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Fleetlord Atvar strode briskly into the command station of the invasion

fl eet bannership 127th Enperor Hetto. Oficers stiffened in their seats

as he canme in. But for the way his eye turrets swiveled in their sockets,

one to the left, the other to the right, he ignored them Yet had any been

so foolish as to onit the proper respect, tie would have noticed--and renenbered.

Shiplord Kirel, his body paint |ess elaborate only than Atvar's, joined
himat the projector. As Atvar did every norning, he said, "Let us exam ne
the target." Kirel served the fleetlord by touching the control with his own
i ndex claw. A blue and gray and white sphere sprang into being, a perfect
representation of a life-bearing world floating in space.

Al'l the officers turned both eyes toward the hol ogram Atvar, as was

his custom wal ked around the projector to viewit fromall sides. Kirel followed
him Wen they were back where they had begun, Atvar ran out a

bi furcated tongue. "Col d-looking place,"” the fleetlord said, as he usually

did. "Cold and wet."

"Yet it will serve the Race and the Enperor," Kirel replied. Wen he

spoke those words, the rest of the officers returned to their assigned tasks;
the nmorning ritual was over. Kirel went on, "Pity such a hot white star as
Tosev has hatched so chilly an egg."

"Pity indeed," Atvar agreed. That chilly world revol ved around a star

more than twi ce as bright as the sun under which he'd been raised. Unfortunately,
it did so toward the outer edge of the biosphere. Not only did

Tosev 3 have too nuch free water, it even had frozen water on the ground

here and there. In the Enpire's three current worlds, frozen water was rare

out side the | aboratory.

Kirel said, "Even if Tosev 3 is colder on average than what we're used

to, Fleetlord, we won't have any real trouble living there, and parts will be
very pleasant." He opened his jaws slightly to display small, sharp, even
teeth. "And the natives should give us no difficulty."

"By the Enperor, that's true." Though his sovereign was |ight-years
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away, Atvar automatically cast both eyes down to the floor for a nonent.
So did Kirel. Then Atvar opened his jaws, too, sharing the shiplord's
amusenent. "Show ne the picture sequence fromthe probe once nore."

"I't shall be done." Kirel poked delicately at the projector controls.
Tosev 3 vani shed, to be replaced by a typical inhabitant: a biped with a
red-brown skin, rather taller than a typical nmale of the Race. The bi ped
wore a strip of cloth round its nidsection and carried a bow and severa
stone-ti pped arrows. Black fur sprouted fromthe top of its head.

The bi ped vani shed. Another took its place, this one swaddl ed from

head to foot in robes of dirty grayish tan. A curved iron sword hung from
a leather belt at its waist. Beside it stood a brown-furred riding animal
with a long neck and a hunmp on its back.

Atvar pointed to the furry aninmal, then to the biped' s robes. "Even the
native creatures have to protect thenselves from Tosev 3's atrocious clinate.'
He ran a hand down the snmpoth, glistening scales of his arm

More bi peds appeared in hol ographic projection, sone with black
skins, sonme gol den brown, sonme a reddish color so light it was al nost
pi nk. As the sequence noved on, Kirel opened his jaws in anusenent
once nore. He pointed to the projector. "Behol d--now --the fearsone
warrior of Tosev 3."

"Hol d that image. Let everyone |look closely at it," Atvar commanded
"It shall be done." Kirel stopped the flow of images. Every officer in
the conmand station swi vel ed one eye toward the image, though nost
kept the other on the tasks before them

Atvar | aughed silently as he studied the Tosevite fighter. This native

bel onged to the pinkish race, though only one hand and his face were visible
to testify to that. Protective gear covered the rest of himal nost as
crehensively as had the earlier biped s robes. A pointed iron hel net

w several dents sat on top of his head. He wore a suit of rather rusty

mai | that reached alnbst to his knees, and heavy | eat her boots bel ow

them A flinsy coat of bluish stuff hel ped keep the sun off the mail.

The animal the biped rode, a sonmewhat nore graceful relative of the
hunped creature, |ooked bored with the whol e business. An iron-headed
spear projected upward fromthe biped' s seat. His other armanent included
a straight sword, a knife, and a shield with a cross painted on it.

"How wel |l do you think his kind is likely to stand up to bullets,

armored fighting vehicles, aircraft?" Atvar asked rhetorically. The officers
all laughed, |ooking forward to an easy conquest, to adding a fourth planet
and sol ar systemto the dom nions of the Enperor.

Not to be outdone in enthusiasmby his commander, Kirel added,

"These are recent inmages, too: they date back only about sixteen hundred
years." He paused to poke at a calculator. "That woul d be about eight hundred
of Tosev 3's revolutions. And how nmuch, ny fellow warriors, how

much can a world change in a nere eight hundred revol uti ons?"
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The officers |aughed again, more widely this time. Atvar |aughed with
them The history of the Race was nore than a hundred thousand years
deep; the Ssumaz dynasty had held the throne for alnobst half that tine,
ever since techniques for ensuring nale heirs were worked out. Under the
Ssumaz Emperors, the Race took Rabotev 2 twenty-eight thousand years

ago, and seized Halless | eighteen thousand years after that. Now it was
Tosev 3's turn. The pace of conquest was qui ckening, Atvar thought.
"Carry on, servants of the Emperor," the fleetlord said. The officers
stiffened once nore as he left the command station

He was back in his suite, busy with the infinite mnutiae that acconpanied
command, when his door buzzer squawked. He | ooked up fromthe

computer screen with a start. No one was scheduled to interrupt him at
this time, and the Race did not lightly break routine. Emergency in space
was i nprobable in the extrene, but who would dare disturb himfor anything
| ess?

"Enter," he grow ed.

The junior officer who canme into the suite | ooked nervous; his tai

stunp twitched and his eyes swi veled quickly, now this way, now that, as
if he were scanning the roomfor danger. "Exalted Fleetlord, kinsmale of
the Enperor, as you know, we draw very near the Tosev system" he said,
his voi ce hardly | ouder than a whisper.

"l had better know that," Atvar said with heavy sarcasm

"Y-yes, Exalted Fleetlord." The junior officer, alnmost on the point of
bolting, visibly gathered hinself before continuing: "Exalted Fleetlord,
am Subl eader Erewl o, in the conmunications section. For the past few
ship's days, | have detected unusual radio transm ssions comng fromthat
system These appear to be artificial in nature, and, and"--now he had to
force hinself to go on and face Atvar's certain wath--"fromtiny doppler
shifts in the signal frequency, appear to be emanating from Tosev 3."

In fact, the fleetlord was too startled to be furious. "That is ridiculous,"’
he said. "How dare you presune to tell ne that the aninmal-riding

savages our probes photographed have nmoved in the historic sw vel of an
eye turret up to electronics when we required tens of mllennia for the
sane advance?"

"Exalted Fleetlord, | presune nothing," Erewl o quavered. "I merely report
to you anomal ous data which may be of inport to our m ssion and

therefore to the Race.™

"CGet out," Atvar said, his voice flat and deadly dangerous. Erew o fl ed.
The fleetlord glared after him The report was ridicul ous, on the face

of it. The Race changed but slowy, in tiny, sensible increnents. Though
both the Rabotevs and the Hall essi were conquered before they devel oped
radi o, they had had conparably | ong, conparably |eisurely devel opnents.
Surely that was the norm anong intelligent races.

At var spoke to his conputer. The data the subl eader had menti oned

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...0Worldwar%2001%20-%20In%20the%20Balance.txt (7 of 508) [12/29/2004 12:42:10 AM]



file://1C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Harry%20T urtl edove%620-%20W orl dwar%2001%20- %20l n%20the%20Ba ance.txt

WORLDWAR: | N THE BALANCE

canme up on his screen. He studied them asked the machine for their inplications.
The inplications were as Erew o had said: with a probability

that approached one, those were artificial radio signals comng from To-sev

3.

The fleetlord snarled a conmand the conputer was not anatomically
equi pped to obey. If the natives of Tosev 3 had sonehow stunbl ed across
radi o, what else did they know?

Just as the hol ogram of Tosev 3 had | ooked Iike a world floating in

space, so the world itself, seen through an arnorgl ass w ndow, resenbl ed
not hing so much as a hol ographic inmage. But to get round to its other side
now, Atvar would have to wait for the 127th Enperor Hetto to finish half
an orbit.

The fleetlord glared down at the planet below He had been glaring at

it ever since the fleet arrived, one of his own years before. No one in all
the vast history of the Race had ever been handed such a poi sonous dil emra.
The assenbl ed shiplords stood waiting for Atvar to give them

their orders. His the responsibility, his the rewards--and the risks.

"The natives of Tosev 3 are nore technol ogically advanced than we
bel i eved they woul d be when we undertook this expedition," he said, seeing
if gross understatenment would pry a reaction fromthem

As one, they dipped their heads slightly in assent. Atvar tightened his
jaws--woul d that he might bite down on his officers' necks. They were going
to give himno help at all. His the responsibility. He could not even

ask the Enperor for instructions. A nessage Home woul d take twenty-four
Hone years to arrive, the reply another twenty-four. The invasion

fooul d go back into cold sleep and wait--but who could say what the

T.ites would have invented by then?

Atvar said, "The Tosevites appear at the noment to be fighting severa

wars anong thensel ves. History tells us their disunity will work to

our advantage." Ancient history, he thought; the Enpire had had a single

rule so long that no one had any practice playing on the politics of disunion
But the manual s said such a thing was possible, and the manual s

general ly knew what they were tal king about.

Kirel assuned the stooping posture of respect, a polite way to show he

wi shed to speak. Atvar turned both eyes on him relieved sonmeone woul d

say at | east part of what he thought. The shiplord of the 127th Enperor
Hetto said, "Is it certain we can successfully overcome the Tosevites,
Fleetlord? Along with radio and radar, they have aircraft of their own, as
wel|l as arnmored fighting vehicl es--our probes have shown themclearly."

"But these weapons are far inferior to ours of simlar types. The probes
al so show this clearly." That was Straha, shiplord of the 206t h Enperor
Yower. He ranked next highest anong the shiplords after Kirel, and
want ed to surpass hi mone day.
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They started to scatter an instant before she thunbed the firing button
mount ed on top of her stick.

The two ShVAK nachine guns attached under the |ower w ng of the

bi pl ane added their roar to the racket of the five-cylinder radial engine.
Ludmla | et the guns chatter as she zooned | ow above the fire. As it

di mmed behind her, she | ooked back over her shoulder to see what she

had acconpl i shed.

A couple of Germans lay sprawed in the dirt, one notionless, the

other withing like a fence lizard in the grasp of a cat. "Khorosho,"
Ludm | a said softly. Triunmph drowned terror. "Cchen khorosho." It was
very good. Every bl ow agai nst the fascists hel ped drive them back---or at
| east hindered them from com ng farther forward

Fl ashes from out of the darkness, fromtwo places, then three--not

fire, firearns. Terror canme roaring back. Ludm |la gave the Kukuruznik all
the neager power it had. Arifle bullet cracked past her head, horridly
cl ose. The muzzle flashes continued behind her, but after a few seconds
she was out of range.

She let the biplane clinb so she could | ook for another target. The

breeze that whistled in over the wi ndscreen of the open cockpit dried the
stinking, fear-filled sweat on her forehead and under her arms. The trouble
with the Germans was that they were too good at their trade of nurder

and destruction. They could have had only a few seconds' warning before

her plane swooped on them out of the night, but instead of running and

hi ding, they'd run and then fought back--and alnost killed her. She shuddered
agai n, though they were kil onmeters behind her now.

When they'd first betrayed the treaty of peace and friendship and invaded
the Soviet Union, she' d been confident the Red Arnmy woul d quickly
throw t hem back. But defeat and retreat followed retreat and defeat. Bonbers
appeared over Kiev, broad-w nged Heinkels, Dorniers skinny as flying
pencils, graceful Junkers-88s, Stukas that screaned |ike dammed soul s as
they stooped, hawklike, on their targets. They roaned as they would. No
Soviet fighters came up to chall enge them

Once in Rossosh, out of the German grasp, Ludm | a happened to nention
to a harried clerk that she'd gone through Gsoavi akhimflight training.
Two days | ater, she found herself enrolled in the Soviet Air Force. She
still wondered whether the man did it for the sake of the country or to
save hinself the trouble of finding her soneplace to sleep

Too late to worry about that now. Whole regi ments of wonen pilots
fl ew ni ght-harassment mi ssions agai nst the fasci st invaders. One day,

Ludm | a thought, | will graduate to a real fighter instead of ny U 2. Severa
wonmen had become aces, downing nore than five Gernan pl anes
api ece.

For now, though, the reliable old Weatcutter would do well enough.
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She spotted another fire, off in the distance. The Kukuruzni k banked,
swung toward it

Pl anes roared | ow overhead. The red suns under their w ngs and on

the sides of their fusel ages m ght have been painted from bl ood. Mchi ne
guns spat flame. The bullets kicked up dust and splashed in the water |ike
the first big drops of a rainstorm

Li u Han had been swi mm ng and bat hi ng when she heard the Japanese

fighters. Wth a npan of terror, she thrust herself all the way under, unti
her toes sank deep into the sliny nud bottomof the stream She held her
breath until the need for air drove her to the surface once nore, gasped in
a qui ck breath, sank

Wien she had to come up again, she tossed her head to get the |ong,

strai ght black hair out of her eyes, then quickly |ooked around. The fighters
had vani shed as quickly as they appeared. But she knew t he Japanese

sol di ers woul d not be far behind. Chinese troops had retreated through her
village the day before, falling back toward Hankow.

A few swift strokes and she was at the bank of the stream She scranbl ed
up, dried herself with a few quick strokes of a rough cotton towel, put
on her robe and sandals, and took a couple of steps away fromthe water.

Anot her drone of notors, this one higher and farther away than the

fighters, a whistle in the air that belonged to no bird ... The bonb expl oded
| ess than a hundred yards from Liu. The blast lifted her Iike a toy

and flung her back into the stream

Stunned, hal f-deafened, she thrashed in the water. She breathed in a

great gulp of it. Coughing, choking, retching, she thrust her head up into
the precious air, gasped out a prayer to the Buddha: "Am tuofo, help nme!"

ore bonbs fell all around. Earth leapt into the air in fountains so

pect and beautiful and transient, they al nbst nade her forget the destruction
they represented. The noise of each expl osion slapped her in the

face, nore like a blow, physically felt, than a sound. Metal fragnments of
bonb casing squealed wildly as they flew. A couple of them splashed into

the streamnot far fromLiu. She npaned again. The year before, a bonb
fragment had torn her father in two.

The expl osi ons nmoved farther away, on toward the village. Awkwardly,
robe clinging to her arns and | egs and hi ndering her every notion,

she swam back to the bank, staggered out onto | and once nore. No point
drying herself now, not when her danp towel was covered with earth. She
automatically picked it up and started home, praying again to the Anida
Buddha that her home still stood.

Bonb craters pocked the fields. Here and there, nen and wonen | ay
beside them torn and twisted in death. The dirt road, Liu saw, was untouched;
the bonbers had left it intact for the Japanese arny to use.

She wi shed for a cigarette. She'd had a pack of Babies in her pocket,
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but they were soaked now. Water dripped fromher hair into her eyes.

When she saw col ums of snoke rising into the sky, she began to run. Her
sandal s went fl ap-squel ch, flap-squel ch against her feet. Ahead, in the direction
of the village, she heard shouts and screanms, but with her ears stil

ringi ng she could not make out words.

Peopl e stared as she ran up. Even in the mdst of disaster, her first

t hought was enbarrassnent at the way the wet cloth of her robe nol ded

itself to her body. Even the small swellings of her nipples were plainly visible.
"Paying to see a wonan's body" was a euphemismfor visiting a

whore. No one so much as had to pay to see Liu's.

But in the chaos that followed the Japanese air attack, a mere wonan's

body proved a small concern. Absurdly, sone of the people in the village,
instead of being terrified and filled with dread |ike Liu, capered about

as if in celebration. She called, "Has everyone here gone crazy, AOd Sun?"

"No, no," the tailor shouted back. "Do you know what the eastern

devils' bombs di d? Can you guess?" An enornmous grin showed his al nost-toothless
guIrs.

"I would say they missed everything, but..." Liu paused, gestured at

the rising smoke. "I see that cannot be so."

"Al nmost as good.” A d Sun hugged hinself with glee. "No, even

better--nearly all their bonmbs fell right on the yanen."

"The yamen?" Liu gaped, then started to | augh herself. "Ch, what a

pity!"™ The wall ed encl osure of the yanmen housed the county head' s residence,
hi s audi ence hall, the jail, the court that sent people there, the treasury,
and ot her government departnents. Tang Wen Lan, the county head,

was notoriously corrupt, as were nost of his clerks, secretaries, and servants.

"Isn't it sad. | think I'Il go home and put on white for Tang's funeral, k"
ad Sun said.
"He's dead?" Liu exclaimed. "I thought a man as wi cked as that

woul d live forever."

"He's dead,” Od Sun said positively."The ghost Life-Is-Transient is
taking himto the next world right now-if death's nmessenger can find
enough pieces to carry. One bonb | anded square on the office where he

was taking bribes. No one will squeeze us any nore. How sad, how terriblel’
H's elastic features twisted into a mask of mrthful mourning that

bel onged in a pantom me show.

Yi Mn, the Iocal apothecary, was |ess sanguine than A d Sun. "Wit

until the eastern dwarfs come. The Japanese will nake stupid dead Tang

Wen Lan seem|like a prince of generosity. He had to | eave us enough rice
to get through to next year so he coul d squeeze us again. The Japanese w ||
keep it all for thenselves. They don't care whether we live or die."

Too nmuch of China had learned that, to its sorrow. However rapacious

and inept the government of Chiang Kai-shek had proved itself, places
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under Japanese rule suffered worse. For one thing, as Yi Mn had said, the
i nvaders took for thenmselves first and left only what they did not want to
the Chinese they controlled. For another, while they were rapacious, they
were not inept. Like |ocusts, when they swept a province clean of rice,
they swept it clean.

Liu said, "Shall we run away, then?"

"A peasant without his plot is nothing," Od Sun said. "If | amto

starve, | would sooner starve at home than somewhere on the road far
fromny ancestors' graves."

Several other villagers agreed. Yi Mn said, "But what if it is a choice
between living on the road and dying by the graves of your ancestors?

What then, O d Sun?"

VWhile the two nmen argued, Liu Han wal ked on into the village. Sure

enough, it was as AOd Sun had said. The yamen was a snoking ruin, its
wal | s smashed down here and there as if by a giant's kicks. The fl agpol e
had been broken |ike a broonmstraw, the Kuonmintang flag, white star in a
blue field on red, lay crunpled in the dirt.

Through a gap in the wecked wall, Liu Han stared in at Tang Wén

Lan's office. If the county head had been in there when the bonb | anded,

A d Sun was surely right in thinking himdead. Nothing was |eft of the
buil ding but a hole in the ground and sonme thatch bl own off the roof.

Anot her bonmb had | anded on the jail. \Watever the crines for which

the prisoners had been confined, they'd suffered the maxi mum penalty.
Shrieks said sone were suffering still. Villagers were already going through
the yanen, scavengi ng what they could and draggi ng out bodi es and pi eces
of bodies. The thick, neaty snmell of blood fought with those of smpoke and
.hl'Y upturned earth. Liu Han shuddered, thinking how easily others

I have been snelling her blood right now

Her own house stood a couple of blocks beyond the yanen. She saw

snoke rising fromthat direction, but thought nothing of it. No one willingly
bel i eves disaster can befall her. Not even when she rounded the |ast
corner and saw the bonb crater where the house had stood did she credit
her own eyes. Less was |left here than at the county head' s office.

I have no home. The thought took several seconds to register, and

hardly seened to nmean anything even after Liu forned it. She stared down
at the ground, dully wondering what to do next. Sonething small and

dirty lay by her left foot. She recognized it in the same slow, sluggish way
she had realized her house was gone. It was her little son's hand. No sign
of the rest of himrenained.

She stooped and picked up the hand, just as if he were there, not

merely a mutilated fragnent. The flesh was still warm agai nst hers. She
heard a loud cry, and needed a little while to know it cane from her own
throat. The cry went on and on, seem ngly w thout her: when she tried to
stop, she found she couldn't.
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Slowmy, slowy, it stopped being the only sound in her universe. O her

noi ses penetrated, cheerful pop-pop-pops like strings of firecrackers going
off. But they were not firecrackers. They were rifles. Japanese soldiers were
on the way.

Davi d Gol df arb watched the green gl ow of the radar screen at Dover

Station, waiting for the swarmof noving blips that would herald the return
of the British bonber armada. He turned to the fellow technician beside
him "lI'msure as hell gladder to be | ooking for our planes com ng

back than | was year before last, watching every German in the whole

wi de worl d headi ng straight for London."

"You can say that again." Jerone Jones rubbed his weary eyes. "It was

a bit dicey there for a while, wasn't it?"

"Just a bit, yes." Goldfarb | eaned back in his unconfortable chair,

hunched his shoul ders. Sonmething in his neck went snap. He grunted with
relief, then grunted again as he thought about Jones' reply. He'd |lived surrounded
by British reserve all his twenty-three years, even learned to inmtate

it, but it still seemed unnatural to him

H s newl ywed parents had fled to London to escape Polish pogrons

alittle before the start of the first World War. A stiff upper |ip was not
part of the scanty baggage they'd brought with them they shouted at

each other, and eventually at David and his brothers and sister, sonetines
angrily, nore often lovingly, but always at full throttle. He'd

never |earned at hone to hold back, which made the trick all the harder
anywhere el se

The rem niscent snile he'd worn for a nonent quickly faded. By the

news dribbling out, pogrons rolled through Poland again, worse under the
Nazi s than ever under the tsars. Wen Hitler swall owed Czechosl ovaki a,

Saul CGoldfarb had witten to his own brothers and sisters and cousins in
Warsaw, urging themto get out of Poland while they could. No one left.

A few nonths later, it was too late to |eave.

A blip on the screen snapped hi mout of his unhappy reverie. "Bliney,"
Jones breathed, King's English cast aside in surprise, "lookit that

bugger go."

"I"'mlooking," Goldfarb said. He kept on | ooking, too, until the target

di sappeared again. It didn't take long. He sighed. "Now we'll have to fil
out a pixie report.”

"Third one this week," Jones observed. "Bl oody pixies're getting

busi er, whatever the hell they are.”

"What ever," Gol dfarb echoed. For the past several nonths, radars in

Engl and- and, he gathered unofficially, the United States as well--had

been showi ng phantomaircraft flying inpossibly high and even nore inpossibly
fast; 90,000 feet and better than 2,000 niles an hour were the

nunbers he'd heard nost often. He said, "I used to think they cane from
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somet hing wwong in the circuits somewhere. |'ve seen enough now,
though, that | have trouble believing it."
"What el se could they be?" Jones still belonged to the circuitry-problem

school. He fired off the big guns of its argunent: "They aren't
ours. They don't belong to the Yanks. And if they were Jerry's, they'd be
droppi ng things on our heads. \Wat does that |eave? Men from Mars?"
"Laugh all you like," Goldfarb said stubbornly. "If there's something
wong in the machinery's guts, why can't the boffins find it and fix it?"
"Crikey, | don't think even the bl okes who invented this beast know
what all it can and can't do," Jones retorted.
Si nce that was unquestionably true, Goldfarb didn't respond to it directly.
I nstead, he said, "So why has the machinery only started finding
pi xi es now? Wiy didn't they show up on the screens fromthe first day?"
"If the boffins can't figure it out, how do you expect me to know?"
Jones said. "Pull out a bloody pixie report form wll you? Wth |uck, we
can get it done before we spot the bonbers. Then we won't have to worry
about it tonorrow "
"Right." Goldfarb sometines thought that if the Germans had managed
to cross the Channel and invade England, the British could have
penned t hem behind walls of paper and then buried themin nore. The pi geonhol es
under the console at which he sat held enough requisitions, directives,
and reports to baffle the nost subtle bureaucrat for years.
Nor was the pixie report, blurrily printed on coarse, shoddy paper,
properly called by a nane anywhere near so sinple. The RAF had instead
produced a docunent titled | NCI DENT OLAPPARENT ANOVALOUS DETECTI ON OF
H GH SPEED, HI GH ALTI TUDE TARGET. Lest the formfall into German hands, it
fere nentioned that the anomal ous detections

(appar ent

det ecti ons,

arb corrected hinmself) took place by means of radar. As if Jerry

doesn't know we've got it, he thought.

He found a stub of pencil, filled in the name of the station, the date,
time, and bearing and perceived velocity of the contact, then stuck the
formin a manila folder taped to the side of the radar screen. The folder,
stuck there by the base CO was | abel ed nxa REPORTS. Wth an attitude
like that, the CO woul d never see pronotion again

Jones grunted in satisfaction, as if he'd filled out the formhinself. He
said, "Of it goes to London tonorrow. "

"Yes, so they can conpare it to others they've got and work out alti
tude and such fromthe figures," CGoldfarb said. "They woul dn't bot her

with that if it were just in the circuits, now, would they?"

"Don't ask ne what they'll do in London," Jones said, an attitude

CGol df arb al so found sensible. Jones went on, "I'd be happier believing the
pi xies were real if anyone ever saw one anywhere but there." He pointed

at the radar screen.
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even with the Ju-86." The w de-span reconnai ssance bonbers had been flying
over southern England for nonths, usually above 40,000 feet--so high
that Spitfires had enornmous trouble clinbing up to intercept them

Jerone Jones remmi ned unconvi nced. "The Junkers 86 is just a Jerry

crate. It's got a good ceiling, yes, but it's slow and easy to shoot down once
we get toit. It's not like that Supernman bl oke in the Yank funny books,
faster than a speeding bullet."”

"I know. I/mjust saying we can't see a plane that high up even if it's
there--and if it's going that fast, even a spotter with binoculars doesn't
have Il ong to search before it's gone. What we need are binoculars slaved to
the radar, so one could know precisely where to | ook." As he spoke,
CGol df arb wondered if that was practical, and how to go about setting it up
if it was.

He got so lost in his own schenme that he didn't really notice the blip
on the radar screen for a noment. Then Jones said, "Pixies again." Sure
enough, the radar was reporting nore of the mysterious targets. Jones's
voi ce changed. "They're acting peculiar."

"Too right they are." Goldfarb stared at the screen, nentally translating
its picture into aircraft (he wondered if ]ones, who thought of pixies as
sonet hing peculiar going on inside the radar set, did the sanel. "They're
showi ng up as slower than they ever did before."

"And there are nore of them" Jones said. "Lots nore." He turned to

CGol df arb. No one | ooked healthy by the green gl ow of the cathode-ray

tube, but now he seened especially pale; the Iine of his David Niven nustache
was the sole color in his thin, sharp-featured face. "David, | think--they
must be real." Goldfarb recognized what was in his voice. It was fear
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I"lunger crackled like fire in Mdishe Russie's belly. He'd thought |ean
times and High Holy Days fasts had taught hi mwhat hunger neant, but
they'd no nore prepared himfor the Warsaw ghetto than a picture of a

| ake taught a man to swim

Long bl ack coat flapping about himlike a noving piece of the night,

he scurried fromone patch of deep shadow to the next. It was |ong past
curfew, which had begun at nine. If a Gernman saw him he would live only

so long as he still anused his tornentor. Fear dilated his nostrils at every
breath, made himsuck in great draughts of the fetid ghetto air.
But hunger drove harder than fear--and after all, he could becone the

object of a German's sport at any hour of the day or night, for any reason
or none. Only four days before, the Nazis had fallen on the Jews who cane
to the Leszno Street courthouse to pay their taxes--taxes the Nazis thensel ves
i mposed. They robbed the Jews not only of what they clainmed was

|

h, but also of anything el se they happened to have on their persons.

the robbery came blows and kicks, as if to renmind the Jews in whose
clawed grip they |ay.

"Not that | needed rem nding," Russie whispered al oud. He was a native

of Wbl ynska Street, and had been in the ghetto since Warsaw surrendered
to the Germans. Not many had | asted through two and a half years

of hell.

He wondered how nmuch | onger he would last. He'd been a nedica

student before Septenber 1939; he coul d di agnose his own synptons easily
enough. Loose teeth and tender guns warned of the onset of scurvy;

poor night vision nmeant vitanmin A deficiency. The diarrhea could have

had a dozen fathers. And starvation needed no doctor to give it a nane.
The hundreds of thousands of Jews packed into four square kil onmeters had
all too intimate an acquaintance with it.

The one advantage of being so thin was that his coat went round him
nearly twice. He'd liked it better when it was a proper fit.

H s furtive novenents becane even nore cautious as he drew near
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the wall. The red bricks went up twice as high as a man, with barbed wire
strung above themto keep the bol dest adventurer fromclinbing over

However nuch he wanted to, Russie did not aimto try that. Instead, he
whirled the sack he carried around and around |ike an O ynpic hammer-thrower,
then flung it toward the Polish side of the wall

The sack flew up and over. Heart pounding, Russie listened to it |and.

He had padded the silver candlestick with rags, so it hit with a soft, dul
thunp instead of a clatter. He strained to catch the sound of footfalls on
the other side. He was at the Pole's nercy now If the fellow sinply
wanted to steal the candlestick, he could. If he had hope of nore, he'd
keep the bargain they'd made in Leszno Street.

Waiting stretched like the lengths of wire on the wall, and had as

many spi kes. Try as he woul d, Russie could hear nothing fromthe other

si de. Maybe the Germans had arrested the Pole. Then the precious candl estick
woul d I'i e abandoned till some passerby came upon it... and Russie

woul d have squandered one of his last remaining resources for nothing.

A soft plop on the cobbl estones not far away. Russie sprinted over

The rags that bound up the tattered remmants of his shoes made hardly a
sound. He held his hat on with one hand; as he grew thinner, even his
head seened to have shrunk

He snatched up the bag, dashed back toward darkness. Even as he ran,

the rich, intoxicating odor of neat flooded his senses, nmade his nouth

gush with saliva. He funbled at the drawstring, reached inside. Hi s spidery
fingers closed round the chunk, gauged its size and weight. Not the

half a kilo he'd been promnised, but not far fromit. He'd expected the Pol e
to cheat worse: what recourse did a Jew have? Perhaps he coul d conplain

to the SS. Sick and starving though he was, the thought raised black | aughter
in him

He drew out his hand, licked the salt and fat that clung to it. Water

filled his eyes as well as his mouth. Hs wife, Rivka, and their son, Reuven

(and, incidentally, hinmself), mght live alittle longer. Too late for their little
Sarah, too late for his wife's parents and his own father. But the three

of them m ght go on

He smacked his lips. Part of the sweetness on his tongue cane from

the neat's being spoiled (but only slightly; he'd eaten far worse), the rest
because it was pork. The rabbis in the ghetto had | ong since rel axed the
prohi bitions agai nst forbidden food, but Russie still felt guilty every tine
it passed his lips. Sone Jews chose to starve sooner than break the Law

Had he been alone in the ghetto, .Russie mght have foll owed that way. But
whil e he had others to care for, he would live if he could. He'd talk it over
with God when he got the chance.

How best to use the neat? he wondered. Soup was the only answer:
it would last for several days that way, and nake rotten potatoes and
mol dy cabbage tolerable (only a tiny part of himrenenbered the di mdead
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days before the war, when he would have turned aside in scorn fromrotten
pot at oes and nol dy cabbage i nstead of wol fing them down and w shing for
nor e) .

He reached into a coat pocket. Now his spit-wet fist closed on a wad

of zlotys, enough to bribe a Jew sh policenman if he had to. The banknotes
were good for little else; nere nobney was rarely enough to buy food, not
in the ghetto.

"I have to get back," he rem nded hinmself under his breath. If he was

not at his sewing machine in the factory fifteen mnutes after curfew
lifted, sone other scrawny Jew woul d prai se God for having the chance to
take his place. And if he was there but too worn to neet his quota of Gernan
uni formtrousers, he would not keep his sewi ng machine long. H's

narrow, clever hands were made for taking a pulse or renoving an appendi X,
but their agility with bobbin and cloth was what kept himand part of

his famly alive.

He wondered how | ong he woul d be allowed to maintain even the

hellish life he led. He did not so nuch fear the random nurder that

stal ked the ghetto on Gernman jackboots. But just that day, whispers had
slithered frombench to bench at the factory. The Lublin ghetto, they said,
had ceased to be: thousands of Jews taken away and-- Everyone filled in
his own and, according to his nightnares.

Russie's and was sonething |ike a meat-packing plant, with people

goi ng through instead of cattle. He prayed that he was wong, that God

woul d never allow such an abom nation. But too many prayers had fallen

on deaf ears, too many Jews | ay dead on sidewal ks until at last, |ike cordwood,
they were piled up and haul ed away.

"Lord of Abraham |saac, and Jacob,"” he nmurnured softly, "I beg You,

me a sign that You have not forsaken Your chosen people.”

Li ke tens of thousands of his fellow sufferers, he sent up that prayer
at all hours of the day and night, sent it up because it was the only thing
he could do to affect his horrid fate.

"l beg You, Lord," he nurnured again, "give me a sign."

Al'l at once, noon canme to the Warsaw ghetto in the middle of the

ni ght. Mishe Russie stared in disbelieving wonder at the sun-hot point of
light blazing in the still-black sky. Parachute flare, he thought, remenbering
the German bonbardnent of his city.

But it was no flare. Whatever it was, it was bigger and brighter than

any flare, by itself lighting the whole of the ghetto--maybe the whol e of
Warsaw, or the whole of Pol andbright as day. It hung unnoving in the

sky, as no flare could. Slowy, slowy, slowy, the point of |ight becane a
smudge, began to fade from eye-searing, actinic violet to white and yell ow
and orange. The brilliance of noon gave way little by little to sunset and
then to twilight. The two or three startled birds that burst into song fel
silent again, as if enbarrassed at being fool ed.
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Their sweet notes were in any case all but drowned by the cries from

the ghetto and beyond, cries of wonder and fear. Russie heard German
voices with fear in them He had not heard German voices with fear in
them since the Nazis forced the Jews into the ghetto. He had not inagined
he coul d hear such voices. Somehow that nade themall the sweeter.

Tears poured from his dazzled eyes, ran down his dirty, hollow cheeks
into the curls of his beard. He sagged against a torn poster that said Piwo.
He wondered how long it had been since beer cane into the ghetto.

But none of that mattered, not in any real sense of the word. He had
asked God for a sign, and God gave himone. He did not know how he

coul d pay God back, but he prom sed to spend the rest of his life finding
out.

Fl eetl ord Atvar stood before the hol ographic projection of Tosev 3. As
he wat ched, points of light blinked into being here and there above the
world's ridiculously small |andmasses. He wondered if, once Tosev 3 cane
under the domi nion of the Race, manipulation of plate tectonics m ght
bring up nore usable territory.

That was a question for the future, though, for five hundred years

hence, or five thousand, or twenty-five thousand. Eventually, when everything
was deci ded and pl anned down to the last detail, the Race would act.

That way had served it well for centuries piled on centuries.

Atvar was uneasily aware he |lacked the luxury of time. He'd expected

to enjoy it, but the Tosevites, having sonehow devel oped with indecent

haste the rudinents of an industrial civilization, posed a greater challenge
to his forces than he or anyone el se back Honme had anticipated. If he

failed to neet the challenge, only his failure would be renenbered

Accordingly, it was with some concern that he turned to Shiplord
Kirel and said, "These devices were properly placed?"

"It is so, Fleetlord," Kirel replied. "Al placing vessels report success
and have returned safely to the fleet; instrunents confirm proper targeting
of the thernonucl ear devices and their simultaneous ignition above the
princi pal radi o comruni cati ons centers of Tosev 3."

"Excellent." Atvar knew the Tosevites had no way to reach even a

fraction of the altitude of the placing vessels. Neverthel ess, actually hearing
that matters had proceeded as designed was always a relief. "Their systens
shoul d be thoroughly scranbl ed, then."

"As the exalted fleetlord says," Kirel agreed. "Better still, many parts
of those systens should be pernanently destroyed. Unshielded transistors
and nicroprocessors are extrenely vul nerable to el ectromagnetic pul se
and, since the Tosevites have no nucl ear .power of their own, they wll
never have seen the necessity for shielding."

"Excellent,"” Atvar repeated. "Qur own shielded aircraft, meanwhile,
shoul d have rare sport against themwhile they withe |ike roadscuttlers
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with fractured vertebrae. W shoul d have no problemclearing areas for

| andi ng, and once our troops are on the ground, conquest becones inevitable.'
Sayi ng the words brought fresh confidence to the commander. Not hing
reassured the Race nore than a plan that was goi ng well

Kirel said, "May it please the exalted fleetlord, as we |and, shall we
broadcast denmands for surrender to be picked up by whatever receivers renmain
i ntact down bel ow?"

