,
and shapel ess | unps soared to a consi derabl e hei ght. Gobs of
di storted netal screaned through the treetops and brought
branches crashi ng down.

Sonewhat awed by the unexpected viol ence of the explo-

sion, Leem ng sneaked a | ook around the tree trunk, saw a
snoki ng crater surrounded by two or three acres of torn vege-
tation. It was a sobering thought that for countless mllions of
m | es he had been sitting on top of a bang that size.

When the eneny arrived, it was pretty certain that they

woul d start a hunt for the mssing crew. Leeming' s prelim -
nary survey of the world, though consisting of only one quick
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sweep around its equator, had found evidence of sone sort of
organi zed civilization, including one spaceport holding five
mer chant shi ps and one Conbine light cruiser. This showed
that the local lifeformwas at |east of normal intelligence and
as capabl e as anyone el se of adding two and two together.

The rel ative shall owness of the crater and the w de scatter-
ing of remmants was cl ear evidence that the mystery ship

had not plunged to destruction, but rather had bl own apart
after nmaking a successful |anding. Natives in the nearest vil-
| age could confirmthat there had been quite a | ong del ay be-
tween the ship's plunge over their rooftops and the subse-
quent expl osi on. Exami nation of fragments would reveal non-
Conmbi ne material. Their inevitable conclusion: that the vesse
had been a hostile one and that its crew had got away un-

scat hed.

It woul d be wise, he decided, to put nore di stance be-

tween hinself and the crater before the eneny arrived and
started sniffing around. Perhaps he was fated to be caught
eventually, but it was up to himto postpone the evil day as
| ong as possi bl e.

The basic necessities of life are food, drink and shelter,
with the main enphasis on the first of these. This fact de-

| ayed his departure a little while. He had food enough to | ast
for several nonths; but it was one thing to have it, another
to keep it safe fromharm At all costs he nust find a better
hi di ng place to which he could return fromtime to time

with the assurance that the supply would still be there.

He pressed farther into the forest, noving in a w de zig-

zag as he cast about for a suitable cache. Finally he found a
cavel i ke openi ng between the great arched roots of an im
mense tree. It was far fromideal, but it did have the virtue
of being conceal ed deep within the woods.

It took himnore than an hour to shift the food-pile for

the third tinme and stack it neatly within the hole, |eaving out
a smal|l quantity representing seven days' rations. Wen this
task had been conpleted, he built up part of the opening

with clunps of earth, used twi gs and branches to fill in the
rest. He now felt that if a regiment of eneny troops explored
the locality, as they were likely to do, there was small chance
of them di scovering and either confiscating or destroying the
cache on which his continued liberty m ght depend.

Stuffing the seven days' rations into a small rucksack, and
tying the bundl ed bl ankets thereto, he set off at fast pace
along the fringe of the forest headed southward. He had been
trudgi ng al ong for about three hours when a jetplane soared
above the horizon, swelled in size, and shot silently over-
head. It was foll owed sonme seconds later by a shrill scream
It was an easy guess that the jetplane had conme in re-

sponse to a radio call telling about a spaceship in distress
and a follow ng explosion. No doubt there'd be great activity
at the base fromwhich it had cone; once they received con-
firmation that a ship had i ndeed been | ost, the authorities
woul d assune it to be one of their own and start checki ng by
radio to find which one was missing. Wth luck it might be
quite a time before they accept the fact that a vessel of un-
known origin, probably hostile, had reached this far

In any case, fromnow on they'd keep a sharp watch for
survivors. Leem ng decided that this was the tinme to | eave
the forest's fringe and progress under cover. His rate of
nmovement woul d be slowed but at |east he'd travel unob-
served. There were two dangers in taking to the woods, but
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they'd have to be accepted as | esser evils.

For one, unless he was mghty careful he could |ose his

sense of direction and wander in a huge curve that eventually
woul d take himback to the crater and straight into the arns
of whoever was waiting there. For another, he ran the risk

of encountering unknown forns of wild |ife possessed of un-

i magi nabl e weapons and unt hi nkabl e appetites.

Against the latter peril he had a defense that was extrenely
effective but hateful to use, nanely, a powerful conpressed-
air pistol that fired breakable pellets filled with a stench so
foul that one whiff would make anything that |ived and
breathed vomt for hours - including, as often as not, the user
Sone Terran genius had worked it out that the real king of

the wilds is not the lion nor the grizzly bear but a kittenish
creature naned Joe Skunk, whose every battle is a victorious
rear-guard action, so to speak. Sone other genius had synthe-
sized a horrible liquid seventy-seven tines nore revolting
than Joe's, with the result that an endangered spaceman

could never make up his mnd whether to run like hell and
chance being caught, or whether to stand firm shoot, and
subsequently puke hinself to death.

Freedomis worth a host of risks, so he plunged deep into

the forest and kept going. After about an hour's steady prog-
ress he heard the whup-whup of many helicopters passing
overhead, traveling toward the north. By the sound of it there
were quite a few of them but none could be seen crossing

the few patches of sky visible between the treetops. He nade
a guess that they were a squadron of troop-carriers transport-
ing a search party to the region of the crater

Soon afterward he began to feel tired and decided to rest
awhi | e upon a nossy bank. Reposing at ease, he pondered

this exhaustion, realized that although his survey had shown
this world to be approxinmately the sane size as Terra, it nust
in fact be a little bigger or have slightly greater mass. His
own wei ght was up perhaps as much as ten percent, though

he had no way of checking it.

It then struck himthat the day nust be considerably

| onger than Earth's. The sinking sun was now about forty de-
grees above the horizon. In the tinme since he'd | anded, the
arc it had covered showed that the day was sonewhere be-

tween thirty and thirty-two hours in length. He'd have to
acconmpdate hinself to that with extended wal ks and pro-

| onged sleeps and it wouldn't be easy. Werever they may

be, Terrans have a natural tendency to retain their own time-
habi t s.

Isolation in space is a hell of a thing, he thought, as idly he
toyed with the flat, oblong-shaped | unp under the | eft-hand
pocket of his jacket. The |unmp had been there so | ong that

he was only dinmy conscious of its existence; now it struck
himw th what approximated to a flash of pure genius that

in the long, long ago sonmeone had once nentioned this |unp

and described it as the "built-in emergency pack."

Taki ng out his pocketknife, he used it to slit the Iining of
his jacket. This produced a flat, shallow box of brown plastic.
A hair-thin line ran around its rim but there was no visible
means of opening it. Pulling and pushing it in a dozen differ-
ent ways had no effect whatever

Reciting several of the nine mllion nanes of CGod, he

ki cked the box with aggravated vim Either the kick was the
officially approved nethod of dealing with it, or sonme of the
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nanes were potent, for the box snapped open. At once he
commenced exam ning the contents which, in theory, should
assist himtoward ultinmte sal vation.

The first was a tiny, bead-sized vial of transparent plastic
ornanented with an enbossed skull and containing an oily,
yel l owi sh liquid. Presumably, this was the death-pill, to be
taken as a | ast extrene. Apart fromthe skull there was noth-
ing to distinguish it froma |ove-potion

Next canme a snall sealed can bearing no identifying mark-

ings and devoid of a can opener to go with it. For all he
knew it mght be full of shoe polish, sockeye sal nbn or putty.
He woul dn't put it past themto thoughtfully provide sone
putty in case he wanted to fix a w ndow sone place and thus
save his life by ingratiating hinself with his captors.

The next can was |onger, narrower and had a rotatable

cap. He twisted the cap and uncovered a sprinkler. Shaking

it over his open palmhe got a puff of fine powder resenbling
pepper. Well, that would conme in very useful for coping

with a pack of bl oodhounds, assuning that there were bl ood-
hounds in these here parts. Cautiously, he sniffed at his palm
The stuff snelled exactly |ike pepper.

He et go a violent sneeze, wi ped his dusty hand on a
handker chi ef, cl osed the can and concocted sonme heated re-

mar ks about the people at the space-base. This had i mre-
diate effect for the handkerchief burst into flames in his
pocket. He tore it out, flung it down and danced on it. Open-
ing the can again, he let a few grains of pepper fall upon a
dry piece of rotten wood. A mnute |ater the wood spat sparks
and started blazing. This sent a betraying colum of snpke
skyward, so he danced on the wood until it ceased.

Exhi bit nunber four was a m niature canera small enough

to be concealed in the palmof the hand. As an aid to surviva
its value was nil. It nust have been included in the kit with
sonme other intention. Perhaps Terran Intelligence had insisted
that it be provided in the hope that anyone who nmade a
successful escape froma hostile world could bring a | ot of
phot ographi ¢ data hone with him WelIl, it was nice to think
that soneone could be that optimstic. He pocketed the cam
era, not with any expectation of using it, but solely because it
was a beautiful piece of mcroscopic workmanship too good

to be thrown away.

The fifth and last itemwas the nost wel cone and, so far as
he was concerned, the only one worth a hoot: a | um nous
conpass. He put it carefully into a jacket pocket. After sone
consi deration he decided to keep only the pepper-pot. The
death-pill he flicked into an adjacent bush. The can of shoe
polish, sockeye, putty or whatever, he hurled as far as he
coul d.

The result was a trenmendous crash, a roar of flame, and a
|large tree leaped twenty feet into the air with dirt showering
fromits roots. The blast knocked himfull Iength on the

noss; he picked hinself up intime to see a great spurt of -
snoke sticking out of the treetops |ike a beckoning finger
Qoviously visible for mles, it could not have been nore effec-
tive if he'd sent up a ball oon-borne banner bearing the words,
Here | am

Only one thing could be done and that was to get out

fast. Grabbing up his | oad, he scooted southward at the best
pace he coul d make between the trees. He had covered about
two mles when he heard the distant, nuted whup-whup of a
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hel i copt er descendi ng upon the scene of the crine. There'd
be plenty of roomfor it to drop into the forest because the
expl osi ve can of something-or-other had cleared a w de gap
He tried to increase his speed, dodgi ng around bushes, clam
bering up sharply sloping banks, junping across deep, ditch-
i ke depressions, and all the time noving on | eaden feet that
felt as if they were wearing size twenty boots.

He forced hinmself to push on until darkness set in. Then

he had a meal and bedded down in a secluded gl ade, rolling
the bl ankets tightly around himand keeping his stink-gun
near to hand. What kind of dangerous animal mnight stalk

t hrough the night he did not know and was | ong past caring.
A man nust have sl eep cone what nmay, even at the risk of
waki ng up in sonebody's belly.

IV

LULLED by the silence and his own tiredness, he slept for
twel ve hours. But despite the |l ong and satisfying snooze, he
awakened to find he was only partway through the alien

ni ght. There were many hours to go before sunrise. Feeling
refreshed and becomi ng bored by waiting, he rolled his

bl ankets, consulted the conpass and tried to continue his
sout hward march. In short time he had tripped headl ong over
hi dden roots, stunbl ed knee-deep into a hidden stream
Progress in open country was possible in the conbined

light of stars and noons, but not within the forest. Reluc-
tantly, he gave up the attenpt. There was no point in wear-
ing himself out blundering around in barely visible patches
that alternated with areas of stygian darkness. Sonehow he
managed to find the glade again. There he lay in the bl ankets
and waited with sone inpatience for the del ayed dawn.

As soon as daylight had becone sufficiently strong to per-
mt progress he resuned his southward trek, keeping it up
until mdday. At that point he found a big rocky holl ow that
| ooked very nmuch |ike an abandoned quarry. Trees grew
thickly around its rim bushes and | esser growths covered its
floor, various kinds of creepers straggled down its walls. A
tiny spring fed a mdget streamthat neandered across the
floor until it disappeared down a hole in the base-rock. At

| east six caves were half-hidden in the walls, these varying
froma narrow cleft to an opening the size of a |l arge room
Surveying the place, he realized that here was an idea

hi deout. He had no thought of settling there for the rest of
his natural life, but it would at |east serve as a hiding place
until the hue and cry died down and he'd had time to think
out his future plan of action

Cinbing down the steep, alnost vertical sides to the

floor of the place proved a tough task. From his vi ewpoint
this was so rmuch the better; whatever was difficult for him
woul d be equally difficult for others and might deter any
searching patrols that cane snoopi ng around.

He soon found a suitable cave and settled hinself in by
dunpi ng his load on the dry, sandy ground. The next job was
that of preparing sonme food. Building a snokeless fire of
wood chips, he filled his dixie with water and converted part
of his rations into a thick soup. This served to fill his belly
and bring on a sense of peaceful well -being.

After finishing his meal he rested awhile, then set about

i nvestigating his sunken domain. But, even though he did
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everything in the nost |ackadaisical, tinme-wasting manner of
whi ch he was capable, he still found it well-nigh inpossible
to cope with the I engthy day. He explored the pseudo-quarry
fromside to side, fromone end to the other, had two nore
meal s, did various chores necessary and unnecessary, and stil
the sun was far fromsetting. As nearly as he could cal cul ate,
it would be another six hours before darkness fell. There was
only one thing to do; at the first sign of a yawn, he wapped
hinself in his blankets and drifted into a confortable, dream

| ess sl eep.
By the end of his fourth day in the cave, Leem ng was
bored to tears. This was not his idea of the full life and he

could no longer resist the urge to get busy. He'd have to be-
stir hinmself before long in order to replenish his food sup-
plies. The tinme had cone, he felt to nmake a start on the te-
di ous chore of shifting the hidden dunp sout hward and i n-
stalling it in the cave.

Accordingly, he set forth at dawn and pushed to the north

as fast as he could go. This activity boosted his spirits con-
siderably, and he had to suppress the desire to whistle as he
went along. In his haste he was naki ng noi se enough, and
there was no sense in further advertising his conming to any
patrols that mght be prowl ing through the woods.

As he neared the scene of his landing, his pace slowed to

the minimum Here, if anywhere, caution was inperative

since there was no knowi ng how many of the foe mght stil

be lurking in the area. By the tinme he came within easy reach
of his cache he was slinking fromtree to tree, pausing fre-
quently to | ook ahead and listen

It was a great relief to find that the food-dunp had not

been di sturbed. The supply was intact, exactly as he had |eft
it. There was no sign that the eneny had been anywhere

near it. Enbol dened by this, he decided to go to the edge of
the forest and have another | ook at the crater. It would be in-
teresting to |l earn whether the local |ifeformhad shown
enough intelligence to take away the ship's shattered rem
nants with the idea of establishing its origin.

As quietly and carefully as a cat stalking a bird, he

sneaked the short distance to the forest's rim gained it a
coupl e of hundred yards fromwhere he'd expected to view

the crater. Walking farther along the edge of the trees, he
stopped and stared at the graveyard of his ship, his attention
concentrated upon it to the exclusion of all else. Many dis-
torted hunks of metal still lay around, and it was inpossible
to tell whether any of the junk had been renoved.

Swi ngi ng his gaze to take in the total blast area, he was
dunbf ounded to di scover three helicopters parked in |line
close to the trees. They were a quarter mle away, appar-
ently unoccupi ed and with nobody hangi ng around. That

meant their crews must be sonewhere nearby. At once he
started to back into the forest, his spine tingling with alarm
He had taken only two steps when fallen | eaves crunched be-
hind him sonething hard rammed into the mddle of his

back, and a voice spoke in harsh, guttural tones.

"Smooge! " it said.

Bitterness at his own folly surged through Leeming' s sou

as he turned around to face the speaker. He found hinself
confronted by a humanoi d six inches shorter than hinself

but al nost twi ce as broad; a squat, powerful creature wearing
a dun-colored uniformand a netal helnet, and grasping a

| ethal instrument recogni zabl e as sonme kind of gun. This char-
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acter had a scaly, lizard-1like skin, horn-covered eyes and no
eyelids. He watched Leenming with the cold, unblinking stare
of a rattl esnake.

"Snooge! " he repeated, giving a prod with the gun

Rai sing his hands, Leening offered a deceitful smle and

said in fluent Cosnoglotta, "There is no need for this. I am
a friend, an ally."

It was a waste of breath. Either the other did not under-
stand Cosnpglotta or he could recognize a thundering lie

when it was offered. His reptilian face showed not the slight-
est change of expression; his eyes retained their blank stare
as he emtted a shrill whistle.

Twenty nore of the eneny responded by energing from

the forest at a point near where the helicopters were sta-
tioned. Their feet nmade distinct thuds as they ran with the
stubby, clunping gait of very heavy nmen. Surroundi ng Leem
ing, they examned himw th the same expressionless stare.
Next they gabbl ed together in a | anguage slightly rem niscent
of the crazy talk he had interrupted in space.

"Let ne elucidate the goose."

"Dry up; the bostaniks all have six feet."

"Now | ook here," Leem ng interrupted, |owering his arns.
"Snmooge! " shouted his captor! naking a nenacing gesture

with the gun

Leem ng raised his arns again and gl owered at them Now

they held a brief conversation containing frequent nention

of cheese and sparkplugs. It ended to their conmon sati sfac-
tion after which they searched him This was done by the
sinmpl e method of confiscation, taking everything in his posses-
sion including his belt.

That done, they nudged himtoward the helicopters. He

went, trudging surlily along while holding up his pants with
hi s hands.

At their conmand he clinbed into a helicopter, turned
quickly to slamthe door in the hope that he might be able to
| ock them out |ong enough to take to the air without getting
shot. They did not give himthe chance. One was follow ng

cl ose upon his heels and was hal fway through the door even
as he turned. Four nore piled in. The pilot took his seat,
started the nmotor. Overhead vanes jerked, rotated slowy,
speeded up.

The 'copter bounced a couple of tinmes, left the ground,
soared into the purplish sky. It did not travel far. Crossing
the wi de expanse of noorland and the woods beyond, it
descended upon a concrete square at back of a griml ooking
buil ding. To Leening's mnd, the place resenbled a mlitary
barracks or an asylumfor the insane.

Here, they entered the building, hustled himalong a corri -
dor and into a stone-walled cell. They slamed and | ocked
the heavy door in which was a small barred grille. A no-
ment | ater one of them peered between the bars.

"W shall bend Murgatryd's socks," announced the face
reassuringly.

"Thanks," said Leening. "Dammed decent of you."

The face went away. Leemi ng wal ked ten tinmes around

the cell before sitting on a bare wooden pl ank that presuna-
bly was intended to serve as both seat and bed. There was

no wi ndow t hrough which to | ook upon the outside world,

no opening other than the door. Resting his el bows on his
knees, he held his face in his hands.
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How | ong he sat there he did not know. They had de-

prived himof his watch and he coul d not observe the prog-
ress of the sun; thus he had no neans of estimating the tine.
But after a long while a guard opened the door, nmade an un-
m st akabl e gesture that he was to cone out. He exited, found
a second guard waiting in the corridor. Wth one in the

| ead and the other follow ng, he was conducted through the
building and into a | arge office.

The sol e occupant was an autocratic speci nen seated be-

hi nd a desk on which were arrayed the contents of the
prisoner's pockets. Leening cane to a halt before the desk,
still holding up his pants. The guards positioned thensel ves
on either side of the door and nanaged to assume expres-
sions of blank servility.

In fluent Cosnobglotta, the one behind the desk said, "I am
Maj or Klavith. You will address nme respectfully as becones
my rank. Do you understand?”

"Yes. "
"What is your nanme, rank and nunber?"
"John Leemi ng, |ieutenant, 47926."

"Your species?"

"Terran. Haven't you ever seen a Terran before?"

"l am asking the questions," retorted Klavith, "and you

will provide the answers." He paused to let that sink in, then
continued, "You arrived here in a ship of Terran origin, did
you not ?"

"Sure did," agreed Leeming, with relish

Bendi ng forward, Klavith demanded with great enphasis,

"On which planet was your vessel refuel ed?”

There was silence as Leenm ng's thoughts noved fast. Ob-
viously they could not credit that he had reached here non-
stop, because such a feat was far beyond their own technica
ability. Therefore they believed that he had been assisted

by some world within the Conbine's ranks. He was being or-
dered to nane the traitors. It was a wonderful opportunity to
create dissension, but unfortunately he was unabl e to nmake
good use of it. He'd done no nore than scout around hostile
wor | ds, | anding on none of them and for the life of himhe
could not name or describe a Conbi ne speci es anywhere on

his route.

"Are you going to tell nme you don't know?" pronpted

Klavith sarcastically.

"l do and | don't," Leem ng responded. "The world was

naned to ne only as XB173. | have no idea what you call it

or what it calls itself."

"I'n the nmorning we shall produce conprehensive star-naps

and you will mark thereon the exact |ocation of this world.
Bet ween now and then you had better nake sure that your
menory will be accurate." Another |ong pause acconpani ed

by the cold, lizard-like stare of his kind. "You have given us
a lot of trouble. | have been flown here because | amthe
only person on this planet who speaks Cosnpglotta."”

"The Lathians speak it."

"W are not Lathians as you well know. W are Zanga-

stans. W do not slavishly imtate our allies in everything.
The Conbine is an association of free peoples.™

"That may be your opinion. There are others."

"I amnot in the least bit interested in other opinions. And
I amnot here to bandy words with you on the subject of
interstellar politics." Surveying the stuff that littered his desk,
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Klavith poked forward the pepper-pot. "Wen you were

caught you were carrying this container of incendiary pow
der. W know what it is because we tested it. Why were you
supplied with it?"

"I't was part of nmy enmergency kit."

"Why shoul d you need incendiary powder in an ener-

gency kit?"

"To start a fire to cook food or to warmnysel f," said Leem
ing, nmentally damming the unknown inventor of energency

kits.

"You are lying to nme," Klavith stated flatly. "You brought
this stuff for purposes of sabotage."

"Fat lot of good I'd do starting a few bl azes unpteen m | -
lions of nmiles fromhone. Wien we hit the Combine we do it
harder and nore effectively."

"That may be so," Klavith conceded. "But neverthel ess we
intend to anal yze this powder. Obviously, it does not burst
into flame when air reaches it, otherwise it would be risky to
carry. It must be in direct contact with an inflammabl e sub-
stance before it will function. A ship bearing a heavy |oad of
this stuff could destroy a | ot of crops. Enhough systenatic
burning would starve an entire species into subm ssion, would
it not?"

Leeni ng did not answer.

"l suggest that one of your notives in comng here was

to test the mlitary effectiveness of this powder."

"Why bot her, when we could try it on our own wast el ands

wi thout going to the trouble of transporting it partway across
a gal axy?"

"That is not the same as inflicting it upon an eneny."

"If 1'"d toted it all the way here just to do sone whol esal e
burning," Leem ng pointed out, "I'd have brought a hun-

dred tons and not a couple of ounces."

Klavith could not find a satisfactory answer to that so

he changed the subject by poking a third object on his desk
"I have identified this thing as a m dget canmera. It is a re-
mar kabl e i nstrunent and cl everly nade. But since aeri al

phot ography is far easier, quicker, wi der in scope and nore
efficient than anything you could achieve with this gadget,
see no point in you being equipped with it."

"Neither do I," agreed Leening.

"Then why did you continue to carry it?"

"Because it seenmed a darned shane to throwit away."

Thi s reason was accepted wi thout dispute. G abbing the
canera, Klavith put it in his pocket.

"I can understand that. It is as beautiful as a jewel. Hence-
forth it is my personal property." He showed his teeth in
what was supposed to be a triunphant grin. "The spoils of
conquest." Wth contenptuous generosity he picked up the

belt and tossed it at Leening. "You may have this back

Put it on at once; a prisoner should be properly dressed while
in ny presence." He watched in silence as the other secured
his pants, then said, "You were also in possession of a luni-
nous conpass. That | can understand. It is about the only
itemthat nmakes sense.”

Leeni ng offered no conment.

"Except perhaps for this." Kl avith took up the stink-gun
"Either it is a nock weapon or it is real." He pulled the
trigger a couple of times and not hing happened. "Which is
it?"

"Real . "
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"Then how does it work?"

"To prime it you nust press the barrel inward."

"That nust be done every tine you are about to use it?"
"Yes. "

"In that case, it is nothing better than a conpressed-air
gun. "

"Correct."”

"I find it hard to believe that your authorities would arm
you with anything so primtive," opined Kl avith, show ng un-
conceal ed suspicion

"Such a gun is not to be despised," offered Leeming. "It

has its advantages. It needs no expl osive amunition, it wll
fire any mssile that fits its barrel, and it is conparatively si-
lent. Moreover, it is just as intimdating as any other kind
of gun."

"You argue very plausibly," Klavith adnmtted, "but | doubt
whet her you are telling ne the whole truth."

"There's nothing to stop you trying it and seeing for your
self," Leenming invited. Hs stomach started junping at the
mere thought of it.

"I intend to do just that." Switching to his own | anguage,
Klavith et go a flood of words at one of the guards.
Showi ng sone reluctance, the guard propped his rifle

against the wall, crossed the roomand took the gun. Under
Klavith's instructions, he put the nuzzle to the fl oor and
shoved. The barrel sank back, popped forward when the
pressure was released. Pointing the gun at the wall he
squeezed the trigger

The weapon went phut! A tiny pellet burst on the wall and
its contents imediately gassified. For a nonment Klavith sat
gazing in puzzlenent at the danp spot. Then the awf ul

stench hit him H's face took on a peculiar nottling, and he
| eaned forward and spewed with such violence that he fel

of f his chair.

Hol ding his nose with his | eft hand; Leeni ng snatched

the conpass fromthe desk with his right and raced for the
door. The guard who had fired the gun was now rolling on the
carpet and trying to turn hinself inside-out with such single-
m nded concentration that he neither knew nor cared what
anyone el se was doing. The other guard had dropped his

rifle while he | eaned against the wall and emtted a rapid suc-
cession of violent whoops. Not one of the three was in any
condition to pull up his own socks, much | ess get in the way
of an escapee.

Still gripping his nostrils, Leem ng jerked open the door,
dashed al ong the passage and out of the building. Hearing
the clatter of his boots, three nore guards rushed out of a
room pulled up as if held back by an invisible hand, and
threw their dinners over each other.

Qutside, Leeming let go of his nose. H's straining |lungs
took in great gasps of fresh air as he sprinted toward the
hel i copter that had brought himhere. This machi ne provided
his only chance of freedom since the barracks and the entire
village woul d be aroused at any nonent and he coul d not

hope to outrun the I ot on foot.

Reaching the helicopter, he clanbered into it, |ocked the
door. The alien controls did not baffle himbecause he had
made careful note of themduring his previous ride. Still
breathing hard while his nerves twanged with excitenent, he
started the notor. The vanes began to turn
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Nobody had yet emerged fromthe stench-ridden exit he

had used, but sonebody did cone out of another door farther
al ong the building. This character was unarned and appar -
ently unaware that anything extraordi nary had taken pl ace.
But he did know that the humm ng helicopter was in wong
possession. He yelled and waved his arns as the vanes speed-
ed up. Then he dived back into the building, came out hol d-
ing arifle.

The 'copter nmade its usual prelimnary bunps, then soared.
Bel ow and a hundred yards away the rifle went off like a
firecracker. Four holes appeared in the nachine's plastic
done; sonething nicked the | obe of Leenming' s left ear and
drew bl ood; the tachoneter flew to pieces on the instrunent
board, A couple of fierce, hamrer-like clunks sounded on the
engine but it continued to run without falter and the 'copter
gai ned hei ght.

Bendi ng si dewi se, Leening | ooked out and down t hrough

the perforated done. H s assailant was frantically shoving
anot her nmagazine into the gun. A second burst of fire cane
when the 'copter was five hundred feet up and scooting fast.
There canme a sharp ping as a sliver of netal flew off the
tail-fan, but that was the only hit.

Leenm ng took anot her | ook bel ow. The marksnan had

been joined by half a dozen others, all gazing skyward.

None were attenpting to shoot because the fugitive was now
out of range. Even as he watched, the whol e bunch of them
ran into the building, still using the snmell-free door. He
could give a guess where they were heading for, nanely, the
radi o room

The sight killed any el ation he m ght have enjoyed. He

had the sky to hinmself, but not for |ong. Now the npbot ques-
tion was whether he could keep it to hinmself |ong enough to
make di stance before he landed in the wilds and took to his
heel s agai n.

\Y,

DEFI NI TELY, he was not escaping the easy way. |n many re-
spects he was worse off than he'd been before. Afoot in the
forest he'd been able to trudge around in conceal nent, feed
hi nsel f, get some sleep. Now the whole world knew - or soon
woul d know - that a Terran was on the | oose. To keep watch
while flying he needed eyes in the back of his head, and even
those woul dn't save himif sone superfast Jets appeared.

And i f he succeeded in dunping his 'copter unseen, he'd

have to roamthe world without weapon of any kind.

By now he was sone distance over the forest in which

he' d been wandering. It struck himthat when he'd been cap-
tured and taken away, two helicopters had remai ned parked

in this area. Possibly they had since departed for an unknown
base. O perhaps they were still there and about to rise in
response to a radioed alarm

Hi s al ertness increased, he kept throwing sw ft gl ances
around in all directions while the 'copter humed onward.
After twenty mnutes a tiny dot arose fromthe far horizon
At that distance it was inpossible to tell whether it was a
‘copter, a jetplane, or what. Hi s notor chose this nonment to
splutter and squirt a thin stream of snoke. The whirling
vanes hesitated, resuned their steady whup-whup

Leem ng sweated with anxi ety and watched the faraway
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dot. Again the motor |ost rhythm and spurted nore snoke.

The dot grewa little larger but was noving at an angle

that showed it was not heading straight for him Probably it
was the herald of an aerial hunt that would find himin
short tine.

The notor now becane asthmatic, the vanes sl owed, the
‘copter lost height. Greasy snoke shot fromits casing in a
series of forceful puffs, a fishy snell came with them If a

bull et had broken an oil |ine, thought Leening, he couldn't
keep up nmuch longer. It would be best to decend while he
still retained sone control

As the machine |l owered he swing its tail-fan in an effort
to zigzag and find a suitable clearing anmid the nass of
trees. Down he went to one thousand feet, to five hundred,
and nowhere could he see a gap. There was nothing to do

but use a tree as a cushion and hope for the best.
Reversing the tail-fan to arrest his forward notion, he
sank into an enornous tree that | ooked capabl e of support-
ing a house. Appearances proved deceptive for the huge
branches were very brittle and easily gave way under the
wei ght inmposed upon them To the acconpani ment of re-
peated cracks, the helicopter fell through the foliage in a
rapid series of halts and jolts that nade its occupant feel as
though | ocked in a barrel that was bunping down a steep
flight of stairs.

The | ast drop was the | ongest but ended in thick bushes

and heavy undegrowth that served to absorb the shock

Leenmi ng craw ed out with brui sed cheekbone and shaken
frame. He gazed upward; there was now a wide hole in the
over head vegetation, but he doubted whether it would be
noticed by any aerial observer unless flying very | ow

The 'copter lay tilted to one side, its bent and tw sted
vanes forced to a sharp angle with the drive-shaft, bits of
twig and bark still clinging to their edges. Hurriedly, he
searched the big six-seater cabin for anything that m ght
prove useful. O weapons there were none. In the tool box
he did find a twenty-inch spanner of metal resenbling bronze
and this he confiscated, thinking it better than nothing.
Under the two seats at the rear he discovered neat com
partments filled with alien food. It was peculiar stuff and not
particul arly appetizing in appearance, but right now he was
hungry enough to gnaw a | ong-dead goat covered with flies.
So he tried a circular sandwi ch made of what | ooked and
tasted like two flat disks of unleavened bread with a thin
| ayer of white grease between them It went down, stayed
down and nade himfeel better. For all he knew the grease
m ght have been derived froma pregnant lizard. He was | ong
past caring. H's belly denmanded nore and he ate another two
sandw ches.

There was quite a stack of these sandwi ches, plus a goodly
nunber of bl ue-green cubes of what seened to be sone kind
of highly conpressed vegetable. Al so a can of sawdust that
snelled |ike chopped peanuts and tasted like a weird m xture
of mnced beef and seaweed. And, finally, a plastic bottle
filled with nmysterious white tablets.

Taki ng no chances on the tablets, he slung theminto the
undergrowt h but retained the bottle which would serve for
carrying water. The can hol ding the dehydrated stuff was
equal ly valuable; it was strong, well-made, and woul d do
duty as a cooking utensil. He now had food and a prinmitive
weapon, but |acked the nmeans of transporting the lot. There
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was far too nuch to go into his pockets.

Wi | e he pondered this problem sonething how ed across

the sky about half a mle to the east. The sound had only
just died away in the distance when sonething el se whi ned

on a parallel course half a mle to the west. Evidently the
hunt was on.

Checking his inmpulse to run to sone place better hidden

from above, he took a sawtoothed instrument out of the

tool kit, used it to renove the canvas covering froma seat.
This formed an excellent bag, clunsy in shape, w thout straps
or handles, but of just the right size. Filling it with his sup-
plies, he made a | ast inspection of the wecked helicopter
and noticed that its tiny altineter dial was fronted with a
magni fying lense. The rimholding the | ens was strong and
stubborn, and he had to work carefully to extract the |ens

wi thout breaking it.

Under the engine casing he found the reservoir of a w nd-
shield water-spray. It took the formof a light netal bottle
hol di ng about one quart. Detaching it, he enptied it, filled
it with fuel fromthe 'copters tank. These final acquisitions
gave himthe neans of naking a quick fire. Klavith could

keep the automatic lighter and the pepper-pot and burn

down the barracks with them He, Leening, had got some-

thing better. A lens does not exhaust itself or wear out. He
was so gratified with his loot he forgot that the | ens was
somewhat usel ess at night.

Now that he was all set to go he wasn't worried about how
soon the searchers spotted the tree-gap and the 'copter. In
the time it would take themto drop troops on the spot, he
could fl ee beyond sight or sound, beconmng lost within the
maze of trees. The only thing that bothered himwas the pos-
sibility that they m ght have sone species of trained aninal
capabl e of tracki ng hi mwherever he went.

He didn't relish the idea of a Zangastan | and-octopus, or
what ever it might be, snuffling up to himin the mddle of the
ni ght and enbracing himw th rubbery tentacles while he was
asl eep. There were several people back home for whom such

a fate woul d be nore suitable, professional |oud-nouths

who' d be shut up for keeps. However, chances had to be

taken. Shoul dering his canvas bag, he left the scene.

By nightfall he'd put about four miles between hinself

and t he abandoned helicopter. He could not have done nore

even if he'd wished; the stars and three tiny noons did not
provi de enough light to permit further progress. Aerial activ-
ity had continued w thout abate during the whole of this

time, but ceased when the sun went down.

The best sanctuary he could find for the night was a de-
pressi on between huge tree-roots. Wth rocks and sod he

built a screen at one end of it, making it sufficiently high to
conceal a fire from anyone stal king himat ground | evel. That
done, he gathered a good supply of dry twi gs, wood chips

and | eaves. Wth everything ready he suddenly di scovered

hi msel f | acking the neans to start a blaze. The | ens was use-
less in the dark; it was strictly for daytine only, beneath an
unobscured sun

This started himon a |ong spell of inspired cussing after
whil e he hunted around until he found a stick with a sharply
splintered point. This he rubbed hard and vigorously in the
crack of a dead | og. Powdered wood accunul ated in the

channel as he kept on rubbing with all his weight behind the
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stick. It took twenty-seven m nutes of continuous effort before
t he wood- powder gl owed and gave forth a thin w sp of

snmoke. Quickly, he stuck a splinter wetted with 'copter fue
into the mddle of the faint glow and at once it burst into
flanme. The sight made himfeel as triunphant as if he'd won
the war singl e-handed.

Now he got the fire going properly. The crackle and spit

of it was a great confort in his |oneliness. Enptying the
beef - seaweed conpound onto a glossy leaf half the size of a

bl anket, he three-quarters filled the can with water, stood it
on the fire. To the water he added a vegetabl e cube and a
smal |l quantity of the stuff on the |eaf, and hoped that the
result would be a hot and nourishing soup. Wiile waiting

for this alien mxture to cook he gathered nore fuel, stacked
it nearby, sat close to the flames and ate a grease sandwi ch.
After the soup had simrered for sone tine he put it

aside to cool sufficiently to be sipped straight fromthe can.
When eventually he tried it the stuff tasted nuch better

than expected, thick, heavy, and now containing a faint

flavor of mushroons. He absorbed the |ot, washed the can

in an adjacent stream dried it by the fire and carefully re-
filled it with the conpound on the |eaf. Choosing the biggest

| unps of wood fromhis supply, he arranged them on the

flanmes to last as long as possible, and lay down within warm

i ng di stance.

It was his intention to spend an hour or two considering

his present situation and working out his future plans. But
the soothing heat and the satisfying sensation of a full paunch
lulled himto sleep within five mnutes. He sprawed in the
jungle with the great tree towering overhead, its roots rising
on either side, the fire glowing near his feet while he enmtted
gentl e snores and enjoyed one of the |ongest, deepest sleeps
he had ever known.

Wth the sunrise he breakfasted on another can of soup

and a sandw ch. Kicking apart the remmants of the fire, he

pi cked up his bel ongi ngs and headed to the south. This di-
rection would take himfarther fromthe center of the search
and, to his inward regret, would al so put mleage between
hi m and the cache of real Terran food. On the other hand,

a southward trek would bring himnearer to the equatorial

belt in which he had seen three spaceports during his circum
navi gati on. Were there are ports there are ships.

So all that day he continued to plod southward. Half a

dozen tinmes he sought brief shelter while aircraft of one sort
or another scouted overhead. At dusk he was still within the
forest and the aerial snooping ceased. The night was a repe-
tition of the previous one, with the sanme regrets over the |oss
of his blankets, the same difficulty in naking a fire. Sitting by
the soothing blaze, his insides filled and his | egs enjoying a
wel cone rest, he felt vaguely surprised that the eneny had

not thought to nmaintain the search through the night. Al -

t hough he had shielded his fire fromground-|evel observation,
it was a conplete giveaway that he could not hope to extin-
gui sh before it was seen from above.

The next day was uneventful. Aerial activity appeared to

have ceased. At any rate, no planes canme his way. Perhaps

for some reason known only to thensel ves they were concen-
trating the search el sewhere. He nmade good progress with-

out interruption or nolestation and, when the sun stood

hi ghest, used the lens to create a snokeless fire and nmake
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hi nsel f another neal. Again he ate well, since the insipid but
satisfying alien food was having no adverse effect upon his
system A check on how nuch he had | eft showed that there

was sufficient for another five or six days.

In the md-afternoon of the second day afterward he

reached the southern limt of the forest and found hinself
facing a broad road. Beyond it stretched cultivated fl atl ands
containing several spraw ing buildings that he assuned to

be farnms. About four mles away there arose fromthe plain

a cluster of stone buildings around which ran a high wall. At
that distance he could not determ ne whether the place was a
fortress, a prison, a hospital, a lunatic asylum a factory pro-
tected by a top security barrier, or sonething unthinkable
that Zangastans preferred to screen from public gaze. Wat-
ever it was, it had a nenacing appearance. His intuition told
himto keep his distance fromit.

Retreating a couple of hundred yards into the forest, he
found a heavily wooded hollow, sat on a | og and readj usted
his plans. Faced with an open plain that stretched as far as
the eye could see, with habitations scattered around and with
towns and vill ages probably just over the horizon, it was ob-
vious that he could no | onger nake progress in broad day-
light. On a planet popul ated by broad, squat, |izard-skinned
people, a lighter-built and pink-faced Terran woul d stand out
as conspicuously as a giant panda at a bi shops' convention
He'd be grabbed on sight, especially if the radio and vi deo
had broadcast his description with the information that he
was want ed.

The Conbi ne included about twenty species, half of whom

the mpjority of Zangastans had never seen. But they had a
rough idea of what their co-partners |ooked |ike and they'd
know a fugitive Terran when they found him His chance of
kidding his captors that he was an unfamliar ally was mighty

small; even if he could talk a bunch of peasants into half-
believing him they'd hold himpending a check by the au-
thorities.

Up to this nonent he'd been bored by the forest with its

| ong parade of trees, its primtiveness, its silence, its lack of
visible life. Now he viewed it as a sanctuary about to with-
draw its protection. Henceforth he'd have to march by night
and sleep by day - provided he could find suitable places in
which to hide out. It was a gri m prospect.

But the issue was clear-cut. If he wanted to reach a space-
port and steal a scout-boat, he nust press forward no nat-

ter what the terrain and regardl ess of risks. Hs only alterna-
tive was to play safe by remaining in the forest, perpetually
foraging for food around its outskirts, living the life of a
hermt until ready for burial

The extended day had several hours yet to go; he decided

to have a neal and get sone sleep before the fall of darkness.
Accordingly, he started a small fire with the lens, made him
self a can of hot soup and had two sandw ches. Then he

curled hinself up in a wad of huge | eaves and cl osed his

eyes. The sun gave a confortable warnth, and he drifted into
a pl easant doze. Half a dozen vehicles buzzed and rattl ed

al ong the nearby road; brought w de awake, he cussed them
with fervor, shut his eyes and tried again. It wasn't |ong
before nore passing traffic disturbed him

This continued until the stars cane out and two of the five
smal | noons shed an eerie light over the | andscape. He stood
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in the shadow of a tree overlooking the road and waited for
the natives to go to bed - if they did go to bed, rather than
hang batli ke by their heels fromthe rafters.

A few smal |l trucks went past during this tinme. They had
orange-col ored headlights and enitted puffs of white snoke

or vapor. They sounded sonewhat |ike nodel |oconotives

Leem ng got the notion that they were steam powered, prob-
ably with a flash-boiler fired with wood. There was no way of
checking on this.

Odinarily he wouldn't have cared a hoot how Zangast an

trucks operated. Right nowit was a matter of some inpor-
tance. The opportunity might come to steal a vehicle and thus
hel p himself on his way to wherever he was going. But as a
fully qualified space-pilot he had not the vaguest idea of how
to drive a steamengine. Indeed, if threatened with the death
of a thousand | ashes, he'd have been conpelled to admt

that he could not ride a bike.

Wi le mulling over his educational handicaps, it occurred

to himthat he'd be dimwitted to sneak furtively through the
ni ght hoping for the chance to swipe a car or truck. The man
of initiative nmakes his chances and does not sit around pray-
ing for themto be placed in his |ap.

Upbr ai di ng hi nsel f, he sought around in the gl oom unti

he found a nice, snooth, fist-sized rock. Then he waited for a
victimto come along. The first vehicle to appear was travel -
ing in the wong direction, using the farther side of the road.
Most of an hour craw ed by before two nore cane together,

al so on the farther side, one close behind the other

Across the road were no trees, bushes, or other neans of
conceal ment; he had no choice but to keep to his own side

and wait in patience for his luck to turn. After what seened
an intermnable period a pair of orange |anps gleaned in the
di stance, sped toward him As the lights grew | arger and

more brilliant, he tensed in readiness.

At exactly the right nonment he sprang from beside the tree,
hurl ed the rock and | eaped back into darkness. In his haste
and excitenent, he nissed. The rock shot within an inch of
the windshield' s rimand clattered on the road. Havi ng had

no nore than a brief glinpse of a vague, gesticul ating shad-
ow, the driver continued blithely on, unaware that he'd es-
caped a taste of thuggery.

Maki ng a few remarks nore enphatic than cogent, Leem

ing recovered the rock and resuned his vigil. The next truck
showed up at the sane tinme as another one conming in the op-
posite direction. He shifted to behind the tree trunk. The two
vehi cl es passed each other at a point alnobst |evel with his
hi di ng place: Scowing after their dimninishing beans he took
up position again.

Traffic had thinned with the | ateness of the hour, and it

was a good while before nore headlights cane beaming in the
dark and running on the road's near side. This tine he
reacted with greater care and took better aim A swift junp,
he heaved the rock, junped back

The result was the dull whup of a hol e being bashed

t hrough transparent plastic. A guttural voice shouted sone-
thing about a turkey leg, this being an oath in |local dialect.
The truck rolled another twenty yards, pulled up. A broad,
squat figure scranbled out of the cab and ran toward the

rear in evident belief that he'd hit something.

Leemi ng, who had anticipated this nove, net himwth

rai sed spanner. The driver didn't even see him he bolted
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round the truck's tail and the spanner whanged on his pate
and he went down without a sound. For a horrid nonent

Leem ng thought that he had killed the fellow Not that one
Zangastan mattered nore or less in the general schene of
things. But he had his own peculiar status to consider. Even
the Terrans showed scant nercy to prisoners who killed while
escapi ng.

However, the victimenitted bubbling snorts like a hog in
childbirth and had plenty of life left in him Dragging him
to the side of the road, Leem ng searched him found noth-

ing worth taking. The wad of paper noney was devoid of

value to a Terran who'd have no opportunity to spend it.

Just then a long, |ow tanker runbled into view Taking a

tight grip on the spanner, Leem ng watched its approach and
prepared to fight or run as circunstances dictated. It went
straight past, showing no interest in the halted truck
Clinbing into the cab, he had a | ook around, found that

the truck was not steam powered as he had thought. The en-
gine was still running but there was no firebox or anything
resenbling one. The only clue to the power-source was a
strong scent like that of alcohol mxed with a highly aromatic
oil.