That was not part of the plan as formulated. O course, the plan as formul ated
went back in its essentials to the days when no one thought the

Tosevites had any technol ogy worth nentioning. Neverthel ess, Atvar felt

an al nost instinctive reluctance to deviate fromit. He said, "No, let them
come to us. They will surrender soon enough when they feel the weight of

our netal."

"It shall be done as the fleetlord wi shes,” Kirel said formally. Atvar

knew the shiplord had anbition of his own, and that Kirel would nake

careful note of any and all mi stakes and failures, especially those he had
argued against. Let Kirel do as he would. Atvar felt sure this was no m st ake.

Flight Leader Teerts stared in disbelieving wonder at the head-up display
refl ected against the inside of his windshield. Never in training had

he i magi ned sorties in such a target-rich environnent. The great herd of
Tosevite aircraft craw ed al ong bel ow and ahead of him blissfully unaware
he was so nuch as in their solar system

The voice of one of the other two pilots in the flight rang in the audio
button taped to his hearing diaphragm "Pity we have no nore killers to

gn to this area. They'd enjoy thensel ves."

Bef ore he answered, Teerts checked the radio frequency. As ordered, it
wasn't one the Tosevites used. Rel axing, he answered, "We're taking on an
entire world, Rolvar; we don't have enough killers to knock down all the
native junk at once. We'll just have to do the best we can with what we
have. "

That best gave every sign of being spectacular. Al six of his mssiles

had al ready selected targets fromthe herd. He ripple-fired them one after
another. His killercraft bucked slightly under himas the m ssiles dropped
away. Their motors kicked in and spat orange flane; they sprinted downward
toward the ungainly Tosevite flying machi nes.

Even had the | ocals known they were under attack, they could have

done little, not when his mssiles had ten tines the speed of their aircraft.
The head-up di splay showed his salvo and those of his w ngmates streaking
hone. Then, suddenly, Teerts needed no head-up display to gauge what

was happening: gouts of fire suddenly filled the darkness below as aircraft
tunbl ed out of the sky.
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Rol var yow ed in Teerts' audio button. "Look at themfall! Every shot

a clean hit!"

Killercraft pilots were chosen for aggressiveness. Teerts had won
flight-1eader paint because he also kept track of details. After a gl ance at
the display, he said, "I show only seventeen kills. Either a nmissile was defective
or two went after the same target."

"Who cares?" said Gefron, the other menber of the flight. Gefron

woul d not make flight |eader if he lived to be a thousand, even counting

by doubl e-1 ength Tosevite years. He was a good pilot, though. He went on,
"W still have our cannon. Let's use them™

"Right." Teerts led the flight down into gun range. The natives stil

didn't know what had happened to them but they knew something horrible

had. Like a flock of frenni beset by wild botor, they were scattering,

doing their feeble best to get out of harms way. Teerts' jaws opened in
mrth. Their best would not suffice.

H s engi nes changed pitch as they breathed thicker air. Servos

squeal ed, adjusting the sweep of his wings. H s speed dropped to little
more than that of sound. A target filled his wi ndshield. He stabbed the firing
button with the thunbclaw of his stick hand. The nose of his plane

di sappeared for a noment in the glare of the nuzzle blast. Wen his vision
cleared, the Tosevite aircraft, one wi ng sheared away, was already spinning
out of control toward the ground.

He' d never been anong so many aircraft in his life. He bled off stil

more speed, to avoid collision. Another target, another burst, another kill.
A few nmonents | ater, another, and another.

Of to one side, he saw brief spurts of flame. He turned one eye that

way. A Tosevite aircraft was shooting back at him He abstractly admred
the natives' courage. Once pacified, they would serve the Race well. They
weren't even bad pilots, given the Iimtations of the lunbering aircraft
they flew. They were maneuvering with everything they had, trying to

break contact and escape. But that was his choice, not theirs.

He shot out the front of the aircraft pack, began to circle back toward

it for another run. As he did so, a flash on the head-up display nmade him
sl ew both eyes toward it. Somewhere out there in the night, a native aircraft
with better performance than those of the herd was turning in his direction
and away fromit.

An escorting killercraft? An eneny who thought hima better target?

Teerts neither knew nor cared. Whoever the native was, he'd pay for his
presunpti on.

Teerts' cannon was radar-controlled. He fired a burst. Flanes sprang
fromthe Tosevite killercraft. At the sane nonent, it shot back at him

The shells fell short. The native, all afire now, plunged out of the sky.
Teerts raked the stampeding herd of aircraft twice nore before his am
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munition ran | ow. Rolvar and Gefron had al so done all the damage they
coul d. They streaked for low orbital pickup; soon enough, the Race woul d
have | anding strips on the ground. Then the sl aughter of Tosevite aircraft
woul d be great indeed.

"Easy as a female in the middle of her season," Gefron exulted.

"They' re brave enough, though," Rolvar said. "A couple of their

killercraft came right for ne; | night even have a hole or two. |I'mnot so

sure | got both of them either; they're so little and slow, they're a |lot nore
maneuverable than | am™"

"I know I got m ne,’
come down and do it again.

Teerts said. "W'll snatch some sleep and then
" Hs flightmates hissed approval

One second, the Lancaster below and to the right of George Bagnall's

was flying al ong serenely as you please. The next, it exploded in nidair.
For a nmonent, Bagnall saw nen and pi eces of nachi ne hang suspended, as

if on strings fromheaven. Then they were gone.

"Jesus!" he said fervently. "I think the whole ruddy world' s gone nad.
First that great light in the sky--"

"Lit us up like a milliard star shells all at once, didn't it?" Ken Enbry
agreed. "I wonder how the devil Jerry nanaged that? If it had stayed lit

much | onger, every bloody Nazi fighter in the world woul d have been abl e

to spy us up here."

Anot her Lanc bl ew up, not far away. "Wat was that?" Bagnall denanded.
"Anybody see a Jerry pl ane?"

None of the gunners answered. Neither did the bomb-ainmer. Enbry
spoke to the radi oman: "Any better luck there, Ted?"
"Not a bit of it," Edward Lane answered. "Ever since that light, |I'm

ng not hing but hash on every frequency."

"Bl oody balls-up, that's what it is,"” Enbry said. As if to italicize his
words, two nore bonbers went up in flanes. His voice rose to near a
scream "What's doing that? It's not flak and it's not planes, so what the
hell is it?"

Next to the pilot, Bagnall shivered in his seat. Flying nissions over

Germany was frightening enough in and of itself, but when Lancs started
getting blown out of the sky for no reason at all... H's heart shrank to a
smal |, frozen lunp in his chest. His head turned this way and that, trying

to see what the devil was murdering his friends. Beyond the polished Per-spex,
the ni ght remai ned inscrutable.

Then the big, heavy Lancaster shook in the air for an instant like a

|l eaf on a rippling stream Even through the grow of the plane's four Merlins,
he heard a shrieking roar that nade every hair on his body try to

stand erect. A | ean shark-shape swept past, inpossibly swift, inmpossibly
graceful. Two huge exhausts glared like the red eyes of a beast of prey. One
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gunner had enough presence of nind to fire at it, but it vani shed ahead of
the Lanc in the blink of an eye.

"Did you--see that?" Ken Enbry asked in a tiny voice.

"I--think so," Bagnall answered as cautiously. He wasn't quite sure he
believed in the terrible apparition hinself. "Were did the Germans cone
up with it?"

"Can't be German," the pilot said. "W know what they have, sane
as they know about us. My dad in a Spitfire above the Sonme is likelier
than a Jerry in--that."

"Well, if he's not a German, who the devil is he?" Bagnall asked.

"Damed if | know, and | don't care to hang about and learn, in case

he deci des to cone back." Enbry banked away fromthe track of the inpossible
fighter.

"Ground flak--" Bagnall said as he watched the altineter unw nd.

Enbry ignored him He shut up, feeling foolish. Wen set against this
monster that swept bombers fromthe sky like a charworman wi el di ng her
broom agai nst spilled salt, ground flak was hardly worth worryi ng about.

Jens Larssen's thunb throbbed fiercely. The nail was al ready turning

bl ack; he suspected he'd lose it. He scow ed as darkly as his fair, sunny
features all owed. He was a physicist, danm it, not a carpenter. Wat hurt
worse than his maimed digit was the snickers fromthe young punks who
made up nmost of the work crew that was building strange things in the
west stands of Stagg Fiel d.

The evening sun at his back, he tranped along Fifty-seventh Street toward
the Quadrangle Club. H's appetite wasn't what it had been before

he'd tried driving his thunbnail into a two-by*four, but food and coffee
kept himgoing in place of sleep. As soon as he'd gul ped his neal, he'd be
back at the pile again, hamrering away--this time, with luck, alittle
more carefully.

He sucked in a lungful of nuggy Chicago air. Having been born and

raised in San Franci sco, he wondered why three mllion people chose to
live in a place that was too hot and sticky half the tinme and too dammed
cold nost of the rest.

"They have to be crazy," he said al oud.

A student going the other way gave himan odd | ook. He felt hinself
flush. Dressed as he was in a dirty undershirt and a pair of chinos, he
didn't | ook Iike anyone who bel onged on the University of Chicago canpus,
let alone a faculty nenmber. He'd draw nore | ooks in the Quadrangle

Club. Too bad for the Latin professors in their noth-eaten Harris tweeds,
he t hought .

He wal ked past Cobb Gate; the grotesques carved on the big stone pile
that was the northern entrance to Hull Court always nmade himsmile. Bob
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any Pond, surrounded on three sides by the Hull Biological Laboratories,
was a nice place to sit and read when he had the time. Lately, he hadn't
had the tine very often.

He was coming up to Mtchell Tower when his shadow di sappear ed.

One second it stretched out ahead of him all fine and proper, the next it
was gone. The tower, nodeled after that of Magdal en Col | ege at Oxford,

was suddenly bathed in harsh white Iight.

Larssen stared up into the sky. The gl owi ng spot there grew and faded

and changed col or as he watched. Everyone around was pointing at it and
exclaimng: "What's that? .... Wat could it be? .... Have you ever seen anything
like that in all your life?" People stuck their heads out of w ndows

and cane running outside to see.

The physicist watched and gaped with everyone else. Little by little,

the new light dimred and his old, famliar shadow reasserted itself. Before
it had fully recovered, Larssen wheel ed and began runni ng back the way he
had come. He dodged past dozens of people who were still just standing

and gawki ng. "Were's the fire, buddy?" one of them yell ed.

He didn't answer. He just ran harder toward Stagg Field. The fire was in
the sky. He knew what sort of fire it had to be, too: the fire he and his coll eagues
were seeking to call forth fromthe uraniumatom So far, no atomic

pile in the United States had even managed a sel f-sustaining chain reaction
The crew in the west stands was trying to put together one that woul d.

No one in his nmost horrid nightmares imagi ned the Germans had al ready
devised not just a pile but a bonb, even if the urani um at om had

first been split in Germany in 1938. As he ran, Larssen wondered how the
Nazi s had expl oded a bonb over Chicago. So far as he knew, their planes

I F

dn't reach even New York

or that matter, he wondered why the Germans had set off their bonb

so high overhead--too high, really, for it to do any damage. Maybe, he
thought, they had it aboard some ocean-bestriding rocket like the ones the
pul p magazi nes tal ked about. But no one had dreanmed the Gernmans could

do that, either.

Not hi ng about the bonmb nade any rational sense. The dreadful thing

was up there, though, and had to be German. It surely wasn't American or
Engl i sh.

Larssen had an even nore horrid thought. What if it was Japanese? He
didn't think the I aps had the knowhow to build an atom c bonmb, but he
hadn't thought they had the know how to bonb Pearl Harbor so devastatingly
well, or to take the Philippines, or Guam or Wake, or Hong Kong

and Singapore and Burma fromthe British, or practically drive the Roya
Navy out of the Indian Ccean, or... The further he went, the |onger the
mel ancholy list in his head grew

"Maybe it is the goddamm Japs," he said, and ran harder than ever.
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Sam Yeager had the curtain closed over the train wi ndow by his

seat, to keep the westering sun out of Bobby Fiore's eyes while his roommte
slept. In his younger days, he would have resented that: having

grown up without traveling nore than a couple of days' ride fromhis

folks' farm he was wild to see as nmuch of the country as he coul d when

he started playing ball. Train and bus wi ndows were his openings on a

wi der worl d.

"I'"ve seen the country, all right," he nmuttered. He'd rolled through
just about every piece of it, with swings into Canada and Mexi co to boot.
Rubber necking for one nore swing through the staid flatlands of Illinois
no | onger meant as nuch as it once had.

He renenbered the sun rising over the arid nountains near Salt Lake

Cty, shining off the |lake and the white salt flats straight into his dazzled
eyes. Now that had been scenery worth | ooking at; he'd carry the picture

to his grave with him Fields and barns and ponds just couldn't conpete,
though he wouldn't have lived in Salt Lake City for Joe Di Maggi 0o's sal ary.
Vel |, maybe for Di Maggi o's sal ary, he thought.

A lot of the Commbdores had headed off to the dining car. Across the
aisle, Joe Sullivan was staring out the window with the sane avidity
Yeager had known in his early days. The pitcher's |lips noved as he softly
read a Burma Shave sign to hinself. That nade Yeager snmile. Sullivan
needed to | ather up naybe twi ce a week.

Suddenly, bright light streaned in through the wi ndows on the pitcher's
side of the car. He craned his neck. "Funny thing in the sky," he reported.
"Looks like a Fourth of July firework, but it's an awful damm bri ght

one.'

Mutt Daniels was sitting on that side of the train, too. "Awful damm

bright one is right," the manager said. "Never seen one like that in all mny
born days. It just keeps hangin' up there, don't seemto nove a-tall. Kind
of pretty, matter of fact."

The light went fromwhite to yellowto orange to red, fading little by
little over several mnutes. Yeager thought about getting up and having a
| ook at where it was comng from He mght have done it if Sullivan
hadn't conpared it to sonmething you'd see on the Fourth of July. Ever
since the Fourth when he broke his ankle, he'd had no use for fireworks.
He stuck his nose back into his Astounding.

The rising sun snuck under Heinrich Jager's eyelids, pried his eyes

open. He groaned, shook a few of the cobwebs out of his head, got slowy

to his feet. Miving as if every joint in his body were rusty, he got in |line
for breakfast. Mre kasha stew, his nose told him He shrugged. It would
keep himfull.

"No nore lights in the sky?" he asked Ernst Ri ecke, who | ooked as
tired as he felt.
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"No, sir," the captain answered. "I don't know if | should have bot hered

you, but--"

"You did the right thing," Jager said, nentally adding, even if it did

cost nme another hour in ny blanket. "I don't know what the devil that

was. It |ooked like one of our recognition flares, but it was a mllion tines
as big and bright. And it didn't fall, either. It stayed in one place till it
went out. | wonder what it was."

"One of lvan's tricks, maybe," Ri ecke suggest ed.

"Maybe. " But Jager didn't believe it. "If it was, though, he should have
followed it up. No bonbers, no artillery ... If the Russians were trying

sonmething, it didn't work."
Li ke the rest of the tanknmen, Jager gul ped down his stew. Wen everyone
was fed, he reluctantly sent the field kitchen on its way. He hated to
part with it, but it wouldn't be able to keep up with the tanks.
One after another, the Panzer Ills runbled into Iife. The whol e conpany
| et out a cheer when the notor of the twelfth tank caught. Jager
shouted as | oud as anybody. He didn't think they'd be facing eneny arnor
today, but you never could tell in Russia. And if not today, then one day
before too | ong.
He clanmbered up into the turret of the tank he personally conmanded,
radi oed division headquarters to see if orders had changed since
yesterday. "No, we still want you to shift to map square B-9," the signa
i eutenant answered. "How do you read ny transm ssion, by the way?"
"Wl | enough," Jager said. "Wy?"
"W had sone trouble earlier," the signal man answered. "After that
expl osion in the sky, reception went into the toilet for a while. dad it
"I trouble you."
CeMe o

"out "

"I, to , Jager said.

He unfol ded his map, studied it. If he
was where he thought he was, he and his panzers needed to make about
twenty kil oneters to get to where they were supposed to be. He | eaned
down into the crew conpartnment of the tank, called to the driver. "Let's
go. East."
"Bast it is." Dieter Schmdt put the Panzer Il into gear. The roar of
the Maybach HL120TR engi ne changed pitch. The tank began to rol
ahead, chewing two |lines through the grass and dirt of the steppe. The engine
went up the scale and down, up and down, as Schm dt worked his
way through the six forward speeds of the gearbox.
The dustbin cupola at the back of the turret gave a decent view even
when cl osed down. Like any tank commander worth his black coveralls,
Jager left it open and stood up in it whenever he could. Not only could he
see nore than even through good periscopes, the air was fresher and cool er
and the racket less--or at |least different. He traded being surrounded by
engine runble for the iron clash and rattle of the spare wheels and tracks
| ashed to the tank's rear deck.
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He frowned a little. If the German logistics train were better run, he
woul dn't have had to carry his own spares to nake sure they were there
when he needed them But the eastern front ran nore than three thousand
kiloneters fromthe Baltic to the Black Sea. Expecting the hi gh foreheads
who were out of harmis way to care what happened to any one tank comander
was too much to hope for
The panzers rolled through the detritus of battle, past graves hastily
dug in the rich dark soil of the Ukraine; past stinking, bloated Russian
corpses still unburied; past wecked trucks and tanks of both the Wehrmacht and the Red Arny.
German engi neers swarmnmed over those like flies
over the corpses, sal vagi ng whatever they coul d.
The gently rolling country stretched in all directions as far as the eye
could see. Not even war's wounds scarred it too severely. Sonetines when
Jager | ooked out across that sea of green, his dozen tanks seened all al one.
He grinned when, off in the distance, he spied a Gernman infantry conpany.
Once or twice, planes buzzed by overhead. That nmade himgrin nore
wi dely. Sonmewhere east of |zyum |van was going to catch hell.
A noise |like the end of the world--the panzer a couple of hundred neters
to his right went up in a fireball. One second it was there, the next
not hing but red and yellow flane and a colum of bl ack, greasy snoke
mounting to the sky. A nonment |ater cane the barks of secondary expl osions
as the tank's ammuni ti on began going off. The five-man crew
coul dn't have known what hit them Jager told hinself that, anyhow, as he
dove down inside the turret.
"What the fuck was that?" asked Georg Schultz. The gunner had
heard the bl ast through thick steel and through the racket of his own
tank's notor.
"Joachim s tank just went up," Jager answered. "Mist have hit a
m nebut the Ivans aren't supposed to have laid any m nes around here."
H s voi ce showed his doubt; the explosion had been very violent for a
m ne. Maybe if the blast went up into the gas tank, the captain thought.
No sooner had the idea crossed his mind then another panzer went up
with an even |ouder detonation than the first.
"Jesus!" Schultz shouted. He stared fearfully at the netal floor of the
tank, as if wondering when a white-hot jet of flanme would burst through
it.
Jager grabbed for the radio that linked himwith the rest of the conpany,
hit the all-hands frequency. "All halt!" he bawed. "We're hitting
nmnes." He shouted the order forward to Dieter Schmidt, then stood up in
the cupola to nmake sure it was bei ng obeyed.
The ten surviving tanks of the conpany did stop. The rest of the commanders
bounced up just like Jager, each of themtrying to see what was
going on. But for two blazing hul ks, nothing seened out of the ordinary.
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Jager was about to call divisional headquarters to ask for a sapper detachnent
when a lance of fire tore across the sky and blew the turret clean off
one of the stopped panzers. The oily chassis pronptly began to burn

Cursing his own nistake, Jager let hinself fall back into the turret.

He grabbed the radi o, screaned, "Get noving! They're rockets fromthe

air, not mnes! The Ivans nust have found sone way to nount Katyushas

on their ground-attack planes. If we stay where we are, we're sitting
ducks." He didn't need to relay the order to Schmdt this tinme; his Panzer
Il was already |urching ahead, the engine roaring flat out.

Only as the captain went up into the cupola again did he consciously
realize the trail of fire in the sky had come fromthe west, from behind
him "Turn the turret around!" he yelled, and cursed the hydraulics as the
heavy done of netal ever so slowy began to traverse. A couple of the

ot her commanders had been nore alert. Their tanks' turrets were already
slewing to the rear

Jager turned that way hinself. As he did so, a fourth panzer was hit in
the engi ne conpartnent. Flames began to spurt. Turret doors flew open;
men started bailing out. One, two, three ... commander, gunner, | oader.
Fire washed over the whole tank. The driver and hull gunner never had a
chance.

The conpany commander frantically scanned the sky. Were was the
Stornovi k, the arnored Russian attack plane that was likeliest to be
carrying Katyusha rockets? H s heart |eapt when he spotted a flying shape.
The coaxial 7.92mm machi ne guns of the conpany's faster-reacting panzers
spat flame at it. They weren't likely to hurt it, but mght keep the pil ot
frommaking a low firing run.

hey didn't. Here he cane. Jager got ready to throw hinself behind
turret's arnor the instant the Stornovik's guns started shooting back
Tten, as the plane drew swiftly nearer, he noticed it wasn't a StornoviKk.
And when it fired, its whole blunt nose went yellowwhite with the nuzzle
bl ast. Dust fountained around two nore panzers. Both of them stopped
dead. Snmoke poured fromthem Along with the reek of flam ng gas and oi
and cordite, Jager's nose caught the roast-pork stink of burning human

fl esh.

The airpl ane passed overhead, al nost close enough to touch. In spite

of everything, Jager stared at it in disbelief. It was al nost the size of a nedium
bonber, and had no propeller he could see. It bore neither the German

cross and swasti ka nor the Soviet star; in fact, it bore no device at all

on its canoufl aged wi ngs and body. And it did not roar like every other

ai rpl ane he had ever known--it shrieked, as if its notive power cane from

dammed soul s.

Then it was gone, vanishing into the east nore swiftly than any
fighter Jager knew. He gaped after it, nouth fallen open in nost
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unofficerlike fashion. One pass, and half his conpany was fl am ng w eckage.

Li ke his own, Ernst Riecke's panzer had survived the onslaught. It

came rattling over. Riecke was standing up in his cupola. The captain's
face bore the same expression of stunned disbelief Jager knew his own did.
"What--" Riecke had to try twice before he could get the words out.

"What the devil was that?"

"I don't know. " Jager found an even worse question: "Wat if it cones
back?"

The Japanese were looting the village. They'd already shot a couple of
peopl e for protesting when their possessions were haul ed away. The bodies
lay as nute warnings in the square beside the ruined wall of the yanen. As
if they did not suffice, the invading soldiers swaggered around with fixed
bayonets, ready to spit anyone who gave them so nuch as a hard | ook

Li u Han had done her best to make herself invisible to the Japanese.

She knew how they recruited their pleasure battalions. Ashes grayed her

hair; charcoal added not just filth but also Iines to her face, giving her the
| ook of a much older woman. Grief made it easy for her to assune the

st ooped posture of the elderly. She wandered ai m essly around the edges of

the village, in part to keep away fromthe soldiers, in part because, with
hone and fam |y gone, she had nothing better to do.

Because she kept away fromthe noi sy chaos that engul fed invaders

and townsfol k ali ke, she nmight have been the first to hear the thuttering
inthe air. Her head cane up in fright--nore bonbers on the way? But
surely not, not when the village already | ay under the Japanese boot.

O could they be Chinese planes? If the Kuom ntang government

wanted to hold Hankow, it would need to fight back with everything it
had. And the noise was growi ng fromthe south! Fear and excitenent
warred within Liu Han. She wanted the Japanese dead, but did she wish to
die with then?

In spite of her anguish, she decided she wanted to live. Stoop forgotten
she ran for the woods--the farther fromthe village when bombs began
to fall, the better. The drone of approaching aircraft swelled in her ears.

She threw herself down in a tangle of bushes and ferns. By then the

pl anes were al nost overhead. She stared up at themthrough tree branches.
Despite angui sh and terror, her eyes went w de. The planes she was used

to had graceful, birdlike bodies. These flying--things--1ooked nore |ike
dragonflies. They were angul ar, awkward-seenmi ng, with | andi ng gear projecting
fromtheir bodies tike insect legs. And they had no wings! If anything

save nmagic kept themin the air, it was the whirling di sk above each

of them

They hovered in nidair |ike dragonflies, too. Liu Han had never heard
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of an airplane that could do such a thing, but then, all she knew of airplanes
was the death and devastation they brought.

There these dragonfly planes proved no exception. As they hung in the

sky, they fired machi ne guns and rockets into Liu Han's poor bl eeding village.
Screans pierced the rattle of gunfire and the crash of explosions. So did the
deep, harsh cries of the Japanese soldiers. Liu shuddered to hear theny they
rem nded her of the baying of wolves. Seeing the invaders |ashed with such
pitiless fire al nost made her forget the ruination of her village.

Then a machi ne gun began to chatter inside the ruins of the yanen.

The Japanese were doing their best to fight back. Tracer bullets drew fiery
lines up toward the dragonfly planes. Two rockets snarled groundward. A

roar, a flash of light, and the machine gun fell silent. Forgetting she was
supposed to be in hiding, Liu Han let out a delighted screech. Wth chaos

all around, who was likely to hear one nore screech?

A coupl e of dragonfly planes settled toward the ground, floating through

the air as light as w ndborne snow. Doors opened in their sides as they
touched down. Liu Han saw notion inside them Holding her breath, she

waited for soldiers to leap out and finish slaughtering the Japanese.

Could they really be men of the Kuom ntang? Liu Han hadn't imagi ned

that her country boasted such marvel ous airplanes. Maybe they came

from Anerica! The Anericans were supposed to be the nost clever of al

the foreign devils when it cane to machi nes--and they were fighting the
Japanese, too. Liu Han had seen an American once, a big, fat Christian

m ssi onary who spoke bad Chinese. He'd sounded very fierce, she renmenbered.
She imagi ned big, fierce American soldiers springing out of the dragonfly

pl anes, each with a sparkling bayonet half as |ong as he was tall. She

hd herself with glee at the delicious thought.

I el meted sol di ers began springing out of the dragonfly plane. They

were not big, fierce Americans. They were not Chinese troops, either. Liu
Han's glee turned to horror in the space of a single breath. The Chinese
commonly called foreigners "devils"; just a nmonent before, Liu Han had

been thinki ng about American devils. But here were devils in truth!

They were shorter than people, and skinnier. Their green-brown hides
glistened in the afternoon sun |ike snakeskin. They had no noses; instead,
the bottom parts of their faces were pulled out in short rnuzzles--Liu Han
thought first of cats, then of lizards. The devils had tails, too, short blunt
ones that hung a third of the way down to their knees. Liu Han rubbed her
eyes, hard, but when she opened them again, the devils were still there.

She npaned, deep in her throat.

The devils did not nove |ike people, either. Liu Han thought of |izards
again; the devils' notion had sonething of that same | oose-joined skitter
toit. And when they were still, they were absolutely still, in a way no human
save a meditating nonk coul d match.

They did not act |ike nonks. They had things that |ooked like guns in
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their hands. The things were guns--they started firing into the village.
And what guns! Instead of the bang, bang, bang of ordinary rifles, the devils'
weapons spat streans of bullets |ike nachi ne guns.

Despite their barrage, despite the rockets and gunfire fromthe dragonfly
pl anes, Japanese soldiers in the village kept shooting. The devils on the
ground advanced agai nst the invaders, sone rushing forward while others
covered them Had she been attacked by such nonsters, Liu Han knew she
woul d have either given up at once or fled. The Japanese did neither. They
fought on until they were all killed. It did not take |ong.

By the time the little battle ended, the whole village was on fire. Peering
through a screen of brush, Liu Han saw the townsfol k, those who stil

lived, scattering in all directions save toward her (the dragonfly planes on
the ground were a potent argunent against running that way).

After a few mnutes, a couple of villagers did cone toward the dragonfly

pl anes, chiw ed along by the devils with guns. One of those devils |ay

on the grass just outside the houses. The blood that splashed its scaly hide
was red as a man's. Liu Han rubbed her eyes again. She hadn't thought

devils could bl eed.

Sone of the hovering dragonfly planes flew off to the north. Before
| ong, they began firing again. Good, Liu Han thought. They're killing nore
Japanese.

Wth resistance in the village--and the village itself--destroyed, the
little scaly devils on the ground began prowl ing about, as if to make sure
no nore enemes |urked nearby. Wen one came in her direction, Liu Hah
frantically tried to bury herself under |eaves and branches. If the Anida
Buddha was kind, the devil would not see her.

The conpassi onat e Buddha nust have been | ooki ng sonmewhere el se.

The scaly devil yelled sonething in whatever |anguage devils used anobng
t hensel ves. Liu Han shivered under her makeshift shelter, but did not
conme out. Then the devil's gun roared. Bullets snarled through the
branches around her

The devil yelled again. She knew it could have killed her had it cared
to, so maybe it was ordering her to give up. She stood up, raised her hands
above her head. "P-please don't shoot ne, nmaster devil," she quavered.

When the devil spoke once nore, she saw it had lots of small pointed

teeth and a long forked tongue like a lizard's. One of its eyes kept | ooking
at her. The other, unnervingly, swiveled this way and that. Wen Liu Han
took a step toward the devil, it sprang backward and raised its gun in clear
war ni ng.

She realized it barely cane to her shoulder. "Are you afraid of ne?"
she said. The idea of a devil's knowing fear was so absurd that she wanted
to laugh in spite of all the disasters of this dreadful day.

The little scaly devil didn't act as if it was funny. It gestured with the
gun, pointing back toward the dragonfly planes. Some other villagers were
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al ready bei ng marched aboard them Liu Han knew she had no choi ce but

to go in that direction. As she wal ked past the devil, it stepped back to
make sure she didn't come within armis length. If it wasn't afraid of her,
Liu Han couldn't figure out why it was so cautious.

Bef ore she clinbed up the ranp into the dragonfly plane, another devi
tied her hands together in front of her. It followed her inside, then notioned
her into a seat with its gun

The seat was unconfortable, being both the wong shape for her backside

and too snmall; she had to draw her knees up to her chin to fit her |egs

into a space that woul d have been fine for one of the little scaly devils. In
the seat beside her sat Yi Mn, who | ooked even nore cranped than she

felt.

The apothecary | ooked up dully as she joined him H s face was
bl oody froma cut by one eye. "So they got you, too, did they?" he said.

"Yes," Liu Han answered. By village standards, Yi Mn was an educated
man, so she asked him "Wat sort of devils are these? |'ve never seen
or heard of anything like them"

"Neither have I," he said. "In fact, | hardly believed in devils--I
t hought they were superstitious rubbish. They--"

The little scaly devil with the gun said sonething. It put one hand over

its nmuzzle, holding its toothy nmouth closed. Then it pointed to Liu Han and
Yi Mn. After it did that two or three tinmes, she figured out that it didn't
want themto talk. She set a hand over her own nouth. The devil nmade a

noi se like a bubbling pot and sat down. Liu Han decided she'd satisfied it.

The dragonfly plane's engi ne began to roar. The bl ades that sprouted

fromthe top of it started spinning, first slowy, then faster and faster unti
tl ooked |i ke one of the flickering disks she'd noticed above the drag-d

pl anes when she was still out in the woods.

Wt hout warning, the machine clinbed into the air. Liu Han's stomach
lurched. She let out a frightened, involuntary squeak. The little scaly
devil swung both its turreted eyes toward her. "Sorry, master devil," she
said. It kept on glaring. She realized she'd nmade a new ni stake, cl apped a
hand to her mouth to try to set it right. The devil nade that boiling noise
again, let its eyes wander away. Had she room she woul d have sagged

with relief.

She | ooked out the little window by Yi Mn. Through it she could see,
frighteningly far below, the burning ruins of her village. Then the dragonfly
pl ane spun in the air and flew off, taking her away from everything she

had ever known.

The train had just rolled south past Di xon when everything went to
hel . Sam Yeager read the last letter in his Astounding, set the nagazine
down on the seat beside him-Bobby Fiore had woken up and was back in
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the dining car. Yeager hoped he'd finish soon. He was getting sleepy hinself,
but how coul d he doze off when his roommate was going to step over
him-or on him-any time now?

Stymed by a conplete |lack of facts, the Decatur Commobdores had

gi ven up arguing about what the light in the sky had been. Several of them
were sleeping, sonme with caps or hats over their eyes to keep out the overhead
|ights. Yeager yawned, stretched, thought about doing the sane

thing. Maybe he'd be out by the tine Bobby got back

He'd just decided he would go to sl eep when sonething roared past

overhead, so loud it woke up everyone who had been resting. Yeager

| eaned over and jamred his face agai nst the wi ndow, wondering if he'd see
an airplane go down in flanes. That roar sounded as if it had come from
just above the train, and he'd never heard a healthy engine sound anything
like it.

Sure enough, a nonent later a trenendous bang came fromin front
of the train, and then another one, even |euder. "Jesus," Yeager said softly.
On the other side of the aisle, Joe Sullivan crossed hinself.

Wil e Yeager's head was still ringing fromthe explosions, the train hit
the brakes for all they were worth. He slammed into the seat in front of
him Iron screaned as wheel s cl enched track. Sparks shot up high enough
for himto see themthrough the w ndow.

The brakes were not worth enough. The passenger car suddenly

flipped onto its side. Yeager dropped like a stone, |anded on top of

Sul l'ivan. The pitcher yelled. Yeager yelled, too, as his head hit what had
been the far wall of the car and was now abruptly the floor. H s teeth dug
into his lip. The hot, netallic taste of blood filled his mouth. He ran his
tongue around in there. Luckily, his dentures hadn't broken

Through the cries of his teammtes and the other people in the car, he
listened to the rest of the train derailing. The receding string of crashes
and bunps made hi mthink of an earthquake bought on the install nent

pl an.

He tested each linb as he untangl ed hinmself fromJoe Sullivan. "You
all right, kid?" he asked.

"I don't know. My shoulder--" Sullivan clutched the injured part. H's
eyes were wide with fear as well as pain--it was his throwi ng arm

"I think maybe we'd better get out of here if we can. Cone on." In the
darkness, Yeager wal ked back toward the rear of the car across what had
been wi ndow franes. Sullivan didn't follow Yeager hardly noticed; he was
stepping as carefully as he could. Sonme of the w ndows were broken, and
he didn't want to slice his |leg on jagged gl ass.

"That you, SanP" Mutt Daniels asked as he went by. It took nore
than a derail nent to make hi m sound anything but slow and rel axed.
"Yeah, it's ne." Yeager listened to the nbans, and to one wonman who
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kept letting out little screans every few seconds. "I think we got sone
hurt people here, Mitt."

"Reckon you're right," the nmanager said. "How the hell we supposed
to put a teamtogether tonorrow when shit like this happens to us?"

"You're a baseball man, Mitt," Yeager said. The crash had driven al
thoughts of tonmorrow s game out of his head. He decided not to tel
Dani el s about Joe Sullivan's shoul der. Poor Mitt would find out soon
enough.

The sliding door to the next car back had sprung off its track when the

train went sideways. It gaped open. Yeager pulled hinself up into the doorway.
He sniffed the outside air, didn't snell snoke. He didn't see any fire,
either. One thing to be thankful for, anyway, he thought, especially when

a man at the front of the car yelled, "Sonmebody here hurt his neck bad!"
"Don't nove him" three people said at once.

Mutt Daniels scranbl ed up beside Yeager. The nmanager had a tougher
time of it, being both shorter and rounder than his ballplayer. He said,
"Wbonder what the hell we hit."

"If it was that plane, there'd be burning." Yeager cocked his head.
That screaming roar was still in the sky, which neant the plane hadn't
crashed after all. But in that case, where had the expl osi ons cone fronf

The scream got | ouder, as if the crazy-sounding airplane was com ng

back. Just when it made Yeager want to scream too, a new noise joined it,
a deep, rapidly repeated bark. The derailed train shook under Yeager and
Daniels as shells slamed into it. dass tinkled. Screans redoubl ed

"Holy Jesus God, it's the Gerps shootin' us up!" the nanager shout ed.
He hadn't known whether to say Gernans or Japs, and canme out with both

ace.

Through the railing of the little platformbetween cars, Yeager

wat ched the airpl ane--whosever it was--flash past overhead. It went by so
fast, it was just an unidentifiable streak in the sky. The roar of its engines
beat at him faded ... then began to grow again.