Tentatively, he pressed a button on the control panel; the
headl i ghts went out. He pressed it again and they cane on.

The next button produced a shrill, catlike yow out front.

The third had no effect whatever: he assumed that it con-
trolled the self-starter. After sone flddling around he found
that the solitary pedal was the footbrake and that a | ever on
the steering wheel caused the machine to nove forward or
backward at speed proportionate to the degree of its shift.
There was no sign of an ignition switch, gear-change | ever
headl i ght di mer or parking brake. The whol e | ayout was a
curious mxture of the ultra-nodem and the anti quated.
Satisfied that he could drive it, he advanced the |ever. The
truck rolled forward, accelerated to a noderate pace and

kept going at that speed. He noved the lever farther and the
speed increased. The forest slid past on his left, the flatlands
on his right, and the road was a yell ow ri bbon streamn ng

under the bonnet. Man, this was the life! Relaxing in his seat
and feeling pretty good, he broke into ribald song.

The road split. Wthout hesitation he chose the armthat
tended southward. It took himthrough a straggling village in
which very few lights were visible. Reaching the country be-
yond, he got onto a road running in a straight |line across
the plain. Five noons were in the sky, and the | andscape

| ooked ghostly and forbidding. Shoving the lever a few nore
degrees, he raced onward.

After an estimated eighty mles he by-passed a city, net
desultory traffic on the road but continued in peace and
unchal | enged. Next he drove past a high stone wall surround-
ing a cluster of buildings resenbling those seen earlier. Peer-
ing upward as he swept by, he tried to see whether there

were any guards patrolling the wall-top, but it was inpossible
to tell without stopping the truck and getting out. That he
did not wish to do, preferring to travel as fast and as far as
possi bl e whil e the goi ng was good.

He' d been driving non-stop at high speed for several hours
when a fire-trail bloomed in the sky and noved like a tiny
crimson feather across the stars. As he watched, the feather
floated around in a deep curve, grew bigger and brighter as
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it descended. A ship was coming in. Slightly to his left and
far over the horizon there nust be a spaceport.

Maybe wit hin easy reach of himthere was a scout-boat,

fully fueled and just begging to be taken up. He licked his
lips at the thought of it.

Wth its engine still running snmoothly, the truck passed
through the linb of another |large forest. He nade nental

note of the place lest within short time he should be com
pell ed to abandon the vehicle and take to his heels once
nmore. After recent experiences he found hinmself devel oping

a strong affection for forests; on a hostile world they were
the only places offering anonymty and liberty.

G adually the road veered to the left, |eading himnearer
and nearer toward where the hidden spaceport was presuned

to be. The truck rushed through four small villages in rapid
succession, all dark, silent and in deep slunber. Again the
road split and this time he found hinmself in a quandary.

Whi ch armwoul d take himto the place of ships?

Near by stood a signpost but its alien script nmeant nothing
to him Stopping the truck, he got out and examined his

choi ce of routes as best he could in the poor light. The right
arm seenmed to be the nore heavily used to judge by the
condition of its surface. Picking the right side, he drove
ahead.

Time went on so long without evidence of a spaceport that

he was beginning to think he'd nade a m stake when a faint

gl ow appeared in the forward sky. It canme from sonmewhere
behind a rise in the terrain, strengthened as he neared. He
tooled up the hill, came over the crest and saw in a shall ow
valley a big array of floodlights illumnating buildings, con-
crete enpl acements, blast-pits, and four snouty ships standing
on their tail-fins.

Vi

HE SHOULD have felt overjoyed. Instead he becane filled with
a sense of wariness and foreboding. A conplete getaway just
couldn't be as easy as he'd planned: there had to be a shag
sonewher e

Edgi ng the truck over to the side of the road, he braked

and switched off his lights. Then he surveyed the scene nore
carefully. Fromthis distance the four vessels | ooked too big
and fat to be scout-boats, too small and out-of-date to be war-
ships. It was very likely that they were cargo carriers, prob-
ably of the trampship type

Assunmi ng that they were in good condition and fully pre-

pared for flight, it was not inpossible for an experienced, de-
termned pilot to take one up single-handed. And if it was
fitted with an autopilot, he could keep it going for days and
weeks. Wthout such assistance he was liable to drop dead

t hrough sheer exhaustion |ong before he was due to arrive
anywhere worth reaching. The sanme problemdid not apply

to a genui ne scout-boat because a one-man ship had to be
filled with robotic aids. He estimated that these small nmer-
chantnmen nornmally carried a crew of at |east twelve apiece,
perhaps as nmmny as twenty.

Furt hernmore, he had seen a vessel conming in to land - so at

| east one of these four had not yet been serviced and was
unfit for flight. There was no way of telling which one was
the latest arrival. But a ship in the hand is worth ten sone
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pl ace el se. To one of his profession, the sight of waiting ves-
sel s was irresistible.

Rel uctance to part conpany with the truck until the | ast
moment, plus his natural audacity, nade hi m decide that

there was no point in trying to sneak across the well-lit space-
port and reach a ship on foot. He'd do better to take the
eneny by surprise, boldly drive into the place, park al ongside
a vessel and scoot up its |adder before they had tine to collect
their wts.

Once inside a ship with the air |lock closed he'd be com
paratively safe. It would take themfar |onger to get him

out than it would take himto naster the strange controls

and nake ready to boost. He'd have shut hinself inside a

metal fortress, and the first blast of its propul sors would clear
the area for a couple of hundred yards around. Their only
means of thwarting himwould be to bring up heavy artillery
and hole or topple the ship. By the tine they'd dragged big
guns to the scene he should be crossing the orbit of the near-
est noon.

He consol ed hinself with these thoughts as he maneuvered

the truck onto the road and let it surge forward, but all the
time he knew deep within his mnd that this was going to be

a crazy ganble. There was a good chance that he'd grab

hi nsel f a col d-dead rocket short of fuel and incapabl e of
taking off. In that event all the irate Zangastans needed to
do was sit around until he'd surrendered or starved to death.
That they'd be so slowto react as to give himtinme to swap
ships was a possibility al nost nonexistent.

Thundering down the valley road, the truck took a w de

bend, raced for the spaceport's main gates. These were part-
ly closed, leaving a yard-wide gap in the mddle. An arned
sentry stood at one side, behind hima hut containing others
of the guard.

As the truck shot into view and roared toward him the

sentry gaped at it in dunb amazenent, showed the typica
reaction of one far fromthe area of conbat. |Instead of point-
ing his autonmatic weapon in readi ness to challenge, he

junped into the road and tugged frantically to open the gates.
The hal f at which he was pulling swng wide just in time for
the truck to bullet through with a few inches to spare on
either side. Now the sentry resented the driver's failure to say,
"Good norning!" or "Drop dead!" or anything equally cour-
teous. Brandi shing his gun, he perforned a clunsy war-dance
and screaned vitriolic renmarks

Concentrating on his driving to the exclusion of all else,
Leeming went full tilt around the spaceport's concrete perim
eter toward where the ships were parked. A bunch of lizard-

ski nned characters strolling along his path scattered and ran
for their lives. Farther on a long, low, notorized trolley |oad-
ed with fuel cylinders slid out of a shed, stopped in the m d-
dle of the road. Its driver threw hinself off his seat as the
truck wildly swerved around himand threatened to overturn

Pi cking the nost distant ship as the one it would take the
eneny | ongest to reach, Leem ng braked by its tail-fins,
junped out the cab, |ooked up. No | adder. Sprinting around

the base, he found the | adder on the other side, went up it
like a frightened nonkey.

It was like clinmbing the side of a factory chi mey. Halfway

up he paused for breath, |ooked around. Dimnished by dis-
tance and depth, a hundred figures were racing toward him

So al so were four trucks and a thing resenbling an arnored
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car. He resunmed his clinb, going as fast as he could but using
great care because he was now so high that one slip would be
fatal .

Anxi ety increased as he neared the airlock at top. A few

nore seconds and he'd be out of shooting range. But they'd
know that too, and were liable to start popping at himwhile
there was still tine. As he tried to nake nore speed his belly
qui rked at the thought of a |ast-nonent bullet plow ng

through him Hi s hands grabbed half a dozen rungs in quick
succession, reached the airlock rimat which point he rammed
hi s head agai nst an unexpected netal rod. Surprised, he raised
his gaze, found hinself |ooking straight into the nuzzle of a
gun.

"Shatsi!" ordered the owner of the gun, nmaking a down-

ward notion with it. "Amash!"

For a mad nonment Leem ng thought of holding on with

one hand while he snatched his opponent's feet with the

other. He raised hinself in readiness to grab. Either the fel-
| ow was inpatient or read his intention because he hamered
Leem ng's fingers with the gun barrel

"Amash! Shat si - amash!"

Leem ng went slowy and reluctantly down the | adder

Bl ack despair grew bl acker with every step he descended. To

be caught at the start of a chase was one thing; to be grabbed
near the end of it, within reach of success, was sonething
else. Hell's bells, he'd alnbst got away with it and that's
what nade the situation so bitter

Hereafter they'd fasten himup twice as tightly and keep

a doubly cl ose watch upon him Even if in spite of these pre-
cautions he broke free a second tinme, his chances of total escape
woul d be too small to be worth considering; with an arned
guard aboard every ship he'd be sticking his head in the trap
whenever he shoved it into an air lock. By the |ooks of it he
was stuck with this stinking world until such tinme as a Terran
task-force captured it or the war ended, either of which events
m ght take place a couple of centuries hence.

Reachi ng the bottom he stepped onto concrete and turned
around expecting to be given a kick in the stomach or a bust
on the nose. Instead he found hinself faced by a nmuttering

but bl ank-faced group containing an officer whose attitude
suggested that he was nore baffled than enraged. Favoring
Leemi ng with an unblinking stare, the officer let go a stream
of inconprehensi bl e gabble that ended on a note of querry.
Leem ng spread his hands and shrugged.

The officer tried again. Leem ng responded wi th anot her

shrug and did his best to |l ook contrite. Accepting this |ack of
under st andi ng as sonething that proved not hing one way or

the other, the officer baw ed at the crowd. Four arned guards
energed fromthe nob, hustled the prisoner into the arnored
car, slamed and | ocked the door and took him away.

At the end of the ride they shoved himinto the back room

of a rock house with two guards for conpany, the other two
outside the door. Sitting on a low, hard chair, he sighed,
gazed blankly at the wall for two hours. The guards al so
squatted, watched himas expressionlessly as a pair of snakes
and said not a word.

At the end of that tinme a trooper brought food and water.

Leem ng gulped it down in silence, studied the wall for an-
other two hours. Meanwhile his thoughts mlled around. It
seened pretty obvious, he decided, that the | ocal gang had
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not realized that they'd caught a Terran. Al their reactions
showed that they were far fromcertain what they' d got.

To a certain extent this was excusable. On the Allied side

of the battle was a federation of thirteen lifeforns, four of
them human and three very humanli ke. The Conbi ne con-

sisted of an uneasy, precarious union of at |least twenty life-
forms, three of which also were rather hunmanlike. Pending
word from higher authority, this particular bunch of quasi-
reptilians couldn't tell enemy fromally.

Al'l the same, they were taking no chances and he coul d

i magi ne what was going on while they kept himsitting on his
butt. The officer would grab the tel ephone - or whatever they
used in lieu - and call the nearest garrison town. The highest
ranker there would pronptly transfer responsibility to mli-
tary headquarters. There, Klavith's alarm woul d have been
filed and forgotten and a ten-star panjandrum woul d pass the
query to the main beamstation. An operator would transmt

a nmessage asking the three humanli ke allies whether they had
lost track of a scout in this region

When back came a signal saying, "No!" the local gang

woul d realize that a rare bird had been caught deep within
the spatial enpire. They wouldn't like it. Holding-troops far
behind the lines share all the glory and none of the grief, and
they're happy to let things stay that way. A sudden intrusion
of the eneny where he has no right to be is an event disturb-
ing to the even tenor of life, and not to be greeted with
cries of martial joy. Besides, fromtheir viewpoint where one
can sneak in an arny can follow, and it is disconcerting to
be taken in force fromthe rear

Then, when the news got around, Kl avith would arrive at

full gallop to rem nd everyone that this was not the first tine
Leem ng had been captured, but the second. Wat woul d

they do to himeventually? He was far from sure because
previously he hadn't given themtinme to settle down to the
job. It was nost unlikely that they'd shoot himright off. If
sufficiently civilized they'd cross-exanine himand then im
prison himfor the duration. If uncivilized they'd dig up
Klavith or maybe an ally able to talk Terran and milk the
prisoner of every itemof information he possessed by neth-
ods ruthless and bl oody.

Back toward the dawn of history, when conflicts had been
confined to one planet, there had existed a protective device
known as the Geneva Convention. It had organi zed neutra

i nspection of prison canps, brought occasional letters from
hone, provided food parcels that had kept alive many a cap-
tive who ot herw se night have died.

There was nothing like that today. A prisoner had only two
forms of protection, those being his own resources and the
power of his side to retaliate against the prisoners they'd got.
And the latter was a threat nore potential than real. There
cannot be retaliation without actual know edge of maltreat-
nent .

The day dragged on. The guards were changed twi ce.

More food and water canme. Eventually the one w ndow

showed t hat darkness was approachi ng. Eying the w ndow
furtively, Leenming decided that it would be suicidal to take a
running junp at it under two guns. It was small and high,
difficult to scranble through in a hurry. How he w shed he
had hi s stink-gun now

A prisoner's first duty is to escape. That nmeans biding his
time with appalling patience until there occurs an opportunity
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that may be seized and exploited to the utnost. He'd done

it once and he nust do it again. If no way of total escape
exi sted, he'd have to invent one.

The prospect before himwas tough indeed; before long it

was |likely to becone a good deal tougher. If only he'd been
able to talk the local |anguage, or any Conbi ne | anguage,

he m ght have been able to convince even the linguistic Kl av-
ith that black was white. Sheer inpudence can pay divi dends.
Maybe he coul d have | anded his ship, persuaded themwith
snmooth words, unlimted self-assurance and just the right
touch of arrogance, to repair and reline his propul sors and
cheer himon his way, never suspecting that they had been
talked into providing aid and confort for the eneny.

It was a beautiful dreambut an idle one. Lack of ability
to comuni cate in any Conbi ne tongue had balled up such

a schene at the start. You can't hoodw nk a sucker into do-
nating his pants nerely by maki ng noises at him Sone other
chance nmust now be watched for and grabbed, swiftly and
with both hands - provided they were fools enough to permt
a chance

Wei ghing up his guards in the sane way as he had esti -

mated the officer, his earlier captors and Klavith, he didn't
think that this species was nunbered anong the Conbine's
brightest brains. Al the sane they were broad in the back,
sour in the puss, and plenty good enough to put someone in
the poky and keep himthere for a long, long tine.

In fact they were naturals as prison wardens.

He remai ned in the house four days, eating and drinking

at regular intervals, sleeping halfway through the |engthy

ni ghts, cogitating for hours and often glowering at his im
passi ve guards. Mentally he concocted, exanined, and rejected
a thousand ways of regaining his liberty, nost of them spec-
tacul ar, fantastic, and inpossible.

At one tinme he went so far as to try to stare the guards into
a hypnotic trance, gazing intently at themuntil his own eye-
balls felt |locked for keeps. It did not bother themin the

| east. They had the reptilian ability to remain notionless and
outstare himuntil kingdom cone.

M d-norning of the fourth day the officer strutted in,

yel | ed,

"Amash! Anmash!" and gestured toward the door. His

tone and manner were decidedly unfriendly. Evidently sone-
one had identified the prisoner as an Allied space-Iouse.
Getting off his seat Leening wal ked out, two guards ahead,
two behind, the officer in the rear. A box-bodied steel car
waited on the road. They urged himinto it, locked it. A pair
of guards stood on the rear platformhard against the doors
and clung to handrails. Athird joined the driver at the front.
The journey took thirteen hours, the whole of which the

i nmat e spent bouncing around in conpl ete darkness.

By the time the car halted Leening had i nvented one new

and exceedingly repul sive word. He used it i mediately the
rear doors opened.

"Qui | pol e-enk?" he grow ed. "Enk?"

"Amash! " bawl ed the guard, unappreciative of alien contri-
butions to the vocabul ary of invective. He gave the other a
power ful shove.

Wth poor grace Leening amashed. He glinpsed great

wal | s rearing against the night and a zone of brilliant |ight
hi gh up; then he was pushed through a netal portal and
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into a large room Here a reception commttee of six thug-like
sanples awaited him One of the six signed a paper presented
by the escort. The guards withdrew, the door closed, the six
eyed the arrival with conplete lack of amability.

One of themsaid sonething in an authoritative voice and

made notions indicative of undressing.

Leem ng called hima snelly quil pole conceived in an

al i en marsh.

It did himno good. The six grabbed him stripped him

naked, searched every vestige of his clothing, paying special
attention to seans and |linings. They displayed the expert
techni que of ones who'd done this job countless tines already,
and knew exactly where to | ook and what to | ook for. None
showed the slightest interest in his alien physique despite
that he was posing fully revealed in the raw.

Everyt hi ng he possessed was put on one side and his

clothes shied back at him He dressed hinself while they
pawed t hrough the | oot and gabbl ed together. Satisfied that
the captive now owned nothing nore than was necessary to

hi de his shanme, they led himthrough the farther door, up a
flight of thick stone stairs, along a stone corridor and into a
cell. The door slammed with a sound like that of the crack of
doom

In the dark of night eight small stars and one tiny noon
shone through a heavily barred opening high up in one wall.

Al ong the bottom of the gap shone a faint yellow gl ow from
sone outside illum nation.

Funbling around in the gl oom he found a wooden bench

against one wall. It noved when he lugged it. Dragging it
beneath the openi ng he stood upon it but found hinself a
couple of feet too lowto get a view outside. Though heavy,

he struggled with it until he had it propped at an angle
against the wall, then he crawled carefully up it and had a

| ook between the bars.

Forty feet below lay a bare, stone-floored space fifty

yards wi de and extending as far as he could see to the right
and | eft. Beyond the space a snpbot h-surfaced stone wall rose
to his own level. The top of the wall angled at about sixty
degrees to forma sharp apex, ten inches above which ran a
single line of taut wires, wthout barbs.

From sonewher e beyond his range of vision poured pow

erful beans of light that flooded the entire area between cell -
bl ock and outer wall, as well as a simlarly w de space beyond
the wall. There was no sign of life. There was only the wall,
the flares of light, the overhanging night and the distant stars.
"So I'min the jug," he said. "That really fixes things!"

He junped to the floor and the slight thrust namde the

bench fall with a resounding crash. It sounded as if he had
produced a rocket and let hinself be whisked through the

roof. Feet raced al ong the outside passage, |ight poured

t hrough a suddenly opened spy-hole in the heavy netal door

An eye appeared in the hole.

"Sach invigia, faplap!" shouted the guard.

Leem ng called hima flat-footed, duck-assed quil pole and

added six nore words, older, tinme-worn, but still potent. The
spy- hol e sl ammred shut. He lay on the hard bench and tried
to sl eep.

An hour | ater he kicked hell out of the door and when the
spy- hol e opened he said, "Faplap yourself!"
After that he slept.
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Br eakf ast consi sted of one | ukewarm bow of stewed grain
resenbling mllet and a nmug of water. Both were served with
di sdain and eaten with disgust. It wasn't as good as the alien
muck on which he had lived in the forest. But of course he
hadn't been on convict's rations then; he'd been eating the
meal s of some unl ucky helicopter crew

Sonetime later a thin-1ipped specimen arrived in conpany
with two guards. Wth a |long series of conplicated gestures
this character explained that the prisoner was to learn a civil-
i zed | anguage and, what was nore, would learn it fast - or

el se. Education woul d commence forthwth.

Puzzl ed by the necessity, Leeni ng asked, "Wat about Major

Kl avi t h?"

"Snapnose?"

"Why can't Klavith do the tal king? Has he been struck

dumb or somet hi ng?"

A light dawned upon the other. Mking stabbing notions

with his forefinger, he said, "Klavith - fat, fat, fat!"
"Huh?"

"Klavith - fat, fat, fat!" He tapped his chest several tinmnes,
pretended to crunple to the floor and succeeded in conveying
that Klavith had expired with official assistance.

"Holy cow " said Leeni ng.

I n businesslike manner the tutor produced a stack of juve-
nile picture books and started the inparting process while the
guards | ounged agai nst the wall and | ooked bored. Leem ng
cooperated as one does with the eneny, nanely, by m sunder-
st andi ng everythi ng, m spronouncing everything, and over-

| ooki ng not hing that would prove hima |inguistic noron

The | esson ended at noon and was cel ebrated by the arriva

of another bow of gruel containing a hunk of stringy, rub-
bery substance resenbling the hind end of a rat. He drank
the gruel, sucked the portion of animl, shoved the bow

asi de.

Then he pondered the significance of their decision to teach
himhow to talk. In bunping off the unfortunate Kl avith they
had becone the victinms of their own ruthl essness. They'd de-
prived thensel ves of the world's only speaker of Cosnoglotta.
Probably they had a few others who could speak it stationed
on allied worlds, but it would take tinme and trouble to bring
one of those back here. Someone had bl undered by ordering
Klavith's execution; he was going to cover up the m stake by
teaching the prisoner to squeal

Evidently they had nothing resenbling Earth's electronic
brain-priers and could extract information only by question-
and- answer net hods ai ded by unknown fornms of persuasion.

They wanted to know things and intended to learn themif
possi bl e. The slower he was in gaining fluency the |onger it
woul d be before they put himon the rack, if that was their

i ntention.

Hi s specul ati ons ended when the guards opened the door

and ordered himout. Leading himalong the corridor, down
the stairs, they released himinto a great yard filled with
figures nooching ain essly around under a bright sun. He
halted in surprise

Ri gel | i ans! About two thousands of them These were allies,
fighting friends of Terra. He | ooked them over with nmounting
excitenent, seeking a few nore famliar shapes anid the nob.
Per haps an Earthman or two. Or even a few humanli ke Cen-
tauri ans.
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But there were none. Only rubber-1linbed, pop-eyed Rigel-
lians shuffling around in the dreary manner of those con-
fronted with nmany wasted years and no perceivable future.
Even as he gazed at them he sensed sonethi ng peculi ar.

They could see himas clearly as he could see them and, being
the only Earthman, he was a legitinmate object of attention, a
friend from another star. They shoul d have been crowdi ng

up to him full of talk, seeking the |atest news of the war,
aski ng questions and offering infornmation.

It wasn't like that at all. They took no notice of him be-
haved as if the arrival of a Terran were of no consequence
whatever. Slowly and deliberately he wal ked across the

yard, inviting sone sort of fraternal reaction. They got out of
his way. A few eyed himfurtively, the najority pretended to
be unaware of his existence. Nobody offered a word of com
fort. Cbviously they were giving himthe conspi cuous brush-
of f.

He trapped a small group of themin a corner of the yard

and demanded with ill-concealed irritation, "Any of you
speak Terran?"
They | ooked at the sky, the wall, the ground, or at each

ot her, and renmined silent.

"Anyone know Cent auri an?"

No answer.

"Wel I, how about Cosnpgl otta?"

No reply.

Ri | ed, he wal ked away and tried another bunch. No | uck
Wthin an hour he had fired questions at two or three hun-
dred without getting a single response. It puzzled himcom
pletely. Their nmanner was not contenptuous or hostile but
sonmething else. He tried to analyze it, came to the concl usion
that for an unknown reason they were wary, they were afraid
to speak to him

Sitting on a stone step he watched themuntil a shril

whi stl e signaled that exercise tine was over. The Rigellians
formed up in long lines in readiness to march back to their
quarters. Leenming' s guards gave hima kick in the pants and
dragged himto his cell

Tenporarily he disnmissed the problem of unsociable allies.
After dark was the tine for thinking because then there was
not hing el se to do. He wanted to spend the remmining hours

of daylight in studying the picture books and getting well
ahead with the local lingo while appearing to |ag far behind.
Fl uency ni ght prove an advantage soneday. Too bad that

he had never learned Rigellian, for instance.

So he applied hinself fully to tbe task until print and
pictures ceased to be visible. He ate his evening portion of
mush after which he lay on the bench, closed his eyes, set his
mnd to work.

In all of his hectic life he'd net no nore than twenty Ri-
gellians. Never once had he visited their three closely
bunched sol ar systens. What little he knew of them was hear-
say evidence. It was said that their standard of intelligence
was high, they were technologically efficient, they had been
consistently friendly toward nen of Earth since first contact
nearly a thousand years ago. Fifty percent of them spoke
Cosnogl otta and about one percent knew the Terran tongue.
Therefore, if the average hel d up, several hundred of those
met in the yard should have been able to converse with him
in one | anguage or another. Wy had they steered cl ear of
hi m and nai ntai ned sil ence? And why had they been nighty
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unani nous about it?

Determ ned to solve this puzzle, he invented, exam ned and

di scarded a dozen theories, all with sufficient flaws to strain
the credulity. It was about two hours before he hit upon the
obvi ous sol ution

These Rigellians were prisoners deprived of |liberty for

an unknown nunber of years to cone. Sonme of them nust

have seen an Earthman at one time or another. But all of

them knew that in the Conbine's ranks were a few species
superficially humanlike. They couldn't swear to it that he
really was a Terran and they were taking no chances on him
bei ng a spy, an ear of the eneny planted anong themto

listen for plots.

That in turn neant sonething el se: when a big nob of

prisoners becone excessively suspicious of a possible traitor
intheir mdst, it's because they have sonething to hide. Yes,
that was it! He slapped his knee in delight. The Rigellians
had an escape schene in process of hatching and neanwhil e
wer e taking no chances.

They had been here plenty |ong enough to becone at | east
bored, at nobst desperate, and seek the nmeans to make a

break. Having found a way out, or being in the process of
maki ng one, they were refusing to take the risk of letting the
pl ot be nessed up by a stranger of doubtful origin. Now his
probl em was that of how to overcone their suspicions, gain
their confidence and get hinself included in whatever was
afoot. To this he gave considerabl e thought.

Next day, at the end of exercise tine, a guard swng a

heavy | eg and adm ni stered the usual kick. Leemi ng pronptly
haul ed of f and punched hi mclean on the snout. Four guards
junped in and gave the culprit a thorough going over. They
did it good and proper, with zest and effectiveness that no
onl ooking Rigellian could possibly nistake for a piece of dra-
matic play-acting. It was an object |esson and i ntended as
such. The linp body was taken out of the yard and | ugged
upstairs, its face a ness of bl ood.

VI |

IT WAS a week before Leem ng was fit enough to reappear in
the yard. The price of confidence had proved rough, tough
and heavy, and his features were still an ugly sight. He
strolled through the crowd, ignored as before, chose a soft
spot in the sun and sat.

Soon afterward a prisoner sprawled tiredly on the ground

a couple of yards away, watched distant guards and spoke
inlittle nore than a whisper

"Where do YOQU cone fronP"

"Terra."

"How d you get here?"

Leemng told himbriefly.

"How s the war going?"

"We're pushing themback slowy but surely. But it'll take
along tine to finish the job."

"How | ong do you suppose?"

"I don't know. It's anyone's guess." Leem ng eyed him
curiously. "Wwat brought your bunch here?'"

"We're not conbatants but civilian colonists. Qur govern-
ment pl aced advance parties, all nale, on four new planets
that were ours by right of discovery. Twelve thousand of us
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altogether." The Rigellian paused while he | ooked carefully
around, noted the positions of various guards. "The Conbine
descended on us in force. That was two years ago. It was
easy; we weren't prepared for trouble, weren't adequately
arned, didn't even know that a war was on."

"They grabbed your four planets?"

"You bet they did. And |l aughed in our faces."

Leem ng nodded understandi ngly. Cynical and ruthless

cl ai mjunping had been the original cause of the fracas now
extending across a great slice of the galaxy. On one planet a
colony had put up a heroic resistance and died to the | ast
man. The sacrifice had fired a blaze of fury, the Allies had
struck back and were still striking good and hard.

"Twel ve thousand, you said. Were are the ot hers?"
"Scattered around in prisons like this one. You certainly

pi cked a choice dunp on which to sit out the war. The
Conbi ne has made this its chief penal planet. It's far from
the fighting front, unlikely ever to be discovered. The |oca
lifeformisn't nmuch good for space-battles but plenty good
enough to hold what its allies have captured. They're throw
ing up big jails all over the world. If the war goes on |ong
enough, this cosmic dunp will becone solid with prisoners.”
"So your crowd has been here about two years?"

"Sure have - and it seenms nore like ten."

"And done not hing about it?"

"Not hi ng nuch," agreed the Rigellian. "Just enough to get
forty of us shot for trying."

"Sorry," said Leem ng sincerely.

"Don't let it bother you. | know exactly how you feel. The
first few weeks are the worst. The idea of being pinned down
for keeps can drive you crazy unless you learn to be phil o-
sophi cal about it." He mused awhile, indicated a heavily built
guard patrolling by the farther wall. "A few days ago that |y-
ing swi ne boasted that already there are two hundred thou-
sand Allied prisoners on this planet and added that by this
time next year there would be two nillions. | hope he never
lives to see it."

"I"'mgetting out of here," said Leem ng.

" How?"

"I don't know yet. But I'mgetting out. I'mnot going to
stay here and rot." He waited in the hope of sonme comment
about others feeling the same way, perhaps evasive nention
of a coming break, a hint that he mght be invited to join in.
Standing up, the Rigellian murnured, "Well, | wi sh you

luck. You'll need all you can get."

He anbl ed away, havi ng betrayed not hing. A whistle blew,

the guards shouted, "Merse, faplaps! Amash!" And that was

t hat .

Over the next four weeks he had frequent conversations

with the sane Rigellian and about twenty others, picking up
odd items of information but finding them peculiarly evasive
whenever the subject of freedom cane up. They were friend-
ly, in fact cordial, but remained determ nedly tight-nouthed.
One day he was having a surreptitious chat and asked,

"Why does everyone insist on talking to ne secretively and

i n whi spers? The guards don't seemto care how nmuch you

gab to one another."

"You haven't yet been cross-exanined. If in the nmeantine
they notice that we've had plenty to say to you, they will try
to force out of you everything we've said - with particul ar
reference to i deas on escape."
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Leem ng i medi ately pounced upon the | ovely word. "Ah,

escape, that's all there is to live for right now If anyone is
thi nking of making a bid maybe | can hel p them and they

can help ne. I'ma conpetent space-pilot and that fact is
worth sonet hing."

The other cooled at once. "Nothing doing."

"Way not ?"

"We' ve been behind walls a long tinme and have been

taught many things that you' ve yet to learn.”

"Such as?"

"We've discovered at bitter cost that escape attenpts fai

when too many know what's going on. Sone planted spy be-

trays us. O sone selfish fool nesses things up by pushing

in at the wong nonent."

"I amneither a spy nor a fool. I"'mcertainly not stupid
enough to spoil my own chance of breaking free."

"That may be," the Rigellian conceded. "But inprisonnent
creates its own especial conventions. One firmrule we have
established here is that an escape-plot is the exclusive prop-
erty of those who concocted it and only they can nmke the
attenpt by that nethod. Nobody else is told about it. Secrecy
is a protective screen that woul d-be escapers nust naintain

at all costs. They'll give nobody a nonentary peek through

it, not even a Terran and not even a qualified space-pilot."
"So I"'mstrictly on ny own?"

"Afraid so. You're on your own in any case. W sleep in
dormitories, fifty to aroom You're in a cell all by yourself.
You're in no position to help with anything."

"I can dammed well help nyself,"” Leem ng retorted angrily.

And it was his turn to wal k away.

He' d been in the poky just thirteen weeks when the tutor
handed hi m a metaphorical firecracker. Finishing a session

di stinguished only by Leeni ng's dopi ness and sl owness to

| earn, the tutor scow ed at himand gave forth to some point.
"You are pleased to wear the cloak of idiocy. But am| an
idiot too? | do not think so! | amnot deceived - you are far
more fluent than you pretend. In seven days' tinme | shall re-
port to the Commandant that you are ready for exami nation."
"How s that agai n?" asked Leemi ng, putting on a baffled

f r own.

"You will be questioned by the Commandant seven days

hence, "

"l have al ready been questioned by Mjor Kl avith,"

"That was verbal. Klavith is dead and we have no record

of what you told him"

Sl am went the door. In cane the gruel and a jaundiced

| unp of sonething unchewabl e. The | ocal catering depart-

ment seenmed to be obsessed by the edibility of rat's buttocks.
Exercise tine foll owed.

"I'"ve been told they're going to put me through the nmll a
week from now. "

"Don't let them scare you," advised the Rigellian. "They
woul d as soon kill you as spit in the sink. But one thing
keeps themin check,"

"What's that?"

"The Allies are holding a stack of prisoners too."

"Yes, but what they don't know they can't grieve over."
"There'll be nore than grief for the entire Zangastan spe-
cies if the victor finds hinmself expected to exchange very live
prisoners for very dead corpses."
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"You've made a point there," agreed Leem ng. "Maybe it

would help if | had nine feet of rope to dangle suggestively
in front of the Comuandant."

"I't would help if |I had a very large bottle of vitz and a
shapely female to stroke ny hair," sighed the Rigellian.

"If you can feel that way after two years of sem -starva-
tion, what are you like on a full diet?"

"It's all inthe mind," the Rigellian said. "I like to think
of what m ght have been.”

The whistle again. Mre intensive study while daylight

| asted. Another bowl of ersatz porridge. Darkness and a few
smal | stars peeping through the barred slot high up. Tine
seened to be standing still, as it does with a high wall around
it.

He lay on the bench and produced thoughts |ike bubbles
froma fountain. No place, positively no place is absolutely
i npregnable. G ven brawn and brains, time and patience,
there's always a way in or out. Escapees shot down as they
bolted had chosen the wong tine and wong place, or the
right tinme but the wong place, or the right place but the
wong tinme. O they had neglected brawn in favor of brains,
a common fault of the overcautious. O they'd neglected
brains in favor of brawn, a fault of the reckless.

Wth eyes closed he carefully reviewed the situation. He

was in a cell with rock walls of granite hardness at | east
four feet thick. The only openings were a narrow gap bl ocked
by five nmmssive steel bars, and an arnor-plated door in con-
stant view of patrolling guards

On his person he had no hacksaw, not | ock-pick, no inple-
ment of any sort, nothing but the bedraggled clothes in

whi ch he reposed. If he pulled the bench to pieces and sorme-
how succeeded in doing it unheard, he'd acquire several |arge
| unps of wood, a dozen six-inch nails and a couple of stee
bolts. None of that junk would serve to open the door or cut
the wi ndow bars. And there was no other naterial avail able.
Qutside stretched a brilliantly illum nated gap fifty yards
wi de that nmust be crossed to gain freedom Then cane a
snmooth stone wall forty feet high, devoid of handholds. Atop
the wall was an apex nmuch too sharp to give grip to the feet,
and an alarmwire that would set the sirens going if either
touched or cut.

The great wall conpletely encircled the entire prison. It
was octagonal in shape and topped at each angle by a watch-
tower containing guards, floodlights and guns. To get out,
the wall would have to be surnounted right under the noses
of itchy-fingered watchers, in bright Iight, wthout touching
the wire. That wouldn't be the end of it either; beyond the
wal | was another illum nated area also to be crossed. An un-
| ucky | ast-1lapper could get over the wall by some kind of
mracle only to be shot to bloody shreds during his subse-
quent dash for darkness.

Yes, the whole setup had the professional touch of those

who knew what to do to keep prisoners in prison. Escape

over the wall was well-nigh inmpossible, though not conplete-
ly so. If sonebody got out of his cell or dormtory arned
with a rope and grapnel, and if he had a daring confederate
who' d break into the power roomand switch off everything at
exactly the right noment, he might nake it. Up the wall

and over the dead, unresponsive alarmwire in total darkness.
In a solitary cell there is no rope, no grapnel, nothing ca-
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pabl e of being adapted as either. There is no desperate and
trustworthy confederate. And even if these things had been
avai | abl e, he'd have considered such a project as near-sui-

ci dal .

If he pondered once the nost renpte possibilities and took
stock of the mininumresources needed, he pondered them a
hundred tinmes. By long after midnight he' d been beating his
brains sufficiently hard to make them come up with anything,
including ideas that were slightly nad.

For exanple: he could pull a plastic button fromhis jack-

et, swallowit, and hope that the result would get hima trans-
fer to hospital. True, the hospital was within the prison's
confines but it might offer better opportunity to escape. Then
he thought a second tinme, decided that an intestinal blockage
woul d not guarantee his renoval el sewhere. They night do

no nore than force a powerful purgative down the neck and
thus add to his present disconforts.

As dawn broke he arrived at a final conclusion. Forty or

fifty Rigellians working in a patient, determ ned group night
tunnel under the wall and both illum nated areas and get

away. But he had one resource and one only. That was guil e.
There was nothing el se he could enpl oy.

He et go a loud groan and conplained to hinmself, "So

I"l'l have to use both ny heads!"

This inane remark percol ated through the innernost re-

cesses of his mnd and began to fernent |ike yeast. After a
while he sat up startled, gazed at what little he could see of
the brightening sky, and said in tone approaching a yelp,
"Yes, sure, that's it - both heads!"

Stewi ng the idea over and over again, Leening decided

that it was essential to have a gadget. A crucifix or a crysta
bal | provi des psychol ogi cal advantages too good to miss. His
gadget coul d be of any shape, size or design, made of any
material as long as it was visibly and undeni ably a contrap-
tion. Moreover, its potency would be greater if not made
fromitens obtainable within his cell such as parts of his
clothing or pieces of the bench. Preferably it should be con-
structed of stuff from sonmewhere el se and should convey the
irresistible suggestion of a strange, unknown technol ogy.

He doubted whether the Rigellians could help. Twel ve

hours per day they slaved in the prison's workshops, a fate
that he would share after he'd been questioned and his apti -
tudes defined. The Rigellians made nilitary pants and jackets,
harness and boots, a small range of |ight engineering and

el ectrical conmponents. They detested producing for the ene-
my but their choice was a sinple one: work or starve.
According to what he'd been told they hadn't the renptest
chance of snuggling out of the workshops anything really
useful, such as a knife, chisel, hanmer or hacksaw bl ade. At
the end of each work period the slaves were paraded and

none allowed to break ranks until every machi ne had been
checked, every | oose tool accounted for and | ocked away.

The first fifteen mnutes of the m dday break he spent
searching the yard for any |oose itemthat m ght sonehow

be turned to advantage. He wandered around with his gaze
fixed on the ground like a worried kid seeking a | ost coin.
The only things he found were a coupl e of pieces of wood

four inches square by one inch thick and these he slipped into
hi s pocket w thout having the vaguest notion of what he in-
tended to do with them
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Fi ni shing the hunt, he squatted by the wall, had a whis-
pered chat with a couple of Rigellians. H s nind wasn't on
the conversation and the pair nmooched of f when a curious
guard canme near. Later another Rigellian edged up to him
"Eart hman, are you still going to get out of here?"

"You bet | am™

The ot her chuckl ed and scratched an ear, an action that

his species used to express polite scepticism "I think we've
a better chance than you' re ever likely to get."

Leenmi ng shot hima sharp gl ance. "Wy?"

"There are nore of us and we're together," evaded the
Rigellian as though realizing that he'd been on the point of
saying too nuch. "Wat can you do on your own?"

Just then he noticed the ring on the others ear-scratching
finger and becane fascinated by it. He'd seen the nodest
ornanent before. A nunber of Rigellians were wearing sim-

| ar objects. So were sone of the guards. These rings were
neat affairs consisting of four or five turns of thin wire with
the ends shaped and soldered to formthe owner's initials.
"Where'd you dig up the jewel ry?" he asked.

"Where did | get what?"

"The ring."

"Ch, that." Lowering his hand, the Rigellian studied the
ring with satisfaction. "W nake them ourselves in the work-
shops. It breaks the nonotony."

"Mean to say the guards don't stop youP'

"They don't interfere. There's no harmin it. Besides, we've
made quite a few for the guards thensel ves. W' ve nade

them sonme automatic lighters as well and could have turned
out a lot for ourselves if we'd had any use for them" He
paused, | ooked thoughtful and added, "W think the guards
have been selling rings and lighters outside. At |east, we hope
so."

n \My?ll
"Maybe they'll build up a nice steady trade. Then when
they're confortably settled init we'll cut supplies and dermand

a rake-off in the formof extra rations and a few unofficia
privileges."

"That's a smart idea," approved Leeming. "It would help

all concerned to have a high-pressure sal esman pushing the
goods in the big towns. How about putting nme down for that
j ob?"

Gving a faint smle, the Rigellian continued, "Handmade
junk doesn't natter. But let the guards find that one snall
screwdriver is missing and there's hell to pay. Everyone is
stripped naked on the spot and the culprit suffers."

"They woul dn't care about losing a small coil of that wre,
woul d t hey?"

"l doubt it. There's plenty of it and they don't bother to
check the stock. What can anyone do with a piece of wire?"
"Heaven al one knows," Leening admtted. "But | want

sone all the same."

"Youll never pick a lock with it in a nillion noons,"
warned the other. "It's too soft and thin."

"I want enough to nmake a set of Zulu bangles. | sort of
fancy nyself in Zulu bangles."

"And what are those?"

"Never mind. Get ne sone of that wire - that's all | ask."
"You can steal it yourself in the near future. After you've
been questioned, they'll send you to the workshops."

"I want it before then. | want it just as soon as | can get
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it. The nmore the better and the sooner the better."

The Rigellian thought it over, finally said, "If you ve a plan
in your mind keep it to yourself. Don't let slip a hint of it to
anyone. Qpen your nouth once too often and sonebody wll

beat you to it."

"Thanks for the good advice, friend," said Leem ng. "Now

how about a supply of wre?"

"See you this tinme tonorrow. "

Wth that, the Rigellian left him wandered into the

crowd.

At the appointed hour the other was there, passed him

the |1 oot. "Nobody gave this to you, see? You found it lying in
the yard. O you found it hidden in your cell. O you con-
jured it out of thin air. But nobody gave it to you."

"Don't worry. | won't involve you in any way. And thanks
amllion."

The wire was a thick, pocket-sized coil of pliable copper

When unrolled in the darkness of his cell it neasured a little
more than his own | ength, or about seven feet.

Leenmi ng doubled it, waggled it to and fro until it broke,

hid one half under the bottom of the bench. Then he spent

a couple of hours worrying a nail out of the end of the

bench. It was hard going and it played hob with his fingers
but he persisted until the nail was free.

Fi nding one of the small squares of wood, he approxi mated

its center, stanped the nail halfway into it with the heel of
hi s boot. Footsteps sounded al ong the corridor; he shoved

the stuff out of sight beneath the bench, lay down just in
time before the spy-hol e opened. The light flashed on, a cold,
reptilian eye | ooked in, sonebody grunted. The light cut off,
t he spy-hol e shut.

Resuming his task, Leenming twi sted the nail one way and

then the other, stanping on it with his boot fromtine to
time. The task was tedious but at |east it gave hi msone-
thing to do. He persevered until he had drilled a neat hole
two-thirds of the way through the wood.

Next, he took his half-length of wire, broke it into two
unequal parts, shaped the shorter piece to forma neat |oop
with two | egs each three or four inches long. He tried to
make the loop as near to a perfect circle as possible. The

| onger piece he wound tightly around the |oop so that it
formed a close-fitting coil with | egs matching the others.
Proppi ng his bench against the wall, he clinbed up to the

wi ndow and exani ned his handiwork in the glow from out -

side floodlights, nade a few minor adjustments and felt satis-
fied. He replaced the bench and used the nail to nake two
smal |l nicks on its edge representing the exact dianeter of
the | oop. Lastly he counted the nunber of turns to the coil.
There were twenty-seven.

It was inportant to renmenber these details because in all

I'i keli hood he woul d have to nake a second gadget as nearly

i dentical as possible. That very simlarity would help to

bot her the eneny. Wen a plotter nakes two nysterious ob-
jects which are to all intents and purposes the same, it is
hard to resist the notion that he knows what he is doing

and has a sinister purpose.

To conplete his preparations he coaxed the nail back into

the place where it bel onged. Sonetime he'd need it again

as a valuable tool. They'd never find it and deprive himof it
because, to the searcher's mind, anything visibly not disturbed
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is not suspect.

Carefully, he forced the four legs of the coiled loop into
the hole that he'd drilled, thus nmaking the square of wood
function as a supporting base. He now had a gadget, a thing-
umabob, a nmeans to an end. He was the original inventor and
sol e proprietor of the Leem ng-Fi nagl e sonet hi ng-or- ot her
Certain chemcal reactions take place only in the presence

of a catalyst, like marriages |legalized by the presence of an
official. Sonme equations can be solved only by the inclusion
of an unknown quantity called X |If you haven't enough to
obtain a desired result, you've got to add what's needed. |If
you require outside help that doesn't exist, you nust invent
it.