"I't's coming back," he said. Wth all the scream ng and yelling up and

down the length of the train, that should have come out as a bellow |Instead,
it was hardly nmore than a whisper, as if the louder he said it, the

more likely it was to be true.

He said it | oud enough to convince Miutt Daniels. The nanager

paused to stick his head back into the passenger car and yell, "Y all better
git out while y'can!" Then he took his own advice and junped off the

train. H's shoes scraped on the gravel ed roadbed, then clunped nore quietly
as he reached the soft dirt of the fields.

Yeager hesitated a nonment nore, but the rising shriek in the sky got

hi m novi ng. He | eapt down, |anded heavily. For an instant, he thought he
was going to take another fall on that ankle of his, but he managed to
catch his balance and stay upright. Young corn plants beat against his |egs
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as he ran between the rows. Their sweet, mpist snell took himback to his
boyhood.
Mutt Daniels tackled him lay on top of himin the dirt. "Wat the
hel |l you doin', Mitt?" he demanded indignantly.
"I'i he's comin' back for another pass, you don't want to give himno
movin' target to shoot at," Daniels said. "Learned that in France back in
ni neteen an' eighteen. Hadn't thought about it in twenty-odd years, but
the stink of blood and shit in that there car brought it right back up to the
top o' ny mnd."
"Ch." So Yeager wasn't the only one who' d had an odor jog his nmenory.
Hi s dredged-up piece of past seemed happier than Mutt's, though
The plane's gun cut | oose just then, lashing the derailed train with another
whip of fire. Yeager buried his face in the cool, danp earth. Beside
him Daniels did the sane thing. The eneny airplane streaked away. This
time, it did not sound as if it was com ng back
"Jesus," Mitt said, cautiously getting up on hands and knees. "Never
thought I'd be under artillery fire again, though that's just a squirrel gun
if you set it alongside what the Gernans threw at us."
Yeager gaped at his manager. He hadn't inagined there could be anything
worse than what he'd just been through. He tried to pull hinself together
"We've got to get the people out of there, Mutt," he said. H s |legs
wobbl ed under hi m when he stood up. That nade himangry; he'd never
been shot at before, and didn't understand what reaction could do.
"Reckon you're right," Daniels said. "Good Lord's own mracle the
whole train's not on fire." He | ooked at his hands. "Son of a bitch--1 got
the shakes. Ain't done that since nineteen an' eighteen, neither."
Yeager | ooked at his hands, too. Now they were steady enough, but
that wasn't what he noticed about them though night had cone, he could
see themclearly. The train mght not have been set afire, but the northern
hori zon was ablaze. Two big cement plants in Dixon were going up in
flames, and nost of the rest of the town seened to be burning, too.
The red flickering |ight showed Yeager nore people scranbling out of
the derailed train, and others standing in the cornfield like himand Mitt.
He | ooked down toward the | oconotive, and saw at once why the train
had overturned: the engine and the coal car behind it had tunbled into a
bomb crater.
Mutt Daniels' head nmade that sane slow, incredul ous traverse from
north to south. "Saw this so't of thing plenty of times in France. My grand-pappy
tal ked about what it was like in the States War. | never reckoned
the U S. of A would get it like this, though."
Yeager hadn't started thinking about the whole United States yet.
The ruined train in front of himwas disaster enough to fill his mind for
the nmonent. He started toward it, repeating, "W got to help those people,
mutt. "
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Dani el s took a couple of steps with him then grabbed himby the

sl eeve and held himback. "I hear nore planes conmin'. Mebbe we don't
wanna get too close to a big target."
Sure enough, a new drone was in the air, or rather several drones, like

a swarm of deep-voice bees. They didn't sound |ike the scream ng nonster
that had bonbed the track and shot up the train. "Maybe they're ours,"
Yeager said hopefully.

"Mebbe." The drones got |ouder. Daniels went on, "Y all can do what

you want, Sam but | ain't gonna get out in the open till | see the stars
pai nted on their sides. You get shot at fromthe air oncet or tw ce, you
plumb lose the taste for it." The manager squatted, ducked under the corn
Yeager walked a little closer to the train, more slowmy wi th each

stride. He still wanted to rescue the people there, but Daniels' caution
made a solid kind of sense ... and the closer those droning engi nes got,
the Il ess they sounded |ike the airplanes with which Yeager was famliar.

He got down on his belly. If he was wong to take cover, he'd cost hinself
and the injured people on the train a mnute or two. But if he was right..
He rolled onto his side so he could | ook up through the cornstal ks

bent green |eaves. By the sound, the approaching airplanes were hardly
moving: in fact, by the sound they weren't noving at all, just hanging in

m dair. But that's inpossible, Yeager thought. Then he saw one of the aircraft,
lit up against the night by D xon's burning cenent factories.

The briefest glinpse told himit was no Amrerican plane. It hardly

| ooked like a plane at all--nore like a flying polliwdg. Then Yeager noticed
the spinning disk above it. Hi s mnd seized on the hovering gyros in
Heinlein's "If This Goes On--". But what were those flying marvels from

a story set far in the future doing in here-and-now IlIlinois?

nmse oe found the answer a noment | ater, when they opened fire. The if the automatic guns sounded
like a giant ripping endl ess sheets of

canvas. He didn't stick his head up to find out what had happened to the
peopl e standing in the cornfield. He just thanked his |ucky stars--and

Mutt Dani el s--that he hadn't been one of them

Staying as | ow as he could, he craw ed backwards through the plants.

He hoped their waving above himas he nmoved woul dn't give himaway. If

it did, he hoped the end woul d be quick and cl ean

He kept backing up, wondering all the while when he'd bunp into

Mutt. Surely he'd retreated past where the manager had ducked down. "ldiot,"
he nuttered under his breath. If Miutt had an ounce of sense--and

Mutt had a I ot nore than an ouncehe was getting away fromthe derailed
train, too.

A couple of the gyros settled to earth, one on either side of the train.

The one that | anded on the eastern side happened to be directly in front of
Yeager. His curiosity westled down his own good sense, and he stuck out

his head far enough to peer out between the rows of corn: he had to know
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who was attacking the United States. Germans or Japanese, they'd regret

it.

Hi s vision path was so narrow that he needed nost of a minute to get

his first glinpse of an invader. \When he did, he thought the soldier had to
be a Jap-he was too little to be a German. Then Yeager got a better |ook

at the way the figure by the train noved, the shape of its head ..

He turned around and crawl ed t hrough the corn as fast as he could go.

He wanted to get up and run, but that would have drawn the invaders' attention
for certain. He didn't dare do that, not now.

He al nost crawl ed right over Mutt Daniels, who was still retreating

slowy and carefully, head toward the front. "Watch it, boy," Daniels

hi ssed. "You want to get the both of us killed?"

"I saw them Mitt." Yeager needed all the wllpower he possessed to

keep his voice low-to keep fromscream ng, as a matter of fact. He made

hinsel f take a deep breath, let it out slowy. Then he continued, "I saw
who got down from those hoverpl anes of theirs."
"Wl I, who?" the manager denanded when Yeager went no further.

"WAs it the Boches"--he pronounced it Boash--"or the goddam Japs?"
"Nei t her one," Yeager said.

"Got to be one or the other,"” Daniels said. Then he let out a wheezy

I augh. "You ain't gonna tell nme it's the Eyetalians, are you?"

Yeager shook his head. He wi shed he hadn't left his Astounding on

the train. "Remenber that O son Wlles Hall oween radi o show three, four
years ago, the one about Martians that scared the country half out of its
shoes?"

"Sure, | renmenber. Didn't hear it nyself, mind, but | sure heard about

it later. But what's that got to do with--" Daniels broke off, stared. "You
expect me to believe--?"

"Mutt, | swear to God it's true. The Martians have | anded, for real this
time."

One second, Bobby Fiore was spooning up thin vegetable soup in the

dining car of the train. He'd already spent sonme tinme thinking disparaging

t houghts about it. Al right, there was a war on, so you really couldn't expect
much in the way of neat or chicken. But vegetable soup didn't have

to be dishwater and linp celery. Gve his nother sonme zucchini, carrots,

maybe a potato or two, and just a few spices--mnd you, just a few-and

she'd make you a soup worth eating, now. The cook here was cheap or

| azy or both.

The next second, everything went to pieces. Fiore heard the sane

roaring wail in the sky Yeager had, the same twin blasts. Then the train

sl ammed on the brakes, and then it went off the track. Fiore flew through

the air. The side of his head fetched up against the side of a table. A silver light flared behind
his eyes before everything spiraled down into darkness.
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When he woke up, he thought he'd died and gone to hell. He felt |ike

it; his head pounded like a drumin a swing band, and his vision was

blurry and distorted. Blurry or no, the face he saw | ooked nore |ike a devi
than anything else he could think of. It sure (as hell whispered through his
m nd) didn't belong to any human bei ng he'd ever set eyes on.

The thing had sharper teeth, and nore of them than a person had any

busi ness having, and a forked tongue like a snake's to go with them It also
had eyes that rem nded himof those he'd seen on a chaneleon in the
Pittsburgh zoo when he was a kid: each in its own little conical nounting,
with one quite capable of |ooking north while the other |ooked sout h.

Renenbering the chamel eon was the first thing that made Fi ore wonder

if he truly had ended up in Satan's country. The devil--or even a

devil --shoul d have | ooked nore supernatural and less like a lizard, even
an African |izard.

Then he noticed he was still in the flipped dining car; for that matter,
he had a butter knife lying on his stomach and a sesanme-seed roll by one
shoe. He was certain hell had to have worse pangs than a dining car, no
matter how bad the soup in this one was. Had been, he corrected hinself.

The--well, if it wasn't a devil, it had to be a thing--the thing, then,

poi nted what | ooked |ike a gun at the butter knife near Fiore's belly button
If he wasn't in hell at the nonent, he realized, he could get there in

a hurry. He snmiled the smle a dog snmiles after it's lost a fight. "You want
to be careful with that," he said, and hoped he was right.

The thing hissed sonething in reply. Fourteen years of playing ball all

over the United States and with and agai nst players with parents from al
over Europe and Latin America left Fiore able to recognize a double hand-f.f
| anguages, and swear in several of them This wasn't any he knew,

dyt hi ng cl ose.

The t hing spoke again, and jerked the barrel of the gun. That Fiore understood.
He staggered to his feet, wondering as he did so whether his

abused head would fall off. The thing nade no effort to help himwhile he
swayed. Indeed, it skittered back to nake sure he couldn't reach it

"I'f you think I'mbluffing, you' re outta your nmnd," he said. It ignored.
him Considering that it came up only to the nmiddle of his chest (and he
needed shoes to make the five-eight he always clainmed), maybe it had reason
to be nervous of him although he doubted he could have squashed a

slug if you gave it a running start.

At anot her notion of the gun barrel, he started wal king forward. After

three or four steps, he cane to the body of the colored steward. The fell ow
had a hole in the back of his white ness jacket big enough to throw a cat
through. Pieces of himpoked through the hole. Fiore's stomach did a flip-flop
The gun at his back concentrated his m nd remarkably, however.

@ul pi ng, he wal ked on.

Only a few people had been in the dining car when it derailed. So far
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as Fiore could tell, he was the only person left alive {he did not count his
captor as qualifying). The side of the car--actually, it served as the roof
just now-was pierced in a dozen places by bullet holes that let in the
warmnight air. Fiore shivered. Only dunb |uck had kept himfrom stopping

a round, or nore than one, while he | ay unconsci ous.

The thing nade himscranble out of the dining car. Myre creatures
just like it waited outside. For no good reason, that startled the
bal | pl ayer--he hadn't inagined there could be nore than one of them

He saw he wasn't the only person being hustled toward some peculiar
gadgets that sat on the ground by the train. Not until another of them
t hundered past overhead did he realize they were flying machi nes. They
didn't ook Iike any flying machines he'd seen before.

One of the captured people tried to run. Fiore had al so been thinking

about that. He was glad he'd only thought about it when the things--he
still didn't know what else to call them-shot the fleeing man in the back
Just as their flying machines didn't ook like airplanes, their guns didn't
sound like rifles. They sounded |ike machi ne guns; he'd heard nachine

guns once or twice, at fairs after the first Wrld War

Runni ng away from sonebody--or even sonething--carrying a nachi ne

gun wasn't smart. So Fiore let hinmself be herded onto the flying machi ne
and into a too-small seat. A good many of the scaly things joined

him but no people. The nachine took off. H's stomach gave a lurch different
fromthe one he'd felt when he stepp, ed over the dead steward. He'd

never been off the ground before.

The things chattered anpbng thensel ves as they flew through the

night. Fiore had no idea which way they were going. He kept sneaking

gl ances at his watch. After about two hours, the darkness outside the little
wi ndow turned light, not with daytinme but with spots like the ones at a
bal | par k.

These spots didn't show bl eachers, though. They showed--Fi ore gaped

for the right word. Spaceshi ps? Rockets? They had to be sonething |ike
that. Sam Yeager woul d know for sure, he thought, and suddenly felt
ashaned at teasing his friend over that stupid science-fiction nmagazine..
whi ch turned out not to have been so stupid after all.

Then he wondered if Yeager was still alive. If he was, he'd have found
out about the Mrtians, too.
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"]1" he Kukuruzni k's engi ne conpl ai ned about the thin air it was breathing;
at four thousand neters, it was way over its proper cruising

altitude--up near its ceiling, as a matter of fact. Ludnmila Gorbunova's

I ungs conpl ai ned, too. The little biplane was not equi pped with oxygen,
and even sitting in the cockpit nade her feel as if she'd just finished a
twenty-kil oneter run.

She woul d have gone higher if she could, though. At such a height, the
U2 was hardly nore than a speck in the sky--but the Lizards were proving
even nore skilled than the fascists at spotting such specks and knocki ng
t hem down.

Ludmla did not even try to fly directly over the new i nvaders' base.

Pl anes that did that quite sinply never cane back. The base, a giant ringworm
on the smooth skin of the steppe, was visible enough even at the

greater distance an oblique view gave.

4he counted the
that forned the

of the
huge
flying
towers
peri net er
ba, shook her head, counted them again. She still got twenty-seven. That

was four nore than she'd spotted on her last flight, the day before yesterday.
From four thousand neters, nobst things on the ground | ooked tiny as

ants. The towers, though, still bul ked |large, their shadows darkening great
strips of grassland.

They were large, too; fromthem poured the inpossibly deadly planes

and tanks that were westing great tracts of land not only fromthe Russians
who owned it but fromthe Gernans as well. Ludnmila still did not

know how to feel about that. She hated the Gernans with all her soul, but
agai nst them one could contend with hope of victory. How could nere

men fight the Lizards and their marvel s?

Mere nen kept trying. Even now, if the radio was to be believed, Soviet
tank colums were engagi ng the Lizards' arnor and pushing it back in
disarray. Ludmla wondered if anyone believed the radio any nore. The
year before, the radio had said the Germans were bei ng pushed back from
M nsk, then from Ki ev, then from Snol ensk ..
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Such thoughts were dangerous. Ludm la knew that, too. The purges of

the thirties had swept through Kiev as they had everywhere el se in the Sovi et
Uni on. One day a teacher would be there, the next day vani shed. You

| earned not to ask where he'd gone, not unless you wanted to join him

t here.

Ludm | a shook her head, as if to drive the worries out of it. She peered
down at the ground again, squinted to sharpen her vision as much as she
could. That plume of dust there in the distance--she squinted harder

"Yes, those are tanks down at the bottomof it, may the Devil's grandnot her
run away with them" she said.

The Kukuruzni k had had a radio fitted when Ludnila went from night
harassnment to reconnai ssance. She did not use it. Aircraft that used radio
around the Lizards generally did not last |long afterward; her information,
whil e she thought it inportant, didn't seemworth dying for.

She banked away fromthe Lizards' base. She wondered if her own

base woul d still be there when she | anded. The new invaders, |ike the old,
pounded every airstrip they could find. But the so-called strip had been
only a length of snooth steppe, and she could find another such strip at
need. The U-2 didn't need nmuch roomin which to set down.

Even when she got to the airstrip, she had to circle twice to be sure it
was there. Canoufl age nettings and sod roofs disguised the few buil dings.

A coupl e of kiloneters away stood a strip camouflaged not quite so well.
The Lizards had al ready bonbed it twice. That was all right, or better than
all right. The planes there were dunmies, the buildings repaired every

ni ght but uni nhabi t ed.

Her teeth clicked together as the Weatcutter bounced to a halt.

Ludm | a scranmbl ed down to the ground while the prop was still spinning.
The instant it stopped, groundcrew nen threw grass-covered nets over the
bi pl ane and hauled it away to hide under still nore nets which conceal ed

earthen bl ast barriers.

Ludm | a pulled up a corner of the command shack's canoufl age net,

hurried through the doorless entrance, let the net fall behind her. Wth
netting over all the windows, the interior of the shack was gloony. "I return,
Conr ade Maj or," she announced.

"80 you do, Conrade Pilot," Major Yelena Popova said, returning her

salute. "You are nost skilled, or nost fortunate, or both." In the space of
a sentence, she went fromnild greeting to pure business: "Tell ne at once
what you saw. "

Ludmi | a obeyed. Maj or Popova scow ed when she nentioned the four
new flying towers on the ground. "These--creatures--swarmonto the soi
of the rodina--the notherland--Iike |ocusts."

"Yes, Conrade Mpjor, and they consune all before themlike |ocusts,
too." Ludm | a described the col um of tanks she' d observed.
The squadron conmmander's frown, never pleasant, grew downri ght
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fearsome. "This is vital information. Those above us nust learn of it at
once. | shall use the radio. Repeat your statement to me, that | may be
sure to report it accurately.”

As Ludnil a obeyed, Mjor Popova wote down what she said, then repeated

it back. When Ludm | a nodded to show it was right, the major went

over to the radio. It and its battery were stowed in a wheel barrow and covered
wi th hay. Yel ena took the wheel barrow out through the door, started

in the direction of the dummy airstrip. To anyone--say, a Lizard--in a

pl ane, she | ooked |ike a peasant shanbling al ong.

Ludm | a wat ched her slow progress across the plain. Then the tiny

shape that was she di sappeared into one of the Potenkin sheds. She
energed a bare mnute later, nmoving much faster than she had on the way
over.

Seemi ngly out of nowhere, a rocket slamred into the enpty shed.

Flames leapt up fromit. The deception team would have a |l ot of work to
do tonight, Ludmla thought. After the rocket hit, Myjor Popova sl owed
down again. Ludmla did not blame her. Wighted down by radio and battery,
t he wheel barrow was heavy.

"The Lizards are very good at picking up radio signals," the major said
as she arrived at the real airstrip. She wi ped her forehead. Her sleeve cane
away dark with sweat. But her eyes, narrow and black like a Tatar's,

gl eaned in triunph.

Even though the breeze was chilly against his rmuzzle, |andcruiser

driver Ussnmak preferred noving al ong unbuttoned when he could. The
periscopes didn't give himnearly the view he enjoyed with his head out.
jih

es, being cooped up in the driver's conpartnent rem nded himtoo

of the cold-sleep coffin in which he'd hibernated away the years be.

tween Hone and Tosev 3.

He had an audio button taped to one hearing di aphragm "Better get

down, Ussnek," said Votal, the |andcruiser commander. "Airscouts report
Big Ugly | andcruisers ahead."

"I't shall be done," Ussmak said, and slid back down into his conpartnent.
Even as he dogged the hatch over his head, he wondered why he was

bot hering. The Big Uglies, especially this set that used a red star as its enbl em
had | ots of |andcruisers, but they weren't very good ones or used

very well. But his commander had given the order, so he obeyed. That had
been ingrained in himsince his hatching day.

GQunner Tel erep said, "What do you want to bet we don't even get in

on the fun? Qur air will probably take themout before they're in range for
us.//

"W may have sonme work," Votal said. "The farther away from base

we nove, the thinner our air cover gets. And--" His voice rose to a sudden
shout. "Big Ugly airplane!” In his audio button, Ussmak heard the com
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mander dive down in the |landcruiser's turret. A roar overhead, a couple of
shel I s bouncing off nmetal and ceramc arnor, and the natives' craft sped
away, its belly al nost scraping the grass.

Two | andcruisers in the formation fired nmissiles after it. However fast
it was, they were faster. It tunbled to the ground; dust flew fromthe
brown track it plowed through the green. Brave, Ussnak thought, brave
but stupid. The Tosevites seened |ike that.

"Tosevite | andcruisers!" Telerep said. "Looks |like you were right,
conmander . "

"l see them" Votal answered. Ussmak still didn't, being down lowin
the hull rather than up in the turret. That didn't matter. Votal told him
what to do: "Steer 22, Ussnmak."

Ussmak started turning fromnorth to west. Yes, there they were. Being

big and clunsy thensel ves, the Tosevites built big and cl unsy, though

these |l andcruisers didn't have a bad ballistic shape conpared to sone others
the crews had been briefed about. At least their turret arnor sloped..

not that that would hel p them now.

"GQunner!" Votal said loudly. He'd picked a target, then, one from
anong the several that sought to bar his path. A nonent |ater, he added,
" Sabot !'"

"Sabot!" Tel erep repeated. The autonmatic | oader cranked a round into

the breech of the cannon. Ussnak heard it not only in his audio button

but al so through his whol e body--cl ang-cl ang! Another netallic noise announced
that the breech had closed. Telerep said, "Up and ready."

"Landcruiser--front!" That neant Votal had the target Tosevite in his
si ghts.

"Identified." Telerep saw it, too. Over Ussnak's head, the gun tube
swung slightly as it noved toward the enemy's center of nass.
"Firel™"

Through his periscopes, Ussmak saw flane | eap fromthe nuzzl e of

the gun. Arnor shielded himfromthe roar of the report. Recoil made the

| andcrui ser seemto hesitate for an instant. The al um num sabots fell away
fromthe tungsten penetrator arrow. Ussmak did not see that, of course. A
heartbeat |ater, he did see the turret |eap off a Tosevite landcruiser. "Ht!"
he yelled, along with Votal and Tel erep

Anot her Tosevite was killed, this one in a pyrotechnic display of exploding
ammuni tion. The Big Uglies | ost whatever formation they were

trying to keep. Some of them stopped, as they had to if they hoped to fire
accurately. Their eggs are broken now, Ussmak thought with cold gl ee.

They were easy enough to kill on the nove. Stopped ... "Landcruiser--front!"
Vot al sai d.

"Identified," Tel erep answered.

As the automatic | oader clattered into action, a Tosevite | andcrui ser
spat fire. Ussnak's jaw opened in a | augh. Another one down, he thought,
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and wondered which of the other |andcruisers in his unit had scored the
kill. Then--whanl Sonething snote the glacis plate like a kick in the
t eet h.

"Ussnak!" Votal said. "You all right?"

"Y-yes," the driver answered, still more than a little shaken. "Didn't
penetrate, the Enperor be praised.” O 1'd be splashed all over the inside
of the conpartnent, he added to hinself. The Big Uglies were doing their
best to fight back. Their best, fortunately for Ussnak, was not good
enough.

He nmust have been too stunned to listen to the whol e conmand sequence,

for the big gun fired then. He had the satisfaction of watching the

| andcrui ser that had alnost killed himstart to burn. He wondered if any

of the crew got out. In a way, they were guildsmates of his, and so deserving
of respect. On the other hand, they were only Big Uglies, and knew not

the Enperor's nane.

When nost of the Tosevite | andcrui sers were dead, sone of the survivors
turned tail stunmp and started to run. Ussnak | aughed agai n. They
couldn't outrun cannon shells.

A funny noise in his audio button, sort of a wet splat. Then a cry of
di sbelief and rage from Tel erep: "Votal! Vo-- They've killed the conmander!"

Ussmak's belly went strange and enpty, as if he'd suddenly been

dropped into free-fall. "How could they?" he demanded of the gunner
"We're slaughtering their landcruisers. They're hardly fighting back any
nore."

"Sniper, or I mss ny guess," Telerep said. "They can't neet us in
honest battle, so they lie in wait instead."

he"We' || make them
Ussmak said fiercely. "The
Enperors

pay, "
past

|earned Votal's nane. He is with them now. "

"OF course he is," the gunner answered. "Now shut up and drive, wll
you? I'mgoing to conn this |landcruiser and run the gun, too, so I'mtoo
busy to chatter. I'mgoing to be busier than a one-handed nale with the
underscale itch, as a matter of fact."

Ussnmak drove. Wien he'd stepped into the starship and slung his gear

down beside his cold-sleep coffin, he'd expected the Race to overrun To-sev
3 without losing a nale. It wasn't turning out to be so sinple, not

with the Big Uglies knowi ng nore than anyone had suspected they did.

But they didn't know enough. The Race could still drive themas easily as
Ussnmak drove his |andcruiser.

A pinng off the turret--"Steer 25, Ussmak!" Telerep shouted. "I saw
the flash!"
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glacis plate. After taking a hit froma |andcrui ser cannon, Ussmak ignored
the tiny nuisance. He tranped down hard on the accelerator. This tine,
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he'd spotted the nmuzzle flash, too. He drove straight toward it. The Big
Ugly fired again, uselessly, then turned and tried to run

Tel erep cut himdown with nmachine-gun fire. Ussmak ran over the
carcass, smashing it into the grass and dirt. H's jaws opened wi de. Vota
was avenged. The |andcruiser formation rolled on across the steppe.

Even the snall est noise or flicker of notion in the sky drew Heinrich

Jager's conpl ete and concerned--he was too stubborn to adnmit to a word

like fearful-attention. This time, it was just a linnet flitting past, chirping
as it went. This tine.

He had three tanks left, three tanks and a conbat group of infantry.

"Conbat group" was the Wehrnmacht way of describing odds and ends of

mlitary neat pressed together in the hope of turning out a sausage. Sonetines
it even worked--but when it did, the sausage went right back into

the meat grinder again.

Anot her notion across the sky turned out to be another bird. Jager

shook his head. He could feel how jumpy he was getting. But the Lizards
aircraft didn't have to be right overhead to kill. The conpany had | earned
that, too, to its sorrow.

He managed sonet hi ng hal fway between a | augh and a cough, |eaned
down into the turret. "I wonder if the lvans felt this naked after we
smashed so many of their planes on the ground | ast year," he said.

"I'f they did, they hid it dammed well," his gunner answered. Ceorg

Schultz wore the ribbon for a wound badge, too.

"So do we--| hope," Jager said.

A squad of infantry was posted on a swell of ground a few hundred

meters in front of the tanks. One of the foot soldiers turned and waved urgently.
The signal neant only one thing--Lizard panzers, heading across

the steppe. Jager's testicles tried to crawl up into his belly. Schultz | ooked
up at him The gunner was dirty and unshaven. "W nust try," he said.

"For the Fatherland."

"For the Fatherland," Jager echoed. G ven that the alternative was

bailing out of his tank and trying to foot it across the Ukraine through Lizards
and partisans both, fighting for the Fatherland | ooked |ike the best bet

he had. He | eaned down into the turret, called to Dieter Schnmidt: "To the
prepared position."

The Panzer |1l slowy runbled forward. So did the other two survivors

of the tank conpany. In slots dug into the reverse slope of the rise, they
exposed only the tops of their turrets to the eneny. Jager stood up in the
cupol a, peered ahead with field glasses. He took even fewer chances than

he had agai nst the Russians. Shrubs tied to his |eather headgear broke up

his outline; he used his free hand to shield the binoculars so no sun reflected
of f their Ienses.

Sure enough, there were the Lizards, eight or ten tanks' worth, with
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nmore vehi cl es scurrying al ong behind to support them Jager recognized
the ones with small turrets as troop carriers, on the order of the German
SdKfz 251 but far nore dangerous--they could fight his panzers on |argely
even ternms. And the Lizards' tanks ..
"You know what's the funny thing, Georg?" he said as he | owered
hi nsel f once nore
"Tell me anything funny about the Lizards, Herr Mjor," the gunner
grunted. "I will laugh, | promse you."
"They're | ousy tankers," Jager said. He was a | ousy tankman hinself,
but only in the literal sense of the word. No one who was |ousy in the
met aphori cal sense could have | asted al nbst a year on the eastern front.
Sure enough, Schultz | aughed. "They've been good enough to kick our
ass."
"It's the panzers, not the crews," Jager insisted. "They have better
guns than ours, better arnmor, and God only knows how t hey nake engi nes
that don't snoke. But tactics--pfui!” He curled his lip in disdain. "The
Russi ans have better sense. They just notor al ong shooting at anything
that happens to cross their path. They aren't even | ooking this way,
though it's an obvious place for trouble. Stupid!"
"No doubt a run through the Panzer Lehr training division would inprove

their skill, Herr Major," Schultz said dryly. "Bu if the tanks thensel ves
are good enough, how good do the tankers have to be?"
Jager grunted. It was a cogent question. In Panzer Ills, little Pinpfs fromthe Hitler Youth,

too young to shave, could have taken out
whol e divisions of British tanks fromthe G eat War: the rhonboidal nonsters
were too slowto run and too lightly armed to fight. He'd thought the
Panzer |1l a great tank until he ran up against his first Russian T-34, and
ohQd tank

afterward. Now-now he mi ght as well have been in one

even
ose obsol ete rhonboi ds hinsel f.

"W do what we can, Georg," he said. The gunner nodded.

Jager stuck his head out of the cupola again. The Lizards were trundling
happi |l y past his strongpoint, no nore than five hundred meters

away, without the slightest idea he was there. He gl anced over to Ernst
Ri ecke and Une Tannenwal d, his other surviving tank commanders, and

hel d up one finger. Both nmen waved to show they understood. Hangi ng
around for nore than one shot against the Lizards was an invitation to a
funeral .

The conpany commander pointed to one of the troop carriers. "That

one, CGeorg," he said quietly.

"Ja," the gunner said. He spoke to the |oader. "Arnor-piercing.”
"Arnor-piercing," Stefan Fuchk echoed. He pulled the black-tipped

round out of the ammunition rack, loaded it into the five-centimeter gun,
cl osed the breech.

The gunner traversed the turret a few degrees so it bore on the troop
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carrier. He took his eyes away fromthe gunsight for an instant to make
sure Fuchs was clear of the recoil, then | ooked back and squeezed the trigger

at al nost the sane tine.

The cannon roared. Through his field gl asses, Jager saw a hol e appear

in the troop carrier's flank. "Hit!" he shrieked. The carrier slewed sideways,
stopped. It was burning. A hatch cane down in the rear. Lizards

started bailing out. German foot sol diers opened up on them picking them

of f as they energed.

"Back!" Jager shouted. If he waited around to see how the foot soldiers

did, one of those Lizard panzers would blow himto bits. Aready, with terrifying
speed, their turrets were traversing to bear on his position. Dieter

Schmidt janmed the tank into reverse. It jounced down the | ow sl ope. So did Sergeant Tannenwal d's.
Ernst Ri ecke was a split second too slow Jager

wat ched in dismay as the turret flew off his panzer and crushed an infantryman
who was scranbling to get out of the way.

Later, Jager told hinmself, I'Il grieve. That assuned there would be a later for him At the
monent, the assunption | ooked bad. One of the

things he'd learned fighting the Russians was to have nore than one firing
position avail abl e whenever he could. Hi s second one was at the base of

the rise.

"Maybe we'll give "ema surprise, Major," Schultz said. He and Fuchs

al ready had another AP round | oaded and ready. The gun bore on the place
where the Lizard panzers were likeliest to breast the rise.

A coupl e of foot soldiers dashed forward with satchel charges. That

meant the tanks were close, then. Machine guns chattered furiously. An

expl osi on sent up snmoke and dirt, then another. Jager hoped the brave nen
hadn't thrown away their lives for nothing.

Then he had no time for hope or fear, for a Lizard panzer nosed over

the horizon right where he'd thought it would--the Lizards really were

| ousy tankmen. The Panzer I11's cannon roared as he drew in breath to yell
"Fire I"

Schultz was an artist with the long gun. He put the AP round right in

the middle of the tiny bit of belly plate the eneny tank exposed as it cane
over the rise. The glacis plate | aughed at even high-velocity five-centineter
shells. The belly plate, as on nmerely human panzers, was thinner. The

shell pierced it. The tank stopped. They'll have to take the driver out of
there with a spoon, Jager thought.

Two Lizards popped out of the turret, one after the other. The hull nachine
gun from Jager's tank cut them down.

Tannenwal d' s tank had done al nbst as well as the conpany comrander's.

Its first shot knocked the track off a Lizard panzer's road wheels.

The hit tank swerved, out of control. A foot soldier ran up to it, tossed a
pot at o- nasher grenade into the open cupola. Its snall blast was foll owed

an instant later by a big one as the panzer's amunition went off.
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nmore vehi cles scurrying along behind to support them Jager recognized
the ones with small turrets as troop carriers, on the order of the German
SdKfz 251 but far nore dangerous--they could fight his panzers on largely
even ternms. And the Lizards' tanks ..

"You know what's the funny thing, CGeorg?" he said as he | owered
hi nsel f once nore

"Tell me anything funny about the Lizards, Herr Mjor," the gunner
grunted. "I will laugh, | promse you."

"They're |l ousy tankers," Jager said. He was a | ousy tankman hinself,

but only in the literal sense of the word. No one who was |lousy in the
met aphori cal sense could have | asted al nbst a year on the eastern front.
Sure enough, Schultz | aughed. "They've been good enough to kick our

ass.

"It's the panzers, not the crews," Jager insisted. "They have better
guns than ours, better arnor, and God only knows how t hey make engi nes
that don't snoke. But tactics--pfui!” He curled his lip in disdain. "The
Russi ans have better sense. They just notor al ong shooting at anything
that happens to cross their path. They aren't even | ooking this way,
though it's an obvious place for trouble. Stupid!"

"No doubt a run through the Panzer Lehr training division would inprove
their skill, Herr Major," Schultz said dryly. "But if the tanks thensel ves
are good enough, how good do the tankers have to be?"

Jager grunted. It was a cogent question. In Panzer Ills, little Pinpfs
fromthe Htler Youth, boys too young to shave, could have taken out

whol e divisions of British tanks fromthe G eat War: the rhonboi dal nonsters
were too slowto run and too lightly armed to fight. He'd thought the

Panzer |11 a great tank until he ran up against his first Russian T-34, and

o
d tank even afterward. Now -now he m ght as well have been in one
se obsol ete rhonboi ds hi nsel f.

"W do what we can, Georg," he said. The gunner nodded.

Jager stuck his head out of the cupola again. The Lizards were trundling
happi | y past his strongpoint, no nore than five hundred neters

away, Wi thout the slightest idea he was there. He gl anced over to Ernst
Ri ecke and Une Tannenwal d, his other surviving tank commanders, and

hel d up one finger. Both nmen waved to show they understood. Hangi ng
around for nore than one shot against the Lizards was an invitation to a
funeral .

The conpany conmander pointed to one of the troop carriers. "That
one, Ceorg," he said quietly.

"Ja," the gunner said. He spoke to the |oader. "Arnor-piercing.”
"Arnmor-piercing," Stefan Fuchk echoed. He pulled the black-tipped

round out of the ammunition rack, loaded it into the five-centimeter gun,
cl osed the breech.
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carrier. He took his eyes away fromthe gunsight for an instant to make

sure Fuchs was clear of the recoil, then | ooked back and squeezed the trigger
at al nost the sane tine.

The cannon roared. Through his field gl asses, Jager saw a hol e appear

in the troop carrier's flank. "Hit!" he shrieked. The carrier slewed sideways,
stopped. It was burning. A hatch cane down in the rear. Lizards

started bailing out. German foot soldiers opened up on them picking them
of f as they emerged.

"Back!" Jager shouted. If he waited around to see how the foot soldiers

did, one of those Lizard panzers would blow himto bits. Already, with terrifying
speed, their turrets were traversing to bear on his position. Dieter

Schmi dt jammed the tank into reverse. It jounced down the | ow slope. So

did Sergeant Tannenwal d's. Ernst Ri ecke was a split second too slow Jager
wat ched in dismay as the turret flew off his panzer and crushed an infantryman
who was scrambling to get out of the way.

Later, Jager told himself, 1'Il grieve. That assuned there would be a later for him At the
monent, the assunption | ooked bad. One of the

things he'd |l earned fighting the Russians was to have nore than one firing
position avail abl e whenever he could. H s second one was at the base of

the ri se.

"Maybe we'll give "ema surprise, Major," Schultz said. He and Fuchs

al ready had another AP round | oaded and ready. The gun bore on the place
where the Lizard panzers were likeliest to breast the rise.

A coupl e of foot soldiers dashed forward with satchel charges. That

meant the tanks were close, then. Machine guns chattered furiously. An

expl osi on sent up snoke and dirt, then another. Jager hoped the brave nen
hadn't thrown away their lives for nothing.

Then he had no tine for hope or fear, for a Lizard panzer nosed over

the horizon right where he'd thought it would--the Lizards really were

| ousy tanknmen. The Panzer 111's cannon roared as he drew in breath to yell
"Fire |"

Schultz was an artist with the Iong gun. He put the AP round right in

the middle of the tiny bit of belly plate the eneny tank exposed as it cane
over the rise. The glacis plate | aughed at even high-velocity five-centineter
shells. The belly plate, as on nerely human panzers, was thinner. The

shell pierced it. The tank stopped. They'll have to take the driver out of
there with a spoon, Jager thought.

Two Lizards popped out of the turret, one after the other. The hull machine
gun from Jager's tank cut them down.

Tannenwal d' s tank had done al nost as well as the conpany comrander's.

Its first shot knocked the track off a Lizard panzer's road wheels.

The hit tank swerved, out of control. A foot soldier ran up to it, tossed a
pot at o- masher grenade into the open cupola. Its snmall blast was foll owed

an instant later by a big one as the panzer's amunition went off.
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"Back again!" Jager told Schmdt. Already they'd hurt the Lizards
worse in this engagenent than ever before. That was inportant, but it
woul d matter only so nuch if he wound up dead.., as he probably woul d
as soon as a Lizard panzer nade it onto the reverse slope of that little rise.
A screamin the sky-- Death woul d cone even without the Lizards
tanks, then. Their aircraft were just as deadly. Jager resigned hinself.
Bonbs burst all around--the other side of the rise, the side the Lizards
were still clinbing.
"Stuka!" Georg Schultz screamed in the voice of a man who knows
hi nsel f reprieved.
"By God, it is," Jager said. He, by contrast, spoke softly, for he could
scarcely believe he mght yet live a while |onger. The Lizards had taken as
dreadful a toll on the Luftwaffe as on the Wehrmacht. But this pilot, sonmehow,
had still got his dive-bonber into the air and still had the nerve to fly
it straight down the Lizards' throats
More bombs went off in quick succession--he' d | oosed the whol e
stick. Only a direct hit would take out a panzer, but even experienced
tankers had to hesitate before advancing through that sudden storm of expl osives.
The Stuka pilot couldn't have been nmore than a hundred neters off
the ground when he pulled out of his dive. Two of the Lizard panzers fired
their guided rockets at him but the mssiles shot harm essly past his
pl ane. He skimred away, his |anding gear just above the waving grass of
t he steppe.
"Get us out of here," Jager told Dieter Schnmidt. The Panzer |I1l's engine
roared as the driver obeyed. Jager felt an itch between his shoul der
bl ades. He knew that was stupid. If one of the Lizards' shells got him he'd

ttead too fast to know it.

the | ooked back toward the rise. If his tank could make it over the

next one before the Lizards clinbed this one and spotted him he really did
have a chance to get away. He wouldn't have believed it when the engagenent
started, but it was true. He felt a surge of pride. Hs troops had hurt

the Lizards, and not many units could boast of that. Gott mt uns, he

t hought, we might even do it again.

Two Lizard panzers came over the rise. H s own tank was only hal fway

up the next slope. Aturret swng his way. Hi s eyes went up to the

sky, seeking, praying for, another Stuka. But God lives in only so many
machi nes. The Lizards didn't even need to slow down to fire.

Less than a heartbeat after the big cannon spat snoke and fl ame, Jager

felt the mother of all kicks in the arse. H's trusty panzer, which had
served so well for so long, died under him Snoke poured up through the
engi ne vents of the rear deck

"Qut, out, out!" he screanmed. He had al nbost been thrown out, on his

head. Only two arnored walls and the full weight of the engine had kept
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the eneny shell out of the fighting conmpartment. Once the fire got going,
not hi ng woul d hol d that at bay.

Machi ne-gun bullets stitched the air around himas he pulled hinself
out of the cupola and dove into the tall grass. Qher hatches cane open
His crew began bailing out with him A bullet struck hone with a noise
like a slap on a bare, wet back. Sonebody shri eked.

The cl ean green snell of the weeds through which Jager scranbl ed

filled his nostrils. He had two sonewhat contradictory goals. He wanted

to put the hulk of the killed tank between hinself and the oncom ng Lizards,
but he also wanted to get as far away fromthat hul k-and fromthe

Li zards--as he could. The ammunition in the Panzer Il was going to start
cooki ng off any minute now, maybe any second, and the Lizards were not
likely to be well-disposed toward German tanknmen, especially a crew that

had managed to destroy one of their fancy machi nes.

Anot her shell slamred into the Panzer 111. It went up with a roar. Stupid,
Jager thought, stupid and wasteful. That tank was al ready dead neat.

Meanwhi | e, though, machi ne-gun bullets probed the grass. They nade

tiny, whispering tic-tic-tic sounds as they clipped the | eaves. Jager wondered
what ki nd of sounds he would nake if they clipped him

The Lizards' tank rolled najestically past, fewer than fifty neters off.
Jager |ay facedown and unnoving. If the eneny saw him maybe they'd
think he was already dead. Not only was it faster than both his Panzer |1
and a T-34, it was ghost-quiet to boot.

Sonewhere a few hundred neters away, an MG 34 began to bark. Bullets
ricocheted off the arnmor of the Lizard panzer. Its machi ne gun returned
fire. The panzer itself turned toward the Gernan nmachi ne-gun

position.

As he crawed in the opposite direction, Jager al nost bumped into

Georg Schultz. After an instant of fright, the two nen grinned at each
other. "CGood to see you, sir," the gunner said, grin broad and white in his
dirty face.

"And you," Jager answered. "Have you seen Fuchs?"

Schultz's grin slipped. "He didn't nake it out."

"That was the shriek, then," Jager said. The gunner nodded. Jager

went on, "What about the two up front?"
"Don't know. "

They found Dieter Schmdt a few mnutes |ater. Kl aus Bauer, the hul
gunner, remained nmissing. "W both got out," Schm dt insisted. "I don't
know what happened to himafterward." He didn't say nothing good, but
the words hung in the air.

"Lucky we didn't blow up when we were hit," Jager said.

Schmi dt surprised himby | aughing. "Luck, hell, sir. W were just
about dry of petrol, that's all. W had naybe enough for another kil oneter
or two, no nore."
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"Ch," Jager said. He started to |augh hinself, though it wasn't really
funny. Here he'd just fought what had to be one of the nbst successfu
smal | -unit actions ever against the Lizards, and to what result? Only the
final destruction of his tank conpany. How many actions |ike that could
the Wehrmacht take before there wasn't any Wehrnmacht any nore?

For that matter, even this action wasn't over yet. Lizard infantry had
been nmoving up along with their arnmor. Jager had a pistol in his hol ster
that he hadn't fired in nonths. Schultz and Schmni dt were both cl utching
their personal Schneissers. Submachi ne guns were better than nothing,

but they didn't have the range to make proper infantry weapons.
"What now, sir?" Schultz asked.

"Now we get out of the sack," Jager said. "If we can."

Mbi she Russie held up the Bible, read fromthe Book of Joshua in a

| oud voice: ""And it cane to pass, when the people heard the sound of the
trunpet, and the people shouted with a great shout, that the wall fel
down flat, so that the people went up into the city."'"

The crowd of Jews behind himcheered. At his side, his wife, Rivka,

beaned at him her sweet brown eyes enornmous in her thin face. Their

son, Reuven, was even thinner, his eyes, so like his nother's, even bigger
A starving child could not help rousing horror and pity in any adult who
saw hi m-save perhaps in the Warsaw ghetto, where the sight had grown

so common that even horror and pity failed at |ast.
"What now, Reb M she?" soneone call ed.
"I''"'mno reb," he said, |ooking nodestly down at the ground.

"No reb?" several people exclainmed together in tones of disbelief. One
added, "Who but you asked the Lord for a sign and was answered?" That
had run through the ghetto al nost before the mraculous light in the

J faded. Every tale with hope in it spread even faster than typhus. Wth
only hope to live on, the Jews made of it a banquet.

Soneone el se, a woman, said, "He's no reb; he's a prophet. Like
Joshua whose Book he reads, he nade the walls fall down."

The Jews cheered again. Russie felt his ears grow hot. He hadn't made

the ghetto walls fall down, and he knew it. But the bonbs that screaned
out of the sky and smashed brick to powder seenmed to have come fromthe
same- - peopl e? nonsters?--who' d touched off the light in the sky he'd
taken for a signal from On High.

The only accounts of themin the ghetto canme from garbl ed shortwave
reports. By the runors he'd heard, Russie knew the Lizards (a nane he
wonder ed about) were bonmbing fortifications all over the world. Nowhere,
t hough, had their expl osives done nore than in \Warsaw.

He wondered whet her the Lizards thought the Nazis had an eneny
under siege in the heart of the city (if so, they'd been right, though perhaps
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not in the way they' d believed). Watever their reasons, they' d attacked
the wall less than a week after they reveal ed their presence.

Russi e renmenbered the German bonbers dropping their endl ess | oads

of death al nost randomy over Warsaw (al though they had paid special attention
to the Jewish districts). The Lizards' raid was different. Even

though they'd cone at night, their bonbs hit the wall and only the wall

almost as if they were ained not by men--or even Lizards--but by the

hand of the Al nighty.

Ri vka smled at him "Renenmber how we shivered under our bl ankets
when the expl osions started goi ng of f?"

"I"'mnot likely to forget," Russie answered. Since Warsaw surrendered,
the ghetto hadn't known the sounds of real warfare. The dreaded

crump of bonbs renmi nded everyone who had managed to endure since

1939 that nore straightforward neans of death than starvation, disease,
and beatings were loose in the world. Russie went on, "And then, when
the curfew lifted ... Oh, when the curfew lifted!"

Bonbs or no bonbs, if he didn't get to his sewing machine, he'd |ose his
job. He knewit, and sallied forth at the usual tine. The streets had seened
to fill with amazi ng speed that norning. People noved along at their usua
pace; no one who had work would risk losing it, and no one without would
throw away a chance to find sonme. But sonehow everyone managed to stop

for a few seconds and gape at one--or nore than one--of the holes torn in
the wall that sundered the ghetto fromthe rest of Warsaw.

Russie stood in front of one of those holes now, a three-neter stretch

where there was no wall. As he stepped into the bonb crater, the soles of
his feet felt every sharp brick fragnment through the rags that w apped
them He did not care. Still holding the Holy Scriptures before him he

wal ked through the shallow crater and out of the ghetto.

Turning, he said, "Jericho's walls could not hold the Hebrews out, nor
can Warsaw s hold us in. The Lord has set us free!"

The crowd of Jews cheered once nore. He drank in the shouts of "Reb
Moi she! Reb Mbishe!" The nore he heard them the better they sounded
in his ears. God had given himthe sign, after all

Soneone in the crowd, though, called, "The Lord may have set us
free, but has He bothered to tell the Nazis?"

The word itself was enough to nake people look this way and that in

al arm Russie anbng them Even without walls, the Germans coul d have

kept the ghetto seal ed by posting nmachine guns in the streets around it.

They hadn't done so, which seened to Russie another sign of divine intervention

He took a short, fearful breath. As if thinking of Germans was enough
to conjure themup, here cane two. The crowd behind himstarted to nelt
away. "M she, get back here!" his wife said urgently.
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Too late. One of the Germans, an officer by his peaked cap, pointed to
Russie. "You, Jew, cone here," he said in perenptory tones. Hi s conpanion,
an enlisted man, had a rifle. If Russie ran, the fellow m ght shoot, and
wasn't likely to care whether he hit the man he was aimng for or sone
other fleeing Jew.

Russie took off his hat to the officer--an arnmy nan, he saw with relief,

not a menber of the SS. Some arny men were decent. Still, omtting

the gesture of respect the Nazis demanded was too dangerous to risk. If

he'd been on the sidewal k, he woul d have stepped down into the street. As

it was, he bent his head and said, "Yessir. How can | help you, sir?" in the
pure German he'd |l earned in nedical school: he also did not care to risk
angering the man by nmaking himtry to follow Yiddish or Polish.

"VWhat do you make of--this?" The officer--he was a major, Russie
saw by his shoul der straps, which were enbroidered but bore no pips--waved
at the weckage of the wall that had surrounded the ghetto.

Russi e stayed silent for sone tinme, considering the tone of the question
Germans were |ike any other folk in that some wanted to hear only

that which agreed with what they already thought, while others asked in
hope of |earning sonething they did not yet know-and in that, the forner
type outnunbered the latter by a goodly nmargin. Safest to say nothing, and
say it in a pleasing way.

Saf est, yes, but he found all at once that he could not stonmnach sinple
safety, not any nore, not with a German for once asking a question of a

Jew and sounding as if the answer mattered to him Russie held out the Bible
he was carrying. "I take--this--to nmean that God has not forgotten us

after all."

Under the outthrust rimof his steel helmet, the enlisted man's gingers. ed
eyebrows drew together in anger. The major, however, nodded
y and thoughtfully. "You may be right. In truth, you would require

the aid of God to escape fromour hands."

"That | know." Russie did not bother to hide his bitterness. Wth the
whol e worl d turned topsy-turvy, sonehow it did not seemwong for the
prisoner to speak his mind to his gaol er

The German maj or nodded again, as if thinking along the sane |ines.
He said, "Do you know, Jew, the Lizards who bonbed these walls are not
even human bei ngs, but creatures from sone other worl d?"

Russi e shrugged. "How could it matter to us, trapped back in there?"

He hal f-turned and pointed with his chin into the ghetto. "And why
should it matter to you Germans, either? You named us Unternenschen--
subhumans. What difference between subhumans and creatures from sone
other worl d?" He repeated the najor's phrase without any real feeling for
what it mght inply.

"What difference? I'Il tell you what. By all accounts, the Lizards are
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ugly enough to be Unternenschen, but they fight |ike bermenschen, |ike supermen.”
"So do the Russians, by all accounts,” Russie said. Just standing on

the far side of the ghetto wall was maki ng hi mreckless.

He got away with it, too. The German enlisted man's scow got

deeper, but the major accepted the gibe. Wth alnbst British understatenent,
he said, "The problemw th the Lizards is rather worse."

Good, Russie thought. If the mysterious Lizards ever showed up in

person in Warsaw, the ghetto Jews would greet themw th open arnms. No

matter how reckless he'd grown, though, he did not say that al oud. Instead,
he asked, "And what, sir, do you make of this?"

"We are still deciding precisely what to make of it," the major answered.

"l have as yet no orders."

"Ah," Russie said. In conbat, a German w thout orders was as deadly as

one who had them for German soldiers were endlessly trained to react and
seize the initiative when and as they could. In matters political, though, Germans
wi t hout orders were as hel pl ess as so many unweaned babes, fearing to

take a step in any direction. A strange folk, Russie thought, and all the nore
dangerous for their strangeness. He asked, "Then you have no orders to keep
us fromconing out of the ghetto, N ght wahr?"

"That is so," the major admitted, in the hollow voice of a man who

has had too rmuch happen to himtoo quickly. "In any case, with the Lizards
havi ng established a base inside the Polish General gouvernenent, the Wehrmacht has nore to worry
about at the noment than you Jews."

"Thank you, sir," Russie breathed. H's own sincerity startled him After

a monent, it angered himas well: why should he thank this Nazi for

deigning to all ow hi mwhat should have been his by right?

And, indeed, the German tenpered his own noderation: "You would

likely do well to renenber that the SS never has nore to worry about

than you Jews. Be careful." Be very careful, the cold gray eyes of the silent
enlisted nan seenmed to add. Be very careful ... Kkike.

"W have |earned to be careful,"” Russie said. "Otherwi se we would all

be dead by now. "

He wondered how the major would react to that. The man nerely

nodded, as at any statenent of obvious fact. H s armshot up and out in

the CGerman salute. "Heil Hitler!"

Russie could not bring hinmself to answer with the Nazi farewell. But

the officer had talked to himas man to man, not as master to slave. He

said, "CGod keep you safe fromthe Lizards, Myjor."

The German nodded again, this tinme brusquely, did a mlitary about-face,

and strode away. The enlisted man stal ked after him They |eft

Moi she Russie still standing in Polish Warsaw, outside the ghetto.

"Mi she, are you all right?" his wife called fromthe other side of the
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fence. She had not fled, but Reuven was nowhere to be seen--a sensible
precaution, for he was all they had left.

"I amall right," he answered, wonder in his own voice. He repeated
the words, louder: "I amall right." Sinply standing in broad daylight on
what had been forbidden soil was as intoxicating as Purim vodka.

Tim dly, Rivka picked her way across the bonb crater and joined him

on the far side of the wall. "They spoke with you, and you took no harm"
She sounded as amazed as he had. "Maybe even they felt God working

t hrough you."

"Maybe they did," Russie said as he slipped his arm around her shoul der

An hour earlier, he had scoffed at the idea that he--a nedical student

who ate pork if his need was desperate enough--m ght sonehow be a

prophet. Now he too began to wonder. God had not actively interfered in

the affairs of H's chosen people since the days of the Bible. But when since
those days had Hi s people been in such peril?

And why, Russie thought, would God choose hin? He shook his head.
"Who am |, to question H n?" he said. "Hi s will be done."

"It is," Rivka said proudly. "Through you."

The lights were off in the auditoriumof the MIls and Petrie Menori al
Center; power had been erratic ever since the Lizards' airplanes started
rangi ng over the Mdwest. The gl oomy auditoriumwas packed nonet hel ess,
with youths and nen fromthe village of Ashton and with refugees

i ke Sam Yeager and Mutt Dani el s.

Yeager was acutely aware that he'd been wearing the sanme cl othes for
several days, that he hadn't washed either themor hinself any time lately,
that he'd done a I ot of wal king and running and hiding in them Seeing a

S

d many men as griny as he, and none of themtaking any notice of it,

sonet hing of a relief.

A grimfaced, middle-aged man in khaki wal ked across the stage,

stopped in the center. Crowd noi ses ceased, as abruptly as if cut off by a
switch. "Thank you for being here this norning," the nman said. "I want

you all to stand and rai se your right hands."

Yeager was al ready standing; the auditoriumhad nore nen in it than
seats. He put up his right hand. The man in khaki said, "Repeat after mne:
"I'--state your nane--"

"I, Samuel WIIliam Yeager," Yeager repeated, "a citizen of the United

States, do hereby acknow edge to have voluntarily enlisted the eighth day

of June, 1942, as a soldier in the Regular Arny of the United States of
America for the period of four years or the duration of this war under the
conditions prescribed by | aw, unless sooner discharged by proper authority;
and do al so agree to accept fromthe United States such bounty, pay, rations,
and clothing as are or may be prescribed by law. And | do solemly
swear"--the echoing chorus grew ragged for a nonent, as a few nen said
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affirm-"that | will bear true faith and allegiance to the United States of
America; that | will serve themhonestly and faithfully against all their enemes
what soever; and that | will obey the orders of the President of the

United States, and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according
to the Rules and Articles of War."

An enornous grin stretched across Yeager's face. It had taken an invasion
fromMars or wherever the hell the Lizards cane from but he'd nade
it into the service after all

"When do we get our guns?" sonebody in the crowd shouted. Yeager

qui vered with that sanme hot eagerness; he hadn't yet been to war, unless
having his train strafed counted. But he hadn't been able to shoot back

then. Beside him Mitt Daniels stood quietly. He wasn't eager--he'd done
this before.

Up on the stage, the dour recruiting sergeant--Schneider, his name
was--rai sed his eyebrows to the silent heavens. "Soldier, we don't have
that many guns to give, or uniforms, or nuch of anything. W' ve been
building an arny to fight overseas since the Japs jumped us, and now al
this shit lands in our own backyard--"

"Uh-huh,"” Mutt Daniels said softly. "They did the very sane thing in
the last war, grabbed the nen 'fore there was anything for "emto fight
with, "

"I want you to formtwo |ines," Sergeant Schneider said. "One line for
Great War veterans, over this way, the other for everybody el se over there.
Move it, people, and renenber you're in the army now, lying isn't just a

j oke any nore."

Dani el s went "over this way," toward a table manned by a younger

man in khaki, a corporal; along with nost of the nen in the auditorium
Yeager went "over there,"” a longer line toward a table behind which

Schnei der hinself sat. He suspected that Mitt and the rest of the veterans
woul d get first crack at whatever rifles becane avail able. That was only
fair. They had the best idea of what to do with them

H's own |ine noved much nore slowy. He chatted with the nen in

front and in back of him He'd cone through the hamlet of Franklin G ove

on his way to Ashton, and heard President Roosevelt's defiant speech

"from sonmewhere in the United States of Anerica." "He sure can turn a

phrase," the fellowin front of Yeager said. "'This Earth is ours, this nation
is ours. No one shall take themfromus, so help ne God."'"

"That's just what he said," Yeager said admiringly. "How d you renenber
it right on the button |ike that?"

"I'"'ma reporter--it's atrick of the trade," the man said. He was in his
late twenties, with sharp foxy features, a hairline nustache, very bl ue
eyes, and sandy hair combed down slick and close to his skull. He stuck
out a hand. "Name's Pete Thonmsen. I'mwi th the Rockford Courier-Journal."
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Yeager shook the proffered hand, then introduced hinself. So did the
fellow behind him a bald, nuscular man named Gto Chase. He said, "I

was just heading to the cenent works in Di xon when they blew up in

front of me. That's when | got this here." He gingerly touched a gash on
the top of his head with a blunt forefinger.

At | ast Yeager stood before Sergeant Schneider. The sergeant paused to
sharpen his pencil with a pocket knife, then took Yeager's nane and date
of birth. "Mrried?" he asked.

"No, sir. Divorced," Yeager said, and made a sour face. Louise had finally
gotten sick of his nomadi c ways, and when he wouldn't settle

down'

Chi | dren?"

"No, sir," he said again.

Schnei der made a checkmark, then said, "Cccupation?”

"Bal | pl ayer," he answered, which made Schnei der | ook up fromthe

form He went on, "I play--played, | guess-for the Decatur Commodores.
That's my manager over there." He pointed to Mitt Daniels, who' d already
gone through his line and was jawing with several other First Wrld

War vet erans.

The recruiting sergeant rubbed his chin. "What position you play? You

a pitcher?"

"No, sir. Qutfield--left, nostly."

"Hmfm You throw pretty good, though?"

"Yes, sir. Nothing wong with ny arm" Yeager said w thout false

modesty. He wasn't fast, he wasn't the best fielder in the world, he was a
sucker for a slow curve on the outside corner (or, worse yet, just off it), but
by God he coul d throw

"Ckay," Schneider said. "You'll be able to chuck a grenade farther
tltallost, | expect." He scribbled a note, then prmted n Miutt s & ecno

hilf. "You go over with those fell ows. W've got some grenades and

we'll be bringing nmore in--if the Lizards don't shoot up the trucks, anyhow

Go on, now." The sergeant raised his voice. "bJext."

Rat her hesitantly, Yeager wal ked over to the knot of men with Daniels.

He was a rookie on this team these nen, many of them'plunp or

bal di ng or gray, had seen and done things he hadn't. Suddenly what they
knew was in demand again. H's own taste of conbat had been solely on

the receiving end, running away fromdeath in the sky like the hordes of
bonbed- out refugees in Europe.

Mutt hel ped some by introducing hi maround. One of the plunmp gray

men there, a fellow naned Fred Walters, turned out to have played a few
weeks of Cass D ball back around 1912. "I couldn't cut the nustard, and
they turned me | oose," he said. "You been nmakin' a living at it seventeen
years? That's pretty fine." H s admration al so hel ped nake Sam feel nore
at ease.
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And, of course, they all had the war--or rather, the wars--to talk
about. "Wth the Lizards here, are we still fighting the Germans and the
Japs?" Yeager asked, adding, "But for Roosevelt's speech, | haven't heard
much in the way of news till | got here yesterday."

"Me, neither." Mutt Daniels ran a hand over his ragged pants and

filthy jacket. "W been on the nove the | ast few days, you m ght say."

That got hima few wy chuckl es. Several of the nen standing there

were a | ot nore bedraggled than he was. Fred Walters, by contrast, was
clean and well-creased; he lived in Ashton. He said, "Fact of it is, nobody
really knows what the hell is going on. | did hear tell, though, that a Jap
fleet heading for Hawaii hightailed it back to the Land of the Rising Sun
when the Lizards bonmbed Tokyo."

"They hit Tokyo," Yeager said. "First good thing | heard about 'em™

"They hit Berlin, too," Walters said, "and a |l ot of other places besides."
"One thing this does," said sonebody whose nane Yeager hadn't

caught, "is shoot Lend-Lease right in the head. Wth the dammed Li zards
right here in the mddle of the United States, we don't have enough for
ourselves, let alone for anybody else."

"CGonna be hard on the Linmies and the Russians," Daniels observed.

"W gotta worry about ourselves first," the other man said. Heads

bobbed up and down, Yeager's anong them The fellow went on, "Plain

fact is, we're short, too. If we weren't, we wouldn't be going through this
fol derol of separating out the ones who know how to fight to nake sure

they get guns first."

"Sergeant Schnei der over there as much as told me we don't have

enough guns for all the men who've joining up here," Yeager said.

"Plain fact is, gentlenen, we got trouble," Daniels said. "That's what

the plain fact is, and nothing else but." Heads bobbed up and down agai n.

Sonet hing noving swiftly through the air-- Al arm coursed through

Davi d Gol dfarb as he caught the notion. He whipped his binoculars up to

his eyes, took a longer |ook, relaxed. "Only a sea gull,"” he said, relief in
hi s voi ce.

"Whi ch ki nd?" Jerone Jones asked with interest. The events of the

past few days had turned himinto an avid bird-watcher

"One of the bl ack-headed ones," Goldfarb answered indifferently; his
interest in birds began and ended with poultry.

He sat in a rickety folding chair of canvas and wood a few feet from

the edge of the cliffs of Dover, where Engl and dropped strai ght down into
the sea. An observer m ght have sat thus a quarter of a century before,

with the self-sane binoculars, maybe even in the self-same folding chair,
peering toward Europe in hope of spotting zeppelins. Only the field tel ephone
by the chair was of a nodel inpossible in 1917
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Jerone Jones | aughed when he said that aloud. "Likely is the sane
folding chair; the forns for a new one won't have got to the proper office
yet." He | aughed again, this tinme mrthlessly. "Like the bloody Pixie Reports."

"I told you the flaw wasn't in the radar," Gol dfarb said.

"That you did--and if you keep up with 'l told you so,' you'll make

sonme nice girl very unhappy one day," Jones retorted. "Besides, don't you

wi sh you'd been w ong?"
Havi ng taken two solid hits in as many sentences, Coldfarb answered

only with a grunt. Hi s eyes travel ed back to what had been the radar station
that had superseded observers arned with nothing better than field

gl asses. Nothing there now but rubble and a faint stench, as of neat gone
bad. The only reason Goldfarb could sit out here | ooking at those ruins

was that he'd been off duty when the Lizard rockets struck hone.

Up and down the English coast, the story was the sane: wherever

there'd been an active radar, a rocket cane along and took it out. That
meant only one thing: rockets able to honme in on radar beans, even the
new shortwave ones Jerry still hadn't figured out.

"Who' d have thought the Lizards could be so nmuch smarter than

the Germans?" Goldfarb said; no matter how rmuch he | oathed Hitler and
the Nazis, he had a solid respect for the technical ability of the eneny
across the Channel

"Wrel ess says we knocked down a couple of their planes over London,'
Jones remar ked hopeful ly.

"Good," Coldfarb said; any news of that sort was encouragi ng. "How
many did we | ose?"

The comentator did not announce the full score of the match,”
Job said. "Mlitary security, don't you know?"

"Ch, indeed," CGoldfarb said. "I wonder if their batsman nade his century;
no doubt it's a cricket score set against one footballers m ght make.
God help us all."

"They've not tried a | anding here," Jones said, still Iooking on the
bright side.
"It's only a very small island." Goldfarb pictured a world globe in his

m nd, and realized all at once just how snmall England had to | ook from
space.

"Not snmall enough to keep them from bonbing us," Jones said bitterly.
He and Gol dfarb both shook their heads. They'd' hel ped their country
beat back the npbst savage air assault the world had ever known, then
hel ped start paying the Germans back. Now they were under attack again.
It hardly seened fair.

"There's sonething!" Col dfarb excl ai med, pointing. He and Jones
both swung their field glasses toward the nmoving specks in the sky. The
specks--even through binoculars, they were little nore than that--were
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sout hbound. "Qurs, | think," CGoldfarb said, "bound for the Lizards' lair in
France. "
"Li zards and Frogs." Jones |aughed at his own wit, but quickly sobered.
"I wonder how nmany of the poor brave buggers'I| fly back north
again after their run. Wrse than the flak over Berlin, they say."
"I wonder if Jerry's hitting back at the Lizards, too." Sonething el se
occurred to Goldfarb. "If his planes and ours are both trying to hit them
at the sanme tine, do we shoot at each other, too?"
"I hope not," Jones exclained. "Wuldn't that be a balls-up?"
"I't would indeed," Goldfarb said. "I hope not, too." He |aughed, not
al together confortably. "First tinme in donkey's years |'ve w shed the Ger-
mans anything but a fast trip to the devil."
"The Germans, they're human beings. Stack 'em agai nst things from
Mars and | know where nmy choice lies," Jones said.
Gol df arb answered with a grunt. He was reluctant to concede anything
to the Nazis; he agreed conpletely with Churchill's quip that,
shoul d Satan declare war on Hitler, he would at | east give the Devil a favorable
mention in the House of Commobns. But qui ps canme easy. Now the
whol e worl d faced devils it didn't know. Britain had allied with Red Russia
when Cernmany invaded: Germany was worse. |f the Lizards were worse
than Germany, would alliances sw ng agai n?
He scowed. "lI'mdamed if | want to see us in bed with the Nazis."
He wondered again at the fate of his cousins in Pol and.
"Wbul d you rather end up in bed with the Lizards?" Jones denanded.
Before it could turn into an argument, he added, "Me, |'d rather end up in
bed with the barmaid down at the Wiite Horse Inn."
That sufficed to distract Goldfarb. "Which one?" he asked. "Daphne
or Syl via?"
"Daphne by choice. |I'mrather keen on blondes, and she has nore to
hold on to." Jones's hands illustrated just which parts he had in nind.
"But, of course, were Sylvia to snmle at me in exactly the proper fashion--redheads
are interesting because they're unusual, what?"
"They both fancy pilots," Goldfarb said norosely. Along with, no
doubt, a great many ot her nonflying RAF nen, he'd had his advances
turned into retreats by both girls. For that natter, so had Jerone
Jones.
The other radar man said, "Now there's sonmething to say for the Lizards,
at any rate." CGoldfarb raised an interrogative eyebrow. Jones expl ai ned:
"If they keep on as they've been doing, we'll soon have no pilots
left."
"That's not funny," Goldfarb said. As if to contradict hinself, he
started | aughi ng.
Then he choked on his laughter. Something screamed past overhead at
just above treetop height. He grabbed for the field tel ephone, cranked as if
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his life depended on it while nore Lizard pl anes streaked northwest above
him He shouted out his warning over the yow of their engines.
"I'f it's London again, the bastards will be there in a mnute," Jones
yelled at the top of his lungs. He mght as well have been whi speri ng;
Gol dfarb had to read his lips.
CGol dfarb did his best to sound hopeful: "Doesn't take |ong to scranble
the Spitfire squadrons.”
"Maybe not, but we can't catch their planes even if we do manage to
get ours up."
"What's worked best is loitering alongside their return routes, then
striking at themas they go past."
"Doggi hg and pouncing," Jones said, dropping his voice as the Lizard
aircraft receded in the distance. Goldfarb raised that eyebrow again. Hi s
friend went on, "I did a bit of history at Canbridge along with the maths.
The ol d Byzantines would let the Arabs into Asia Mnor, you see, then
wait at the passes for themto come out with their loot."
"Ah," CGoldfarb said. "And did it work?"
"Sometimes. But even when it did, of course, Asia Mnor took a bit of
a hiding."
"Yes. Well, we've had hidings before. | hope we can ride out another
one," CGoldfarb said. "Not that we've much choice in the matter."
Neit her of them said nuch after that. CGoldfarb dug a finger into one
ear, trying to make it stop ringing. He had little luck--the Lizards' engines
were just too loud. He wondered if the RAF was having any |luck, and
wi shed he could be up in a Spitfire hinmself. Hys abilities didn't lie there,
t hough. He consol ed hinmself with the thought that he'd done what he
cby spotting the flight of bonbers.
tie
peered south, out over the English Channel. The springtime air--
al nost sumer now, he reni nded hinmsel f--was sweet and nmild and clear
The French coast was a | ow, dark snear on the horizon. He raised the binoculars
to his eyes. France leapt closer. Three years ago, that coast had
been Engl and's shield. Then, horribly, unexpectedly, the shield fell over,
and it served as a base for a thrust at England's heart.
And now -what ? Anot her thrust at England's heart, but one at Germany's
as well. Coldfarb wi shed the Lizards woul d | eave his country al one
and go after the Nazis with everything they had. The wi sh changed the situation
about as nuch as w shes comonly do.
He sighed. "It's a rumworld, sure enough."
"Aye, it is." Jones |ooked at his watch. "Qur reliefs should be here any
m nute now. When we're off, shall we head over to the Wite Hose? What
they call best bitter's gone to the dogs since the war (gone through their
ki dneys, by the taste of it), but there's always Daphne to stare at, naybe
even to chat up."
"Way not?" Goldfarb intended to try Sylvia again--his own taste ran
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to redheads. She wasn't a Jewish girl to bring home to his famly (he'd
thought a |l ot nore about that since the war started}, but he didn't aimto
marry her--however attractive sonme of the conconmtants of that relationship
m ght be.

He | aughed at hinself. The next interest in him Sylvia showed would
be her first. Well, he thought, she can't very well show interest if |'mnot
there to be interesting.

"Somet hing el se to thank the Lizards for," Jones said. "If they hadn't
smashed up the radar set, we'd be spending all these idle hours fiddling
with it instead of chasing skirt. Radar's all very well, but next to skirt--"

"Right," Goldfarb said. He pointed. "And here cone Reg and Steven,
so let's be off."

As Jones got up fromhis canvas chair, he asked, "Can you lend ne ten
bob?"

CGol dfarb stared at him He grinned back, cheekily confident. Goldfarb
got out his wallet, passed over a note. "If you had the gall w th Daphne
that you do with me ..."

"Wth ten bob in ny pocket, maybe I wll."

"Come on, then." There was a war on--there were, these last few

crazed days, two wars on--but life went on, too. Coldfarb hurried through
his report to the next watch crew, then hurried off with Jerome Jones toward
the White Horse Inn

I amflying toward nmy death. George Bagnall had had that thought every

time the Lancaster nmade its ungainly leap off the tarmac for a run into
Germany. Now, flying against the Lizards, it was nuch nore tightly focused.
Death lurked in the air over Germany, yes, but random death: a flak

shel | that happened to burst just where you were, or a night fighter com ng
cl ose enough to spot your exhaust.

CGoi ng agai nst the Lizards, death was not random This was Bagnall's

third sortie into France, and he had seen that for hinself. If the Lizards
chose your plane, you would go down. Their rockets cane after you as if

t hey knew your hone address. You couldn't run; shooting at the mnissiles
did no good to speak of; Bagnall wanted to hide.

He gl anced over at Ken Enmbry. The pilot's face was set, the skin
stretched tight across his cheekbones, his nouth nothing but a bl oodl ess
sl ash. They were coming in low tonight, too | ow to bother with oxygen, so
Enbry' s whol e face was visible. Going in high just made them better
targets. The RAF had | earned that |esson the hard way.

Bagnal | sighed. "Pity we couldn't have conme down with a case of nmgneto
drop of sone such, eh?"

"You're the engineer, M. Bagnall," Enbry said. "Arrangi ng a conveni ent
mechani cal failure should be your speciality."
"Pity I didn't think of it as we were running through the checklists,"
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Bagnal | nurmured. Enbry's answering grin stretched his nouth w der, but
did nothing to banish the | ook of haunted determnation fromhis features.
Li ke Bagnall, he knew what the odds were. They'd been |ucky tw ce--three
times, if you counted the wild nelee in the air over Col ogne on what
everyone was starting to call The N ght the Martians Landed. But how

| ong could | uck hol d?

Enbry said, "Feels odd, flying out of formation."

"It did seemrather like lining up all the ducks to be knocked over one

by one," Bagnhall said. The first attack on the Lizards--in which, fortunately,
hi s Lanc had not been invol ved--had been a failure horrific enough

to make Bomber Conmmand change tactics in a hurry, something the flight

engi neer hadn't previously inmagi ned possible.