Wienever Man had found hinsel f unable to naster his
environment with his bare hands, thought Leenming, the said
envi ronnment had been coerced or bullied into subm ssion by
Man plus X. That had been so since the beginning of tine:

Man plus a tool or a weapon.

But X did not have to be anything concrete or solid, it did
not have to be lethal or even visible. It could be as intangible
and unprovable as the threat of hellfire or the prom se of
heaven. It could be a dream an illusion, a great big thunder-
ing lie - just anything.

There was only one positive test: whether it worked.

If it did, it was efficient.

Now t o see.

There was no sense in using the Terran | anguage except
perhaps as an incantation when one was necessary. Nobody
here understood Terran, to themit was just an alien gabble.
Besi des, his delaying tactic of pretending to be slowto |earn
the | ocal tongue was no | onger effective. They knew that he
could speak it alnpst as well as they coul d thensel ves.

Hol ding the | oop assenbly in his | eft hand, he went to

the door, applied his ear to the closed spy-hole, |istened for
the sound of patrolling feet. It was twenty m nutes before
heavy boots canme cl unping toward him

"Are you there?" he called, not too |loudly but enough to

be heard. "Are you there?"

Backing off fast, he lay on his belly on the floor and stood
the I oop six inches in front of his face.

"Are you there?"

The spy-hole clicked open, the light canme on, a sour eye

| ooked t hrough.

Conpl etely ignoring the watcher, and behaving with the

air of one far too absorbed in his task to notice that he was
bei ng observed, Leeni ng spoke through the coiled | oop

"Are you there?"

"What are you doi ng?" denanded the guard.

Recogni zing the other's voice, Leening decided that for

once luck nmust be turning his way. This character, a chunp
naned Marsin, knew enough to point a gun and fire it or, if
unable to do so, yell for help. In all other matters he was
not of the elite. In fact, Marsin would have to think tw ce
to pass nuster as a half-wt.

"What are you doi ng?" insisted Marsin, raising his voice.
"Calling," said Leem ng, apparently just waking up to the

ot her's exi stence.

"Calling? Calling what or where?"

"M nd your own quil pol e business," Leening ordered, giv-

ing a nice display of inpatience. Concentrating attention
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upon the loop, he turned it round a couple of degrees. "Are
you t here?"

"I't is forbidden," insisted Marsin.

Letting go the |loud sigh of one conpelled to bear fools
gladly, Leem ng said, "Wat is forbidden?"

"To call."
"Don't display your ignorance. My species is always al -
lowed to call. Were would we be if we couldn't, enk?"

That got Marsin badly tangled. He knew not hi ng about

Eart hnen or what peculiar privileges they consi dered essen-
tial to life. Neither could he give a guess as to where they'd
be wi thout them

Moreover, he dared not enter the cell and put a stop to

what ever was going on. An arnmed guard was strictly prohib-
ited fromgoing into a cell by hinself and that rule had been
rigid ever since a fed-up Rigellian had slugged one, snatched
his gun and killed six while trying to nake a break

If he wanted to interfere he'd have to go see the sergeant

of the guard and denmand that sonething be done to stop

pi nk- ski nned al i ens nmaki ng noi ses through | oops. The ser-
geant was an unlovely character with a tendency to shout

the nost intimte details of personal histories all over the
| andscape. It was the witching hour between m dni ght and
dawn, a tinme when the sergeant's liver nalfunctioned nost

audi bly. And lastly, he, Marsin, had proved hinself a m sbe-
gotten faplap far too often

"You will cease calling and go to sleep," ordered Marsin

with a touch of desperation, "or in the norning | shall report
your insubordination to the officer of the day."

"Go ride a canel," Leeming invited. He rotated the | oop

in manner of one nmaking careful adjustnent. "Are you there?"
"l have warned you," Marsin persisted, his only visible eye
popping at the | oop

"Fi bble off!" roared Leem ng.

Marsin shut the spy-hole and fibbled off.

As was inevitable after being up nost of the night, Leem

ing overslept. H's awakeni ng was abrupt and rude. The door
burst open with a loud crash and three guards plunged in,

foll owed by an officer.

W thout cerenpony the prisoner was jerked off the bench,
stripped and shoved into the corridor stark naked. The guards
then searched thoroughly through the clothing while the

of ficer mnced around them wat ching. He was, decided Leem
ing, definitely a fairy.

Finding nothing in the clothes they started exam ning the
cell. Right off one of themdi scovered the | oop assenbly and
gave it to the officer who held it gingerly as if it were a bou-
quet suspected of being a bonb.

Anot her guard trod on the second piece of wood, kicked

it aside and ignored it. They tapped the floor and walls, seek-
i ng hol | ow sounds. Dragging the bench away fromthe wall,
they | ooked over the other side of it but failed to turn it up-
si de-down and see anythi ng underneath. However, they

handl ed t he bench so nuch that it got on Leemi ng' s nerves

and he decided that now was the tine to take a wal k. He
started along the corridor, a picture of nonchalant nudity.
The officer let go a how of outrage and pointed. The

guards erupted fromthe cell, bawl ed orders to halt. A fourth
guard, attracted by the noise, came round the bend of the
corridor, ainmed his gun threateningly. Leem ng turned round
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and anbl ed back.

He stopped as he reached the officer who was now outsi de

the cell, fuming with tenper. Striking a nodest pose, he said,
"Look - Septenber Morn."

It meant nothing to the other who flourished the |Ioop, did
alittle dance of rage and yelled, "Wat is this thing?"

"My property," declared Leeming with naked dignity.

"You are not entitled to possess it. As a prisoner of war

you are not allowed to have anything."

"Who says so?"

"I say so!" inforned the fairy somewhat violently.

"Who' re you?" asked Leem ng, showi ng no nore than aca-

dem c interest.

"By the Great Blue Sun, |'11l show you who | am GCuards,

take himinside and-"

"You' re not the boss," interrupted Leenmi ng, inpressively
cocksure. "The Commandant is the boss here. | say so and

he says so. If you want to dispute it, let's go ask him"

The guards hesitated, assunmed expressions of chronic un-
certainty. They were unani nous in passing the buck to the

of ficer. That worthy was taken aback. Staring incredul ously
at the prisoner, he becane wary.

"Are you asserting that the Conmandant has gi ven per-

m ssion for you to have this object?"

"I"'mtelling you that he hasn't refused permi ssion. Al so that
it is not for you to give it or refuse it. You roll in your own
hog- pen and don't try to usurp the position of your betters."
"Hog- pen? What is that?"

"You woul dn't know. "

"I shall consult the Conmmandant about this." Deflated and
unsure of himself, the officer turned to the guards. "Put him
back in his cell and give himhis breakfast as usual."

"How about returning ny property, enk?" Leening

pronpt ed.

"Not until | have seen the Conmandant."

They hustled himinto the cell. He got dressed. Breakfast
cane, the inevitable bow of slop. He cussed the guards for
not nmaking it bacon and eggs. A display of self-assurance and
Some aggressiveness was necessary to push the gane al ong.

For some reason the tutor did not appear, so he spent the
nmorni ng furbishing his fluency with the aid of the books. At
m dday they let himinto the yard and he coul d detect no evi-
dence of a special watch being kept upon himwhile he mn-
gled with the crowd.

The Rigellian whispered, "I got the opportunity to take
another coil of wire. So | grabbed it in case you wanted
more," He slipped it across, saw it vanish into a pocket.
"That's all | intend to steal. Don't ask me again. One can
tenpt fate too often.”

"What's the matter? Is it getting risky? Are they suspicious

of you?"

"Everything is all right so far." He glanced cautiously
around. "If sone of the other prisoners learn that |I'm pinch-
ing wire they' Il start taking it too. They'll snatch it in the
hope of discovering what | intend to do with it, so that they

can use it for the same purpose. Two years in prison is two
years of education in unmitigated selfishness. Everybody is

al ways on the watch for sonme advantage, real or inmaginary,
that he can grab off sonebody el se. This lousy |life brings out
the worst in us as well as the best."

"l see."
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"A couple of small coils will never be mssed,"” the other

went on. "But once the rush starts the stuff will evaporate in
whol esal e quantities. And that's when all hell will break | oose
| dare not take the chance of creating a general ruckus."
"Meaning you fellows can't afford to risk a detail ed search

ri ght now?" suggested Leem ng pointedly.

The Rigellian shied Iike a frightened horse. "I didn't say
that."

"l can put two and two together as expertly as anyone

el se." Leenming favored himwi th a reassuring wink. "I can

al so keep ny nmouth shut.”

He wat ched the ot her noboch away. Then he sought around

the yard for nore pieces of wood but failed to find any. Oh,
well, no matter. In a pinch he could do without. Conme to
that, he'd darned well have to do without.

The afternoon was given over to linguistic studies on which
he was able to concentrate without interruption. That was
one advantage of being in the clink, perhaps the only one. A
fellow could educate hinmsel f. Wien the |ight becane too poor
and the first pale stars showed through the barred opening
in the wall, he kicked the door until the sound of it thun-
dered all over the bl ock.

VI

FEET cane running and the spy-hol e opened. It was Marsin
agai n.

"So it's you, faplap," greeted Leeming. He et go a snort

of contenpt. "You had to blab, of course. You had to curry
favor by reporting ne to the officer." He drew hinself up to
full height. "Well, | amsorry for you. 1'd fifty tinmes rather
be ne than you."

"Sorry for ne?" Marsin registered confusion. "Wy?"

"Because you are going to suffer."

"1 anp”
"Yes, you! Not immediately, if that is any consolation. First
of all it is necessary for you to undergo the normal period

of horrid anticipation. But eventually you are going to suffer
I don't expect you to believe nme. All you need do is wait
and see."

"It was ny duty," explained Marsin sem -apol ogetically.
"That fact will be considered in mtigation," Leem ng as-
sured, "and your agonies will be nodified in due proportion
"l don't understand," conplai ned Marsin, devel oping a

node of worry sonewhere within the solid bone.

"You will - sone dire day. So also will those stinking fap-
| aps who beat me up in the yard. You can informthem for

me that their quota of pain is being arranged.”

"I am not supposed to talk to you," said Marsin, dinmy per-
ceiving that the | onger he stood by the spy-hole the bigger

the fix he got into. "I shall have to go."

"Al right. But | want sonething."

"What is it?"

"I want nmy bopamagilvie - that thing the officer took
away. "

"You cannot have it unless the Commandant gives per-

m ssion. He is absent today and will not return before to-
nor r ow norni ng. "

"That's no use. | want it now "

"You cannot have it now. "
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"Forget it." Leemi ng gave an airy wave of his hand. "I'l|
create another one."

"I't is forbidden," rem nded Marsin very feebly.

"Ha-ha!" said Leening.

After darkness had grown conplete he got the wire from

under the bench and nmanufactured a second | oop assenbly

to all intents identical with the first one. Twice he was in-
terrupted but not caught.

That job finished, he upended the bench and clinbed it.
Taking the newy received coil of wire fromhis pocket,

he tied one end tightly around the niddle bar and hung the
coil outside the wi ndowgap. Wth spit and dust he canou-
flaged the bright copper surface of the one visible strand,
made sure that it could not be seen at farther than nose-tip-
di stance. He slid down, replaced the bench. The wi ndow gap
was so high in the wall that all of its | edge and the bottom
three inches of its bars were invisible from bel ow.

Going to the door he listened and at the right tinme called,
"Are you there?"

When the light came on and the spy-hol e had opened, he

got the instinctive feeling that a bunch of them were clus-
tered outside the door; also that the eye in the hole was not
Marsin's.

I gnoring everything el se, he rotated the | oop slowy and
carefully, nmeanwhile calling, "Are you there? Are you there?"
After traversing about forty degrees he paused, gave his

voi ce a tone of intense satisfaction and exclained, "So you
are there at last! Wiy don't you keep within easy reach so
that we can talk without ne having to sumon you through

a | oop?"

Going silent, he put on the expression of one who |istens
intently. The eye in the spy-hole w dened, got shoved away,
was replaced by anot her

"Well," said Leemi ng, settling hinmself down for a cosy

chat, "I'1ll point themout to you first chance | get and |eave
you to deal with themas you think fit. Let's switch to our
own | anguage. There are too many big ears around for ny
liking." Taking a deep breath, he rattled off at trenendous
speed and w t hout pause, "Qut sprang the web and opened

wide the mirror cracked fromside to side the curse has conme
upon nme cried the Lady of-"

Qut sprang the door and opened wi de and two guards al -

nmost fell headlong into the cell in their eagerness to nake a
qui ck snatch. Two nore posed outside with the fairy gl ower-

i ng between them Marsin hovered fearfully in the back-
ground.

A guard grabbed the | oop assenbly, yelled, "I've got it!"

and rushed out. Hi s conpanion followed at full gallop. Both
seenmed hysterical with excitenent. There was a pause of ten
seconds before the door shut. Leening exploited the fact.
Pointing the two middle fingers of one hand at the group, he
made horizontal stabbing notions toward them G ving 'em

the Devil's Horns they'd called it when he was a kid. The
classic gesture of donating the evil eye.

"There they are," he declained dramatically, talking to
somnet hi ng that nobody el se could see. "Those are the scal y-
skinned buns |'ve been telling you about. They want trou-
ble. They like it, they love it, they dote onit. Gve them al
they can take."

The whol e bunch managed to | ook al arnmed before the

door cut themfromsight with a vicious slam Listening at
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the spy-hole he heard themtranp away, nuttering steadily

bet ween t hensel ves

Wthin ten m nutes he had broken a length off the coi

hanging fromthe w ndow bars, restored the spit and dust dis-
gui se of the holding strand. Half an hour |ater he had anot her
neatly nade bopanagilvie. Practice was maki ng hi m expert

in the swift and accurate manufacture of these things.
Lacking wood for a base he used the loose nail to dig a

hole in the dirt between the big stone sl abs conposing the
floor of his cell. He ranmed the legs of the loop into the
hole, twisted the contraption this way and that to nmake cere-
nmoni al rotation easy. Then he booted the door sonething
cruel .

When the right noment arrived he lay on his belly and
commenced reciting through the I oop the third paragraph of
Rul e 27, Section 9, Subsection B, of Space Regul ations. He
chose it because it was a gem of bureaucratic phraseol ogy,

a single sentence one thousand words | ong neani ng sonet hi ng
known only to God.

"Where refueling nust be carried out as an energency

measure at a station not officially listed as a hone-station or
definabl e for special purposes as a hone-station under Sec-
tion A(5) anendnent A(5)B, the said station shall be treated
as if it were definable as a hone-station under Section A(5)
anmendnent A(5)B providing that the energency falls wth-

in the authorized Iist of technical necessities as given in Sec-
tion J(29-33), with addenda subsequent thereto as applicable
to hone-stations where such are-"

The spy-hole flipped open and shut. Sonebody scooted

away at top speed. A minute afterward the corridor shook to
what sounded |i ke a nmassed cavalry charge. The spy-hole

agai n opened and shut. The door crashed inward.

This time they reduced himto his bare pelt, searched his
clothes, raked the cell fromend to end. Their manner was
that of those singularly lacking in brotherly |ove. Turning the
bench upsi de-down, they tapped it, knocked it, kicked it, did
everytbing but run a large magni fying gl ass over it.

Wat ching this operation, Leem ng encouraged them by

emtting a sinister snigger. There had been a tine when he
coul d not have produced a sinister snigger even to win a very
| arge bet. But he could do it now. The ways in which a man
can rise to the occasion are without limt.

Gving hima | ook of sudden death and total destruction,

a guard went out, staggered back with a heavy | adder,

mounted it and suspiciously surveyed the wi ndow gap. As an
intelligent exam nation it was a dead | oss because his mnd
was concerned only with the solidity of the bars. He grasped
each bar with both hands and shook vigorously. H's fingers
did not touch the thread of wire nor did his eyes detect it.
Satisfied, he got down and tottered out with the | adder

The others departed. Leemi ng dressed hinself, |istened at

the spy-hole. Just a very faint hiss of breath and occasi ona
rustle of clothes nearby. He sat on the bench and waited. In
short time the lights blazed on and the spy-hol e popped open
St abbing two fingers toward the hole, he declained, "D e

fapl ap!"

The hol e snapped shut. Feet nobved away, stanping nuch

too loudly. He waited. After half an hour of conplete silence
the eye offered itself again and for its pains received another
two-fingered curse. Five minutes later it had yet another be-
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stowed upon it. If it was the sane eye all the tine, it was

a glutton for punishment.

This game continued at erratic intervals for four hours
before the eye had had enough. Leeni ng i medi ately nade

anot her coiled | oop, gabbled through it at the top of his

voi ce and precipitated another raid. They did not strip him
and search the cell this tine. They contented thensel ves with
confiscating the gadget. And they showed synptons of aggra-
vati on.

There was just enough wire |eft for one nore bl ood-pres-

sure booster. He decided to keep it against a future need and
get sone sleep. |nadequate food and not enough sl unber

were conbining to make inroads upon his physical reserves.

Fl oppi ng full length on the bench, he sighed and cl osed
red-rimed eyes. In due tine he started snoring fit to saw
through the bars. That caused a panic in the passage and
brought the gang al ong i n another rush.

Wakened by the uproar, he damed themto perdition

Then he lay down again. He was plain bone-tired - but so

wer e t hey.

He slept solidly until m dday w thout a break except for

the usual |ousy breakfast. Then cane the usual |ousy dinner.
At exercise time they kept himlocked in. He hamrered and

ki cked on the door, demanded to know why he wasn't being
allowed to walk in the yard, shouted threats of glandul ar

di ssection for all and sundry. They took no notice.

So he sat on the bench and thought things over. Perhaps

this denial of his only neasure of freedomwas a form of
retaliation for making them hop around |like agitated fleas
in the mddle of the night. O perhaps the Rigellian was
under suspicion and they' d decided to prevent contact.
Anyway, he had got the eneny bothered. He was messing

t hem about singl e-handed, far behind the lines. That was
somet hing. The fact that a conbatant is a prisoner doesn't
mean he's out of the battle. Even behind thick walls he can
still harass the foe, absorbing his tine and energy, under-
m ning his norale, pinning dowmn at |east a few of his forces.
The next step, he concluded, was to wi den and strengthen

the curse. He nmust do it as comprehensively as possible. The
more he spread it and the nmore anbi guous the terns in

whi ch he expressed it, the nore plausibly he could grab the
credit for any and every nisfortune that was certain to occur
sooner or later.

It was the technique of the gypsy's warning. People tend

to attach specific neanings to anbiguities when circum
stances arise and shape thenselves to give special neanings.
Peopl e don't have to be very credulous, either. It is sufficient
for themto be made expectant, with a tendency to wonder

- after the event.

"In the near future a tall, dark man will cross your path.
After which any nal e above average height, and not a

blond, fits the picture. And any tinme fromfive mnutes to five
years is accepted as the near future.

' Mamma, when the insurance man called he really sniled

at me. Do you renenber what the gypsy said?

To acconplish anyt hing worthwhil e one nust adapt to

one's own environnent. If the said environment is radically
different fromeveryone else's, the method of accommodat -

ing to it nmust be equally different. So far as he knew, he,
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Leeming, was the only Terran in this prison and the only
prisoner held in solitary confinenment. Therefore, his tactics
coul d have nothing in commopn with any schenes the Rigel-
lians had in nind.

The Rigellians were up to sonething, no doubt of that.

They woul dn't be wary and secretive about nothing. It was

al nrost a dead-sure bet that they were digging a tunnel. Prob-
ably a bunch of themwere deep in the earth right now,
scrapi ng and scratching without tools. Renmpbving dirt and

rock a few pounds at a tine. Progress at the rate of a pa-
thetic two or three inches per night. A constant, never-ending
ri sk of discovery, entrapnent and perhaps sonme i nsane shoot -
ing. A year-long project that could be terminated in ninutes
with a shout and a chatter of autonmatic guns.

But to get out of a strong stone cell in a strong stone jai
one doesn't have to nmake a desperate and spectacul ar escape.
If sufficiently patient, resourceful, glib and cunning, he can
talk the eneny into opening the doors and pushing himout.
Yes, you can use the wits that God has given you

By | aw of probability various things nust happen within

and without the prison, not all of thempleasing to the ene-
nmy. Some officer nust get the galloping gripes right under
his belt. O a guard nust fall down a watchtower |adder and
break a | eg. Sonebody nust |ose a wad of noney or his

pants or his senses. Farther afield a bridge nmust collapse, or
a train get derailed; or a spaceship crash at take-off. O
there'd be an explosion in a nunitions factory. O a nmilitary
| eader woul d drop dead.

He'd be playing a trunp card if he could establish his
claimas the author of most of this trouble. The essenti al
thing was to stake it in such a way that they could not effec-
tively conbat it, neither could they exact retribution in a tor-
ture chamber.

The ideal strategy was to convince the eneny of his

mal evol ence in a way that woul d equally convince them of
their own inpotence. If he succeeded - and it was a big if -
they would cone to the |ogical conclusion that the only

met hod of getting rid of constant trouble would be to get rid
of Leemi ng, alive and in one piece.

The question of exactly how to achieve this fantastic result
was a jumbo probl emthat woul d have appal | ed hi m back

hone. In fact he'd have declared it inpossible, despite the
basi ¢ | esson of space-conquest which is that nothing is im
possi ble. But by now he'd had three |onely nmonths in which

to incubate a solution - and the brain beconme wonderfully
stimulated by grimnecessity. It was a good thing that he

had an idea in mind; he had a nmere ten ninutes before the
time came to apply it.

The door opened, a trio of guards scow ed at himand one

of them rasped, "The Commandant w shes to see you at once.
Amash, faplap!"

Leem ng wal ked out saying, "Once and for all, | amnot a

fapl ap, see?"

The guard booted himin the buttocks.

The Conmandant |olled behind a desk with a | ower rank-

ing officer seated on either side. He was a heavily built speci-
men. His lidless, horn-covered eyes gave hima frigid, un-

enoti onal appearance as he studied the prisoner.

Leenming calmy sat hinself on a handy chair and the officer

on the right imrediately bellowed, "Stand to attention in the
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presence of the Commandant
Maki ng a gesture of contradiction, the Comrandant said
boredly, "Let himsit."

A concession at the start, thought Leemi ng. Curiously, he
eyed a wad of papers on the desk. Probably a conplete re-
port of his m sdeeds, he guessed. Tine would show. Anyway,
he had one or two weapons with which to counter theirs. It
woul d be a pity, for instance, if he couldn't exploit their ig-
norance. The Allies knew nothi ng about the Zangastans. By
the sane token the Zangastans knew little or nothing about
several Allied species, Terrans included. In coping with him
they were coping with an unknown quantity.

And fromnow on it was a quantity doubled by the addition

of X

"I am gi ven to understand that you now speak our | an-
guage, " began the Commandant.

"Not much use denying it," Leem ng confessed.

"Very well. You will give us information concerning your-
If."

"I have given it already. | gave it to Major Klavith."

"That is no concern of mine. You will answer ny questions
and your answers had better be truthful." Positioning an offi-
cial formupon his desk, he held his pen in readiness. "Nane
of planet of origin?"

"Earth."

The other wote it phonetically in his own script, then
conti nued, "Nane of race?"

"Terran."

"Name of species?"

"Honmo nosi paca," said Leening, keeping his face straight.
Witing it down, the Commandant | ooked doubtful, asked,

"What does that nean?"

"Space-traversing Man," Leem ng inforned.

"Hm " The other was inpressed despite hinself. "Your

personal nane?"

"John Leening."

"John Leeming," repeated the Commandant, putting it

down.

"And Eustace Phenackertiban," added Leening airily.

That was witten down al so, though the Conmrandant had

sonme difficulty in finding suitable hooks and curlicues to ex-
press Phenackerti ban. Twi ce he asked Leening to repeat the
al i en cognomen and tw ce Leeni ng obli ged.

Studyi ng the result, which resenbl ed a Chinese recipe for
rotten egg gunmbo, the Commandant said, "lIs it your custom
to have two sets of nanmes?"

"Most certainly," Leem ng assured. "We can't avoid it, see-
ing that there are two of us."

Twi tching the eyebrows he didn't possess, the |istener
showed mld surprise. "You nean that you are always con-
ceived and born in pairs? Two identical nmales or females
every time?"

"No, no, not at all." Leening adopted the air of one about
to state the obvious. "Wenever one of us is born he imre-
diately acquires a Eustace."

"A Eustace?"

"Yes."

The Conmmandant frowned, picked his teeth, glanced at

the other officers. If he was seeking inspirati on he was out
of luck; they put on the bl ank expressions of fellow who've
cone along nerely to keep conpany.
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"What ," asked the Commandant at long last, "is a Eu-
st ace?"

Gaping at himin open incredulity, Leem ng said, "You
don't know?"

"I amputting the questions. You will provide the answers.
What is a Eustace?"

"An invisibility that is part of one's self,’
formed him

Under st andi ng dawned on the Commandant's scaly face.

"Ah, you nean a soul. You give your soul a separate name?"

Leem ng i n-

"Not hing of the sort. | have a soul of ny own and Eustace
has a soul of his own." He added as an afterthought, "At
| east, | hope we have."

The Commandant | ay back in his chair and stared at him
There was quite a long silence during which the side officers
continued to play dunm es.

Finally the Commandant admitted, "I do not understand."
"In that case," announced Leeming, irritatingly triunph-
ant, "it is evident that you have no alien equival ent of Eu-

staces yourselves. You're all on your own. Just single-lifers.
That's your hard | uck."

Sl amm ng a hand on the desk, the Commandant gave his

voice a bit nore mlitary bark and denanded, "Exactly what
is a Eustace? Explain to ne as clearly as possible!"

"I"'min poor position to refuse the information," Leem ng
conceded with hypocritical reluctance. "Not that it matters
much. Even if you gain perfect understanding there is noth-
ing you can do about it."

"That remains to be seen,"” opined the Conmandant, | ook-

ing bellicose. "Cease evading the issue and tell ne all that
you know about these Eustaces."

"Every Earthling lives a double life frombirth to death,"”
said Leeming. "He exists in close nental association with an
entity that always calls hinself Eustace sonething-or-other
M ne happens to be Eustace Phenackerti ban."

"You can actually see this entity?"

"No, never at any time. | cannot see him snell himor
feel him"

"Then how do you know that this is not a racial delu-
sion?"

"Firstly, because every Terran can hear his own Eustace.

I can hold | ong conversations with mne, providing that he
happens to be within reach, and | can hear hi m speaking
clearly and logically within the depths of ny mnd."

"You cannot hear himwth the ears?"

"No, only with the m nd. The comunication is tel epathic,

or to be nore accurate, quasi-telepathic."

"I can believe that," informed the Comandant with con-
siderabl e sarcasm "You have been heard tal king out |oud,
shouting at the top of your voice. Sone telepathy, enk?"
"When | have to boost ny thoughts to get range, | can do

it better by expressing themin words. People do the sane
when they sort out a problemby talking to thensel ves.
Haven't you ever tal ked to yoursel f?"

"That is no business of yours. Wiat other proof have you
that a Eustace is not imaginary?"

Taking a deep breath, Leenming went determ nedly on, "He

has the power to do many things after which there is visible
evi dence that those things have been done," He shifted at-
tention to the absorbed officer sitting on the left, "For ex-
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anple, if nmy Eustace had a grudge against this officer and ad-
vised ne of his intention to nake himfall downstairs, and if
before long the officer fell downstairs and broke his neck-"
"I't could be mere coincidence," the Conmmandant scoffed.

"I't could," agreed Leemi ng. "But there can be far too

many coi nci dences, |f a Eustace promises that he is going to
do forty or fifty things in succession and all of them happen,
he is either doing themas pronised or he is a nost astound-
i ng prophet. Eustaces don't claimto be prophets, Nobody
visible or invisible can foresee the future with such detailed
accuracy. "

"That is true enough."

"Do you accept the fact that you have a father and

nmot her ?"

"Of course," admitted the Commandant.

"You don't consider it strange or abnornmal ?"

"Certainly not. It is inconceivable that one should be born
wi t hout parents.”

"Simlarly, we accept the fact that we have Eustaces and

we cannot conceive the possibility of existing without them"
The Conmmandant thought it over, said to the right-hand
officer, "This smacks of mutual parasitism It would be inter-
esting to |l earn what benefit they derive fromeach other."
"I't's no use asking what ny Eustace gets out of ne,"

Leem ng chipped in. "I can't tell you because | don't know "
"You expect nme to believe that?" asked the Commuandant,
behavi ng |i ke nobody's fool. He showed his teeth. "On your
own evidence you can talk with him Wy have you never

asked hi nmP"

"W Terrans got tired of asking that question long, |ong

ago. The subject has been dropped and the situation ac-
cepted. "

"\Mhy 2"

"The answer was al ways the sanme. Eustaces readily admt

that we are essential to their existence but cannot explain
how because they've no way of neking us understand."

"That could be an excuse, a self-preservative evasion," the
Conmandant offered. "They won't tell you because they

don't want you to know. "

"Wl |, what do you suggest we do about it?"

Dodgi ng that one, the Commandant went on, "What bene-

fit do you get out of the association? What good is your
Eustace to you?"

"He provides conpany, confort, information, advice and-"

"And what ?"

Bendi ng forward, hands on knees, Leem ng practically spat

it at him "If necessary, vengeance!"

That struck hone good and hard. The Conmandant rocked

back, displaying a mxture of ire and scepticism The two
under-of ficers registered disciplined apprehension. It's a hel
of a war when a man can be chopped down by a ghost.

Pul l'ing hinself together, the Commandant forced a grim

smle as he pointed out, "You' re a prisoner. You ve been un-
der detention a good many days. Your Eustace doesn't seem

to have done nuch about it."

"Not yet," agreed Leem ng happily.

"What do you nean, not yet?"

"As one free to roamat will on an eneny world he has
enough top priority jobs to keep himbusy for a while. He's
been doing plenty and he'll do plenty nore, in his own tine
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and his own way." ,

"I's that so? And what does he intend to do?"

"Wait and see," Leem ng advised with form dable confi -

dence.

That did not fill themw th delight.

"Nobody can inprison nore than half a Terran," he went

on. "The solid, visible, tangible half. The other half cannot
be pinned down by any nmethod whatsoever. It is beyond any-
one's control. It wanders |oose, collecting information of mli-
tary value, indulging in alittle sabotage, doing just as it

pl eases. You've created that situation and you' re stuck with
it."

"W created it? W didn't invite you to cone here. You

dunped yoursel f on us unasked."

"l had no choice about it because | had to make an emer-

gency | anding. This could have been a friendly world. It isn't.
Wio's to blame for that? If you insist on fighting with the
Conbi ne against the Allies you nmust accept the consequences

- including whatever a Eustace sees fit to do."

"Not if we kill you," said the Commuandant nastily.

Leemi ng gave a disdainful |augh. "That woul d make mat -

ters fifty tines worse."

"I'n what way?"

"The life span of a Eustace is longer than that of his

Terran partner. Wien a man dies his Eustace takes seven to

ten years to disappear from exi stence. W have an anci ent

song to the effect that old Eustaces never die, they only fade
away. Qur world holds thousands of |onely, disconnected

Eust aces gradual ly fading."

P
"Kill nme and you'll isolate ny Eustace here with no man

or other Eustace for conpany. His days will be nunbered

and he'll knowit. He'll have nothing to | ose, being no | onger
restricted by considerations of ny safety. Because |'1l be
dead, he'll be able to elimnate ne fromhis plans and give
his undi vided attention to anything he chooses." He eyed the
listeners as he finished, "It's a safe bet that he'll run anok
and create an orgy of destruction. Renmenber, you're an alien
lifeformto him He'll have no feelings or conmpunctions with

regard to you."

The Commandant reflected in silence. It was exceedingly
difficult to believe all this and his prinme instinct was to reject
it lock, stock and barrel. But before space-conquest it had
been equally difficult to believe things nore fantastic but now
accepted as commonpl ace. He dare not dismiss it as non-

sense; the tinme had | ong gone by when anyone could afford

to be dogmatic. The space adventures of all the Conbine and
the Allied species had scarcely scratched one gal axy of an

uni magi nabl e nunber conposi ng the universe; none coul d

say what incredible secrets were yet to be reveal ed incl uding,
per haps, such etheric entities as Eustaces.

Yes, the stupid believe things because they are credul ous -

or they are credul ous because of their stupidity. The intelli-
gent do not blindly accept but, being aware of their own ig-
norance, neither do they reject. Ri ght now t he Commandant

was acutely aware of general ignorance concerning this life-
formknown as Terrans. It could be that they were dual crea-
tions, half-Joe, half-Eustace

"Al'l this is not inpossible," he decided ponderously, "but

it appears to nme sonmewhat inprobable. There are nore than
twenty lifeforns associated with us in the Conbine. | do not
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know of one that exists in natural copartnership with an-

ot her."

"The Lathians do," contradicted Leemi ng, nentioning the

| eaders of the opposition, the chief cause of the war.

The Commandant was suitably startled. "You nean they

have Eustaces,to00?"

"No, | don't. They have sonething simlar but inferior

Each Lathian is unconsciously controlled by an entity that
calls itself WIly sonmething-or-other. They don't know it, of
course. W wouldn't know it if our Eustaces hadn't told us."
"How did they find out?"

"As you know, the biggest battles to date have all been

fought in the Lathian sector. Both sides have taken prisoners.
Qur Eustaces told us that each Lathian prisoner had a con-
trolling WIly but was blissfully unaware of it." He grinned,
added, "They made it plain that a Eustace doesn't think

much of a Wlly. Apparently a WIly is a pretty |ow form of
associated life."

Frowni ng, the Commandant said, "This is sonething defi-

nite, sonething we should be able to check for ourselves. But
how are we going to do it if the Lathians are ignorant of this
state of affairs?"

"Easy as pie," Leenming offered. "They are hol ding a bunch

of Terran prisoners. Get soneone to ask those prisoners, sepa-
rately and individually, whether the Lathians have the WI -
lies."

"We'll do just that," snapped the Commandant, his manner

that of one about to call a bluff. He turned to the right-hand
officer. "Bajashim beama signal to our chief liaison officer at
Lathian H Q and order himto question those prisoners."

"You can doubl e-check while you're at it," interjected Leem ng,
"just to clinch it. To us, anyone who shares his life

with an invisible being is known as a Nut; Ask the prisoners
whet her all the Lathians are Nuts."

"Take note of that and have it asked as well," ordered the
Conmandant. He returned attention to Leeming. "Since you

could not anticipate your forced | anding and capture, and
since you have been kept in close confinenment, there is no
possibility of collusion between you and Terran prisoners far

away. "

"That's right."

"Therefore | shall weigh your evidence in the |ight of what
replies conme to ny signal." He stared hard at the other. "If
those replies fail to confirmyour statenents, |I'll know

that you are a shaneless liar in some respects and probably a liar
in all respects. Here, we have special and very effective neth-
ods of dealing with liars."

"That's to be expected. But if the replies do confirmne,
you'll know that |'ve told the truth, won't you?"

"No," said the Conmandant savagely.

It was Leeming's turn to be shocked. "Wy not?"

Thinning his lips, the Conmandant growl ed, "As | have

remarked, there cannot possibly have been any direct com

muni cati on between you and ot her Terran prisoners. How

ever, that neans nothing. There can have been coll usion be-
tween your Eustace and their Eustaces."

Bendi ng si dewi se, he jerked open a drawer, placed a | oop
assenbly on the desk. Then anot her and anot her. A bunch

of them

"Well," he invited with malicious triunph, "what have you
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to say to that?"

I X

LEEM NG went into sonething not far froma nonmentary

panic. He could see what the other neant. He could talk

to his Eustace, who in turn could talk to other Eustaces. And
the other Eustaces could talk to their inprisoned partners.
Get yourself out of that!

He had an agile mnd, but after three nonths of seni-star-
vation it was tending to | ose pace. Lack of adequate nourish-
ment was telling on himalready; his thoughts plodded at the
very time he wanted themto sprint.

The three behind the desk were waiting for him watching

his face, counting the seconds he needed to produce an an-
swer. The longer he took to find one, the weaker it would be.
The qui cker he cane up with sonething good the nore
plausible it would sound. Cynical satisfaction was creeping
into their faces and he was inwardly frantic by the tine he
saw an openi ng and grabbed at it.

"You're wong on two counts."”

"State them"

"Firstly, one Eustace cannot communi cate with anot her

over a distance so enornmpus. His nental output just won't
reach that far. To talk fromworld to world he has to have
the help of a Terran who, in his turn, has radi o equi pnent
avail abl e."

"We've only your word for that," the Comrandant re-

m nded. "If a Eustace can comunicate without limt it

woul d be your best policy to conceal the fact. You would be
a fool to admit it."

"l cannot do nore than give you ny word regardl ess of

whet her or not you credit it."

"I do not credit it - yet."

"No Terran task force has rushed to ny rescue, as would
happen had my Eustace told them about ne."

"Pfah!" said the Commandant. "It would take them rmuch

| onger to get here than the tinme you have spent as a prisoner
Probably twice as long. And then only if by some miracle
they managed to avoid being shot to pieces on the way. The
absence of a rescue party nmeans nothing." He waited for a
response that did not come, finished, "If you have anything
else to say, it had better be convincing."

"It is," assured Leem ng. "And we don't have ny word for

it. W have yours."

"Nonsense! | have nade no statements concerni ng Eu-

staces. "

"On the contrary, you have said that there could be col -

| usi on between them™"

"What of it?"

"There can be collusion only if Eustaces really exist, in
whi ch case ny evidence is true. But if my evidence is fal se,
then Eustaces do not exist and there cannot possibly be a
conspiracy between non-existent things."

The Commandant sat perfectly still while his face took on

a faint shade of purple. He looked and felt l|ike the trapper
trapped. The left-hand officer wore an expressi on of one
struggling hard to suppress a disrespectful snicker

"I'f," continued Leening, piling it on for good measure,

"you do not believe in Eustaces, then you cannot |ogically
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believe in conspiracy between them On the other hand, if

you believe in the possibility of collusion then you' ve got to
believe in Eustaces. That is, of course, if you're in your right
mnd. "

"CQuard!" roared the Conmandant. He pointed an angry

finger. "Take himback to his cell." Obediently, they started
hustling the prisoner through the door when he changed his
mnd and bawl ed, "Halt!" Snatching up a | oop assenbly, he
waved it at Leeming. "Were did you get the material with

whi ch to nake this?"

"My Eustace brought it for ne. Wwo el se?"

"Get out of ny sight!"

"Merse, faplap!" urged the guards, prodding with their

guns. "Amash! Amash!"

The rest of that day and all the next one he spent sitting

or lying on the bench, review ng what had taken pl ace,

pl anni ng his next noves, and, in lighter noments, adniring

his own ability as a whopping big liar.

Now and agai n he wondered how his efforts to battle his

way to freedomw th his tongue conpared with Rigellian at-
tenpts to do it with bare hands. Who was maki ng the nost
progress? O greater inportance, who, once out, would stay
out? One thing was certain: his nmethod was less tiring to the
under fed and weakened body, though nore exhausting to the
nerves.

Anot her advantage was that for the tine being he had
side-tracked their intention of squeezing himfor mlitary
informati on. O had he? Possibly fromtheir viewpoint his
revel ati ons concerning the dual nature of Terrans were in-
finitely nmore inportant than details of armanents, which

data m ght be fal se anyway. Al the sanme, he had avoi ded

for a tine what m ght otherw se have been a rough and pai n-

ful interrogation. By thus postponing the agony he had added
brilliance to the original gemof w sdom nanely, that bal oney
baffi es brains.

Just for the hell of it he bided his tinme and, when the

spy- hol e opened, let hinmself be caught in the mddle of giving
grateful thanks to Eustace for sone weird service not speci-
fied. As intended, this got the junpy Marsin to wondering

who had arrived at the crossroads and copped sone of Eu-
stace's dirty work. Doubtless, the sergeant of the guard woul d
specul ate about the sane matter before |long. And in due

course so would the officers.

Near m dnight, with sleep still evading him it occurred
to himthat there was no point in doing things by halves. If
athing is worth doing it is worth doing well - and that ap-

plies to lying as much as to anything el se. Wiy rest content
merely to register a knowi ng smle whenever the eneny suf-
fered a petty m sfortune?

H s tactics could be extended nuch farther than that. No
formof life was secure fromthe vagaries of chance. Good
fortune came along as well as bad, in any part of the cosnos.
There was no reason why Eustace should not snatch the

credit for both. No reason why he, Leening, should not take
unto hinself the inplied power to reward as well as to

puni sh.

That wasn't the limt, either. Good luck and bad |uck are
positive phases of existence. He could cross the neutral zone
and confiscate the negative phases. Through Eustace he coul d
assign to hinself not only the credit for things done, good or

file:/lIF|/rah/Russell,%20Eric%20Frank%20-%20The%20Space%20Willies.txt (62 of 80) [11/13/03 2:33:57 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20The%20Space%20Willies.txt

bad, but also for things not done. In the pauses between

staking clains to things that happened he could exploit those
that did not happen.

The itch to nmake a start right now was irresistible. Rolling

of f the bench, he belted the door fromtop to bottom The

guard had just been changed, for the eye that peered in was

that of Kolum a character who had bestowed a kick in the

runp not so |ong ago. Kolumwas a cut above Marsin, being

able to count upon all twelve fingers if given sufficient tinme to

cogitate.

"So it is you!" said Leem ng, showing vast relief. "I am

very glad of that. | befriended you in the hope that he woul d
lay off you, that he would | eave you alone for at least a little
while. He is far too inpetuous and much too drastic. | can

see that you are nore intelligent than the other guards and
therefore able to change for the better. |Indeed, | have

poi nted out to himthat you are obviously too civilized to be
a sergeant. He is difficult to convince but | am doing ny best
for you."

"Huh?" said Kolum half-flattered, half-scared.

"So he's left you alone at |least for the time being," Leem
ing said, knowing that the other was in no position to deny it.
"He's done nothing to you - yet." He increased the gratifica-
tion. "I'll do ny very best to keep control of him Only the
stupidly brutal deserve slow death."

"That is true," agreed Kolum eagerly. "But what-"

"Now," interrupted Leeming with firmess, "it is up to you

to prove that my confidence is justified and thus protect your-
self against the fate that is going to visit the slower-witted.
Brai ns were made to be used, weren't they?"

"Yes, but-"

"Those who don't possess brains cannot use what they

haven't got, can they?"

"No, they cannot, but-"

"Al'l that is necessary to denponstrate your intelligence is

to take a nessage to the Conmandant."

Kol um popped his eyes in horror. "It is inpossible. |I dare
not disturb himat this hour. The sergeant of the guard wll
not permt it. He will-"

"You are not being asked to take the nessage to the Com
mandant i nmediately. It is to be given to him personally

when he awakens in the norning."

"That is different," said Kolum vastly relieved. "But I

must warn you that if he di sapproves of the nmessage he wll
puni sh you and not ne."

"He will not punish me lest | in turn punish him" as-

sured Leenm ng, as though stating a denonstrable fact. "Wite
my nmessage down."

Leaning his gun against the corridor's farther wall, Kol um
dug pencil and paper out of a pocket. A strained expression
came into his eyes as he prepared hinself for the form dable
task of inscribing a nunmber of words.

"To the Mdst Exalted Lousy Screw," began Leeni ng.

"What does 'lousy screw nean?" asked Kolum as he strug-

gled to put down the strange Terran words phonetically.

"It's atitle. It nmeans 'your highness.' Man, how high he
is!'" Leem ng pinched his nose while the other pored over

the paper. He continued to dictate, going very slowy to keep
pace with Kolums literary talent. "The food is insufficient
and very poor in quality. | amphysically weak; | have | ost
much weight and nmy ribs are beginning to show. My Eustace

file:/lIF|/rah/Russell,%20Eric%20Frank%20-%20The%20Space%20Willies.txt (63 of 80) [11/13/03 2:33:57 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20The%20Space%20Willies.txt

does not like it. The thinner | get, the nore threatening he
becones. The tine is fast approaching when | shall have to
refuse all responsibility for his actions. Therefore, | beg Your
Most Exal ted Lousy Screwship to give serious consideration
to this matter."

"There are many words and sone of them|long ones,"” com

pl ai ned Kol um nanaging to look like a reptilian martyr. "I
shall have to rewite themnore readably when | go off duty."
"I know, and | appreciate the trouble you are taking on ny
behal f." Leem ng bestowed a beam of fraternal fondness.
"That's why | feel sure you'll live |long enough to do the
job."

"I must live longer than that," insisted Kolum popping

his eyes again. "I have the right to live, haven't [?"