And attacking | ow and di spersed did work better than pouring in high

and in formation, as if the Lizards were nothing but Gernmans to be overwhel nmed
by sheer nunbers. Bagnall's bonber had made it back to Engl and

tw ce.

"Five mles to commencenent of target area,
over the intercom

t he navi gat or announced

"Thank you, All," Ken Enbry said. Ahead of them streaks of fire began

| eaping up fromthe ground. Fully | aden bonbers exploded in midair,

one after another, blazing through the night |ike great orange chrysant henmuns
of flane. They woul d have been even nore beautiful had each one

not meant the deaths of so nmany nen.

Bagnal | waited for one of those fiery streaks to burn straight for his
Lanc. It hadn't happened yet, but--

Enbry whooped, pounded his thigh with a fist. "Did you see that? D d

ybl oody see that? One of them m ssed. Sonebody dodged it." Sure

engh, one of the rockets kept flying up and up, then went off in a blast
not nmuch nore inpressive than a GQuy Fawkes Day firework. Enbry

qui ckly sobered. "But there's so nmany that don't mss."

From his gl assed-in windowin the bottomfront of the Lanc's nose,
Dougl as Bell said, "Coming up on sonething that | ooks like it belongs to
the Lizards."

That was good enough for Enbry. "Commrenci ng bonbi ng run under
your direction, Bonmb-Aimer."

"Very good," Bell said. "Steer slightly west, toward that-bl oody hell
I don't know what it is, but it never cane fromEarth."

"Slightly west; straightening ny course on the object ahead," the pilot
acknow edged.

Peering ahead through the Perspex, Bagnall too saw agai nst the horizon
the great tower ahead. It |ooked nore like a pregnant skyscraper than
anythihg el se he could think of, though even the Yankees' fanous Enpire
State Building m ght have shrunk by conparison, for the tower was stil
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m |l es ahead. It assuredly did not belong in the French countryside, a good

| ong way south and east of Paris.

It was not the only tower--spaceship, Bagnall supposed the proper

word was--in the nei ghborhood, either. The Lizards kept setting down

more and nore of them And to attack the spaceshi ps thensel ves was certain
deat h. Nobody had succeeded i n knocki ng one out; nobody had come

back fromtrying, either.

The bonb-ainer, while as brave a man as could be hoped for--he was

up here, after all, wasn't he?--was not actively trying to kill himself. He
said, "Slightly nore to the west, if you please, sir--three degrees or so.
think that's the tank park we were told of in the briefing, don't you?"
Enbry and Bagnall both | eaned forward to | ook now. Sonething big

and orderly was going on down on the ground, that was certain. If it wasn't
German, it had to belong to the Lizards. And if it was German, Bagnal
thought, well, too bad for Jerry. H's eyes flicked over to nbry s. The pil ot
E

nodded, said, "I think you're right, Bonmb-Ainer. Carry on."

"Very good," Bell repeated. "Steady course, steady ..." His voice rose

to a shout. "Commence bonbing!" The fusel age rattled and groaned as

bonbs rai ned down on the target. Bagnall took a nmonment to pity the poor
French peasants bel ow. They were, after all, his allies, now suffering under
the doubl e yoke of the Nazis and the Lizards, and sone of themwere only too likely to die in the
bonbar dnent that was at the nonent the only

hope of getting them free.

The Lanc staggered in the air. For a dreadful instant, Bagnall thought

it was hit. But it was only plow ng through the turbul ence kicked up by

expl odi ng bonbs--the plane was usually two or three mles higher above

them when they went off.

"Let's get out of here." Enbry heel ed the bonber over and swung its

nose toward England. "G ve us a course for home, M. Wyte."

said."Due north will do for now, I'll fine it up nmonentarily," the navigator
"Due north it is. I wonder how many will land with us," Enbry said. | wonder if we'll be |ucky
enough to |l and, Bagnall thought. He woul d

not give the evil omen strength by speaking it aloud. G eenyellow tracers

zi pped past the wi ndscreen, too close for confort. Along with their rockets,
the Lizards boasted form dable light flak. Enbry threw the Lancaster

into a series of evasive jinks and jerks that rattled everyone's teeth.

The rear gunner called, "W've a fighter to starboard, |ooking us

over."

VWhat ever spit was left in Bagnall's nmouth dried up as his eyes swung
rightward. But the plane there, a deeper bl ackness against black night, was
not a Lizard jet, only---only!--a Focke-Wilf 190. It waggled its wings at the
Lanc and darted away at a speed the British bormber could not hope to match

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...Worldwar%2001%20-%20In%20the%20Balance.txt (69 of 508) [12/29/2004 12:42:11 AM]



file://1C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Harry%20T urtl edove%620-%20W orl dwar%2001%20- %20l n%20the%20Ba ance.txt

74
WORLDWAR: | N THE BALANCE

When he breathed again, Bagnall discovered he'd forgotten to for some
time. Then another Lizard flak battery started up below. Wth a sound like a giant poking his fist
through a tin roof, shells slamed into the Lancaster's

left wing. Flames spurted fromboth engines there. To his subsequent
amazenment, the flight engineer perforned exactly as he'd been trained. A
gl ance at the gauges told himthose Merlins would never fly again. He shut
them down, shut down the fuel feed to them feathered the props.

Enbry flicked a toggle, nmade a face. "Flaps aren't responding on that
side."

"No hydraul .ic pressure,” Bagnall said after another check of his
strunents. He watched the pilot fight the controls; already the Lanc was
trying to swing in an anticlockw se circle. "Appears we have a bit of a

probl em "
"A bit, yes," Enmbry said, nodding. "Look for a field or a road. |'m going
totry to set her dowmn." Still sounding calm he went on, "Sooner pick

my time for it than have the aircraft choose for ne, eh?"

"As you say," Bagnall agreed. The pilot's couple of sentences told the
same story as his own bank of instruments: the aircraft would not nake

it back to England. He pointed. "There's as likely a stretch of highway as
we're apt to find. One thing for the war--we're not likely to run over Uncle
Pierre's Citroen."

"Right." Enbry raised his voice. "Crew prepare for crash |landing. M.
Bagnal |, |lower the |anding gear, if you please."

The right wheel descended snoothly; w thout hydraulics, the left refused
to budge. Bagnall worked the hand crank. Fromthe belly turret, a

gunner said, "It's down. | can see it."

One thing fewer to worry about,"” Enbry remarked, wth what

seed to Bagnall to be quite excessive good cheer. Then the pilot added,
"That | eaves only two or three hundred thousand, unless | mss ny

count."

"W could be trying this up in Normandy, where the hedgerows grow

ri ght al ongsi de the roadbed," Bagnall said hel pfully.

Enbry corrected hinself: "Two things fewer. You do so relieve ny

m nd, Ceorge."

"Happy to be of service," Bagnall answered. Joking about what was going
to happen was easier than just sitting back and watching it. A forced
landing in a danaged aircraft on a French road in the niddl e of the night
wi thout |ights was not easy to contenplate in cold bl ood.

As if to underscore that, Enbry said, "Aircrew may bail out if they

find that preferable to attenpting a |landing. | shall endeavor to remain airborne
an extra mnute or two to allow themto avail themnmselves of the opportunity.
Had we suffered this nmisfortune a nonth ago, | would bail out

mysel f and permit the aircraft to crash, thus denying it to the Gernmans.
As you have seen this evening, however, that situation has for the nmo
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ment changed. |f you do intend to parachute, please so informne at this
time."

The intercomstayed silent until someone in the back of the plane
said, "You'll get us down all right, sir."

"Let us hope such touching confidence is not m splaced," Enbry said.
"Thank you, gentlenmen, one and all, and good |luck to you." He brought
the stick forward, reduced power to the two surviving Merlins.

"To us," Bagnall anended. The road, a dark gray |ine arrow ng
through bl ack fields, was al nost close enough to reach out and touch
Enbry brought the Lanc's nose up a little, cut power still nore. The
bonber net the road with a bunp, but Bagnall had ben through worse

| andi ngs at Swi nderby. Cheers erupted in the intercom

Then, just as the Lancaster slowed toward a stop, its right wng

clipped a tel egraph pole. It spun clockw se. The left |anding gear went off
the asphalt and into soft dirt. It buckled. The wi ng snapped off where the
shells had chewed it. The stunp dug into the ground. The aircraft's spars
groaned like a man on the rack. Bagnall wondered if it would flip over. It
didn't. Even as it was spinning, Enbry had shut off the engi nes altogether

Into sudden silence, a second round of cheers rang out. "Thank you,

friends," Enbry said. Now at |ast, when it no |longer mattered, he let hinself
sound wung out. He turned to Bagnall with a tired grin. "Est-ce que

vous parl ez francais, nonsieur?"

"Hell, no," Bagnall answered. They both | aughed |i ke school boys.
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A netallic runble echoed through 127th Enperor Hetto as the transfer
craft's airlock engaged with one of the bannership's docking collars. A
speaker chined softly in Fleetlord Atvar's office. "The Tosevite is here,
Exalted Fleetlord," a junior officer announced.
"Fetch himhither," Atvar said.
"I't shall be done."
Atvar hung in mdair as he amaited the arrival of the Tosevite official
He' d ordered the spin taken off the bannership when he began receiving
natives. He was used to free-fall; while he did not particularly enjoy it, he
endured it without trouble, as did his crew The Tosevites, however, were
wi t hout space travel. Finding thensel ves weightless nmight fluster them
and put them at a disadvantage. Atvar hoped so, at any rate.
He let his jaws fall open in anusenent as he renenbered the unfor-
I native fromthe enpire call ed Deutschland who had lost all his
tUch contents, luckily while still in the transfer craft. That poor befud
dl ed Ri bbensonet hing had been in no state even to try to negotiate his

enpire's subnission to the Enpire

The door to the office opened. An officer charged with learning the ap
propriate Tosevite dialect floated outside along with the native for whom

he woul d interpret. The officer said, "Exalted Fleetlord, | present to you

the emi ssary of the enpire called the Soyuz Sovi et ski kh Sot zi al est
i cheski kh Respubli k--SSSR for short. H s nane is Vyachesl av

M khai | ovi ch Mol ot ov. "

"Gve himnmy polite greetings," Atvar answered, thinking the

Tosevite enpire was too small to deserve such a big name. Like nost
Tosevites, though, the emi ssary hinself was substantially larger than the
fleetlord.

The interpreter talked haltingly in Mlotov's speech. Part of the prob
|l emwas that Tosevite | anguages did not fit well in the nouths of the

Race: to Atvar, all Tosevites sounded as if they had their mouths full of

pap. Tosevite |anguages were al so hard for the Race because they were so
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maddeningly irregular; they had not spent |Iong mllennia being snoothed

into efficient rationality. And, even without those difficulties, the |anguages
remai ned i nconpletely famliar to the officers assigned to |earn

them Up until the actual |andings on Tosev 3, they'd had only radio transm ssions
fromwhich to work (the first convenient thing Atvar could see

about the Tosevites' possessing radio), and conprehensi on had energed

slowy out of those, even with the help of conputers progranmed to deduce

probabl e word neani ngs by statistics.

Mol otov listened to the fleetlord' s greeting, gave back one of his own.

Unli ke the Tosevite from Deutschland, he had sense enough to speak

slowy so as not to overwhelmthe interpreter. Al so unlike that Tosevite,

he gave no sign of disconfiture at being off his honme planet and in free-fal
for the first tine in his life.

A vi ewscreen showed a hol ogram of Tosev 3 as it appeared fromthe

127t h Enperor Hetto, but Ml otov did not even deign to glance at it.
Through the corrective | enses hooked in front of his flat, imobile eyes,
he stared straight toward Atvar. The fleetlord approved. He had not
thought to find such singleness of purpose anmong these big barbarians.

Mol ot ov spoke again, still slowy and without raising his voice. The
interpreter turned both eye turrets toward Atvar in enbarrassnent; the
fleetlord shoul d have enjoyed the privilege of first address. But what could
a Big Ugly know of proper protocol? Atvar said, "Never mnd his nanners.

Just tell nme what he says."

"I't shall be done, Exalted Fleetlord. Vyacheslav M khailovich--this is

the polite way to address the Tosevites who speak Ruskii: by their own
nane and that of their father--well, never mind that; the Tosevite demands
the i medi ate unconditional w thdrawal of all our forces fromthe

|l and and air belonging to the enpire of the SSSR "

"Ch, he does, does he?" The fleetlord let his jaws gape in a guffaw

"Remind himhe is in no position to make demands. |f he occupi ed Home,

he m ght have the right to bend us to his will. But it is the surrender of the
SSSR that is under discussion, not ours."

Mol otov listened to the interpreter's translation w thout changi ng expression
To Atvar, the Tosevites he'd seen and net owned extraordinarily

mobi |l e features; his own facial hide and nuscul ature were far |less flexible.
But this native mght have been carved fromstone. Still stubbornly ignoring
hi s surroundi ngs, he paused to think, then replied:

"We shall not yield. W have fought the Gtlerites ["By which he

means the Deutsch Tosevites, exalted fleetlord,"” the interpreter explained]

to a standstill when they expected us to collapse. Qur land is vast, our resources
wi despread. W are not to be easily overcone."

"Tell himthat his vast enpire"--Atvar |oaded the word with scorn--"woul d
vani sh al nost without trace on any of the three worlds of the Enpire.’
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Mol ot ov again listened, thought, answered: "All three of your worlds

are not here with you, and you seek to conquer not just the SSSR but the
whol e of this world. Consider if you have not overextended yoursel ves."
Atvar glared at the inpassive Tosevite. The native might be barbarous,

but he was no fool. A whole world-even a world with too nmuch water

Ii ke Tosev 3--was a big place, bigger than the fleetlord had truly
understood until he began this canpaign. He hadn't expected to face industrialized
opposition, either.

Nevert hel ess, he and the Race had advantages, too. He bl udgeoned

Mol otov with them "W strike you as we please, but you cone to grief
whenever you try to hit us back. Once all your factories are in ruins, how
do you propose to hit back at all? Yield now, and you will still have sonething
left for your own people.”

Mol ot ov wore the same sort of bul ky garnents nost Tosevites preferred.

H s face was danp and shiny with water exuded as a netabolic

cool ant; the 127th Enperor Hetto was at a tenperature confortable to the
Race, not for natives. But he still answered back boldly enough: "W have
many factories. W have many men. You have won battl es agai nst us, but

you are far fromw nning your war. W will fight on. Even the Gtlerites
have nore sense than to yield to you."

"As a matter of fact, | recently spoke with the foreign ninister of

Deut schl and, " Atvar said. That Tosevite had al so been too stubborn to
yield until his empire was pounded flat, but Ml otov did not have to know
it.

The native |ooked intently at the fleetlord. "And what had he to say?"
Since the SSSR and Deutschl and were at war before the Race reached

TjWB, it stood to reason that they had little reason to trust each other.
e discussed the feasibility of Deutschland s acknow edging the authority
of the Enmperor,"” Atvar answered. On speaking of his sovereign, he

cast down his eyes for a nonent. So did the interpreter.

"Emperor, you say? | want to be sure | understand you correctly," M-I otov
said. "Your--nation---is headed by a person who rul es because he is

a menber of a family that has ruled for many years before hin? |Is that
what you tell me?"

"Yes, that is correct,"” Atvar said, puzzled by the Tosevite's puzzl enent.
"Who el se would rule an enpire--the Enpire-but the Enperor?

The Tosevite named Stalin, | gather, is the enperor of your SSSR "

So far as the fleetlord could see, Mdlotov still did not change expression.
Nor was his voice anything but its usual nushy nonotone. But what

he said made the interpreter hiss in rage and astoni shnent, and even | ash
his tail stunmp back and forth as if in nortal conbat. The officer mastered
hi nsel f, spoke in Ml otov's | anguage. Ml otov answered. The interpreter
trenbled. Slowy, he masterod hinself. Even nore slowy, he turned to

At var.
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He still hesitated to speak. "Wiat does the Big Ugly say?" Atvar demanded.
"Exalted Fleetlord," the interpreter stamrered, "this--this thing of a
Tosevite tells me to tell you that the people--the people of his SSSR--that
they, they executed--nurdered--their enperor and all his fanmly twenty-five
years ago. That woul d be about fifty of our years," he added, remenbering
his function as translator. "They nurdered their enperor, and this
Stalin, this | eader of theirs, is no enperor at all, but the chief of the group
of bandits that killed him"
Atvar was a mature, disciplined male, so he did not show his feelings
with a hiss as the interpreter had. But he was shocked to the very core of
hi s being. Inmagining a government w thout an enperor at its head was al npst
beyond him Horme had been unified for scores of millennia, and
even in the distant days before unity had seen only the struggl e between
one enpire and another. Halless | was a single enpire when the Race conquered
it; Rabotev 2 had been divided, but al so anbng conpeting enpires.
What ot her way was there to organize intelligent beings? The fleetlord
coul d concei ve of none.
Mol ot ov said, "You should know, invader from another world, that

Deut schl and has no enperor either, nor does the United--" The interpreter
went back and forth with himfor alittle while, then explained, "He
means the enpire--or not-enmpire, | should say--in the northern part of
the small | andnmass. "

"These Tosevites are utterly mad," Atvar burst out. He added, "You

need not translate that. But they are. By the Enperor"--just saying the
nane was a confort--"it nust have to do with the world's beastly climate

and excess water."

"Yes, Exalted Fleetlord," the interpreter said. "It nmay be so. But what
shall | tell the creature here?"

"I don't know. " Atvar felt befouled at even contenplating speech with
anyone, no matter how alien, who was involved in inpericide--a crine

whose exi stence he had not thought of until this nonment. All at once, cratering
the whole world of Tosev 3 with nucl ear weapons | ooked nuch

nmore attractive than it had. But the fleet had only a linited nunber of
them - agai nst the sort of fight the Tosevites were expected to put up, even
a few woul d have been nore than necessary. And with Tosev 3's | and surface
so limted, ruining any of it went against his grain.

He gathered hinself. "Tell this Mlotov that what he and his bandits

did before the Race arrived will not concern us unless they refuse to yield
and thereby force us to take notice of it. But if need be, we will avenge
their nurdered enperor." Thinking of a nurdered enperor, the fleetlord

knew the first pity he'd felt for any Tosevite.

If his threat frightened Ml otov, the Big Ugly gave no sign of it; the
native truly was as frozen of countenance as anyone of the Race. He said,
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"It is true, then, that when you speak of an enpire, you mean it in the exact
and literal sense of the word, with an enperor and a court and all the
trappi ngs of the outworn past?"

"Of course that is true," Atvar answered. "How el se would we mean

it ?"

"The enlightened people of the SSSR have cast the rule of despots

onto the ash-heap of history," Ml otov said.

Atvar laughed in his flat face. "The Race has flourished under its Enperors
for a hundred thousand years. Wat do you know of history, when

you were savages the last time we | ooked over your m serabl e pest-hole of

a planet?" The fleetlord heartily w shed the Tosevites had stayed savages,
t 0o.

"H story may be slow, but it is certain,” Mlotov said stubbornly.

"One day the inevitable revolution will come to your people, too, when
their econonmic conditions dictate its necessity. | think that day will be
soon. You are imperialists, and inperialismis the | ast phase of capitalism
as Marx and Lenin have shown."

The interpreter stunbled through the translation of that |ast sentence,

and added, "I have trouble rendering the natives' religious terms into our

| anguage, Exalted Fleetlord. Marx and Lenin are gods or prophets in the
SSSR. " He spoke briefly with Mlotov, then said, "Prophets. VWyachesl av

M khai |l ovich knew this Lenin hinself."

Mol ot ov said, "Lenin led the revol ution which overthrew our enperor

and established the rule of the people and workers of the SSSR | am proud
to say | assisted in this worthy task."

Atvar stared at the Tosevite in disgust. He spoke to the interpreter:

"T4he bandit | have nothing further to say to him If he and his nurdeitl
will not yield thenmselves to us, their punishnent shall only be

t he harsher.”

The interpreter slowy, haltingly, turned the crisp words into the

mushy native | anguage. Ml otov answered with one word. "Nyet." The
fleetlord glanced with one quick flick of an eye at the interpreter to see if
that nmeant what he thought. It did.

"Get himoff this ship," Atvar snapped. "I amsorry he comes here

under truce, or | would treat himas he deserves." The idea of wantonly

sl aughtering an enperor--even a Tosevite enperor--gave himan atavistic
urge to bite sonething: Mlotov by choice, though the Big Ugly | ooked
anyt hi ng but appeti zi ng.

The doorway out of Atvar's office hissed open. The interpreter pushed

off fromthe chair whose back he'd been hol ding and shot through it. M-I otov
foll owed nmore awkwardly, the gracel ess garnents he wore fl apping

about him As soon as he was gone, Atvar shut the door behind him The

rat her sharp snmell of his body renmained, |ike a bad menory. The fleetlord
turned up the air scrubbers to make it go away.
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Wiile it still lingered, he phoned Kirel. Wen the shiplord' s face appeared
in his screen, he said, "You will cone to ny quarters imediately.'

"I't shall be done, Exalted Fleetlord." Kirel blanked the screen. He was
as good as his word. When he chined for admittance, Atvar let himin,
then cl osed the door again. Kirel asked, "How fare the talks with the
Tosevites, Exalted Fleetlord?”

"Less well than | had hoped." Atvar let his breath hiss out in a |ong,
frustrated sigh. "All their greatest empires still refuse to acknow edge the
glory of the Enperor." He cast his eyes down in the ritual gesture. He

woul d not tell Kirel what he'd |l earned from Ml otov, not yet; his own pain
remained too raw to permt it.

"This is altogether a nore difficult task than we | ooked for when we

set out fromHonme," Kirel said. The shiplord had tact. He forbore to rem nd
Atvar that he had urged a surrender denmand before actual ground

conbat got under way. After a nonent, he went on, "It has been too

many generations since the Race fought a real war."

"What do you nean?" Atvar tried to hold sudden suspicion fromhis

voi ce. Tactful or not, Kirel coveted the ornate body paint the fleetlord
wore. Atvar continued, "W are trained for this nission as well as we
coul d possibly be."

"Indeed we are,"” Kirel agreed gravely, which only made Atvar nore

suspi cious. "But the Tosevites are not nmerely trained; they are experienced.
Weapon for weapon, we far surpass them In craft on the battlefield,

t hough, they exceed us. That has hurt us, again and again."

"I know. They are worse foes than | expected themto be even after we

| earned of their abnormal technol ogical growh. Not only are they wily, as
you say, they are stubborn. | was confident they would break when they
realized the advantages we enjoyed over them But they keep fighting, as
best they can."

"It is so," Kirel said. "Perhaps already being | ocked in conbat anong

t hensel ves has given themthe discipline they need to carry on agai nst us.

Al ong with being stubborn, they are well-trained and skilled. W can continue
to smash themfor a long tine yet; one of our |andcruisers, one of

our aircraft, is worth anywhere fromten to twenty*five of theirs. But we
have only so many nunitions. If we cannot overawe them we may face
difficulties. In ny coldest dreans, | see our |last nissile wecking a clunsy
Tosevite | andcrui ser--while another such | andcruiser rolls out of a factory
and toward us."

O thenselves, Atvar's clawed hands twitched as if to tear a foe in

front of him "That is a cold dream You should have left it in your coffin
when you awoke. W have set down our factory ships here and there, you
know. As we gain raw materials, we shall be able to increase our stocks."
"As you say, Exalted Fleetlord," Kirel answered. He did not say--
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presumably because he knew Atvar knew it as well as hinself--that the
factories, even at top output, could not produce in a day nore than a snall
part of the supplies the Race's arned forces used during that day. Back on
Home, no one had reckoned that the armada woul d use as nuch as it had.

As if to turn away fromthat unpleasant reflection, Atvar said, "For al
the bluster the Big Ugly envoys show, they may yet prove tractable. The
mal e fromthe enpire called Deutschland, despite his sickness, showed

sonme conprehensi on of our might." Al at once, he renenbered that M-I otov
had sai d Deutschland was a not-enpire. He wondered queasily if its

enperor had been nurdered, too.

Shiplord Kirel said, "Deutschland? Interesting. May | use your screen

to show you an inage a reconnai ssance satellite caught for us yesterday?"
At var opened his hands wi de to show assent. Kirel punched commands in
the 127th Enperor Hetto's data storage system

The screen lit to show green | and and grayi sh sea. A spot of fire appeared
in one corner of the land, not far froma clunp of big wood buil dings.

The fire suddenly spread and got brighter, then went out nore

slowy. "One of our bonbing runs?" Atvar asked.

"No. Let ne showit to you again, this tinme in slow notion wth naxi mum
magni fi cation and i nage processing."

The anplified i mage cane up on the screen. Atvar stared at it, then at
Kirel. "That is a mssile," he said accusingly, as if it were the shiplord's
fault. He did not want to believe what he had just seen

But Kirel said, "Yes, Exalted Fleetlord, this is a nmssile, or at |east was
intended to be one. Since it exploded on its |launching pad, we are unable

to gain estimates of its range or guidance system if any, but to judge from
e, it appears nore likely to be strategic than tactical."

1'' I presunme we have eradicated this site," Atvar said.

"I't was done, Exalted Fleetlord," Kirel agreed.

The shiplord' s doleful voice told Atvar what he already knew. even

though this site was gone, the Race had no sure way of telling how many
others the Deutsche possessed--until a missile roared toward them And
swatting mssiles out of the sky was an order of mmgnitude harder than
dealing with these slow, clunsy Tosevite airplanes. Even the airplanes
were hurting his forces now and agai n, because the Big Uglies kept sending
them out no matter how many got knocked down. As Kirel had said, their
courage and skill went some of the way toward making up for their poor

t echnol ogy.

"W have to destroy the factories in which these weapons are produced,’
Atvar said

"Yes, Exalted Fleetlord," Kirel answered.

Not, Atvar noted, "It shall be done." Fromthe air, one factory | ooked
|i ke another. Destroying all the factories in Deutschland was a tall order
Conpared to the size of the planet, Deutschland was a small enpire, but
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even small enpires, Atvar was |earning, covered a |lot of ground. The other
Tosevite enpires had factories, too. How cl ose were they to making m ssil es?
The fleetlord did his best to ook on the bright side. "Their failure

gives us the warning we need. W shall not be taken unawares even if they
succeed in launching mssiles at us." W had better not be, his tone said.
"Qur preparations are adequate,"” Kirel said. He did his best to keep on
soundi ng businesslike and mlitary, but his voice had an edge to it that
Atvar understood perfectly well: if that was the bright side, it was hardly
worth | ooking for.

The train chuffed to a halt sonewhere on the south Russian steppe;

men in field gray sprang down and went efficiently to work. They woul d
have been nore efficient still, Karl Becker thought, if they'd been all owed
to proceed in their usual nethodical fashion rather than at a dead run. But
an order fromthe Fhrer was an order fromthe Fhrer. At the dead run

t hey went.

"The ground will not be adequately prepared, Karl," M chae

Arenswal d said sadly. Both men were part of the engi neering detachnent

of Heavy Artillery Battalion Dora.

"This is true, of course," Becker said with a fatalistic nod, "but how
many shots are we likely to be able to fire before the Lizards descend on
us?" They were sixty kiloneters fromthe Lizard base. Wth aircraft,

t hough, especially the ones the Lizards flew, sixty kilometers passed in the
blink of an eye. Karl Becker was a |long way from stupid; he recognized a
sui ci de m ssion when he heard one.

If Arenswald did, too, he kept it to hinself. "W mght even get off

hal f a dozen before they figure out what's happening to them"

"Ch, quatsch!" said Becker, a Berliner. He jabbed an index finger out

at his friend. "You are a dead man, | ama dead man, we are all dead nen,
the whole battalion of us. The only question |eft unanswered i s whether

we can take enough Lizards with us to nake our deaths worth sonething.”
"Sooner or later, we are all dead nmen." Arenswald | aughed. "We'll give
them a surprise before we go, at any rate."

"Wth luck, we may nmanage that," Becket admitted. "We--" He

broke of f and started coughing. The battalion had a chenmical unit attached
toit, to send up snoke and hide it fromview fromthe air while it was setting
up for action. Sone of the snobke cane from nothing nore sophisticated

than flam ng buckets of notor oil. Breathing it was probably doing
Becker's lungs no good, but odds were it wouldn't kill himbefore he died
of other causes. He coughed again, then ignored it.

Men swarned over the train like ants. Special tracks had been laid for

the heavy artillery battalion, four gently curved arcs, each always a con
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stant distance fromits neighbors. The inner two sets of rails were exactly
twenty feet apart. Crews began noving specially built diesel construction
cranes to the outer pair of tracks, for aid in the upcom ng assenbly process.
Looking at all the purposeful activity, Arenswald | aughed again. "Not
bad, considering how understrength we are." The snoke was al ready turning
his face sooty.
"A lot of people we don't need, considering we won't be here |ong."
When Heavy Artillery Battalion Dora came into Russia, it was acconpani ed
by a security unit that included three hundred infantry and secret police
wi th dogs, and by a four-hundred-man reinforced flak battalion.
Nei t her the one nor the other mattered now. If the Lizards chose to cone
this way, German infantry could not hold themoff, and the flak battalion
could not keep their planes away. Dora's only hope of acconplishing anything
was going into action before the eneny noticed it was there. And
consi dering what Dora was ....

Becket | aughed, too. Arenswal d gave him a curious | ook. He ex-

Vi

pl ai ned: "Keeping Dora a secret is |like taking an el ephant out of its enclo
sure at the Berlin Tiergarten and walking it out of the zoo wi thout the

keepers' paying you any mind."
"Something to that." Arenswal d waved at the ever-denser smoke al
around. "But you see, Karl, we have a very |arge pocket here."

"W have a very large el ephant, too." Becket hopped down fromthe

train and wal ked between the two center tracks, the ones that would have
to bear Dora's weight. The tracks were laid with closely spaced cross ties
to help strengthen the roadbed, but the ground was not nearly so stony as
ituld have been. That would natter a great deal if Dora stayed here a
lcwhile. For the few shots it was likely to get off, the ground was | ess
xnport ant .

The next few days passed in a berserk blaze of work, with sleep

snatched in odd nmonents, often under the train to give some protection in

case Lizard aircraft did cone by. The manual s said assenbling Dora

needed a week. Driven by the lash of fear for the fatherland, the heavy ar
tillery battalion did it in four and a hal f days.

The two pieces of the bottomhalf of the gun carriage went onto the

two central tracks and were aligned with each other. They rested on
twenty rail trucks, again to distribute Dora's mass as wi dely as possi bl e.
Becket was part of the crew that hydraulically | eveled the | ower nount.
The diesel cranes lifted crossbeans onto the | ower nount, then placed

the two-pi ece upper nount where it bel onged. The top of the carriage held
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mount by dozens of heavy bolts. Becket went down one side of the carriage

and Arenswal d down the other, checking that every one was in place.
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They nmet at the rear, grinned, exchanged draw ngs, then went up the
carriage to check each other's sides. Everything had to work once the
shooting started; things would go wong soon enough after that.

Assenmbly went faster once the carriage was together. The trunnions,

the gun cradle, the breech, and the barrel sections all were raised to their
proper positions. Wen Dora was at |ast conplete, Becker admired the
monst er gun through bl owi ng snoke. Carriage and all, the 80centineter
cannon was fifty neters long and el even neters tall; its barrel alone was
thirty meters I ong. Somewhere far above the snoke, Becker heard a Lizard
pl ane whi ne past. Hi s shoul ders slunped; his hands nade futile fists. "No,
God, " he said, alnost as a threat, "not now, not when we were so close."
M chael Arenswal d cl apped hi mon the shoul der. "They've fl own over

us before, Karl. It will be all right; you'll see."

No bonbs fell on them no guided rockets expl oded by the gun carri age.

A crane lifted froma freight car a seven-tonne shell, slowy swing

the great projectile, nmore than five neters long and al nost a neter thick,

onto the |oading assenbly. It didn't look like an artillery shell, not to

Becker. 1t | ooked |ike something nore prineval, as if Tyrannosaurus rex had been reincarnated as
artillery.

The breech received the shell, was closed with a clang that sounded

like a factory noi se. The whol e battalion cheered as the gun barrel slowy
rose, its tip no doubt projecting out of the snoke screen now. Laughi ng,
Arenswal d said, "It remnds nme of the world's biggest prick getting hard."
"That's one hell of a hard-on, all right," Becker said.

The barrel reached an angle of alnpbst forty-five degrees, stopped.

Along with everyone el se around, Becker turned away fromit, covered his
ears, opened his nouth.

The bl ast was |ike nothing he'd ever imagined. It sucked all the air

out of his lungs, shook himlike a terrier shaking a rat. Stunned, he staggered,
stunbl ed, sat down hard on the ground. Hi s head roared. He wondered

if he would ever hear anything through that oceanic clanor again.

But he could still see. Sprawied in the dirt beside him M chael Arenswald
gave a big thunbs-up

A radar technician on the grounded transport ship 67th Enperor

Sohrheb stared at the screen in front of him hissed in dismy. Automatic
al arns began to yammer even before Breltan shrieked, "M ssile incom ng!'
A war ni ng had cone down that the Big Uglies were playing with

m ssiles, but he'd never expected to encounter one of their toys so soon.
He raised both eye turrets to the ceiling in benusenment. The Big Uglies
just weren't |like the Race. They were always in a hurry.

Their mssile was in a hurry, too, chewing away the distance to the
grounded ships. Breltan's jaws opened again, this tinme in anmusenent. So
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the Tosevites had discovered m ssiles, had they? Wl |l and good, but they
hadn't yet discovered missiles too could be kill ed.

No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than the radars showed

m ssiles leaping up to smash the intruder. Breltan | aughed again, said,
"You'll have to do better than that, Big Uglies."

A mssile, as arule, is a flinmsy thing, no stronger than it has to be--
any excess wei ght degrades performance. If another nissile--or even a
fragment hurled froman exploding warhead hits it, odds are it will be
wr ecked.

The shell from Dora, however, had to be arnored to withstand the
nmonstrous force that had sent it on its way. A mssile exploded a couple
of meters fromit. The fragnents bounced off its brass sides. Another

m ssile struck it a glancing bl ow before expl oding and spun away,

rui ned.

The shel |, undisturbed, flew on.

Breltan watched the radar screen in disbelief mxed with equal neasures
of horror and fascination. "It can't do that," he said. But it could--the
Tosevite missile shrugged off everything the Race threw at it and kept
com ng. Coming right at Breltan

"Enperor save ne," he whi npered, and dove under his seat in the ap

proved position for protection against attack fromthe air.

The shell 1 anded about ten neters in front of the 67th Enperor
Sohr heb. Just under a tonne of its mass was hi gh expl osives. The rest, in
a tinme measured in mcroseconds, turned to knife-edged, red-hot frag-
us

of every shape and si ze.
Li ke all starships of the invasion fleet, the 67th Enperor Sohrheb
drew its primary power froman atomc pile. But, |ike nobst of the ships
that |anded on Tosev 3, it used a fair part of the energy fromthat pile to
el ectrolyze water into oxygen and the hydrogen that fueled the Race's air
and ground vehi cl es.
When it blew, it blew sky-high. No one ever found a trace of
Breltan--or his seat.

The fireball was big enough to be visible across sixty kil oneters.

When it |it up the northern horizon, the nen of Heavy Artillery Battalion
Dora screaned with delight, |oud enough for Karl Becker to hear them
even with his abused ears. "Hit! Hit! Ht!" he shouted, and danced in a
clumsy circle with M chael Arenswald

"Now that's what | call an orgasm" Arenswal d yell ed.

The brigadi er commandi ng the heavy artillery battalion clinbed up

onto the i mense gun carriage, negaphone in hand. "Back to it!" he
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bawl ed to his capering crew. "W want to hit them again before they hit
us.'

Not hi ng coul d have been better calculated to send the battalion back

to work at full speed. Unlike a tank gun, Dora could not traverse. A | oconotive
attached to the front end of the carriage noved forward a few neters,

pul ling nearly 1,500 tonnes of cannon and nounting al ong the curved

track into its preplanned next firing position

Even as the flagman brought the engine to a halt right at the mark

pai nted on the track, Becket was dashing forward to nmake sure the gun

carriage had remmined | evel after the stress of the round and the nove. The
bubbles in the spirit levels at all four corners of the carriage hadn't stirred
a mllimeter. He waved up to the reloading gang. "All good here!"

The long barrel lifted a degree or two. A crane was already lifting the
expended shell casing out of the breech. "C ear below" the crane operator
shouted. Men scattered. The casing thudded to the ground beside the gun
carriage. That wasn't the way the manuals said to get rid of such casings,
but it was the fastest way. The crane swung to pick up a new shell.