"That is precisely the argunent |'ve been using," said

Leem ng in the manner of one who has striven all night to
establish the irrefutabl e but cannot yet guarantee success.
"l cannot talk to you any |longer," informed Kolum pick-

ing up his gun. "I amnot supposed to talk to you at all. If
the sergeant of the guard should catch ne he will-"

"The sergeant's days are nunbered," Leeming told himin
judicial tones. "He will not live Iong enough to know he's
dead. "

Hi s hand extended in readi ness to close the spy-hole, Ko-

| um paused, |ooked as if he'd been slugged with a sockfu

of wet sand. Then he said, "How can anyone |ive |ong enough
to know that he's dead?"

"It depends on the nethod of killing," assured Leem ng.
"There are sone you' ve never heard of and cannot imagine."
At this point Kolumfound the conversation distasteful. He
cl osed the spy-hole. Leeming returned to the bench, spraw ed
upon it. The light went out. Seven stars peeped through the
wi ndow sl ot - and they were not unattai nabl e.

In the norning breakfast came an hour |ate but consisted

of one full bow of |ukewarm pap, two thick slices of brown
bread heavily sneared with grease, and a |arge cup of warm
liquid vaguely resenbling paral yzed cof fee. He got through
the ot with nounting triunph. By contrast with what they
had been giving him this feast nade the day seem|ike
Christrmas. His spirits perked up with the fullness of his
bel ly.

No summpns to a second interview cane that day or the

next. The Commandant made no nove for nore than a week.
Evidently H s Lousy Screwship was still awaiting a reply
fromthe Lathian sector and did not feel inclined to take
further action before he received it. However, neals re-

mai ned nore substantial, a fact that Leem ng viewed as posi-
tive evidence that soneone was insuring hinself against

di saster.

Then early one norning the Rigellians acted up. Fromthe
cell they could be heard but not seen. Every day at about

an hour after dawn the tranp of their two thousand pairs

of feet sounded sonewhere out of sight and di ed away toward
the workshops. Usually that was all that could be heard, no
voi ces, no desultory conversation, just the weary trudge of
feet and an occasional bellow froma guard.

This time they cane out singing, their raucous voices hol d-
ing a distinct touch of defiance. In thunderous discord they
were baw i ng somnet hing about Asta Zangasta's a dirty old
geezer, got fleas on his chest and sores on his beezer. It
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shoul d have sounded childish and futile. It didn't. The cor-
porate effort seened to convey an unspoken threat.

Guards yelled at them The singing rose higher, defiance

i ncreasing along with the vol une. Standing bel ow his w n-
dow, Leeming listened intently. This was the first nention
he'd heard of the nuch-abused Asta Zangasta, presunably
this world's king, enperor or |eading hooligan

The bawl ing of two thousand voices rose to a crescendo.
Guards screaned frenziedly and were drowned within the

din. Somewhere a warning shot was fired. In the watchtowers
the guards edged their guns around, dipped them as they
ainmed into the yard

"Ch, what a basta is Asta Zangasta!" hollered the distant

Ri gellians as they reached the end of their epic poem

There foll owed bl ows, shots, scuffling sounds, how s of
fury. A bunch of twenty fully arned guards raced fl at-footed
past Leenmi ng's wi ndow, headed for the unseeable fracas. The
uproar continued for half an hour before gradually it died
away. The resulting silence could al nost be felt.

At exercise tinme Leenming had the yard to hinself, there
bei ng not another prisoner in sight. He mooched around,
puzzl ed and gl ooy, until he encountered Marsin on yard
pat r ol

"Where are the others? What's happened to thenP"

"They m sbehaved and wasted a |ot of time. They are be-

ing detained in the workshops until they have nade up the
loss in production. It is their owm fault. They started work late
for the deliberate purpose of slow ng down output. We didn't
even have tinme to count them"

Leeming grinned into his face. "And sonme guards were

hurt ?"

"Yes," Marsin adnitted.

"Not severely," Leem ng suggested. "Just enough to give
thema taste of what is to cone. Think it over!"

"What do you nean?"

"I meant what | said - think it over." Then he added, "But
you were not injured. Think that over, too!"

He anbl ed away, |eaving Marsin uneasy and bewi | dered.

Six times he trudged around the yard while doing sone heavy
t hi nki ng hi nsel f. Sudden indiscipline anong the Rigellians
certainly had stirred up the prison and created enough ex-
citement to last a week. He wondered what had caused it.
Probably they'd done it to gain relief fromincarceration and
despair. Sheer boredom can drive people into performnng

the craziest tricks.

On the seventh time round he was still pondering when
suddenly a remark struck himwith force |like the blow of a
hamrer. "We didn't even have tine to count them" Holy
snoke! That nust be the notive of this norning' s rowdy per-
formance. The choral society had avoided a count. There
could be only one reason why they should wi sh to dodge the
regul ar nunberi ng parade

Fi ndi ng Marsin again, he prom sed, "Tonorrow some of

you guards will wi sh you'd never been born."

"Are you threatening us?"

"No, | am naking a prophetic promnise. Tell the guard

of ficer what | have said. Tell the Commandant, too. It m ght
hel p you to escape the consequences."

"I will tell them" said Marsin, nystified but grateful

The foll owi ng norning proved that he had been one hun-
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dred percent correct in his supposition that the Rigellians
were too shrewd to invite thick ears and bl ack eyes without
good reason. It had taken the eneny a full day to arrive at

t he same concl usion

At one hour after dawn the Rigellians were nmarched out
dormitory by dormitory, in batches of fifty instead of the
usual continuous stream They were counted in fifties, the
easy way. This sinple arithnetic became thrown out of kilter
when one dormitory produced only twelve prisoners, all of

t hem si ck, wounded, or otherw se handi capped.

I nfuriated guards rushed indoors to drag out the absent
thirty-eight. They weren't there. The door was firmand solid,
the wi ndow bars intact. Guards did considerabl e confused
gal | opi ng around before one of them detected the slight shift
of a well-tranpled floor-slab. They lugged it up, found un-
derneath a narrow but deep shaft fromthe bottom of which
ran a tunnel. Wth great unwillingness one of them went

down the shaft, crawled into the tunnel and in due tine
energed a good di stance outside the walls. Needless to say
he had found the tunnel enpty.

Sirens wail ed, guards pounded all over the jail, officers
shouted contradictory orders, the entire place began to re-
senbl e a nadhouse. The Rigellians got it good and hard for
spoiling the previous norning's count and thus giving the
escapees a full day's |ead. Boots and gun butts were freely
used, bodi es dragged aside badly battered and unconsci ous.
The surviving top-ranker of the offending dormtory, a
lieutenant with a severe linp, was held responsible for the
break, charged, tried, sentenced, put against a wall and shot.
Leemi ng could see nothing of this but did hear the hoarse

conmands of, "Present. . . aim. . . firel" and the fol-
| owi ng vol | ey.
He prow ed round and round his cell, clenching and un-

clenching his fists, swearing mghtily to hinself. Al that he
wanted, all that he prayed for was a hi gh-ranki ng Zangast an
throat under his thunbs. The spy-hole flipped open but hasti-
Iy shut before he could spit into sonebody's eye.

The upset continued w thout abate as inflaned guards

searched all dormitories one by one, testing doors, bars, walls,
floors and even the ceilings. Oficers screanmed bl oodthirsty
threats at sullen groups of Rigellians who were slowto re-
spond to orders.

At twilight the guards dragged in seven tired, bedraggled
escapees who' d been caught on the run. Their reception was
short and sharp. "Present. . . aim. . . fire!l" Frenziedly
Leenmi ng battered at his door, but the spy-hole renmai ned

shut and nobody answered. Two hours | ater he nade anot her
coiled loop with the last of his wire. He spent half the night
talking into it menacingly and at the top of his voice. Nobody
took the slightest notice.

By noon next day a feeling of deep frustration had come

over him He estinated that the Rigellian break-out nust

have taken npbst of a year to prepare. Result: eight dead

and thirty-one still loose. If they kept together and did not
scatter, the thirty-one could forma crew | arge enough to seize
a ship of any size up to and including a space-destroyer. But
on the basis of his own experiences he thought they had

renote chance of making such a theft.

Wth the whole world al arned by an escape of this size

there'd be strong mlitary screens around every spaceport,

and they woul d be maintained until the last of the thirty-one
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had been rounded up. The free mght stay free for quite a
time if they were lucky, but they were planet-bound, dooned
to ultinmate recapture and subsequent execution

Meanwhil e, their fellows were getting it rough in conse-
quence and his own efforts had been nessed up. He did not
resent the break, not one little bit. Good luck to them But
if only it had taken place two nonths earlier or |ater

Moodi |y, he was finishing his dinner when four guards

came for him "The Commandant wants you at once." Their
manner was edgy and subdued. One wore a narrow bandage
around his scaly pate, another had a badly swollen eye.

Just about the worst nmonent to choose, thought Leem ng.

The Commandant would be all set to go up |ike a rocket at
first hint of opposition of any kind. You cannot argue with
a brass hat in a purple rage; enotion cones uppernost, words
are disregarded, logic is treated with contenpt. He was goi ng
to have a tough job on his hands.

The four nmarched himalong the corridor, two in front, two
behind. Left, right, left, right, thud, thud, thud - it made
himthink of a cerenpnial parade to the guillotine. Around
the corner in alittle triangular yard there should be waiting a
priest, a hanging knife, a w cker basket, a wooden box.

Toget her they tranped into the sane room as before. The
Conmandant was sitting behind his desk, but there were no
junior officers in attendance. The only ot her person present
was an elderly civilian occupying a chair on the Comman-
dant's right; he studied the prisoner with a sharp, intent gaze
as he entered and took a seat.

"This is Pallam" introduced the Commandant with am a-
bility so unexpected that it dunbfounded the listener. Show
ing a touch of awe, he added, "He has been sent here by no

| ess a person than Zangasta hinsel f."

"A nmental specialist, | presune?" invited Leem ng, wary
of a trap.
"Nothing like that," said Pallamquietly. "I amespecially

interested in all aspects of synbiosis."

Leem ng's back hairs stirred. He did not |ike the idea of
bei ng cross-exan ned by an expert. Such characters had pene-
trating, unmlitary mnds, and pernicious habit of destroying
a good story by exhibiting its own contradictions. This mld-
| ooking civilian, he decided, was definitely a nmmjor nenace.
"Pal | am wi shes to ask you a few questions,” inforned the
Conmandant, "but those will cone later." He put on a self-
satisfied expression. "For a start | wish to say that | amin-
debted for the informati on you gave at our previous inter-

vi ew. "

"You nean that it has proved useful to you?" asked Leem

ing, hardly believing his ears.

"Very much so in view of this serious and nost stupid

mutiny. Al the guards responsible for Dormitory Fourteen are
to be drafted to battle areas where they will be stationed
upon spaceports liable to attack. That is their punishnent
for gross neglect of duty." He gazed thoughtfully at the
other, went on, "My own fate would have been no | ess had

not Zangasta consi dered the escape a mnor matter when
conpared with the inportant data |I got fromyou."

Though taken by surprise, Leeming was swift to cash in.

"But when | asked you to see to it personally that | had better
food. . . Surely you expected sone reward?"

"Rewar d?" The Commandant was taken aback. "I did not
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t hi nk of such a thing."

"So nmuch the better," approved Leenmi ng, adnmring the
other's magnanimty. "A good deed is doubly good when done
with no ulterior notive. Eustace will take careful note of
that."

"You mean," put in Pallam "that his code of ethics is

i dentical with your own?"

Damm the fellow Wy did he have to put in his tw cents
worth? Be careful now

"Simlar in sone respects but not identical."

"What is the nost outstanding difference?"

"Well," said Leening, playing for time, "it's hard to de-
cide." He rubbed his brow while his mind whizzed dizzily.
"I'd say in the matter of vengeance."

"Define the difference," ordered Pallam sniffing along the
trail like a hungry bl oodhound.

"Fromny viewpoint," informed Leening, inwardly curs-

ing the other to hell and perdition, "he is unnecessarily sa-
distic."

There, that gave needed coverage for any w despread

clains it might be desirable to nmake later on

"I'n what way?" persisted Pallam

"My instinct is to take pronpt action, to get things over
and done with. His tendency is to prolong the agony."
"Explain further," pressed Pallam making a thorough nui -
sance of hinself.

"If you and I were nortal enemies, if | had a gun and you
had not, | would shoot and kill you. But if Eustace had you
mar ked for death, he'd nake it slower, nore gradual."
"Describe his nethod."

"First, he'd let you know that you were dooned. Then he'd
do nothing about it until eventually you becane obsessed
with the notion that it was all an illusion and that nothing
ever woul d be done. At that point he'd remind you with a

m nor bl ow. Wen the resulting fear and al arm had worn of f,
he' d strike a harder one. And so on and so on wth increasing
intensity spread over as long a tinme as necessary."
"Necessary for what?"

"Until your doom becane plain and the strain of waiting

for it becane too nmuch to bear." He thought a nonent,

added, "No Eustace ever has killed anyone. He uses tactics
peculiarly his own. He arranges accidents or he badgers a
victiminto dying by his own hand."

"You mean he drives a victimto suicide?"

"Yes, that's what |'ve said."

"And there is no way of avoiding such a fate?"

"Yes there is," Leneing contradicted. "At any tine the
victimcan gain personal safety and freedomfrom fear by
redressing the wong he has done to that Eustace's partner.”
"Such redress imedi ately term nates the vendetta?"

"That's right."

"Whet her or not you approve personal | y?"

"Yes. If ny grievance ceases to be real and becones only

i magi nary, nmy Eustace refuses to recognize it or do anything
about it."

"So what it boils down to," said Pallam pointedly, "is that
hi s method provi des notive and opportunity for repentance
whi | e yours does not ?"

"l suppose so."

"Whi ch nmeans that he has a nore bal anced sense of jus-
tice?"
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"He can be darned ruthless," objected Leem ng, nonen-

tarily unable to think of a retort |ess feeble.

"That is beside the point," snapped Pallam He |apsed into
meditative silence, then remarked to the Commandant, "It
seens that the association is not between equals. The invisible
conponent is also the superior one. In effect, it is the master
of a material slave but exercises mastery with such cunning
that the slave would be the first to deny his own status."
He shot a provocative glance at Leening, who set his

teeth and said nothing. Crafty old hog, thought Leening -

if he was trying to tenpt the prisoner into a heated deni al
he was going to be disappointed. Let himrenain under the
del usion that Leening had been wei ghed in the bal ance

and found wanting. There is no shane in being defined as in-
ferior to a fignment of one's own inagination

Now positively foxy, Pallam probed, "Wen your Eustace

takes it upon hinself to weak vengeance, he does so because
circunstances prevent suitabl e punishnent being adm nis-
tered either by yourself or the Terran community? Is that cor-
rect ?"

"Near enough," adnmitted Leem ng cauti ously.

"I'n other words, he functions only when you and the law are
i mpot ent ?"

"He takes over when the need arises."

"You are being evasive. W nust get this matter straight.

If you or your fellows can and do puni sh sonmeone, does any
Eust ace al so puni sh hin®"

"No," said Leem ng, fidgeting uneasily.

"If you or your fellows cannot or do not punish soneone,
does a Eustace then step in and enforce punishnment ?"

"Only if aliving Terran has suffered unjustly."”

"The sufferer's Eustace takes action on his partner's be-
hal f 2"

"Yes. "

"CGood!" declared Pallam He | eaned forward, watched the

ot her keen-eyed and managed to nake his attitude intimdat-
ing. "Now | et us suppose that your Eustace finds justifiable
reason to puni sh another Terran - what does the victims Eu-
stace do about it?"

X

IT WAS a clever trap based upon the know edge that questions
about factual, famliar, everyday things can be answered auto-
matically, alnpst wthout thought. Whereas a liar seeking a
supporting lie needs tinme to create consistency. It should
have got Leem ng conpletely foozled. That it did not do so
was no credit to his own wits.

While his mind still whirled his nouth opened and the

words, "Not nuch" popped out of their own accord. For a

mad norment he wonder ed whet her Eustace had arrived and

joined the party.

"Way not ?"
Encouraged by his tongue's nmastery of the situation, Leem
ing gave it free rein. "I have told you before and | amtelling

you again that no Eustace will concern hinself for one no-
ment with a grievance that is wholly imaginary. A Terran

who is guilty of a crime has no genuine cause for conplaint.
He has brought vengeance upon hinself and the cure lies

in his owm hands. If he doesn't enjoy suffering, he need only
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get busy and undo whatever wong he has done to another."
"WIIl his Eustace urge or influence himto take action nec-
essary to avoid puni shnent ?"

"Never having been a crimnal nyself," answered Leeni ng

with great virtue, "I amunable to tell you. | suppose it
woul d be near the truth to say that Terrans behave because
associ ation with Eustaces conpels themto behave. They have
little choice about the matter."

"On the other hand, Terrans have no way of conpelling

their Eustaces to behave?"

"No conpul sion is necessary. A Eustace will always listen

to his partner's reason and act within the lints of common
justice."

"As | told you," said Pallamin an aside to the Comman-

dant, "the Terran is the lower formof the two." He returned
attention to the prisoner. "Al that you have told us is accept-
abl e because it is consistent - as far as it goes."

"What do you nean, as far as it goes?"

"Let nme take it to the bitter end," suggested Pallam "I

do not see any rational reason why any crimnal's Eustace
shoul d allow his partner to be driven to suicide. Since they
are nutual ly i ndependent of others but mutually dependent
upon each other, a Eustace's inaction is contrary to the basic
| aw of survival."

"Nobody conmits suicide until he has gone off his rocker."
"Until he has done what ?"

"Becone insane," said Leeming. "An insane person is
worthless as a material partner. To a Eustace he is already
dead, not worth protecting or avengi ng. Eustaces associate
only with the sane."

Pounci ng on that, Pallamsaid excitedly, "So the benefit
they derive is rooted sonewhere within Terran nminds? It is
ment al sustenance that they draw from you?"

"l don't know. "

"Does your Eustace ever nake you feel tired, exhausted,
perhaps a little stupefied?”

"Yes," said Leemi ng with enphasis. How true, brother,

how true. Right now he'd find pleasure in choking Eustace to
deat h.

"I would like to pursue this phenonenon for nonths," Pal -
lamtold the Conmandant. "It is an absorbing subject. There
are no records of synbiotic association among anyt hi ng hi gher
than the plants and six species of the |ower elanes. To find
it anong the higher vertebrates, sentient forms, and one of
themintangible, is remarkable, truly renarkable."

The Conmmandant | ooked inpressed w thout know ng what

the other was tal ki ng about.

"G ve himyour report," urged Pallam

"Our liaison officer, Colonel Shonuth, has replied from

the Lathian sector," the Commandant told Leenming. "He is
fluent in Cosnoglotta and therefore was able to question
many Terran prisoners without the aid of a Lathian inter-
preter. W sent hima little nore informati on and the result
is significant."

"What el se did you expect?" Leening observed, inwardly
consunmed with curiosity.

I gnoring that, the Conmrandant went on, "He reported

that nost of the prisoners refused to make coment or to
admt anything. They maintained determ ned silence. That is
under st andabl e because nothi ng coul d shake their belief that
they were being tenpted to surrender information of military
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val ue. They resisted all of Col onel Shormuth's persuasi ons and
kept their nouths shut." He sighed at such stubbornness.
"But some tal ked."

"A few are always willing to blab," renarked Leem ng.
"Certain officers tal ked, including Cruiser Captain Tonpass
Tonpus . "

"Thomas?"

"Yes, that is the word." Swiveling around in his chair,

the Conmandant pressed a wall-button. "This is the beaned

i nterview unscranbl ed and recorded on tape."

A crackling hiss poured out of a perforated grid set into

the wall. It grew | ouder, died down to a background wash.
Voi ces canme out of the grid.
Shonut h: "Captain Thomas, | have been ordered to check

certain information now in our possession. You have not hing
to |l ose by giving answers, nothing to gain by refusing them
There are no Lathians present, only the two of us. You may
speak freely and what you say will be treated in confidence."
Thomas: "M ghty leery about the Lathians all of a sudden,
aren't you? You won't fool ne with that ganbit. Enenies are
enem es no matter what their nanme or shape. You' 11 get noth-
ing out of nme."

Shonut h, patiently: "I suggest, Captain Thomas, that you
hear and consi der the questions before you deci de whet her or
not to answer them™

Thomas, boredly: "Al right. Wat do you want to know?"
Shonut h: "Whether our Lathian allies really are Nuts."
Thomas, after a |ong pause: "You want the blunt truth?"
Shonmut h: "W do. "

Thomas, with a trace of sarcasm "I hate to speak agai nst
anyone behind his back, even a lousy Lathian. But there are
times when one is conpelled to adnmt that dirt is dirt, sin
is sin and a Lathian is what he is, eh?"

Shonut h: " Pl ease answer ny question.”

Thomas: "The Lathians are nuts."

Shonmut h: "And they have the Wl Ilies?"

Thomas: "Say, where did you dig up this informtion?"
Shonut h: "That is our business. WIIl you be good enough

to give ne an answer."

Thomas, belligerently: "Not only have they got the willies
but they'll have a darned sight nore of thembefore we're

t hrough. "

Shonut h, puzzl ed: "How can that be? W have | earned

that each and every Lathian is unconsciously controlled by a
WIlly. Therefore the total nunber of WIllies nust be |imted.
It cannot be increased except by the birth of nore Lathians."
Thomas, quickly: "You' ve got me wong. Wiat | neant

was that as Lathian casualties nount up the nunber of un-
attached Wllies will increase. Cbviously, even the best of
Wl lies cannot control a corpse, can he? There will be lots
more Wllies |oafing around in proportion to the nunber of
Lat hi an survivors."

Shonmut h: "Yes, | see what you nean. And it will create

a pyschic probl em of great seriousness." Pause. "Now, Cap-
tain Thomas, have you any reason to suppose that a | arge
nunber of partnerless WIllies mght be able to seize contro
of another and different |lifeforn? Such as ny own speci es,
for exanpl e?"

Thomas, with enough nenace to deserve a space-nedal

"I wouldn't be surprised."
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Shormut h: "You don't know for sure?"

Thomas: "No."

Shormuth: "It is true, is it not, that you are aware of the
real Lathian nature only because you have been warned of it
by your Eustace?"

Thomas, startled: "By ny what?"

Shonmut h: "By your Eustace. Wiy should that surprise

you?"
Thomas, recovering swiftly enough to earn a bar to the
medal : "1 thought you said Useless. Silly of nme. Yes, ny

Eustace. You're dead right there."

Shormuth in | ower tones: "There are nore than four hun-

dred Terran prisoners here. That nmeans nore than four hun-
dred Eustaces are wandering around unchallenged on this

pl anet. Correct?"

Thomas: "I amunable to deny it."

Shorut h: "The Lat hi an heavy crui ser Veder crashed on

| andi ng and was a total loss. The Lathians attributed it to an
error of judgnment on the part of the crew But that was just
three days after you prisoners were brought here. Was it a
mer e coi nci dence?"

Thomas: "Work it out for yourself.
Shormut h: "You realize that so far as we are concerned your
refusal to reply is as good as an answer ?"

Thomas: "Construe it any way you like. | will not betray
Terran mlitary secrets.”

Shonmuth: "All right. Let me try you on sonething el se.

The biggest fuel dump in this part of the galaxy is |ocated
a few degrees south of here. A week ago it blew up to total
desruction. The loss was a severe one; it will handicap the
Conbine fleets for quite a tinme to cone.”

Thomas, with enthusiasm "Cheers!"

Shorut h: "Lat hi an technicians theorize that a static spark
caused a | eaking tank to expl ode and that set off the rest in
rapi d succession. W can always trust technicians to cone
up with a glib explanation."

Thomas: "Well, what's wwong with it?"

Shorut h: "That dunp has been established for nore than

four years. No static sparks have caused troubl e during that
tine."

Thomas: "What are you getting at?"

Shorut h, pointedly: "You have admitted yoursel f that

nmore than four hundred Eustaces are roaning this area, free
to do as they please."

Thomas, in tones of stern patriotism "I amadmtting
nothing. | refuse to answer any nore questions."

Shonut h: "Has your Eustace pronpted you to say that?"

Si | ence.

Shormut h: "I1f your Eustace is now present, can | question
hi m t hr ough you?"

No reply.

Switching off, the Commandant said, "There you are.

Ei ght other Terran officers gave nore or |ess the sane evi-
dence. The rest tried to conceal the facts but, as you have
heard, they failed. Zangasta hinself has listened to the taped
records and is deeply concerned about the situation."

"He needn't worry his head about it," Leening offered

"Wy not ?"

"It's all a lot of bunk, a put-up job. There was collusion

bet ween my Eustace and theirs.”
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The Commandant | ooked sour. "As you enphasi zed at our

| ast neeting, there cannot be collusion w thout Eustaces, so
it makes no difference either way."

"I"'mglad you can see it at last."

"Let it pass," chipped in Pallaminpatiently. "It is of no
consequence. The confirmatory evidence is adequate no

matter how we |l ook at it."

Thus pronpted, the Commandant continued, "I have been

doi ng sone investigating nyself. In tw years we've had a

I ong series of small-scale troubles with the Rigellians, none
of themreally serious. But after you arrive there conmes a
bi g break that obviously nust have been planned | ong before
you turned up but soon afterward took place in circum

st ances suggesting outside hel p. Wience cane this assist-
ance?"

"Not telling," said Leening know ngly.

"At one tinme or another eight of ny guards earned your
emity by assaulting you. O these, four are now in the hospi-
tal badly injured, two nore are to be drafted to the fighting
front. | presume that it is only a matter of tinme before the
remaining two are plunged into trouble?"

"The other two have arbitrated and earned forgi veness.

Not hing wi Il happen to them™

"I's that so?" The Commandant regi stered surprise.

Leenm ng went on, "I cannot give the same guarantee with
respect to the firing squad, the officer in charge of it, or the
hi gher-up who ordered that hel pl ess prisoners be shot."

"W al ways execute prisoners who break out of jail. It is

an ol d-established practice and a necessary deterrent."

"W always settle accounts with the executioners," Leem

i ng gave back.

"By 'we' you nmean you and your Eustace?" put in Pallam
"Yes."

"Why shoul d your Eustace care? The victins were not Ter-
rans. They were nmerely a bunch of obstreperous Rigellians."
"Rigellians are allies. And allies are friends. | feel bad
about the col d-bl ooded, needl ess sl aughtering of them Eu-
stace is very sensitive to ny enotions."

"But not necessarily obedient to then"

"No. "

"In fact," pressed Pallam deternined to establish the point
once and for all, "if there is any question of one being sub-
ordinate to the other, it is you who serves him"

"Most tinmes, anyway," conceded Leeming with the air of
having a tooth pulled.

"Well, it confirms what you've already told us." Pallam
gave a thin snile. "The chief difference between Terrans and
Lathians is that you know you're control |l ed whereas the
Lat hi ans are ignorant of their own status."

"W are not controlled consciously or unconsciously,"

Leem ng insisted. "W exist in nutual partnership, the sane
as you do with your wife. Sometines she gives way to you
other times you give way to her. Neither of you bother to
estimate who has given way the nost in any specific period
and neither of you insists that a perfect bal ance nust be
mai ntained, That's howit is. And it's mastery by neither
party,"”

"I woul dn't know, never having been nmated," Pallam

turned to the Commandant. "Carry on."

"As probably you are aware by now, this planet has been

set aside as the Conbine's nmain penal world," inforned the
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Conmandant. "Already we hold a | arge nunber of prisoners,
mainly Rigellian."

"What of it?"
"There are nore to cone. Two thousand Centauri ans and
si x hundred Thetans are due to arrive and fill a new jail next

week. Conbine forces will transfer nore eneny lifeforns as
soon as we have accommopdation for them and ships are avail -
able." He eyed the other speculatively, "It is only a matter
of tinme before they start dunping Terrans on us as well."

"I's the prospect bothering you?"

"Zangasta has decided that he nust refuse to accept Ter-
rans.

"That's up to him" said Leenming, blandly indifferent.
"Zangasta has a clever mnd," opined the Conmandant,

oozing patriotic admration. "He is of the firm opinion that
to assenble a form dable arnmy of mxed prisoners all on one
pl anet, and then add sone thousands of Terrans to the m x-
ture, is to create a potentially dangerous situation. He fore-
sees trouble on a far greater scale than we could handle. In-
deed, we might | ose control of this world, strategically placed
in the Conbine's rear, and becone subject to the violent
attacks of our own allies."

"That is quite possible," Leeming agreed. "In fact it's
quite probable. In fact it's practically certain. But it's not
Zangasta's only worry. It's the one he's seen fit to put out for
publication. He's got a private one, too."

"And what is that?"

"Zangasta hinself originated the order that escaped pris-
oners be shot. He nust have done so - otherw se nobody

woul d dare shoot them Now he's junpy because a Eustace

may be sitting on his bed and grinning at himevery night.

He thinks that a few thousand Eustaces will be a propor-
tionately greater nenace to him But he's wong."

"Way is he wong?" inquired the Comuandant.

"Because it isn't only the repentant who have no cause to
fear. The dead haven't either. The arrival on this world of
fifty mllion Eustaces nmeans not hi ng whatever to a corpse.
Zangasta had better counternmand that shooting order if he
wants to go on living."

"I'"1l informhimof your renmarks. However, such cancel -

| ati on may not be necessary. As | have told you, he is clever
He has devised a subtle strategy that will put all your evi-
dence to the final, conclusive test and at the same tine may
solve his problens to his own satisfaction."

Feeling vague alarm Leem ng asked, "Am| permtted to

know what he intends to do?"

"He has given instructions that you be told. And already

he has swung into action." The Commandant waited for the
sake of effect then finished, "He has beaned the Allies a
proposal to exchange prisoners."

Leem ng fidgeted around in his seat. Ye gods, the plot was
thickening with a vengeance. Fromthe very beginning his
sol e purpose had been to talk hinself out of jail and into
sonme other situation nore favorable for sudden departure at
hi gh speed. He'd only been trying to Iift hinself over the
wall with his tongue. Now they were taking up his story and
plastering it all over the gal axy!

"What is nore," the Commandant went on, "the Allies

have notified us of their acceptance providi ng we exchange
rank for rank. That is to say, captains for captains, navigators
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for navigators and so forth."

"That's reasonable."

"Zangasta," said the Commandant, grinning |like a hungry
wol f, "has agreed in his turn - providing that the Alies take
Terran prisoners first and nake exchange on a basis of two
for one. He is now awaiting their reply."

"Two for one?" echoed Leeming, blinking. "You nean he

wants themto release two of their prisoners for every Terran
they get back?"

"No, no, of course not." He increased the grin and ex-

posed the roots of his teeth. "They nust return two Conbi ne
troopers for each Terran and his Eustace that we hand back.
That is two for two and perfectly fair, is it not?"

"It's not for ne to say." Leem ng swall owed hard. "The
Allies are the judges."

"Until a reply arrives and nutual agreenent has been

achi eved, Zangasta wi shes you to have better treatnment. You
will be transferred to the officers' quarters outside the walls,
you will share their neals and be allowed to go for walks in
the country. Tenporarily, you will be treated as a non-com
bat ant and you'll be very confortable. It is necessary that
you give nme your parole not to try to escape.”

Holy snoke, this was another stinker. The entire fiction was
shaped toward ultinmate escape. He couldn't abandon it now.
Neither was he willing to give his word of honor with the
cynical intention of breaking it.

"Parole refused," he said firmy

The Commandant was incredul ous. "Surely you do not

mean t hat ?"

"l do. | have no choice. Terran mlitary | aw does not per-
mt a prisoner-of-war to give such a promse."

"Why not ?"

"Because no Terran can accept responsibility for his Eu-
stace. How can | swear not to get out when half of ne can-
not be got in? Can a twin take oath on behal f of his broth-
er?"

"CQuard!" called the Conmandant, visibly disappointed.

He mooched uneasily around his cell for a full twelve days,
occasionally chatting with Eustace nighttimes for the benefit
of ears lurking outside the door. Definitely he' d wangl ed
hinsel f into a predi cament that was a case of put up or shut
up; in order to put up he dared not shut up

The food remai ned better in quantity though little could

be said for its quality. Guards treated himwth that diffi-
dence accorded to captives who sonehow are in cahoots with
their superiors. Four nore recaptured Rigellians were brought
back but not shot. Al the signs and portents were that he'd
still got a grip on the foe.

Though he'd said nothing to them the other prisoners had

got wind of the fact that in some nysterious way he was
responsi ble for the general softening of prison conditions. At
exercise time they treated himas a deep and subtle character
who coul d achi eve the inpossible. Fromtime to time their
curiosity got the better of them

"You know they didn't execute those |ast four?"

"Yes," Leem ng adnitted.

"It's being said that you stopped the shooting."

"Who says so?"

"It's just a story going around.”

"That's right, it's just a story going around."
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"I wonder why they shot the first bunch but not the sec-

ond? There must be a reason."

"Maybe the Zangastans have devel oped bel at ed qual ns of

consci ence, " Leeni ng suggest ed.

"There's nore to it than that."

"Such as what ?"

"Somebody has shaken them up."

"Who, for instance?"

"I don't know. There's a strong runor that you've got the
Commandant eating out of your hand."

"That's likely, isn't it?" Leem ng countered.

"I wouldn't think so. But one never knows where one is

with you Terrans." The other brooded a bit, asked, "What did
you do with that wire | stole for you?"

"I"'mknitting it into a pair of socks. Nothing fits better or
wears | onger than solid wire socks."

Thus he foiled their inquisitiveness and kept his silence,

not wanting to arouse fal se hopes. Inwardly, he was badly
bothered. The Allies in general and Earth in particular knew
not hi ng what ever about Eustaces, and therefore were likely

to treat a two-for-one proposition with the contenpt it de-
served. A blank refusal on their part mght cause himto

be plied with awkward questions, inpossible to answer.

In that case it would occur to them sooner or |ater that

they were afflicted with the biggest liar in history. They'd
then devise tests of fiendish ingenuity. Wien he flunked them
the bal | oon woul d go up.

He wasn't inclined to give hinself too nuch credit for hav-

i ng ki dded them along so far. The few books he'd been abl e

to read had shown that Zangastan religion was based upon
reverence for ancestral spirits. The Zangastans were also fa-
mliar with what is known as poltergei st phenonena. The
ground had been prepared for himin advance; he'd nerely
plowed it and sown the crop. Wien a victimalready be-

lieves in two kinds of invisible beings, it isn't hard to per-
suade himto swallow a third.

But when the Allies beaned Asta Zangasta a curt invita-

tion to nake his bed on a railroad track, it was possible that
the third type of spirit would be regurgitated with viol ence.
Unl ess by fast, convincing talk he could cramit back down
their gullets when it was hal fway out. How to do that?

In his cell he was stewing this problemover and over

when the guards came for himagain. The Commandant was

there but Pallamwas not. Instead, a dozen civilians eyed him
curiously. That made a total of thirteen enenies, a very
suitabl e nunmber to pronounce himready for the chopper
Feeling as much the center of attention as a six-tailed
wonbat at the zoo, he sat down and four civilians ime-
diately started questioning him taking it in relays. They were
interested in one subject and one only, nanely, bopamagil vies.
It seenmed that they'd been playing for hours with his sanpl es,
had achi eved not hi ng except sone practice in acting daft,

and were not happy about it.

On what principle did a bopamagilvie work? Did it focus

tel epathic output into a narrow, |ong-range bean? At what

di stance did his Eustace get beyond range of straight conver-
sation and have to be summoned with the aid of a gadget?

Wiy was it necessary to nake directional search before ob-
taining a reply? How did he know how to nake a coiled | oop

in the first place?

"I can't explain. How does a bird know how to nake a
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nest? The know edge is wholly instinctive. | have known how
to call ny Eustace ever since | was old enough to shape a
pi ece of wire."

"Could it be that your Eustace inplants the necessary

know edge in your m nd?"

"Frankly, 1've never given that idea a thought, But it is
possible.” "WII any kind of wire serve?"

"So long as it's non-ferrous."

"Are all Terran | oops of exactly the sane construction and
di nensi ons?"

"No, they vary with the individual."

"We've made careful and thorough search of Terran pris-
oners held by the Lathians. Not one of themowns a simlar
pi ece of apparatus. How do you account for that?"

"They don't need one."

"Way not ?"

"Because when nore than four hundred of themare im
prisoned together, they can always count on at |east a few of
their Eustaces being within easy reach at any given tine."
Sonehow he beat themoff, feeling hot in the forehead and
cold in the belly. Then the Commandant took over

"The Allies have flatly refused to accept Terran prisoners
ahead of other species, or to exchange themtwo for one, or
to discuss the matter any further. What have you to say to
t hat ?"

Steeling hinself, Leem ng conmented, "Look, on your side
there are nore than twenty lifeforns of which the Lathians
and the Zebs are by far the nost powerful. Nowif the Alies
had wanted to give priority of exchange to one species do
you think the Conbine would agree? If, for exanple, the fa-
vored speci es happened to be the Tansites, would the La-
thians and Zebs vote for themto get hone first?"

Atall, authoritative civilian chipped in. "I am Daverd,
personal aide to Zangasta. He is of your opinion. He believes
that the Terrans have been outvoted. Therefore, | amcom
manded to ask you one question,"

"What is it?"

"Do your allies know about your Eustaces?"

"No. "

"You have succeeded in hiding the facts fromthen?"

"There's never been any question of concealing anything
fromthem Wth friends, the facts just don't becone appar-
ent. Eustaces take effective action only agai nst enem es and
that is sonething that cannot be conceal ed forever."

"Very well." Daverd cane closer, put on a conspiratorial

air. "The Lathians started this war and the Zebs went with
them by reason of their mlitary alliance. The rest of us got
dragged in for one cause or another. The Lathians are strong
and arrogant but, as we now know, they are not responsible
for their actions."

"What's this to me?"

"Separately, we nunerically weaker |ifeforms cannot stand
agai nst the Lathians or the Zebs. But together we are strong
enough to step out of the war and maintain our right to be
neutral. So Zangasta has consulted the others."

Lord! Isn't it amazi ng what can be done with a few yards

of copper wre?

"He has received their replies today," Daverd went on

"They are willing to make a conmon front for the sake of

enj oyi ng nutual peace - providing that the Allies are equally
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willing to recognize their neutrality and exchange prisoners
with them™

"Such sudden unaninity anong the small fry tells ne

sonet hing pretty good," observed Leenming with nalice.

"It tells you what?"

"Allied forces have won a major battle lately. Sonebody

has been given a hell of a |anmbasting."

Daverd refused to confirmor deny it. "You are the only
Terran we hold on this planet. Zangasta thinks he can make
good use of you."

" How?"

"He has decided to send you back to Terra. It will be

your task to persuade themto agree to our plans. If you
fail, a couple of hundred thousand hostages will suffer - re-
menber that!"

"The prisoners have no say in this nmatter, no hand in it,

no responsibility for it. If you vent your spite upon thema
time will surely cone when you'll be nade to pay - renenber
that!"

"The Allies will know nothing about it," Daverd retorted.
"There will be no Terrans and no Eustaces here to inform

t hem by any under handed nethod. Henceforth we are keep-

ing Terrans out. The Allies cannot use know edge they do not
possess. "

"No," agreed Leeming. "It's quite inpossible to enpl oy

sonet hing you haven't got."

They provided a |light destroyer crewed by ten Zanga-

stans. Wth one stop for refueling and the fitting of new tubes
it took himto a servicing planet right on the fringe of the
battl e area. This dunp was a Lathian out post but those

wort hies showed no interest in what their snmaller allies were
up to, nor did they realize that the one Terran-like creature
really was a Terran. They got to work relining the destroyer's
tubes in readiness for its journey hone. Meanwhile, Leem ng
was transferred to an unarned one-nman Lat hi an scout-ship.

The ten Zangastans officiously saluted before they left him
Fromthis point he was strictly on his own. Take-off was

a heller. The seat was far too big and shaped to fit the
Lat hi an backsi de, which meant that it was hunped in the

wong places. The controls were unfamliar and situated too
far apart. The little ship was fast and powerful but responded
differently fromhis own. How he got off the ground he never
knew, but he nade it.

After that there was the constant risk of being tracked by
Allied detector stations and bl own apart in full flight. He
charged anong the stars hoping for the best and left his
beamtransnmitter severely alone; calls on an eneny frequency
m ght make hima dead duck in no tine at all

He arrowed straight for Terra. H's sleeps were restless and
uneasy. The tubes were not to be trusted, even though the
flight-duration would be only a third of that done in his own
vessel . The strange autopilot was not to be trusted nerely
because it was of alien design. The ship itself was not to be
trusted for the same reason. The forces of his own side were
not to be trusted because they tended to shoot first and ask
questions afterward.

More by good | uck than good managenent he penetrated

the Allied front without interception. It was a feat that the
foe could acconplish, given the audacity, but had never at-
tenpted because the risk of getting into Allied territory
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was not hing conpared to the trouble of getting out again.
In due time he came in fast on Terra's night side and

pl onked the ship down in a field a couple of niles west of the
mai n spaceport. It would have been foolish to take a chance
by landing a Lathian vessel bang in the niddle of the port.
Sonebody behind a heavy gun m ght have stuttered with ex-
citement and let fly.

The noon was shining bright along the Wabash when he
approached the front gate afoot and a sentry baw ed, "Halt!
Who goes there?"

"Li eutenant Leem ng and Eustace Phenackertiban."

"Advance and be recogni zed."

He anbl ed forward thinking to hinmself that such an order
was mani festly stupid. Be recogni zed! The sentry had never
seen himin his life and wouldn't know himfrom Myrtle M-
Turtle. Ch, well, bal oney baffies brains.

At the gate a powerful cone of |ight shone down upon him
Somebody with three chevrons on his sleeve emerged froma
near by hut bearing a scanner on the end of a thin black
cabl e. He waved the scanner over the arrival fromhead to
feet, concentrating nostly upon the face.

A | oudspeaker in the hut ordered, "Bring himinto Intelli-
gence H Q"

They started wal ki ng.

The sentry let go an agitated yelp. "Hey, where's the other
guy?"

"What guy?" asked the sergeant, stopping and staring
around.

"Smell his breath," Leeni ng advised.

"You gave ne two names," asserted the sentry, full of re-
sent nent .

"Well, if you ask the sergeant nicely he'll give you two
nmore," said Leeming. "Wn't you, Sarge?"

"Let's get going," growl ed the sergeant, displaying liver-

i sh inpatience

They reached Intelligence H Q The duty officer was Col o-
nel Farner. He gaped at Leenming and said, "Wll!" He said
it seven tines.

Wt hout preanble, Leem ng demanded, "Wat's all this

about us refusing to make a two-for-one swap for Terran pris-
oner s?"

Farmer appeared to haul hinself with an effort out of a
fantastic dream

"You know of it?"

"How could | ask if | didn't?"

"A'l right. Wiy should we accept such a cockeyed propo-
sition? We're in our right mnds you know "

Bendi ng over the other's desk, hands splayed upon it,

Leenmi ng said, "All we need do is agree - upon one condition."
"What condition?"

"That they make a simlar agreenent with respect to
Lat hi ans. Two of our men for one Lathian and one Wlly."
"One what ?"

"One WIly. The Lathians will take it |ike birds. They have
been propagandi zing all over the place that one Lathian is
worth two of anything else. They're too conceited to refuse
such an offer. Theyll advertise it as proof positive that even
their enem es know how good they are.™

"But-" began Farnmer, slightly dazed.

"Their allies will fall all over thenmselves in their haste to
agree also. They'll do it fromdifferent notives to which the
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Lathians will wake up when it's too late. Try it for size. Two
of our fellows for one Lathian and his Wlly."

Farmer stood up, his belly protruding, and roared, "Wat
the blue blazes is a WIly?"

"You can easily find out," assured Leem ng. "Consult your
Eust ace. "

Showi ng alarm Farmer |lowered his tones to a soothing

pitch and said as gently as possible, "Your appearance here
has been a great shock to ne. Many nonths ago you were re-
ported missing and believed killed."

"l crash-landed and got taken prisoner in the back of be-
yond. They were a snake-ski nned bunch cal |l ed Zangast ans.
They slung ne into the jug."

"Yes, yes," said Colonel Farmer, nmaking pacifying gestures.
"But how on Earth did you get away?"

"Farnmer, | cannot tell alie. | hexed themw th ny bopa-
magi | vie."

"Huh?"

"So | left by rail,"” infornmed Leem ng, "and there were ten

faplaps carrying it." Taking the other unaware he let go a
vicious kick at the desk and nade a spurt of ink |eap across
the blotter. "Now let's see sone of the intelligence they're
supposed to have in Intelligence. Beamthe offer. Two for a
cootie-coated Lathian and a Wlly Terwilliger." He stared
around, a wild look in his eyes. "And find ne sone place

to sleep - 1'mdead beat."

Hol ding hinself in enornous restraint, Farmer said, "Lieu-
tenant, is that the proper way in which to talk to a col onel ?"
"One talks in any way to anybody. Mayor Snorkumwi ll lay the
cake. Go paddle a poodle." Leeni ng kicked the desk

again. "Get busy and tuck ne into bed."
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