Karl Becker kept an eye on his watch. Twenty-nine nminutes after Dora
spoke for the first tine, the great gun spoke again.

Krefak felt the heat fromthe burning 67th Enperor Sohrheb, though

his mssile battery was posted a good ways away fromthe | uckl ess starship.
He was heartily glad of that; the blast when the ship went up had

taken out several units closer to it.

Krefak also felt the heat fromhis own commander, who'd waxed el oquent

over his failure to shoot down the Big Uglies' missile. He'd done everything
right; he knew he had. The battery had intercepted the Tosevite

projectile at least twice. Tapes fromthe radars proved it. But how was he
supposed to say so, with only snmoking rubble |l eft where a proud starship

had stood nere heartbeats before?

One of the nmales at a radar screen let out a frightened hiss. "The eggl ess
creatures | aunched another one!" he excl ai ned.

Krefak gaped in shocked surprise. Once was catastrophe enough, but
twice-- He couldn't inmagine twice. He didn't want to imagine twice. H's
voice rose to a nost-unofficerlike screech: "Shoot it down!"

Roars fromthe | aunchers showed himthat the conputers hadn't

waited for his orders. He ran to the screen, watched the missiles fly. As
they had before, they went straight to the mark, exploded ... and were
gone. So far as the Tosevite mssile was concerned, they mght as well
never have been fired. It proceeded inexorably on its ordai ned course.

Bel ow the radar screen that marked its track through the air was anot her
that evaluated the ground target at which it was ained. "No," he
said softly. "By the Enperors, launch nore mssiles!"

"The battery has expended all the ones we had on | aunchers, superior
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sir," the male answered hel plessly. "Mre are com ng." Then he too took

a | ook at where the Tosevite missile was heading. "Not the 56th Enperor
Jossano." His eye turrets quivered with fright as he stared at Krefak

"Yes, with nost of our nucl ear weapons on board. To treachery with

coloni zing this stinking planet; we should have sterilized it to be rid of the
Tosevites once and for all. W--" Hs voice was lost in the roar of the ex*

pl oding mssile, and in the nuch, much bigger roar that subsumed it.

The 56th Enperor Jossano went up in the same sort of blast as had

taken the 67th Enperor Sohrheb. The fission and fusi on weapons were

stored in the very heart of the ship, in a strongly arnored chanber. 1t did

not save them As the 56th Enperor |ossano blew to pieces and burned,

the explosives that triggered the rapid joining of precisely machined

chunks of plutoni um began going off, as if they were rounds of anmunition in a flam ng tank
The bonbs thensel ves did not go off; the triggering charges did not ignite

in the precise order or at the precise rate that required. But the casings

were w ecked, the chunks of plutoniumwarped out of shape and broken

and, indeed, scattered over a goodly part of the Tosevite | andscape as expl osion
after expl osi on wacked the 56t h Enmperor Jossano.

They were very likely the nost val uabl e pieces of netal on the face of

the Earth, or woul d have been had any human bei ng known they were

there or what to do with them No human being did, not then

More screans of glee rose fromDora's firing crew. They did not waste

nmoti on dancing at the sight of this new flane on the distant horizon, but

i medi ately set to work rel oading the 80-centineter cannon

14

i chel Arenswal d bellowed in Becker's ear. "Six! Didn't | tell you

et off six?"

"We've been lucky twi ce," Becker said. "That's nore than | expected

right there. Maybe we'll go again--third tine's the charm they say."

For an instant too | ong, he thought the screamin the sky was part of

the way his head rang after the second detonation of the nonster gun. The

| ocomotive had just finished hauling Dora to its next marked firing position
Becket started over to the gun carriage to see if had stayed |evel yet

agai n.

The first bonmb blast, a few nmeters behind him hurled himfacefirst

into that great mountain of metal. He felt things break--his nose, a cheekbone,
several ribs, a hip. He opened his nobuth to scream Another bonb

went off, this one even cl oser

Jens Larssen's apartnent lay a few bl ocks west of the Union Stockyards.
The nei ghbor hood wasn't nuch, but he'd still been surprised at how
he got the place. The incessant Chicago wi nd cane fromthe west

cheap
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that day. A couple of days later, it started bl owing off Lake M chigan, and
he understood. But it was too late by then--he'd already signed the |ease.
The wind bl ew off the | ake the day his w fe, Barbara, got into town,
too. He still renenbered the way her eyes got w de. She put the snell into
one rai sed eyebrow and four words: "Essence of terrified cow"
The wi nd was bl owi ng off the | ake tonight, but Larssen hardly noticed
the rich manure stink. He could snell his own fear, and Barbara's. Lizard
pl anes were over Chicago again. He'd listened to Edward R Mirrow on
crackling shortwave from Engl and, listened to that deep, raspy voice and
its trademark opening: "This is London." Such was Murrow s nmgic that
he' d i magi ned he understood what being a Londoner in the Blitz was |ike.
Now he knew better.
More pl anes screeched past; nore bonbs fell, sone, by the way the
wi ndows rattled, quite close by. He clung to Barbara, and she to him
under the kitchen table. Chicago had no shelters. "H tting the stockyards
again," she said into his ear
He nodded. "Anything with rails." The Lizards were i nhumanly nethodi ca
about pasting transportation hubs, and Chi cago was not hi ng el se
but. It was also close to the landing zone they'd carved out for thenselves
in downstate Illinois, Mssouri, and Kentucky. Thanks to both those
things, the town was taking a heavy poundi ng.
Only a couple of candles |it the one-bedroom apartnent. Their [|ight
did not get past the blankets tacked up to serve as bl ackout curtains. The
bl ankets woul d not have contained electric |lights, but the power had been
off nore often than it was on the past few days. It nade Larssen glad for
once that he had only an ol d-fashi oned i cebox, not a fancy electric refrigerator
As long as the ice nan kept comi ng around--as long as the ice man
still had ice--his food would stay fresh
Antiaircraft guns, pitifully few and pitifully ineffective, added their
barks to the cacophony. Shrapnel pattered down on rooftops |ike hot netal
hail. Air-raid sirens wailed, lost souls in the night.
After a while, Larssen noticed he heard no nore Lizard pl anes, though
the rest of the fireworks display continued as gunners bl azed away at their
i magi nations. "I think it's over," he said.
"This time," Barbara answered. He felt her trenble in his arns; for
that matter, he felt pretty shaky hinself. One by one, sirens fell silent. H's
wi fe went on, "I don't know how nuch nore of this I can handle." Like
a tight-stretched wire, her voice vibrated with hi dden stress.
"The English stuck it out," he said, renenbering Mirrow again.
"CGod knows how," she said. "I don't." She squeezed himeven tighter
than she had when the bonbs were falling.
Bei ng a thoroughly rational young nan, he opened his mouth to explain
to her how bad a beating London had taken, and for how |l ong, and
how the Lizards seenmed, for the nmonent anyhow, to be much nore sel ec-
|
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tive than the Nazis about hitting civilian targets. But however thoroughly
rati onal he was, the springy firmess of her body | ocked agai nst his reninded
hi mthat he was young. Instead of explaining, he kissed her

Her nmouth came open against his; she npaned a little, deep in her

throat, whether fromfear or desire or both commingl ed he never knew.

She pressed the warm pal m of her hand against his hair. He rolled on top

of her, careful even then not to knock his head on the underside of the table.
When at |ast their kiss broke, he whispered, "Shall we go in the bedroonf"

"No," she said, startling him Then she giggled. "Let's do it right here,
on the floor. It'll rem nd ne of those tinmes in the backseat of your old
Chevy. "

"Al'l right," he said, by then too eager to care nmuch where. He shifted

his weight. "Raise up, just a little." Wen she noved, he undid the buttons

on the back of her blouse and unhooked her bra with one hand. He

hadn't tried that since they were narried, but the ease with which he acconplished
it said his hand renenbered the backseat of the old Chevy,

t 0o.

He tossed the cotton bl ouse and bra aside. Presently, he said, "Lift up
again.' He slowy slid her panties down her legs. Instead of pulling off her
skirt, he hiked it up. That nmade her |augh again. She kissed him |ong and
sl ow. Hi s hands wandered where they woul d.

So did hers, unbuckling his belt, opening his trouser button, and, with
several delicious pauses, |lowering his zipper. He yanked down his pants
and jockey shorts, just far enough. They were both | aughing by then.
Laughing still, he plunged into her, |eaving behind for a little while the
terror outside the bl acked-out apartnent.

,"'"1 should have taken off nmy shirt," he said when they were through
,wit's all sweaty."

"I't? What about nme?" Barbara brought both hands up to his chest,

made as if to push himvertically away fromher. He raised up on his el bows
and knees--and this tine did catch the back of his head on the bottom

of the kitchen table, hard enough to see stars. He swore, first in

English, then in the fragments of Norwegi an he'd picked up fromhis

gr andf at her.

Bar bara, whose mai den name was Baker and who had a coupl e of

several -ti mes-great-grandfathers who'd fought in the Revolution, always
thought that was the funniest thing in the world. "You're in no position
to | augh now, wench," he said, and tickled her conveniently bare ribs. The
I'i nol eum made noi st squel chi ng noi ses under her backside as she tried to
wiggle away. That set himlaughing, too. He grabbed her. They night

have begun agai n, but the tel ephone chose that nonment to ring.

Larssen jerked up in surprise--he hadn't thought the phone was
wor ki ng--and gave hinsel f another crack in the head. This tine he started
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out swearing in Norwegian. Trousers flopping around his ankles, he hobbl ed
into the bedroom "Hello?" he growl ed, annoyed as if it were the caller's
fault he'd knocked his brains |oose.

"That is you, lens? You are all right, you and Barbara?"

The accented voice on the other end of the Iine threwice water on his
steam "Yes, Dr. Ferm ," he said, and nmade a hasty grab for his pants. O
course Ferm could not see him but he was enbarrassed even to be talking
to the Italian physicist,"a dignified man if ever there was one, with
trousers at half-mast. "W cane through safe again, thank you."

"Saf e?" Ferm echoed bitterly. "This is a word without nmeaning in the
world today. | thought it had one when Laura and | cane here four years
ago, but | amwong. But never mind that. Here is the reason | call: Szilard
says--and he is right--we nmust all neet tonorrow, and tonorrow early
Seven o' clock. He would say six if he could."

"I''"l'l be there," Larssen prom sed. "Wat's up?"

"The Lizards, they are nmoving toward Chicago."

The words seenmed to hang on the wire. "But they can't," |ens said,

t hough he knew perfectly well they could. What the devil was there to
stop thenf

Ferm wunderstood what he meant. "You are right--they nmust not. If

they conme here, everything we do since we begin is lost. Too nuch tine
lost, time we have not to waste even agai nst Germany, to say nothing of
these creatures.”

"Germany." Larssen kept his voice flat. He'd been relieved past all
measure when the atom c bomb that expl oded above Chi cago proved not

to have a swastika painted on its casing. He once nore had no i dea how
far along the Nazis were on their own bonb program It would be a hel

of a note, though, for humanity to have to depend on them al one for a
weapon with which to do the Lizards some real damage. He wondered if

he woul d sooner see Earth conquered than Adolf Hitler its savior, |ust
maybe, he thought. On the Iine, Ferm cleared his throat. That brought

Larssen back to the here-and-now. "I'Il be there," he said again.
"Good," Ferm said. "I go, then--many others to call while phones are
working. | see you in the norning." He hung up wi thout saying goodbye.

Larssen sat down on the bed, thinking hard. H's pants slid back down to

his ankles. He didn't notice.

Hs wife wal ked into the bedroom She carried a candle to |ight her

way. Qutside, fire-engine sirens rang through the night as their crews fought to douse the fires
the Lizards had started. "What's up?" Barbara

asked. She tossed her bl ouse and underwear into the w ckerwork |aundry

hanper .

"Big neeting tomorrow," he answered, then repeated Ferm's grim

Fl ews.

"That's not good," she said. She had no real notion of what he was
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wor ki ng on under Stagg Field; she'd been studying nedieval English literature
when they nmet at Berkel ey. But she knew the project was inportant.
She asked, "How are we going to stop thenP"

"You come up with the answer to that one and you win the sixty-four
dollars."

She smled at that, then set the candle in a silver stick--a wedding
present Larssen had never thought they'd use--on top of the dresser. Wth
bot h hands, she took off her skirt and threw it at the hanmper. She gl anced
over to him "You still haven't pulled up your pants.”

"I did so," he said, then had to add |anely, "They nust have fallen
down again."

"Well, shall | put on a nightgown now, or not?"

He considered. The meeting in the norning was early, but if he

poured down enough coffee, he'd get through it okay.. - and Barbara, naked
in the candlelight, nade himwant to forget tonorrow anyhow.

"Not," he said.

"Good. This tine, take your shirt off, too.

Not hi ng was running the next morni ng when Larssen headed for the

Uni versity of Chicago, not the buses, not the el evated, nothing. Only a
few cars crawl ed cautiously along the street, inhibited not only by the gas
shortage but al so now by the risk of rubble.

Arifle-toting air-raid warden in a British-style tin hat and a Civil Defense

ar mband nodded to Jens as he wal ked past. The wardens had fl owered

i ke weeds after a drought in the pani cky weeks foll ow ng Pear |

Har bor, then di sappeared al nost as quickly when their services proved unnecessary.
But these days, they really were needed. This one | ooked as

bl nn he hadn't slept in a nonth. H's face was covered with grayi ng stub-

unlit cigarette dangled fromthe corner of his nouth. But he was
going on as best he could, |ike everyone el se.

An hour's brisk wal k got Larssen onto the university canpus.

Wi | e he supposed that was good for him he also gave sone serious

thought to trying to get his hands on a bicycle. The sooner the better,

he deci ded, before everyone got the sanme idea and the price went sky-high.
He didn't have two hours to spare every day goi ng back and forth to

wor K.

Eckhart Hall stood on the southeast corner of the Quadrangle. It was

a new bui |l di ng, having opened in 1930. New or not, however, it didn't

boast air conditioning; the windows to the conmons room were open, allow ng
fresh warm nuggy air to replace the stale warm nuggy air |ready

inside. In deference to the hour, soneone had put out a big pot of coffee
and a tray of sweet rolls on a table set under those w ndows.

Larssen nmade a beeline for that table, poured hinmself a paper cup of
coffee, gulped it down hot and bl ack, then grabbed a roll and got a second
cup. Wth the caffeine jolt kicking in, he drank this one nore slowy.

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...Worldwar%2001%20-%20In%20the%20Balance.txt (89 of 508) [12/29/2004 12:42:11 AM]



file://1C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Harry%20T urtl edove%620-%20W orl dwar%2001%20- %20l n%20the%20Ba ance.txt

Harry Turtl edove
93

But as he carried the coffee and sweet roll to a chair, he wondered how

I ong such things would continue to exist in Chicago. The coffee was inported,
of course, and so were sone of the ingredients in the roll--the cinnanon,
certainly. How |l ong could comrerce continue at even its wartine

|l evel with Lizard bases scattered over the United States |ike growi ng tunors?

He nodded to Enrico Fermi, one of the two or three nen who had

beaten himto the meeting. The Italian physicist was wi ping his nmouth on
a paper napkin (the pulp fromwhich it was nade was yet another inport,
Larssen thought). "We'd best enjoy life while we can," the younger man
sai d, and expl ai ned hi s reasoni ng.

Ferm nodded. His receding hairline and oval face made himthe litera
enbodi nent of the word egghead, and al so made him | ook ol der than his
forty-one years. H s snmile now was sweet and rather sad. "My world has
al ready turned upside down once of |ate. Another tine seens sonehow

| ess distressing--and | doubt the Lizards concern thensel ves over ny
wife's religion.”

Brought up confortably Lutheran in a | and where one could fairly

confortably be anything, Jens had never nuch concerned hinself with religion
But Laura Fermi had been a Jew in fascist Italy. The Italians were

not rabid on the subject |like the Germans, but they had made matters

sticky enough for the Fernis to be glad to get out.

"I wonder how far along this trail the Axis would be if Htler only had
the sense to | eave sone of his brightest people alone and | et themwork for
him" Larssen said.

"I amnot to any great degree a political man, but it has al ways
seenmed to nme that fascismand sense do not mingle," Fernm said. He raised
his voice to address a newconer: "lIs this not so, Leo?"

Leo Szilard was short and stocky, and wore a suit with padded shoul ders

whi ch enphasi zed the fact. "What do you say, Enrico?" he asked.

When Ferm repeated hinself, he screwed up his broad, fleshy face in

t hought before answering, "Authoritarianismin any form makes for bad

science, | believe, for its postulates are not rational. The Nazis are bad for
this, yes, but anyone who thinks the American governnent--and hence

its projects like our so-called Metallurgical Laboratory here--free of such
preconceived idiocy is hinself an idiot."

Larssen nodded vehenently at that. If Washington had really believed

in what the Met Lab was doing, it would have poured in three tines the
research noney and support fromthe day Einstein first suggested the violent
rel ease of atom c energy was possible.

Noddi ng al so hel ped Jens keep a straight face. Szilard was both brilliant

and cultured, and expressed hinself so. But the Hungarian scientist's

accent never failed to renind karssen of Bela kugosi's in Dracula. He wondered
if Szilard had ever seen the novie, but |acked the nerve to ask
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More people drifted in, by ones and twos. Szilard | ooked pointedly at
his watch every few minutes; his attitude declared that bei ng bonbarded
by creatures from another planet wasn't a good enough excuse for nissing
an i nportant neeting.

Finally, at about twenty-five after seven, he decided he could wait no

more. He said loudly, "W have a question to face today: in light of the

Li zards' nove on Chi cago, what is our proper course? Shall we abandon

our research here, and seek sone new and safer place to continue it, accepting
all the loss of tinme and effort and probably al so of nmaterial this

woul d entail? O shall we seek to persuade the governnent to defend this

city with everything in its power for our sakb, knowing the arnmy may well

fail and the Lizards succeed here as they have so nmany other places? Discussion,
gent | enen?"

Geral d Sebring said, "God knows | want an excuse to get out of

Chi cago--" That occasi oned general |aughter. Sebring had been pl anni ng

to go do sone research back in Berkeley in early June--and, incidentally,
to marry another physicist's secretary while he was out there. The arriva
of the Lizards changed his plans, as it did so many others' (come to that,
Laura Ferm was still back in New York).

Sebring waited for the chuckles to die down before he went on. "Everything
we' re doing here, though, feels Ilike it's right on the point of com ng

to fruition. Isn't that so, people? W'd |ose a year, maybe nore, if we

had to pull up stakes now. | don't think we can afford it. | don't think the
world can afford it."

Several people nodded. Larssen stuck up a hand. Leo Szilard saw him

ai med a stubby forefinger in his direction. He said, "Strikes ne this

do.lIt have to be an either-or proposition. W can go on with a |lot of our

w ' llhere at the sane tine as we get ready to pull out as fast as possible

if We-'- have to." He found he had trouble baldly saying, if the Lizards take
Chi cago

"That is sensible, and practical for some of our projects,"” Szilard

agreed. "The chemi cal extraction of plutonium for instance, though it requires
the nmost delicate bal ances, can proceed el sewhere--not | east because

we have as yet very little plutoniumto extract. Qher |ines of

research, however, the pile you are assenbling anong them-"

"Tearing it down now woul d be nost unfortunate, the nore so if that
proves unnecessary," Ferm said. "Qur k factor on this one should be
above 1.00 at | east, perhaps as high as 1.04. To break off work just when
we are at last on the point of achieving a sustained chain reaction, that
woul d be very bad." H's wide, nobile nouth twisted to show just how bad
he thought it would be.

"Besides," Sebring said, "where the heck are we likely to stay safe
fromthe Lizards anyhow?" He was far froma handsome nman, with a | ong
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face, heavy eyebrows, and buck teeth, but as usual spoke forcefully and seriously.
Szilard said, "Are we agreed, then, that while, as Jens says, we take

what precauti ons we can, we ought to stay here in Chicago as |long as that

remai ns possi bl e?" No one spoke. Szilard clicked his tongue between his

teeth. Wien he continued, he sounded angry: "W are not authoritarians

here. Anyone who thinks leaving wiser, tell us why this is so. Persuade us

if you can--if you prove right, you will have done us great service."

Art hur Compton, who was in charge of the Metallurgical Laboratory,

said, "I think Sebring put it best, Leo: where can we run that the Lizards
will not follow?"

Agai n, no one disagreed. That was not because Conpton headed the

proj ect, nor because of his fornidabl e physical presence--he was tall and |ean
and sternly handsonme, and | ooked nore |ike a Barrynore than the Nobel

pri ze-w nni ng physicist he was. But the rest of the talented crew in the conmons room were far too
i ndependent to follow a | eader sinply because he

was the | eader. Here, though, they had all reached the same concl usion

Szilard saw that. He said, "If it is decided, then, that Chicago nust be

hel d, we rnust convince the army of the inportance of this as well."

"They will fight to hold Chicago anyhow," Compton said. "It is the

hi nge upon which the United States pivots, and they knowit."

"It is nmore inportant than that," Ferm said quietly. "Wth what we

do here, Chicago is the hinge on which the world pivots, and the army, it

does not know that. We must send someone to tell them™

"W nust send sonme two," Szilard said, and all at once Larssen was

certain he and Ferm had planned their strategy together ahead of tine.

"W nust send two, and separately, in case one neets with m sfortune

al ong the way. The war is here anong us now, this can happen.”

Sure enough, Ferm spoke up again, as if with the next |ine of dialogue

in an ancient Geek play: "W should send al so native-born Americans; officers
are nore likely to hear themwi th attention than some foreigner

some eneny alien who is not fully to be trusted even now when the Lizards,
true aliens, have cone."

Larssen was nodding, inpressed by Ferm's logic at the sane tinme as

he regretted the truths that underlay it, when Gerald Sebring raised a hand
and said, "I'Il go."

"So will I," Larssen heard hinmself saying. He blinked in surprise; he

hadn't known he was going to volunteer until the words were out of his

mout h. But speaking up turned out to nmake sense, even to him "Wilt

Zinn can ride herd on the gang of hooligans working on the pile."

Zinn nodded. "As long as | can keep "emout of jail, I'lIl get along all

right." He gave away his Canadi an origins by saying oat for out. "Then it is settled." Szilard
rubbed his hands in satisfaction. Fermi
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al so | ooked pl eased. Szilard went on, "You will |eave as soon as possi bl e.
One of you will go by car--Larssen, that will be you, | think. Gerald, you
will take the train. | hope both of you get to Washi ngton safe and sound--and | hope Washi ngton
will still be in human hands when you arrive."
That sent a nasty chill through Larssen. He hadn't inmagined Lizards

mar chi ng up Pennsyl vani a Avenue past the Wiite House. But if they could

move on Chicago, they could surely nove on Washi ngton. He wondered i f

the invaders fromanother world had figured out it was the capital of the
United States.

Looking at Szilard's snmug expression, he realized the Hungarian had

gotten exactly what he wanted. For all his devotion to denmocracy, Szilard

had maneuvered the nmeeting |ike a Chicago wardheel er. Larssen chuckl ed.

Well, if that wasn't denocracy, what was it? A question better |eft unanswered
i n Chi cago, perhaps.

The chuckl e turned into a guffaw that Larssen fortunately managed to

strangl e before it got loose. If you played with the letters in Dr. Szilard's
nane just a little... Larssen wondered if Szilard himself had noticed, and
how one said lizard in Magyar.

"I can report one riddle solved, Exalted Fleetlord," Kirel said.

"That will be a pleasant novelty," Atvar snapped; the |onger he westled
with Tosev 3, the testier he becane. But he could not afford to irk

Kirel excessively. Al bowed to the Enperor, yes, but those below him
conpeted. Even officers' cabals were not unknown. And so Atvar softened

his tone: "Wat new things have you | earned of the Big Uglies, then?"

"Qur technicians have di scovered why the high-burst nucl ear weapons

of our initial bonbardnent failed to conpletely disrupt their radio

communi cations. "

"Kirel beckoned to one of those technicians, who floated up with a captured
Tosevite radio set. Atvar opened his jaws in nocking |aughter. "Big

and ugly and clumsy, just like the Tosevites thenselves," he said.

"You speak truth, Exalted Fleetlord,"” the technician said. "Al so

clumsy and primtive. The electronics are not even solid-state, as ours
have been through al nost all our recorded history. The Tosevites use as
clumsy makeshifts these |arge vacuumfilled tubes here." He pulled off the
back plate of the set to point to the parts he neant. "They are bul ky, as
you see, Exalted Fleetlord, and the anpbunt of waste heat they produce is
appal ling--they are nost inefficient. But exactly because they are so | arge
and so--so gross, if | may use an inprecise word, they are nuch | ess susceptible
to el ectromagnetic pul se than unshielded integrated circuits

woul d be. "

"Thank you, Technician-Second," Atvar said, reading the male's body

paint for his rank. "Your data are valuable. Service to the Emperor." Hearing
hi nsel f di sm ssed, the technician cast down his eyes in salute to the
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soverei gn, then took back the radio set and pushed hinself away fromthe
fleetlord s presence.
"You see, Exalted Fleetlord, the Tosevites' comrunications systemretained
its utility only because it is so prinmtive," Kirel said.
"Their radios are primtive, and that ends up being useful to them
They don't yet know how to nake decent nmissiles, so they fling outsized
artillery shells instead, and that ends up being useful. Now they are trying
to build mssiles. Where will it end, Shiplord?"
"I'n our victory," Kirel said stoutly.
Atvar gave hima grateful |ook. Maybe the only reason Kirel was acting
so loyally was that he did not want conmand of what | ooked |ike an
effort that prom sed nore in the way of trouble than glory. At the nonent,
Atvar didn't care. Just having soneone to whom he coul d conplain
wor ked wonder s.
And conpl ain he did: "Wen the Tosevites aren't prinitive, they hurt
us, too. By the nenories of all the ancient Enperors, who woul d have
been mad enough to inagi ne maki ng boats big enough to put airplanes on
t hen? Who but the Big Uglies, | nean?"
Hone, Rabotev 2, and Halless | all had free water, yes, but in the
formof rivers and ponds and | akes (Rabotev 2 even had a couple of smallish
seas). None of them was troubled by the vast, world-bestriding oceans
of Tosev 3, and neither the Race, the Rabotevs, nor the Hallessi used their
waters to anything like the extent the Big Uglies did. Having planes appear
out of nowhere, as when they rai ded the base on the Chinese Coast, was
a rude surprise. So were the ships with big guns that pounded bases anywhere
near water.
Kirel waggled his fingers in a shrug. "Now that we know they fight
fromthe sea, we can sink their big boats, and faster than they can hope to
build them The boats aren't exactly inconspicuous, either. That problem
will go away, and soon."
"May it be so." But once Atvar got to worrying out |oud, he wasn't
about to let himself be nollified so easily. "These nissiles they're trying
to build--how are we supposed to shoot themall down? W cane here intending
to fight savages whose only missiles cane frombows. And do you
know what the |atest is?"
"Tell nme, Exalted Fleetlord," Kirel said, in the tones of a nmale who
understands he'd better listen synpathetically if he knows what's good for
hi m
"In the past few days, for the first tinme, jet planes rose against our aircraft
from both Deutschland and Britain. They're still badly inferior to
ours--especially the Britainish ones--but not nearly so nuch so as the
primtive crates with revolving airfoils we've been facing."
"I--hadn't heard that, Exalted Fleetlord.”" Now Atvar really had Kirel's
attention again. After that nmonent of surprise, the shiplord continued,
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"WAit a bit. Deutschland and Britain were enem es to each other before we
| anded, am | right?"
"Yes, yes. Britain and the U S. A and the SSSR and Chi na agai nst
Deutschland and Italia; Britain and the U S. A and Chi na against Ni ppon;
but not, for sone eggl ess reason, N ppon against the SSSR |If the Tosevites

didn't keep coming up with newthings to throw at us, 1'd swear on the
Enperor's nanme they were all mad."
"Wait a bit," Kirel repeated. "If Deutschland and Britain were foes unti

we | anded, it's not likely they'd share jet plane technology, is it?"

"I wouldn't think so, but who can tell for certain what the Big Uglies

woul d do? Maybe it's having so many different enpires on so little |land

that makes themthe way they are." The scranbl ed, convol uted way the

Tosevites played the game of politics nade even the maneuvers of the inperia
court tame by conparison. Dealing with any one Tosevite officia

made Atvar feel out of his |eague. As for playing themoff against one another,
as the manual s suggested, he counted himself |ucky that they

weren't exploiting him

But Kirel was still worrying over the jets: "Exalted Fleetlord, if they

don't share technol ogy, that nmeans they can only have each devel oped it

i ndependently. They are like a bad virus, Fleetlord; they nutate--not
physically, but technically, which is worse--too fast, nmaybe faster than we
can handl e. Perhaps we should sterilize the planet of them"

The fleetlord turned both eye sockets to bear on his subordinate. This,
fromthe mal e who had urged giving the Big Uglies a chance to surrender

bef ore the Race choked off their comuni cations?--or rather, failed to

choke off their communications? "You think they represent so great a danger-t.o
us, Shiplord?"

do, Exalted Fleetlord. W are at a high |level, and have been steady
th for ages. They are lower, but rising quickly. W rmust snmash them
down while we still can.”

"If only the filthy creatures hadn't hit the 56th Enperor Jossano,'
we hadn't kept so many of our bonbs

aboard one ship, he added nmentally. But no, he was not to blane for that;

anci ent doctrine ordained entrusting |arge stores of nucl ear weapons only

to the nost reliable shiplords. As an officer of the Race should, he'd foll owed
that ancient doctrine. No one could possibly think |ess of himfor

that--except that in so doing, he'd suffered a disaster. The way anci ent
doctrine corroded whenever it touched matters Tosevite worried himeven

more than the fighting down on the surface of Tosev 3.

"W still have sone of the devices left," Kirel persisted. "Mybe the

Big Uglies will be more willing to submt if they see what we can do to

their cities."”

Atvar threw back his head in di sagreenent. "W do not destroy the

world toward which a settler fleet is already traveling." That was what an

Atvar said nournfully. If only
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cient doctrine said, doctrine based on the conquests of Rabotevs and
Hal | essi

"Exalted Fleetlord, Tosev 3 appears to nme to be dissimlar to our previous
campaigns,' Kirel said, pressing his superior up to the edge of politeness.
"The Tosevites have a greater capacity to resist than did the other subject races, and so seemto
requi re harsher measures. The Deutsche in

particul ar, Exalted Fleetlord--the cannon that wecked the 56th Enperor
Jossano was theirs, even if it was on the land of the SSSR, and the missile
the Big Uglies tried to | aunch, and now, you tell ne, they fly jet planes as
wel . "

"No," Atvar said. Ancient doctrine declared that new pl anets were not

to be spoiled by radioactivity, which was apt to linger |long after the war
of subjugation ended. After all, the Race would be living here in perpetuity,
integrating Tosev into the fabric of the Enmpire... and Tosev 3 didn't

have that nuch land to begin wth.

But it did have hideously troubl esonme natives. Just nonents before,

the fleetlord had thought how poorly ancient doctrine worked when dealing
with the Big Uglies. Mywving away fromit frightened himas he' d never

been frightened before, as if he were cut off fromthe Enperor's favor,
adrift and al one. Yet would he deserve the Enperor's favor if he led the
Race to nore disasters?

"Wait, Shiplord--1 have changed ny mnd," he told Kirel, who had begun

to turn away. "Go ahead and use one on--what is the name of the

pl ace?"

"Berlin, Exalted Fleetlord,"” Kirel answered. "It shall be done."
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i Paris," Ceorge Bagnall said wearily. "I was here on holiday a couple
of years before the war started. It's not the sane."

"Nothing's the sane as it was before the war started,"” Ken Enbry
said. "Hell, nothing's the same as it was before the Lizards cane, and that
was bare weeks ago."

"A good thing, too, else we'd all be kriegies by now, sitting behind

barbed wire and waiting for our next Red Cross packages," Al Wyte said.
The navigator lifted a | eg and shook his tired foot, then |laughed wyly. "If
we were kriegies with Red Cross packages, we'd likely see better grub than
we' ve had on the way up here."

"Ri ght on both counts," Bagnhall said. The Gernman occupi ers of northern
and central France could have swept up the English fliers a dozen
times over on their hike to Paris, but hadn't bothered. Sonme, in fact,
child the men they m ght have shot under other circunstances. French
p¢nts shared what they had with the Englishnmen, but what they had

was nostly potatoes and greens. Their rations nmade the ones back hone
sybaritic by conmparison, a true testinonial to how neager they were

Ken Enbry said, "Tal k about the Lizards, who' d ve dreamt he'd be
sorry to hear Berlin was smashed to flinders?”

The French papers, still German-dom nated, had screaned of nothing

el se the past few days, shrieked about the fireball that consuned the city,
wai | ed over unbelievabl e devastation, wept at the hundreds of thousands
reported dead. Bagnall understood nobst of what the sheets proclainmed; his
French was better than he'd giddily clained in the nonent of relief after
the Lanc got down safe. Now he said, "I'd not have shed a tear if they'd
managed to toast Hitler along with everyone el se.™

"Nor |," Enbry agreed. "I'd not have m nded carrying one of those
bl oody bi g bonbs when we flew over Col ogne, either. So long as it was us
or the Nazis--but the Lizards conplicate everything."

"Too right they do." Bagnall cast a wary eye to the sky, as if to watch
for a Lizard plane. Not that seeing one would do any good, if it had on
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board a superbonb Iike the one that hit Berlin. If the papers were to be
bel i eved--al ways a risky business in France, and all the nore so after
1940--one single bonb had | evel ed an area niles across. You couldn't even
run froma bonb Iike that, |et alone hide. Wat point in watching the
ski es, then?
As Bagnal | brought his gaze back to earth, it settled on a faded, tattered
propaganda poster fromthe Vichy government; though it had never
hel d sway in the German-occupied parts of France, this was not the first
such poster he'd seen. In big, tricolor letters, it proclainmed, LABOURAGE ET
PTURAGE SONT LES DEUX MAMELLES DE LA FRANCE. Underneath, someone had
neatly chal ked a conment: Merde
The flight engineer ignored the editorial remark. He stared in wonder
and fascination at the slogan, nmarveling that anyone could have witten it
inthe first place, let alone commtted it to print and spread it broadcast.
But there it was, in letters four inches high, all tricked out and made to
| ook patriotic. Quite unable to help hinself, he broke out in great, braying
guf f awns.
"What's so bl eeding funny?" asked Joe Sinpkin, the Lanc's rear gunner

Bagnal | still could not speak. He sinply pointed at the Vichy poster.

Their attention drawn to it, Enbry and Al f Wyte started | aughing, too.
Sinpkin didn't. He really had no French, though he'd picked up a few

words, not all of themprintable, since the bonber had to | and. The edifying
sentinment of the poster still renmained beyond him however. He

scow ed and asked, "Wat's it say?"

"Something like, "Wrk and farnming are France's two tits," Bagnall answered
bet ween wheezes. Translating it into English set himoff again, and
everyone else with him A thin Frenchman in a ragged jacket and a bl ack
beret frowned at the spectacle of seven obvious foreigners falling to pieces
inthe mddle of the street. Because there were seven of them he didn't do
anyt hing nore than frown.

"Tits, is it?" Sinpkin said. He was from @ oucester, and spoke with

a western accent. "France has better tits'n those, and |legs, too."

As if to prove himright, a pretty girl rode by on a rattling bicycle that
was probably ol der than she was. Her skirt showed a | ot of tanned | eg.
Bagnal | coul d hear every click of the bicycle chain as it travel ed over the
sprocket. He could hear other bicycles, around the corner and out of sight.
He coul d hear horses' hooves, and the rattle of iron tyres on cobbl estones
as a horse-drawn wagon made its slow way along the street. He could hear
someone wor ki ng a hand- powered sewi ng machi ne, and an ol d woman

calling her cat, whose nane was C aude and who was, she said, a very
naughty fellow. He felt as though he could hear the whole city.

"Paris isn't Paris without a horde of notorcars, all trying to run you

down at once," he said.
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"No, but it's cleaner than it used to be because the cars are gone,"
Enbry said. "Smell how fresh the air is. W mght as well still be out in
the country. Last time | was here, the petrol fumes were bad as London."
"No petrol fumes to worry about now, " Bagnall agreed. "No petrol to

worry about, either--the Jerries have taken it all for their planes and
tanks. "

Foot steps from around the corner told of someone approachi ng. The
footsteps rang, as if even the fellow s shoes were imbued with a sense of
his inportance. Wen he appeared a few seconds | ater, he proved better
fed and nuch better dressed than nost of the Frenchmen Bagnall had seen
Sonet hi ng gl eamed silver on his lapel. As he drew near, Bagnall saw what
it was: alittle pin in the shape of a doubl e-headed ax--the franci sque, synbol of Vichy and
col | abor ati on.

The man started to wal k on by, but the sight of nen in unfamli ar

uni forms, even ones as dirty and ragged as those of the Lanc's crew had
becone, roused his curiosity. "Pardonnez-noi, nessieurs, mais--Stesvous
al | emands?" he asked, then sw tched | anguages: "Sind She

deut sche?"

"Non, nonsieur, nous somes anglais," Bagnall answered.

The Frenchman's eyes opened wide. O itself, his left hand twtched
toward that |apel pin, as if to hide the franci sque. Bagnall wondered what
was goi ng through his head, how he felt, having accommodated hinself to
the German yoke, on neeting nmen froma country which refused to wear

it.

He spoke English, too. "All the world today is a part of humanity."

Wth a nod, he edged past the Englishnen and hurried away, | ooking back
orver his shoul der.

1'Slinmy beggar,"” AIf Wayte nuttered. "All the world, ny left one. I'd

like to give himny boot up his backside."

"So would I," Bagnall said. "But the devil of it is, he's right, or how
long d' you think we'd last here traipsing about in RAF blue? It'd be a Sta-lag for us faster than
you can say, 'Hands up!'"

"Maybe so, but | don't much care to count blighters like that as part

of humanity," Wiyte said. "If it was Lizards in Paris, he'd be sucking up
to theminstead of the Germans."

The navi gator didn't bother keeping his voice down. The Frenchman

jerked as if stung by a bee and wal ked even faster. Now his footfalls
sounded |i ke those of a nmere nortal, not of one who was lord of all he surveyed.
Ken Enbry clicked his tongue between his teeth. "W should count

our blessings. W haven't had to live under Jerry's thunb the last two
years. | daresay if Hitler had i nvaded and won, he'd have found his share
of English collaborators, and plenty nore who'd do what they had to to
stay alive."
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"l don't mind the second sort," Bagnall said. "You have to live, and
that nmeans you have to get on about your job and all. But |I'm damed
if | can see any of us sporting a silver jackboot or whatever the Msley
mani acs use. There's a difference between getting al ong and sucking up
Nobody makes you wear the francisque; you do it because you want | o."
The rest of the aircrew nodded. They wal ked deeper into Paris. The
nearly enpty streets were not all that nade it feel strange to Bagnall.
When he' d been here before, the Depression still held sway; one of the
things he'd never forgotten was the spectacle of nmen, many of them well
dressed, suddenly stooping to pluck a cigarette butt out of the gutter. But
wel | -dressed nen in London were doing the same thing then. Sonehow
the Frenchnmen nmanaged to i nvest even scrounging with panache.
"That's what's gone," Bagnall exclainmed, as pleased at his discovery as
if he were a physicist playing with radium H's conrades turned to | ook at
him He went on, "Wat did we always used to think of when we thought
of Paris?"
"The Folies-Bergere," Enbry answered at once. "Wat's her nane, the
Negr o wench--Josephi ne Baker--pranci ng about wearing a few bananas
and damm all else. Al the girls behind her wearing even | ess. The orchestra
sawi ng away down in the pit and no one paying it any mnd."
"Sounds good to ne," Joe Sinpkin said. "How do we get there from
her e?"
Not without effort, Bagnall ignored the gunner's interruption. "Not
quite what | neant, Ken, but close enough. Paris stood for good tines--Gy
Paree and all that. You always had the feeling everybody who Iived
here knew how to enjoy hinmself better than you did. Lord knows whet her
it was really true, but you always thought so. You don't, now "
"Hard to be gay when you're hungry and occupied," Af Wyte said.
"QCccupi ed, yes," Ken Enbry said softly. "Straighten up, |ads, here
conmes Jerry hinself. Let's |look |like soldiers for him shall we?"
The German infantry of propaganda phot ographs | ooked nore machi ned
than born of man and woman: all lines and angles; all notions
conpl etely identical; hard, expressionless faces under coal scuttle hel nets
that added a final intimdating touch. The squad anbling up the street toward
the aircrew fell a good ways short of Herr Gobbels' ideal. A couple of
themwere fat; one wore a nustache that had nore gray than brown in it.
Several had the top buttons of their tunics undone, something a Gbbbels
sol di er woul d sooner have been shot than inagi ne. Some were nissing
buttons altogether; nmpbst had boots that wanted polishing.
Third-line troops, Bagnall realized, maybe fourth-. The real German
army, the past year, was locked in battle with the Russians or grinding
now forward, now back across the Sahara. Beaten France got the dregs of
Ger man nmanpower. Bagnal |l wondered how happy these Cccupati on war
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riors were at the prospect of holding back the Lizards, a worse eneny than
the Red Arny ever dreamed of being.

He al so wondered, rather nore to the point, if the tacit Angl oGernan

truce held on the ground as well as in the air. The Germans up ahead

m ght be overage and overwei ght, but they all carried Mauser rifles, which
made the aircrew s pistols seemlike toys by comparison

The Fel dwebel in charge of the German squad owned a belly that

made himlook as if he were in a famly way. He held up a hand to rein in
his men, then approached the British fliers alone. He had three chins and
his eyes were pouchy, but they were also very shrewd; Bagnall would not
have wanted to sit down at a card table with him

"Sprechen She deutsch?" the sergeant asked.

The Englishnmen | ooked at one another. They all shook their heads.

Ken Enbry asked, "Do any of your men speak English? O parl ezvous

fr an ¢ais ? "

The Fel dwebei shook his head; his flabby flesh wobbl ed. But, as

Bagnal | had suspected, he was a resourceful fellow He went back to his
squad, grow ed at his nen. They hurried into shops on the boul evard. In

|l ess than a mnute, one of the soldiers energed with a thin, frightened-I|ooking
Frenchman whose enornmous ears | ooked ready to sail him away

on the slightest breeze.

That, however, was not why the soldier had grabbed him He proved

to speak not only French but also fluent German. The Fel dwebel spoke
through him "There is a Soldatenheim a mlitary canteen, at the Cafe Wpler, Place dichy. That
is where English fliers are being dealt with. You

us '
will please come with .

re we prisoners?" Bagnall asked.
The Frenchman rel ayed the question to the German sergeant. He was
nmore at ease now that he saw he was to serve as interpreter rather than,
say, hostage. The sergeant answered, "No, you are not prisoners. You are
guests. But this is not your country, and you will cone with us."
It did not sound like a request. In English, Enbry said, "Shall | point
out it's not his bloody country, either?" Wth the rest of the aircrew,
Bagnal | considered that. The Germans had his conrades out nunbered and
out gunned. No one said anything. The pilot sighed and returned to French:
"Tell the sergeant we will go with him"
"Qut, gut," the Fel dwebel said expansively, cradling that vast belly of
his as if it were indeed a child. He also ordered the Frenchman to come
al ong so he could keep on interpreting. The fellow cast a | onging gl ance
back at his little luggage store, but had no choice save to obey.
It was a long wal k; the Sol datenheimlay on the right bank of the
Seine, north and east of the Arc de Trionphe. The Germans and the English
had both respected the nonuments of Paris. The Lizards knew no
such compunctions; a chunk had been torn out of the Arc, like a cavity in
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arotting tooth. The Eiffel Tower still stood, but Bagnall wondered how
many days nore it woul d dom nate the Paris skyline.

In the end, though, what lay longest in the flight engineer's nenory

about the journey to the canteen was a snall thing: an old nan with a
bushy white nustache wal king slowy along the street. At first glance, he
| ooked |i ke Marshal Petain, or anyone's favorite grandfather. He carried a
stick, and wore a honmburg and an el egant, doubl e-breasted pinstripe suit
with knife-sharp creases. On the left breast pocket of that suit was sewn
a yell ow si x-pointed star with one word: Juif.

Bagnal | | ooked fromthe old Jew with his badge of shame to the fat

Fel dwebel to the French interpreter. He opened his nmouth, then closed it
again. What coul d he possibly say that would not make matters worse

both for hinself and, all too likely, for the Jew as well? He found not hing,
but silence was bitter as wormwod to him

German mlitary signs, white wooden arrows with angul ar black letters,
had sprouted |i ke nmushroons on every Paris streetcorner. The British

ai rcrew probably could have found the nilitary canteen through them

wi t hout an escort, but Bagnall supposed he could not blame the sergeant
for taking charge of them If not exactly enenies, they were not exactly
friends, either.

The canteen had a big sign, again white on black, that announced

what it was: Sol dat enhei m Kormandantur G oss-Paris. On anot her pane

of the sign was a black cross in a circle. Men in field gray canme in and out
bel ow. Those who recogni zed the fliers' RAF uniforns stopped to stare.

No one did anything nore than stare, for which Bagnall was duly grateful

The Fel dwebel turned the interpreter |oose just outside the doorway

wi thout even a tip. The fellow hadn't translated nore than half a dozen
sentences, nost of thembanal, in the hour and a half it had taken to get
here. Now he faced an equally long wal k back. But he left w thout a backward
gl ance or a word of conplaint, as if escaping w thout trouble was

payment enough. For a man in his shoes, perhaps it was.

Not far inside the entrance, a table with a sign lettered in both German
and English had been set up. The English section read, FOR BRITISH ML

| TARY SEEKI NG REPATRI ATI ON FROM FRANCE. Behind the table sat an officer
with steel-rimmed spectacles; the single gold pip on his enbroidered
shoul der straps proclainmed hima |ieutenant col onel

The German sergeant sal uted, spoke for a couple of mnutes in his

own | anguage. The of ficer nodded, asked a few questions, nodded again,
di sm ssed the Fel dwmebel with a few offhand words. Then he turned to the
Engli shmen. "Tell me how you came to Paris, gentlemen." H s English

was precise and al nost accent-free. "I am Li eutenant-Col onel Maximlian
Hécker, if knowi ng my name puts you nore at ease."

As pilot, Ken Enbry spoke for the aircrew. He told the tale of the attack
on the Lizard installation in considerable detail, though Bagnall noted
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that he did not name the base from which the Lancaster had set out. If
Hécker al so noted that--and he probably did; he | ooked sharp as all get-out--he
let it pass.

Hi s gray eyes w dened slightly when Enbry described the forced | andi ng

on the French road. "You were very fortunate, Flight Lieutenant, and

no doubt very skillful as well."

"Thank you, sir." Enbry took up the tale again, omitting the nanes

of the Frenchmen who had hel ped the aircrew al ong the way. They'd

| earned only a couple of those, and then just Christian nanmes. Even so,
Enbry did not mention them Again, Heécker declined to press him The

pil ot finished, "Then your sergeant found us, sir, and brought us here. By
the sign in front of you, you don't intend to hold us prisoner, so | hope
you'll not take it amiss if | ask you how we go about getting home."

"By no nmeans." The German officer's smle did not quite reach his

eyes--or maybe it was a trick of the light reflecting off his spectacle

| enses. He sounded affable enough as he continued: "W can put you on a
train for Calais this evening. God and the Lizards permitting, you will be
on British soil tonorrow "

"It can't be as sinple as that," Bagnall blurted. After going on three
years of war with the Nazis--and after seeing the old Jew wearing the yell ow
star--he was not inclined to take anything German on trust.

"Very nearly." Heécker plucked seven copies of a formoff the table in
front of him gave themto Enbry to pass out to his crew. "You have but

to sign this and we shall send you on your way."

The form hastily printed on the cheapest of paper, was headed PARCLE

It had parallel colums of text, one German, the other English. The En-gliersion
was florid | egal ese made worse by sonme renai ning Germanic

wol order, but what it boiled down to was a promi se not to fight Ger-

many so long as either London or--no, not Berlin, but the country of

which it had been the capital--remained at war with the Lizards.

"What happens if we don't sign it?" Bagnall asked.

If the snmle had got to Lieutenant-Col onel Hécker's eyes, it vani shed
fromthemnow. "Then you will also go on a train this evening, but not

one bound for Calais."

Enbry said, "Wat happens if we do sign and then end up flying

agai nst you anyhow?"

"Under those circunstances, you would be well-advised to avoid capture.’
Hocker's face was too round and mld to nake himfit the film

cliche of a German officer; he seemed nore Bavarian peasant than Prussian
ari stocrat. But he packed enough nenace into his voice for any three

ci nemati ¢ Huns.

"Have you received any communi cation fromthe RAF or Hs Majesty's
governnent permtting us to sign such a docunment?" Enbry asked.
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"l have not," Hécker said. "Formally, we are still at war. | give you

my word of honor, however, that | have | earned of no puni shnent given to

any who have so signed."

"Pl ease be so good as to put that assurance in witing, for us to present

to our superiors. If it should prove false, we shall consider ourselves

at liberty to deemour paroles null and void, nor should sanctions be applied
against us in the event we are captured in arnms agai nst your country.'

"Jol Iy good, Ken," Bagnall whispered admringly.

Hécker inked a pen, wote rapidly on the back of another parole form

He handed it to the pilot. "I trust this neets with your approval, Flight
Li eutenant ?" He pronounced it leftenant, as a native Englishman woul d
have.

Enbry read what he had witten. Before he replied, he passed it to
Bagnal | . H6cker's script, unlike his speech, was distinctly Germanic; the

flight engineer had to puzzle it out word by word. But it seenmed to set
forth what Enbry had demanded. Bagnall gave it to AlIf Wyte

The German |ieutenant-colonel waited patiently until the whole Lancaster
crew had read it. "Well, gentlenmen?" he asked when Enbry had it

back.

The pilot glanced fromone flier to the next. No one said anyt hing.

Enbry sighed, turned back to Hécker. "G ve nme the bl oody pen." He

signed his parole with a few slashing strokes. "Here."

Hécker raised an eyebrow. "You are not pleased with this arrangenment?

"No, I'mnot pleased," Enbry said. "If it weren't for the Lizards, we'd

be fighting each other. But they' re here, so what can | do?"

"Believe ne, Flight Lieutenant, ny feelings are the sane in every particular,"
the German answered. "I had a sister in Berlin, however, and two

nieces. So | shall adjourn nmy quarrel with you for the tine being. Perhaps
we shall take it up again at a nore auspicious nonment."

"Céventry," Enbry said

The |ieutenant-col onel answered, "Beside Berlin, Englinder, Coventry

is as a toddler's scraped knee." Hoécker and Enbry | ocked eyes with each

ot her for nost of a minute.

Bagnal | took the pen, wote his nane on his parole form "One eneny

at atime," he said. The rest of the aircrew also signed theirs. But even as
Hécker called for an escort to take the Englishnmen to the train station,
Bagnal | wondered how many ni eces the old Jew with the yell ow star had,

and how they were faring.

A squadron of devils tranped down the nmain street of the prison
canp. Like everyone el se who saw them Liu Han bowed | ow. No one
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knew what woul d happen if the little scaled devils were denied all the outward
trappi ngs of respect their captives could give. No one, least of all Liu
Hah, wanted to find out.

When the devils were gone, a nan canme up to Liu Han and sai d sonet hi ng.
She shook her head. "I amsorry, but | do not understand your dialect,'
she said. He nmust not have been able to follow hers, either, for he
grinned, spread his hands, and wal ked away.

She sighed. Hardly anyone here spoke her dialect, save the few villagers
taken with her. The scaly devils threw people fromall over China together
in their canps; they either did not know or did not care about the

di fferences anong them For the educated few, those who could read and
wite, the lack of a comon dialect mattered little. They spoke together
wi th brush and paper, since they all used the same characters.

Such was the ignorance of the denons that they had even put Japanese

in the canp. No Japanese were |left any nore. Some had sl ain thensel ves

in despair at being captured. Those whose despair was | ess deep died
anyhow, one by one. Liu Han did not know just how they'd net their

ends. So long as they were dead, and the little devils none the wi ser, she
was satisfied.

Two streets over fromthe one the devils npbst regularly patrolled, a

mar ket had sprung up. People landed in canp with no nore than what

they had on their backs, but they soon started trading that--no reason for

a man with a gold ring or a wonan whose purse had been full of coins to

do without. Inside days, too, chickens and even piglets had made their appearance,
to supplenment the rice the devils dol ed out.

A bald man with a wi spy nustache sat on the ground, his straw hat

up down in front of him In it nestled three fine eggs. Seeing Liu Han
long at them he nodded and spoke to her. Wen he saw she did not follow
him he tried another dialect, then another. Finally he reached one she
could al so grasp: "What you give for these?"

Sonetimes even understanding did not help. "I amsorry,"” she said. "l
have nothing to give."

Back in her own village, it would have been the start of a haggle with

which to while away nost of a nmorning. Here, she thought, it was nothing

but truth. Her husband, her child, dead at the hands of the Japanese. Her
vill age, devastated first by the eastern barbarians and then by the devils in
their dragonfly pl anes--and now gone forever.

The man with the eggs cocked his head to one side, smled a bl and
merchant's smle up at her. He said, "Pretty woman never have nothing to
gi ve. You want eggs, maybe you let ne see your body for then?"

"No," Liu Han said shortly, and wal ked away. The bald man | aughed
as she turned her back. He was not the first in the market who had asked
her for that kind of paynent.

She went back to the tent she shared with Yi Mn. The apot hecary
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was becom ng an inportant man in the prison canmp. Little scaly devils often
visited him to learn witten Chinese and the dial ects he spoke. Sometines
he made suggestions to them about the proper way to do things.

They very often listened--that was what nade himinportant. If he

want ed eggs, he had influence to trade for them

Al'l the same, Liu Han sonetinmes wi shed she had noved in with the

other prisoners fromher village, or with people she'd never seen before. But
she and he had cone here in the belly of the same dragon plane, he had been
a speck of the fanmiliar in a vast strange ocean--and so she had agreed. He'd
been diffident when he asked her. He wasn't diffident anynore.

She lifted the tent flap. A startled hiss greeted her. She bowed al npost
double. "I amvery sorry, lord devil, sir. | did not nean to disturb you," she
said rapidly.

Too rapidly. The denon turned back to Yi Mn, fromwhose words she
had distracted it. "She say--what?" it asked in abom nably accented Chinese

"She apol ogi zes--says she is sorryfor bothering you." Yi Mn had to

repeat it a couple of tinmes before the little devil understood. Then he nade

a noise like a boiling pot. "Is that howto say the same thing in your |anguage?'
he asked, swi tching back to Chi nese once nore.

The scaly devil hissed back at him The | anguage | esson went on for

sone time, with both Yi Mn and the devil ignoring Liu Han as conpletely
as if she'd been the sleeping mat on which they squatted. Finally the little
denon bubbl ed out what nust have been a farewell, for it got to its clawed

feet and scurried out of the tent. Even in going, it brushed past Liu Han
without a word in either Chinese or devil talk.

Yi Mn patted the mat. Wth sone reluctance, Liu Han sat down besi de

himin the place the little scal ed denon had just occupied. The mat

was still warm alnmost hot; devils, fittingly enough, were nmore fiery creatures
than human bei ngs.

Yi Mn was in an expansive nood. "I shall be rich," he chortled. "The
Race--"

"The what?" Liu Han asked.

"The Race. It is what the devils call themselves. They will need nen

to serve them to be their viceroys, nen who can teach themthe way rea

people talk and also learn their ugly language. It is difficult, but Ssofeg--the
devil who was just here--says | pick it up nore quickly than anyone

else in this whole camp. | will learn, and help the devils, and becone a

great man. You were wise to stick by me, Liu Han, truly wse."

He turned to her and kissed her. She did not respond, but he hardly
noticed; his tongue pushed its way into her nouth. She tried to fend him
off. His greater weight overbore her, pressed her down to the mat. Already
he was tugging at her tunic. She sighed and submtted, staring up at the
gray fabric of the tent ceiling and hoping he would finish soon.
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He t hought he was a good lover. He did everything a good | over

shoul d, caressing her, putting his face between her legs. But Liu Han did
not want either himor his attentions, and so they failed to stir her. Again,
Yi Mn was so full of hinmself that her response, or rather lack of it, did not
even reach him Had she not been there at a conveni ent nonment, she was
sure he would sinply have taken hinself in hand. But she was there, so he
t ook her instead.

"Let us try the hovering butterflies today," he said, by which he

meant that he wanted her on top. She sighed again. He would not even

give her the chance just to lie there linply. Once nore she w shed the
scaly devils had herded sonmeone else into the dragonfly plane with her.
She did not know why she'd yielded the first time he forced hinself on
her, save that he was the last link she had to the vanished |ife she was
used to. Having yiel ded once, saying no becanme nmore nearly imnpossible
every time afterward.

Looking in every direction but at his flushed, rather greasy face, she
straddled him |owered herself. He filled her, but that was all she felt: none
of the delight she had known from her husband. She noved vigorously just
the sane--that was the way to make it over soonest.

He was thrashing beneath her like a gaffed carp when the tent flap

opened. She gasped and grabbed for her cotton trousers at the same nmonent
that Yi Mn, oblivious as usual to everything not hinmself, groaned

with his final pleasure

Liu Han wanted to die. How could she show her face anywhere in

camp now t hat her body had been seen in truth? She felt like killing Vi
Mn for piling such humliation on her shoul ders. Maybe toni ght, after he
fsl eep- -

Fhe hiss fromthe entranceway brought her out of her dark fantasy

and back to the present. That wasn't a person there seeing her shane, it
was a little scaly devil. As she rolled off Yi Mn and away, as she scranbl ed
into trousers and tunic, she wondered if that was better or worse. Better,
she supposed--a person woul d surely gossip about her, while a scaly

devil m ght not.

The devil hissed and sputtered in his own devils' |anguage, then tried

to speak Chinese: "Wat you do?"

"W were enjoying the noment of Couds and Rain, mighty |ord devi

Ssofeg,"” Yi Mn answered, as coolly as if he'd said, W were having a cup
of green tea. "l did not expect you back so soon." Mich nore slowy than
Li u Han had, he began to put his clothes back on

"Cl ouds and Rain? Not understand," the little devil named Ssof eg

said. Liu Han could scarcely understand it.

"As well expect to trap the moon in a mirror as poetry froma little
devil, it would seem"” Yi Mn said in a low, rapid aside to Liu Han. He
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turned back to $sofeg. "I amvery sorry, mghty lord devil. | shall speak
plain words for you: we were nmeking |ove, doing what makes a baby, nmating,
bailing, screwi ng, fucking. Do any of those nmake sense to you."
Wanting as she did to find all things about Yi Mn odious, Liu Han had
to notice he was good at using sinple words, and at using a whole cluster
of themin the hope that the devil night grasp at |east one.
Ssof eg did, too. "Make baby?" he echoed.
"Yes, that's right," Yi Mn said enthusiastically. He sniled a broad, artificial
smle and nmade extravagant gestures to show how pl eased he was.
The little scaly devil tried to speak nore Chinese, but words failed it.
It switched to its own | anguage. Now Yi M n was the one who had to
grope for neanings. $sofeg had patience, too, speaking slowy and sinply
as the apothecary had before. At one point, it ainmed a clawed finger at Liu
Han. She flinched back in alarm but the scaly devil seened just to be asking
a questi on.
After a while, Yi Mn asked a question or two in return. Ssofeg answered
with a couple of short words. Wthout warning, Yi Mn brayed
| aughter. "Do you know what this stupid turtle thinks?" he nanaged to
wheeze out between guffaws. "Can you guess? You woul d never guess, not
in a thousand years."
"Tell nme, then," Liu Han said, afraid the joke would turn on her
But it did not. Yi Mn said, "The little scaly devil wanted to know i f
it was your breeding season, if you cane into heat at a certain tinme of the
year like a vixen or a ewe. If | understand himrightly, that is how his
kind's femal es are nmade, and when they are not in season, he can feel no
desire hinself." The apothecary | aughed agai n, harder than ever. "Poor,
poor devil!"
"That is strange," Liu Han admitted. She had never given any thought
to the little scaly devils' love lives; they were so ugly, she hadn't thought
of their having any. Now, al nbost against her will, she found herself sniling.
"Poor devils."
Yi Mn gave his attention back to Ssofeg. He nmi xed Chinese and the
devils' language to get across the idea that wonen coul d be receptive at
any tine. Ssofeg hissed and squeaked. So did Yi Mn. Then, in Chinese, he
said, "I give you oath, nmaster devil, that | tell you the truth here."
Ssof eg squeaked again before it--no, he, Liu Han thought--tried Chinese
again, too: "True all woman? Not just"--he pointed at Liu Han--"wonan

her e?"

"True for all wonen," Yi Mn agreed solemly, though Liu Han saw

the glint of laughter still in his eye. To nmake sure his own sex was not deneaned,
he added, "It is also true that nen--human nen--have no fixed

mat i ng season, but can nmate with wonen at any tinme of the year."
That started Ssof eg maki ng cooki ng noi ses again. |Instead of asking
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more foolish questions, the little scaly devil whirled and scanpered out of
the tent. Liu Han heard his clawed feet pattering away at a dead run. She

said, "I'mglad he's gone."

"So aml," Yi Mn said. "It lets me think how can | best turn to ny

advant age this strange and sorrowful weakness of the scaly devils? If they
were proper men, | could sell them proper nedicine to strengthen their

peerless pillars. But if I correctly follow Ssofeg, w thout devil females he
and his brethren nmight as well be so many eunuchs--though even eunuchs

have desires, they say. Hm..."

Not five minutes after his yang essence had mngled with Liu Han's yin, he m ght as well have
forgotten she remained in the tent. To Yi Mn,

Yi Mn was all that truly mattered, with everyone and everything else to

be rearranged at his whimfor his conveni ence. Now he sat cross-|egged on
the mat, his eyes al nost closed, feverishly planning how to turn the dew
ils' debility into noney or influence for him

Al at once, he let out a cry nearly as intense as the one he'd made

when he spent hinself inside her. "I have it!" he exclaimed. "I wll--"

Li u Han never found out what Yi Mn's |latest schenme was. Before he

coul d announce it, Ssofeg burst back into the tent. Three nore little scaly
devils were right behind him all of themcarrying guns. Liu Han's bowel s
turned to water. Now Yi Mn bleated |like a sheep facing the butch,r's

cl eaver. "Mercy, kind devil!" he wail ed.

Ssof eg pointed outside, then to Yi Mn. "You conme," he said in Chinese.

Yi Mn was so frightened, he had trouble getting to his feet. He

stunbl ed out of the tent on stiff, nunb legs. Two of the arnmed devils

fl anked him as he went.

whysu Han gaped at Ssofeg. At a stroke, the little devil had given her

he wanted nost--freedomfromYi Mn. And if he was gone, then

she'd have this fine tent to herself. She felt like kissing Ssofeg. If he hadn't
had a mout hful of sharp teeth and one armed retainer still standing by

him she might have done it.

Then the devil pointed at her. "Too cone you," he said.

"Me?" Her sudden hopes crashed down. "Oh, no, kind devil, you don't

want me, you don't need ne, | amjust a poor worman who knows not a

thing in all the world." She knew she was tal king too fast for the ignorant
little devil to understand, but the words poured out of her like the sweat
that all at once began to pour from her arnpits.

Ssofeg paid no nore attention to what she wanted than Yi Mn had

when he undressed her and satisfied his own urges. "Too cone you,

worman, " he said. The scaly devil behind himnmved his gun so it bore on
her. The devils were not in the habit of taking no for an answer. Mbaning,
she followed Yi Mn out into the street.

Peopl e stared and pointed and exclained as the little devils marched

her al on behind the apothecary. She understood a couple of their remarks:
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"Ee, that doesn't look good! .... | wonder what they did?" Liu Han wondered
what she'd done, too, aside frombeing foolish enough to let Yi Mn
take advantage of her. And why should the scaly devils care about that?

No one did anything nore than stare and exclaim The devils were little,
but they were powerful. The three with guns could kill many Chinese

by thensel ves, and even if they were sonmehow overwhel nmed, the rest of

the scaly devils would flay the prison canp with fire fromtheir dragonfly
pl anes. Liu Han had seen what such fire did to the Japanese in her village,
and they had had arns to fight back. The people in the canp were utterly
def ensel ess agai nst assault fromthe air.

Yi Mn yelled, "Help me, soneone! | haven't done a thing. Save ne

fromthe terrible devil M Liu Han snorted angrily and glowered at his
back. He didn't care what happened to anyone el se, so |long as he saved his
own worthless skin. She snorted again. It wasn't as if she didn't already
know t hat .

Despite his bawing like a pig with a cut hock, no one did anything

foolish, for which Liu Han was heartily glad. But she felt very lonely as the
arnmed escort of devils |led her out of the prison canp, away from her own
people, and toward a dragonfly plane. "In!" Ssofeg said. Having no choice,
first Yi Mn and then Liu Han obeyed.

A few ninutes later, the dragonfly plane scranbled noisily into the

air. Even though her stomach lurched every tine the plane changed direction,
she wasn't as conpletely petrified as she had been the first tine the

little scaly devils forced her aboard one of their flying machines. After all
several of themwere in here, too, and no matter how little they cared

about her, she'd seen that they valued their own painted hides.

"This is all your fault!"™ Yi Mn shouted at her. "If you weren't flaunting
yourself there in nmy tent, | never would have gotten into this predicanment.’

The unfairness of that took her breath away. Before she coul d answer,

one of the devils let out an om nous hiss. It punctured the apothecary's
bluster like a pin popping an inflated sow s bl adder. He shut up, though he
didn't stop glaring at her. She glared right back

After about half an hour's flight, the dragonfly plane set down not far
from sonme much bigger machines of the scaly devils. The devils with guns
urged her and Yi Mn out, marched them along to one of those big machi nes,
and up a ladder into its belly. Unlike the ones on the dragonfly

pl ane, the seats in there were padded, though still not big enough even for
her .

These seats had straps, too. Alittle devil waiting for them fastened
those straps so Liu Han could not reach the buckles no matter how she
squirmed. Her fear came back. Yi Mn withed even nore violently than
he had under her. Here, though, his thrashing won no rel ease.

The door to the outside world slamed shut. The devil tw sted a han-
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le to make sure it stayed that way. Then he scranbled up an interior |ad.er
into a higher room |eaving the two peopl e al one and hel pl ess.

"Your fault," Yi Mn insisted. He went on in that vein for sone tine.

,iu Han stopped listening to him Nothing, obviously, had ever been his
ault in all his born days, and if you didn't believe it, you had but to ask
dm

Wt hout warning, the machi ne shuddered beneath them "Earth-|uake,"

Liu Han squalled. "We'll be crushed, we'll be killed--" She'd

| ever heard anything like the roar that went with the terrible, unending
haki ng.

W thout warning, she felt as if two or three people--or nmaybe a brick

all, knocked down by the earthquake--had fallen on top of her. She tried
:0 scream but produced no nore than a gurgle; the dreadful, unending
eight made it hard to breathe at all, let alone drag in enough air for a

hriek. After alittle while, nuch of the racket went away, though a nore
mut ed runbl e and several nedi um | oud nechani cal noi ses persi sted.

"What's happening to us, Yi Mn?" Liu Han gasped out. However

much she disliked him he was the only other human being caught in this
Jevilish trap. Besides, with his education, he night even have known the
answer .

"l have ridden on the railroad," he replied, his voice also conmng forth
in effortful grunts. "When a train starts to nove, it presses you back into
your seat. But--never like this."

"No, never like this. This is no train," Liu Han said scornfully. H's
words satisfied her no better than his body had.

The runble from beneath them abruptly cut off. At the sane instant,

the crushinssure on Liu Han's chest al so went away. Her own wei ght

sonmehow se[ed to di sappear, too. Were it not for the prisoning straps

that grasped her, she felt as if she could have floated away from her seat,
per haps even flown |ike a magpie. Exhilaration she'd never known fl ooded
through her. "It's wonderful," she excl ai ned.

The only answer Yi M n gave was a sick, gul ping noise that reni nded

her of a fish trying to breathe after it was haul ed out of its pond. She

twi sted her neck so she could | ook over at him H's face was pale as whey ....
"I will not vomt," he whispered fiercely, as if trying to nmake hinself believe
it. "I will not vomt."

Bi g drops of sweat grew on his cheeks and forehead. He shudder ed,

still fighting to control his rebellious stomach. Liu Han watched, fascinated,
as one of the drops broke free. It didn't fall. It just hung al nost notionless
in mdair, as if hooked to the ceiling with an invisible |ine of

spi der silk. But no, no silk here.

Yi Mn let out another gulp, this one Iouder than the last. Al at once,
Li u Han hoped he woul d not be sick. If his vomt hung as the drop of
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sweat had, it was liable to snmother him-and if it drifted through the air,
it was liable to snother her.

Then the apot hecary quavered, "L-look at the devil, Liu Hah."

Liu Han turned back toward the | adder up which the little scaly devi

had clinmbed. He was there in the hatchway again, peering down at the two
humans with his unnerving, independently nobile eyes. But those eyes, at
the nonent, were the | east unnerving thing about him He floated head-down,
a coupl e of yards above Liu Han, with neither hands nor feet hol ding

onto anything. He did not fall, any nore than the drop of Yi Mn's

sweat had.

When he saw that the people could not escape, he twisted in mdair

so his legs were toward them The practiced maneuver m ght have been

part of a dance in three dinmensions; for the first time, Liu Han found a
devil graceful. He reached out, grabbed a rung of the | adder, pushed. Sure

enough, just as Liu Han had i magi ned, he flew upward into his own cabin.
"I'sn't that the npbst amazing thing you ever saw?" she said.
"It's inpossible,"” Yi Mn declared.

"Who knows what's inpossible for devils?" Liu Han asked. Through

his sickness, Yi Mn stared at her. She needed a nonment to read the expression
on his face. Then she realized that w thout thinking about it, she

had spoken to himas to an equal. That was not proper, but it was the

truth; here, caught by the devils' cords, they were equals, equal nothings.
And of the two of them she was having the better time of coping with this
strange (she woul d not say inpossible) place.

If Yi Mnhad reprinmanded her, shoved her back down into the subservient
role she'd taken all her life, likely she would have accepted it w thout

a murmur. But he didn't; he was too filled with his own nausea, too filled
with his own fear. Because of that, some thngs--not everything, but sone

t hi ngs-changed forever between themin the next few silent mnutes.

She didn't know how | ong they traveled with their weight |eft behind.

She enj oyed every second of it, and wi shed only that she were free to fl oat
about and try the twisting nove the little scaly devil had used. Yi Mn |ay
huddl ed on his seat. Every so often, he nade another sick gul ping noi se.
Liu Han did her best not to laugh at him

The plane in which they were flying made noises of its own. The pops

and hi sses meant nothing to Liu Han, so she hardly noticed them But the
metal lic bangs and the grating sound that came fromthe front end after a
while were inpossible to ignore. She said, "Are we going to crash?"

"How should I know?" Yi Mn answered peevishly, dimnishing hinself
in her sight yet again.

They did not crash. Mrre strange noi ses cane fromthe front end of
the plane, then the harsh sounds of the little scaly devils' speech. Three
devils cane floating back into the conpartnment where Liu Han was
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strapped down, though she had not known the plane held nore than one.

Her fear came back with them for two of the devils bore |ong knives that were al nost swords.
She'd imagined Yi Mn's vomt drifting through the

air like stinking fog. Nowin her mnd s eye she saw a red m st of her own
bl ood filling the room She shuddered and tried to make herself as small as
she coul d.

The devil with a sword-knife glided down to the seat on which she

| ay, reached out. She shuddered again. A thousand times better Yi Mn's
caresses than the touch of the scaly devil. But all he did was unfasten the
straps that held her in place, then those confining the apothecary. Wen
they were both free, the devil pointed upward, in the direction from which
he and hi s conpani ons had cone.

Al at once, in an alnost blinding flash of enlightennent, Liu Han saw

that the arned devils were there to protect the other one from her and
fromYi Mn. Just as it hadn't occurred to her that she could talk back to
Yi Mn, so she hadn't imagi ned mere humans m ght be dangerous to devils.
Agai n sonet hi ng changed for good in the way she | ooked at the world.

Yi Mn spoke hesitantly in the devils' |anguage. The one who had rel eased
hi m answered. "What does he say?" Liu Han asked; her tone said

she had a right to know.

"He's telling us to go that way," Yi Mn replied, pointing in the sanme
direction the little devil had. "He says they will not hurt us if we do as
they say."

Li u Han pushed against the arns of her seat. She floated up, lighter than

a feather. The scaly devil did grab her, but only to straighten her course. Y
Mn followed, still making queasy noises in the back of his throat.

ic

room from whi ch the devils had conme was smaller than the one

in h they'd confined the humans. One wall was nothing but dials and

buttons and screens. A scaly devil with a short sword floated in front of it.
He hissed at Liu Han, as if warning her to conme no closer. She wanted to

| augh at him-she had no intention of doing that.

The devil's small, skinny body did not cover all the screens. One

showed cl oud-covered blue and brown slowy noving past, as if seen from

far above. The pretty colors had a sharp, curved edge; above was only

bl ack. "Look, Yi Mn," Liu Hah said. "They can make pretty pictures. |
wonder what it is."

Yi Mn | ooked at the screen, pointed to it, tried out his small comrmand

of the devils' tongue on the one guarding it. That one answered at

some length, Yi Mn interrupting a couple of times with new questions.

The apothecary said, "That's our world going round many nil es bel ow us,

Li u Han, our whole world. The Western devils with whom | studied were
right, it seems--the world really is round like a ball."

Li u Han kept her own opinion of that to herself. The world had a
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ways | ooked flat to her. But it certainly did seemto have a round edge
now. Now was not the tinme to worry about it, not with so many nore urgent
concerns closer to hand.

The scaly devil hissed and pointed with his blade, urging her forward.

She grabbed what had to be a handhol d and went through anot her opening.

Two nore arned devils waited in the much bigger space out there. They
pointed to an open circular doorway in the curved wall of that space. Liu
Han obediently propelled herself toward it. It had handhol ds all around, for
those whose ai mwas poor.

Hers wasn't. She alnmpst collided with the devil waiting inside that

tunnel. Yi Mn mssed the doorway and had to scrabble in with the handhol ds.
He was nursing a sprained wist and cursing under his breath when

he appeared. The two floating devils foll owed him

The trip along that corridor was the strangest journey Liu Han had ever
known, even surpassing the weightless flight in the roaring plane. Wth every
foot she traveled away fromthe doorway, she grew heavier. From floating,
she went to bounding, then to walking with long strides, then to ordinary
steps with what felt |ike about her proper weight.

"How do they do that?" she asked Yi Mna he was, after all, the only

ot her person available, and could also talk with the devils, which she
coul d not--al though, now that she thought about it, what held her back
fromlearning their words for hersel f?

He spoke, listened, spoke, listened, finally gave up. "I do not understand.
It has something to do with spinning round and round, but how

could that make us heavier or lighter?" He wi ped his sweaty forehead with
a sleeve. "It's too hot in here, too."

"It certainly is," Liu Hah said. It was as bad as any ni dsunmer day,

though less humid than usual in her village in sumer. That hel ped, but

not enough. The devils seemed perfectly happy in the heat. She remenbered
how warm t he mat on which the devil was sitting had felt, just a

few hours before. And the Christian priest, she recalled, had said devils
lived in a hot place. She hadn't taken him seriously, but he nmust have
known what he was tal ki ng about. Maybe, being a Western devil hinself,

he'd had nore intinmate acquai ntance with other sorts of devils than was
possi bl e for a Chinese.

The arned devils took the two humans out of the corridor and into

anot her one. Other devils bustled past on errands of their own. Sone of
them turned one turreted eye toward Liu Hah and Yi Mn. Mst just ignhored the two peopl e.
The escort led Liu Han and Yi Mn into a large room Already inside

were several devils with fancier body paint than any Liu Han had yet seen
and' a mat covered not with cotton cloth but with sone snmooth shiny

stuff, obviously of devilish manufacture. One of the waiting devils sur
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prised Liu Han by speaki ng Chi nese. Wat he said surprised her even

nore: "You two go screw now. "

She gaped at him wondering if she'd heard correctly (his accent was
dreadful) and whet her he knew what he was saying. She knew a certain

anount of relief to see that Yi Mn | ooked as befuddl ed and as di smayed

as she felt. To have endured both terror and wonder to get here, only to receive
a blunt order to fornicate ... She wondered about the little scaly

devils in ways that had never occurred to her before.

"You go screw now," the devil repeated.

"No," she said, the word out of her nmouth before she had tinme to

wonder about its consequences.

And, "No," Yi Mn echoed, which surprised her very little. It was

soon after he had taken her before, and he'd been through quite a | ot since.
Few men wanted to try when they weren't likely to succeed.

"Not go screw, not |eave," the scaly devil said.

Liu Han and Yi Mn stared at each other, appalled. No matter how interesting
the journey hither had been, Liu Hah did not want to spend the

rest of her days in the company of devils and Yi Mn. But she had no desire
to exhibit herself to the devils, either. "You are perverts if you think we
will performfor you," she burst out. "Go away and | eave us al one; then

we will see.”

"You can't talk to themthat way," Yi Mn said fearfully. But the devi

who spoke Chi nese hissed at the others. They filed out of the chanber,

one by one. The |l ast one closed the door. What sounded like a | ock

clicked. The devils mght have left (and even that surprised her), but they
hadn't changed their ninds.

kill Hah | ooked around. Wthout the scaly devils, the chanber was

drilfully bare: no food, no water, not even a pot for night soil. Just that
cursed shiny mat. She | ooked fromit to Yi Mn, back again. She w shed

she coul d persuade hersel f otherw se, but she was convinced that door

woul dn't open again until she and the apothecary did what the devils

want ed.

Resi gnedly, she started taking off her clothes. "Wat are you doi ng?"

Yi Mn said.

"What do you think I'"mdoing? |I'"'mgetting this over with," she retorted.

"If the choice is between having you and staying | ocked up here

anong the devils, |1'd sooner have you. But once we're back in canp, Yi

Mn, you'll never touch me again.”

That warning was nothing but a bluff, and she knew it; she had no

famly in the canp to protect her fromthe apothecary, and he was bigger
and stronger than she. But he did not argue. Miuttering "Watever you

say," he undid the wai stband of his trousers, let themfall to the neta
floor of the chanber.

He did not have an easy tine of it. She had to help himw th her hand
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and then her nmouth before he would rise at all. He noved slowy and care
fully within her, shepherding his strength, and went on al nbst endl essly

before at | ast he managed to spend.

Maybe that |ong, slow passage was what hel ped Liu Han startle her
self by also ascending to the O ouds and Rain. Mre probably, though, she

decided later, she'd let herself go because for the first time the coupling
was of her choosing, not forced upon her. True, the choice--Yi Mn or the
devil s--had not been a good one, but it was her own. That made a | ot of
di fference.

The apothecary was still puffing as he rolled off her. "I wonder what
the little blinking orange light over there in the corner of the ceiling was,"
he sai d, pointing.

"I didn't notice it," she confessed. That annoyed her; every tinme til
now, she'd been nore interested in where she was than in what Yi Mn

was doing to her. Now when they were finally in new and fascinating sur
roundi ngs, her foolish body kept her from seeing everything there was to

see. She glanced toward the ceiling. "It's not there now. "

"I't was," Yi Mn said.

Li u Han dressed, then wal ked over to the door and knocked on it,
again and again. "W kept our part of the bargain," she said. "Now you
devils keep yours."

Whet her thanks to the racket she was naking or not, the door slid
open a couple of mnutes later. The devil who opened it was the one who
spoke Chi nese. "You cone," he said, pointing to her and Yi Mn.

She foll owed w thout fuss; every other choice | ooked worse. Yi Mn
wal ked right behind her. She gave a |ong, slow nod when she noticed that.

She' d taken the lead here, as in their just-conpleted joining, sinply by act
ing as if she had the right to do so. She wondered if it was always that sim
pl e.

Certainly it was not while facing the little scaly devils, especially here
intheir lair. Here she was only too aware she was in their power. She
ducked to get through the entrance of the chanber to which the devil |ed
her. So did Yi Mn; being taller, he had to bend farther. If they had to stay

in this strange place any length of tine, she was sure they would both end
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up smashing their foreheads in doorways every so often.

The devils who had been in the original chanber (or at |east the sane
number of devils; Liu Han was still shaky about telling them apart) now
gat hered around what | ooked like a tall pedestal with no statue on top of

it. Their heads turned when the two people cane in. Their nouths

dropped open, alnmost in unison.

Liu Han did not like the look of all those pointed teeth. The scaly
devi|l who spoke Chinese said, "You watch you go screw. "
That made no sense to Liu Han. She turned to Yi Mn. "Wat is the

little devil trying to say? Try and find out, since you speak his |anguage."
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Yi M n made hissing and bubbling noises. Liu Han |istened, benused.
Getting himth do what she wanted had been easy--all she needed to do
was tell himin a firmway. In this weird place, his nman's arrogance had
dried up and bl own away: he was no naster here, and he knew it.
"The devil says we're going to watch ourselves couple,"” Yi Mn reported
after a couple of minutes' back-and-forth. "It's the same in his
speech as it is in Chinese. He seens very sure. He--"
The apothecary shut up. One of the other little scaly devils, inpatient
with all the chatter, had stuck a clawed finger into a recess near the top
of the pedestal. An inmage sprang into being above it--an i mge of the two
peopl e naki ng love on the shiny mat in the other chanber.
Liu Han stared and stared. She had spent coppers to see noving pictures
two or three tinmes, but this was no ordinary noving picture. For one
thing, it was not in shades of gray, but perfectly reproduced the tans and
gol ds and pi nks of flesh. For another, the image | ooked solid, not flat, and,
as she di scovered when she took a step, her view of it shifted whenever
she noved. She wal ked all the way around the pedestal and saw herself
and Yi Mn fromevery side.
The devils watched her, not the inmage. Their nouths fell open again.
Al'l at once, she was sure they were |aughing at her. And no wonder--there
she lay in mniature, doing publicly what she'd thought private. Watching
herself nade a third difference from seeing an ordinary noving picture,
and nmade her hate the little devils for tricking her so.
"You people, you screw any tinme, no season?" the Chinese-speaking
devil demanded. "This true for all peoples?"
"OF course it is," Liu Han snapped. Yi Mn didn't say anything. He
was wat ching his rather beefy buttocks nove up and down, twisting his
bhggt O get the best possible view of things. As far as he was concerned,
in a noving picture was just fine.
The devil said, "Any man screw any wonan any time?"
"Yes, yes, yes." Liu Han felt |like screaning at the nasty little creature.
Had it no decency? But then, who could say what was decent for a devil?
The devils tal ked back and forth anong thensel ves. Every so often,
one or another of them would point at the two people, which made Liu Han nervous. The devils'
voices rose. Yi Mn said, "They' re arguing. Some
of themdon't believe it."
"What could it matter to them anyhow?" Liu Han sai d.
The apot hecary shook his head; he had no idea, either. But the
Chi nese-speaki ng scaly devil answered the question a little later: "Maybe
this screw so what do you Big Uglies so different than Race. Maybe screw
any man, woman all time nmake you so--" He needed a brief colloquy with
Yi Mn before he found the word he wanted: "So progressive. Yes. Progressive.'
The words, the sentences, nade sense to Liu Han, but she did not re
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ally take hold of the concepts behind them Progressive, to her, was a word
from Communi st propaganda that meant "our way." As far as she could

see, people and the little scaly devils had no way in conmon. In fact, they
seenmed to use progressive to mean "The opposite of our way."

She could not ask themto explain, either, for they were arguing

anong thensel ves agai n. Then the one who spoke Chinese said, "W find

out if you speak true. We nmake test. Make--" He went word hunting with

Yi Mn again. "Mke experinment. Bring for man many wonmans here, for

worman many mans. See if screw all time |like you say."

When he heard that, when he understood it through bad grammar and

twisted syntax, Yi Mn snmled beatifically. Liu Han stared in disbelieving
horror at the little devil, who seemed pl eased at his own cl everness. She'd
wonder ed what coul d be worse than coming to this strange, unpl easant

pl ace. Now she knew.

Bobby Fiore picked up a rock, chucked it at a crunpled piece of paper

forty or fifty feet away. He didn't mss by nore than a couple of inches.
Hi s chuckl e was sour. Chucking rocks was as close as he'd cone to taking
infield since the Lizards grabbed him He didn't even dare do that near the
perinmeter of the canp. The last tinme anybody'd thrown a stone at a Lizard,
five people were shot imediately afterward. That stopped that.

One of the Lizards' whirligig planes racketed in fromthe northwest.

It landed at their encanpnent, right outside the fence that cut off the
peni nsul a on which sat Cairo, Illinois. Fiore found another rock,

chucked it too, let out a new chuckle nore sour than the old. He'd never
expected to cone back to--to cone down to--Cairo again. He'd played

there in the ass DKitty League in--was it 1931 or 19327 He didn't renenber
any nore. He did renenber it had been a funny kind of town. It still was.

A levee surrounded the place to protect it fromfloods on the M ssissi ppi
and the Chio, at whose confluence Cairo sat. Over the top of the

eastern barrier, Fiore could see magnolias and gi ngkos. They gave the town
a Sout hern at nosphere that seened out of place for Illinois. Also Southern
was the feel of good times now |l ong gone. Cairo had thought it would end

up as the steanboat capital of the Mssissippi. That didn't happen. Now it
was just a Lizard prison canp.

He supposed it nmade a good one. Because it had water on three sides,

the Lizards had just wecked the M ssissippi highway bridge and run up
their fast fences across the neck of Cairo Point. They didn't have gunboats
in the river, but they did have soldiers with nachine guns and rockets on
the |l evee and on the far shores. A couple of boats were supposed to have
snuck across at night, but a lot nore than a couple got sunk

Fi ore nmooched along till he canme to the Lizards' fence. It wasn't exactly
barbed wire; it was nore like long strips of narrow, doubl e-edged ra
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zor blade. It did the sane job as barbed wire, though, and did it just as
wel | .

On the far side--on the free side--of the fence, the Lizards had run up
guard towers. They | ooked the sane way, say, Nazi prison-canmp guard
towers woul d have | ooked. A soldier in the nearest one swng the nuzzle
of his machine gun toward Fiore. "CGo, go, go!" he said. It mght have been
the only word of English he knew. As |ong as he had that machine gun, it
was certainly the only one he needed.

Bobby went, went, went. You didn't disobey a prison guard, not nore

than once. Fiore's shoul ders sagged as he wal ked sl oWy down H ghway 51,
back toward town. The United States had been going to kick Japan's and
Germany' s asses. Everybody knew it. Everybody felt good about it. And
then, suddenly, without the least warning in the world or out of it, a
prison canp--probably a lot of prison canps--right in the mddle of the
U S A

It wasn't so nuch that it didn't seemright. It was nore as if it didn't
seem possible. Fromthe top of the world to sitting in a prison canp |ike
a Pole or an Italian or a Russian or a poor dammed Fili pino. Americans
weren't supposed to have to go through this kind of nonsense. Hi s parents
had left the old country to nmake sure they never went through this kind
of nonsense. And here it came to them

He tramped down the mddle of the highway, wondering how his parents
were; he hadn't heard word one about Pittsburgh since the Lizards

came. Wen he got into Cairo, Highway 51 changed its name to Sycanore
Street. Fiore kept wal king on the white dashes of the center line. No cars
were runni ng, though a couple of burned-out shells remained of ones that
had tried. Only a handful of men in their nineties remenbered the |ast
time war d the United States at hone. It was here again, all uninvited.

A col ored man cane up Sycanore toward Fiore. The fell ow was pushi ng

a cart that looked as if it had started |ife as a baby buggy. An old
cowbell held on with a bent coat hanger clanked to announce his presence.
As if that wasn't enough, he sang out every few steps: "Tamales! Gt yo
hot tanal es!"

"What are you charging today?" Fiore asked as the hot-tanal e nan

drew near.

The Negro pursed his lips. "Reckon a dollar apiece'll do."

"Jesus. You're a goddamm thief, you know that?" Fiore said.

The hot-tamal e man gave hima | ook that in other tinmes he never

woul d have taken froma Negro. Hi s voice was cool and distant as he answered,
"You don't want none, friend, there's plenty what does."

"Shit." Fiore unbuttoned the flap on his hip pocket, dug out his wallet.
"Gve ne two."

"Ckay, boss," the colored man said, but not until the dollar bills were
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in his hand. He flipped open the cart's steel |lid, used a pair of tongs to dig
out the greasy tanales. He blew on themto cool them off before he gave
themto Fiore, sonmething for which, in other tines, the Board of Health
woul d have cone down on himlike a ton of bricks.
Bobby didn't much care for a Negro's breath on his hot tamales, either,
but kept his mouth shut. He was gl ad enough to have the noney to buy
them When the Lizards pushed himoff their whirligig flying nachine,
he' d had $2.27 in his pockets, and that was counting his lucky quarter. But
it was enough to get himinto a poker game, and endl ess hours on endl ess
train and bus rides fromone mnor | eague town to the next had honed his
skills sharper than those of the |ocal boys he sat down with. Mre than
two bills rubbed agai nst each other in his wallet now.
He bit through corn husks into spicy tonmato sauce, onions, and neat.
He chewed slowy, trying to identify it alittle closer than that. It wasn't
beef and it wasn't chicken; the last tamales he'd bought, a couple of days
before, had had chicken in them These tasted different, stronger sonehow,
al rost |i ke kidney but not that either
Sonething his father used to say, a phrase he hadn't thought of in
years, floated through his mnd: times so tough, we had to eat roof rabbit. In an instant,
suspi cion hardened to certainty: "You son of a bitch!" he
shout ed, hal f choki ng because he coul dn't deci de whether to swall ow or
spit. "That's cat neat in there!"
The hot-tanmale man didn't waste tine denying it. "Wat if it is?" he
said. "lIt's the onliest neat | got. Case you didn't notice, mister, ain't nobody
bringin' no food into Cairo these days."
"l oughta beat the crap outta you, givin' a white nman cat neat," Fiore
snarled. If he hadn't still held a tamale in each hand, he night have done
it.
The threat al one should have made the Negro cringe. Cairo not only
| ooked li ke a Southern town, it acted like one. JimCrow was alive and
well here. Colored children went to their own school. Their nothers were
domestics, their fathers nostly |ongshorenmen or factory hands or sharecroppers.
They knew better than to disturb the powers that be.
But the hot-tanmale man just stared steadily back at Bobby Fiore. "Mster,
I can't sell you what | don' got. An' if you beat on ne, naybe | won't
hit back, though you ain't such a real big nan as that. \Wat | do, mster
| tell the Lizards. Y all rmay be white, but them Lizards, they treats al
kinds o' folks like they was niggers. Wite, black, don't nmake no never
mnd tothem W ain't free no nore, but we is equal."
Fi ore gaped at him He | ooked back, steady still. Then he nodded, as ' peaceably as if they'd been
tal ki ng about the weather, and started pushing
his cart up Sycanore Street. The cowbell clanked. "Hot tamales! Gt yo
hot tamal es!"
Fi ore | ooked down at the two he'd bought. His father had known hard
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times. He thought he had, too, but till now he'd been wong. Hard tines
were when you ate cat and were happy you had it to eat. He ate both tanal es,
then deliberately licked his fingers clean

He wal ked farther into town. Then he heard behind himthe click of

Li zards' nails on asphalt. He turned around to | ook. That was a m st ake.
The Lizards all pointed their guns at him One made an unni stakabl e
gesture--cone here. @l ping, he canme. The Lizards surrounded him None
of them cane up past his shoulder, but with their weapons, that didn't
matter.

They marched hi m back toward their razor-blade fence. Wen he

passed the slownoving tamale man, the fellow just grinned. "I'Il get you
if it's the last thing | do!" Fiore shouted. The hot-tamal e man | aughed out
| oud.
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War saw knew naked war again, the crack of rifles, the harsh, abrupt
roar of howitzers, the screech and whine of incoming shells, the crash
when they struck and the slow runmbling crunple of collapsing masonry
afterward. Al nost, Mishe Russie |onged for the days of the seal ed-off
ghetto, when dying canme slow rather than of a sudden. Al nost.

Ironic that Jews could come and go in the whole city now, just when

the whole city becane a battlefield. As the Poles had fought to the last in
War saw agai nst vastly superior Nazi forces, so now the Gernans, enbattled
in turn, were making Warsaw a fortress agai nst the overwhel m ng

m ght of the Lizards.

A Li zard pl ane screaned overhead, al nost | ow enough to touch but

too fast for antiaircraft guns to hit. Bonbs fell, one after another. The ex*
pl osions that followed were bigger than those the usual run of Lizard

bonbs produced unaided (like everyone el se in Warsaw, German, Pole, or

Jew, Russie had become a connoi sseur of explosions); the Lizards nust

have set off some German anmuniti on.

"What shall we do, Reb Mdishe?" wailed a man in the shelter (actually,

it was only a roomin the ground fl oor of a reasonably stout building,

but calling it safety mght nake it so--nanes, as any kabbalist knew, had
power) .

"Pray," Russie answered. He'd begun to grow used to the title with
whi ch the Jews of Warsaw insisted on adorning him

More expl osions. Through 'them the man cried, "Pray for whon? For
the Germans who would kill us in particular or for the Lizards who woul d
kill everyone who stands in their way, which is to say, all of mankind?"

"Such a question, Yitzkhak," another man chided. "How is the reb to
answer a question |like that?"

Wth the Jewi sh | ove of disputation even in the face of death,
Yitzkhak retorted, "Wat is a reb for, but to answer questions like that?"

It was indeed the question of the nonent. Russie knew that, only too
wel | . Finding an answer that satisfied was hard, hard. Through the
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different-toned roars and crashes of aircraft, shells, bullets, and bonbs, the
peopl e huddl ed agai nst one another and passed the terrifying time by arguing.
"Why should we do anything for the ferkakte Nazis? They nurder us

for no better reason than that we're Jews."

"Thi s makes them better than the Lizards, who would nurder us for

no better reason than that we're peopl e? Remenber Berlin. In an instant,

as much suffering as the Germans took three years to give us."

"They deserve it. God nade the Germans as a scourge for us, and God

made the Lizards as a scourge for the Gernmans."” A near miss froma bonb

sent chunks of plaster raining down fromthe ceiling onto the heads and

shoul ders of the people in the shelter. If the Lizards were God's scourge on
the Germans, they also chastised the Jews, Russie thought. But then,

scourges were not broons, and did not sweep cl ean

Soneone twi sted the argunment in a new direction: "God nade the

Li zards? | can't believe that."

"I'f God didn't, Wo did?" soneone el se countered.

Russi e knew the answer the Poles outside the ghetto's shattered walls

gave to that. But no matter what the goyi mthought, Jews put no great

stock in the Devil. God was CGod; how could He have a rival?

But fitting the Lizards into God's schene of things wasn't easy, either,

even as scourges. The Germans had pl astered Warsaw with posters of a Wehrmacht sol dier
superi nposed over a photograph of naked burnt

corpses in the ruins of Berlin. In German, Polish, and even Yiddish, the

| egend bel ow read, HE STANDS BETWEEN YOU-- AND THI S

It was a good, effective poster. Russie would have reckoned it nore effective
still had he not seen so many naked Jewi sh corpses in Warsaw,

co.. dead on account of the Germans. Still, he said, "I will pray for the
Gens, as | would pray for any nen who sin greatly."

Hi sses and jeers met his words. Soneone--he thought it was

Yi t zkhak--shouted, "1'll pray for the Germans, too--to catch the cholera."”
Cries of agreenment rang |oud and often profane--no way to speak of

prayer, Russie thought disapprovingly.

"Let me finish," he said, and won a neasure, if not of quiet, then of

| owered voi ces: the advantage of being thought a reb, soneone whose

words were reckoned worth hearing. He went on, "I will pray for the Gernans,
but I shall not aid them They want to wipe us fromthe face of the
earth. However badly these Lizards treat all mankind, they will treat us no

worse than any other part of it. Thus | see in them God's judgnment, which
may be harsh but is never unjust.”

The Jews in the shelter listened to Russie, but not all followed his

way of thinking. Punctuated by blasts outside, the dispute went on. Someone
tapped Russie on the arm a cl ean-shaven young nman (Russi e was al nost

sure the fell ow had fewer years than his own twenty-six, though his

beardl ess cheeks al so accented his youth) in a cloth cap and shabby tweed
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jacket. He said, "WIt you do nore than sinply stand aside while Lizards
and Germans fight, Reb Mishe?" From under the stained brimof the cap,
his eyes bored into Russie while he awaited his reply.
"What nore can | do?" Russie asked cautiously. He wanted to shift
his feet. He'd not been under such intense scrutiny since his last oral exam nation
before the war, and maybe not then; this young, secul ar-Iooking
Jew had eyes sharp and piercing as slivers of glass. "And who are you?"
"I''"'m Mordechai Anielewi cz," the snmooth-faced young nan answered,
hi s of fhand tone making his name seem snall and uninportant. "As for
what you can do ..." He put his head close to Mishe's--not, Russie
t hought, that there was nuch danger of anyone overhearing themin the
noi sy chaos of the nmakeshift shelter. "As for what you can do--you can
hel p us when we hit the Germans."
"When you what?" Russie stared at him
"When we hit the Germans," Anielew cz repeated. "W have grenades,
pistols, a fewrifles, even one nmachine gun. The Arnja Krajowa"-- the Hone Arny, the Polish
resi stance forces--"has many nore. |If we rise,
the Nazis won't be able to fight us and the Lizards both, and Warsaw wil |
fall. And we will have our vengeance." His whole face, thin and pale Iike
everyone el se's, blazed with anticipation
"I--1 don't know," Russie stamered. "Wat nakes you think the
Li zards will make better masters than the Germans?"
"How coul d they be worse?" Every line of Anielew cz's body was a
shout of contenpt.
"This | do not know, but after we have seen so nmuch suffering, who
knows what may be possible?" Russie said. "And the Poles--will they really
rise with you, or sit on their hands and | et the Nazis slaughter you?
For every Armja Krajowa man, there's another in the dark blue police."
The German-1ed Order Police wore uniforms of a shade nearly navy.
Russi e added, "Sonetines the Arnja Krajowa man is in the dark bl ue police.
There are traitors everywhere."
Ani el ewi cz shrugged, as if hearing nothing he didn't already know.
"Most of them hate Gernmans worse than Jews. As for those who don't,
well, we'll have nore guns after the rising than we do now If we fight
Germans, we can fight Poles, too. Come on, Reb Mishe--you' ve said al
along the Lizards were God's neans of delivering us fromthe Nazis. Say
it again when we rise, to hearten us and bring new fighters to our cause."
"But the Lizards are not even hunman beings," Russie said.
Ani el ewi cz inpaled hi mon another stare. "Are the Nazis?"
"Yes," he answered at once. "Evil human bei ngs, but human bei ngs al
the same. | don't know what to tell you. I--" Russie stopped, shaking his
head in bew | dernment. Ever since God granted hima sign--ever since the
Li zards cane to Earth--he'd been treated as soneone inportant, as soneone
whose opinion mattered. Reb Mishe: even Anielewi cz called him
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that. Now he discovered that with inportance cane responsibility; hundreds,
nmore |ike thousands, of lives would turn on what he decided. Al at

once, he wished he were sinply a starving onetinme nedical student once

nor e.

But that was not the sort of wish God was in the habit of granting.

Russi e tenporized: "By when nust | decide?"

"W strike tonmorrow night," Anielew cz answered. Then, with a couple

of quick wiggles, he slid away from Russie and |lost hinself in the

packed shelter.

After a while, Lizard bonbs stopped raining dowmn. No sirens wailed to
announce the all clear, but that proved nothing. Power was erratic in Warsaw
these days. For that matter, power had al ways been erratic in the

ghetto. People took advantage of the lull to make their escape, to try to rejoin
their | oved ones.

As he made his way to the door with the rest, Russie |ooked for

Mordechai Anielewicz. He did not find him one shabby Jew | ooked all too
much i ke another, especially from behind. Russie came out onto G iniana
Street, a couple of blocks east of the overflowi ngly full Jew sh cenetery.

He gl anced toward the graveyard. The Germans had positioned a couple

of 8.8-centinmeter antiaircraft guns in it; their long barrels stuck up
fromanong the tumbl ed headstones |ike nonster el ephant trunks. Russie

could see the gun crews noving around now that the bonbardment had

eased up.

The sun sparked dully off the matte finish of their helmets. NaZis,

Russi e thought, the source of endless misery and death and ruin. A plune

of cigarette snoke floated up fromone of them They were Nazis, but they were ,, so human bei ngs.
Wuld Iife be better under things called Lizards?

|"end me a sign, God," he begged silently, as he had on the night

when the Lizards cane. One of the gunners assumed a spraddl e-I| egged

stance Russi e recogni zed: the fell ow was urinating. Hoarse German

| augher floated to Russie's ears. It filled himwi th rage--how |ike the Nazis
to piss on dead Jews and then | augh about it.

Al'l at once, he realized he had his sign.

An intelligence officer set a new stack of docunents in front of Atvar

As was his habit, he skinmmed through the summaries till he found one

that engaged his full attention. It didn't take long this tine. He read every

word of the second report in the stack, then turned one eye toward the intelligence
mal e. "This report is confirned as accurate?"

"Wi ch one do you have there, Exalted Fleetlord?" The officer peered

down to see where Atvar had paused. "Ch, that one. Yes, Exalted Fleetlord,

no possible mstake there. The Big Uglies in the town in the enpire of

Deut schl and are fighting anbngst thenselves--quite ferociously, too."

"And the radio intercepts? Those are reliable as well?"
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The intelligence nale nervously twitched his tailstunp. "There we
are less certain, Exalted Fleetlord. One of the | anguages seens close to
Deut sch, the other rather farther from Russki--these cursed Tosevites
have al together too many | anguages. But if we correctly understand the
i mport of these signals, one faction in the city appears to be seeking our
aid agai nst the other."
"I't's not the Deutsche thenselves calling for our assistance, surely?"
"By the Enperor, no, Exalted Fleetlord,"” the intelligence officer said.
"It's the others, the ones fighting against them CQur estinmates are that the
enpire of Deutschland as it now stands is a jerry-built structure, npost of
its territory having been added in the course of the inter-Tosevite war in
progress when our fleet arrived. Some of the inhabitants of that enpire remain
restive under Deutsch control."
"l see," Atvar said, though he didn't, not altogether. Product of an
enpire-of the Enpire--which had been itself for tens of nillennia, he felt
hinmself failing to grasp what it was like to try to build one in a couple of
years (w thout even the synbol of an enperor to bind it together, in nost
cases), or, for that matter, to pass suddenly out of the control of one enpire
and into that of another.
The intelligence officer said, "The groups involved in the fighting
agai nst the Deutsche appear to be promnently represented in the canp
our forces overran east of the town now involved in strife."
"Whi ch canp do you nean?" Atvar asked; a fleetlord's life is full of
m nutiae. Then he let out a hiss. "Yes, | remenber. That canp. Wat was
its nanme?"
The intelligence officer had to check the conputer before he answered.
"It is called Treblinka, Exalted Fleetlord." Even spoken by a male
of the Race, the Tosevite word sounded harsh and ugly. "Do you wi sh ne
to call up the inages our conbat teans recorded when they captured the
pl ace?"
"By the Enperor, no," Atvar said quickly. "Once was sufficient."
Once, as a matter of fact, had been excessive. Atvar thought he'd hardened
hinself to the horrors of war. Even such hardening as he'd gai ned had
not cone easy; his own forces were taking far nore casualties than the
grimrest estimates had predicted before the fleet |eft Home. But then, no
one had expected the Tosevites to be able to fight an industrialized war.
What the Race's advancing arnor discovered at Treblinka wasn't industrialized
war, though. It wasn't even industrialized exploitation of
crimnals and captives. The Race had canps of that sort on all its planets,
and had overrun nore on Tosev 3; the SSSR, especially, seened full of
them all far nore brutal than anything the Enperor, in his mercy, would
have pernitted.
But Treblinka... the fleetlord did not need the conputer screen to replay
i mges of Treblinka. Once reninded of the place, his mind called up
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the pictures, and he could not turn his eyes away fromwhat his mind saw
Trebl i nka wasn't industrialized war or industrialized exploitation

Trebl i nka was industrialized murder--mass graves full of Tosevites shot in
the head, trucks designed so the waste products of their inefficient, dirty
engi nes were vented into a sealed compartment to kill those inside, and,
just installed before the Race seized Treblinka, chanbers to slaughter |arge
nunbers of Big Uglies at once with poisonous gas. It was as if the

Deut sche had kept working to find the nost effective way to get rid of as
many other Big Uglies at a batch as they coul d.

Even if Treblinka represented no nore than one set of barbarians tornenting
another, it was plenty to sicken Atvar. It also set himthinking.

"You say the groups now opposing the Deutsche in this town are the sane
ones the Deutsche have been massacring?"

"Li ngui stic evidence and prelininary interrogations suggest this is so,
yes, Exalted Fleetlord," the intelligence officer answered.

"W shall prom se them help, then, and deliver it," Atvar said

"As the exalted fleetlord wishes."” The intelligence officer deserved

hi gher rank, Atvar thought. He kept any trace of what he thought about

the fleetlord's order fromhis voice. Wiether he agreed with it or thought
it demented, he would obey it, as nmales of the Race were trained to obey
fromtheir hatchling days

Atvar said, "W have here at |ast an opportunity to use sone Big Ug-lies
as gloves, with our hands inside. Despite their |osses, the |eading enpires
refuse to yield to us. Italia is wavering, but--"

"But Italia has too many Deutsch soldiers init to be fully a free agent.
Yes," the nale said.

.e was not only subm ssive but keen, Atvar thought happily, forgiv-in
.n the interruption because he had been right. "Exactly so. Perhaps

we 'hall presently help themas we shall go to the aid of the, the--"
"The Pol ska and the Yehudim" the mal e supplied.

"Thank you, those are the kinds of Big Uglies | had in mnd, yes,"

Atvar said. "And our assistance to them should not be grudging, either. If
they give us a secure zone fromwhich we may with inmpunity assail both
Deut schl and and the SSSR, we shall derive great benefits therefrom W
can prom se them what ever they want. Once Tosev 3 is fully under our
control ... well, it's not as if they belong to the Race."

"Or even the Rabotevs or Hallessi," the intelligence officer said.

"Quite so. They remain wild, and thus we have no obligations toward

t hem save those which we choose to assune." Atvar studied the male.

"You are perceptive. Remnd nme of your name, that | may record your diligence.'’

"l am Drefsab, Exalted Fleetlord," the officer said.

"Drefsab. | shall not forget."
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Georg Schultz raised up on his elbows to peer at the ripening fields of
wheat and oats and barley, nmade a sour face. "The crop at this kol khoz is
going to be shitty this year," he said with the certainty of a man who had
grown up on a farm
"That, at the nonment, is the least of our worries," Heinrich Jager answered.
He hefted the Schnei sser that had bel onged to Di eter Schni dt
Schmi dt hinself had | ain under the black soil of the Ukraine for the past
two days. Jager hoped he and Schultz had heaped on enough to keep the
wild dogs fromtearing up the body, but he wasn't sure. He and his gunner
had been in a hurry.
Schultz's chuckle had a bitter edge to it. "Ja, we're a pair out of a junble
sale, aren't we?"
"You can say that again," Jager answered. Both nmen wore scavenged
infantry helmets and infantry tunics of field gray rather than tanker's
bl ack; Schultz carried an infantry rifle as well. Jager's new, bristly beard
itched all the tinme. Schultz conplained about his, too. It was coning in
carroty red, though his hair was |ight brown. Any inspector who saw t hem
woul d have | ocked themin the guardhouse and thrown away the key.
Tanknmen are usually neat to the point of fussiness. A tank w thout
things stowed just so, and with working parts dirty and poorly naintained,
is atank waiting for breakdown or blowp. But Jager had jettisoned spit
and polish when he bailed out of his killed Panzer 11l. H's Schnei sser was
clean. So was his pistol. Past that, he'd stopped worrying. He was alive,
and for a German on the south Russian steppe, that renained no snall
achi evenent.
As if to renmind himhe was still alive, his stonmach growl ed. The | ast
time he'd been full was the night he got a bellyful of kasha, the night before
the Lizards came. He knew what he had in the way of rations: nothing.
He knew what Schultz had: the sane.
"W have to get sonmething fromthat collective farm" he said. "Take
it by force, sneak up in the night, or go up and beg--1 don't nuch care
whi ch any nore. But we have to eat."
"I"'mdamed if | want to be a chicken thief," Schultz said. Then, nore
pragmatical ly, he added, "Shouldn't be too hard, just going on in. Mst of
the nmen, they'll be off at the front."
"That's true," Jager said; alnobst all the figures he saw working in the
field wore babushkas. "But this is Russia, renenber. Even the wonen
carry rifles. I'd sooner get sonething peaceably than by robbery. Wth the
Li zards all around, we nay need help fromthe Ivans."
"You're the officer," Schultz said, shrugging.
Jager knew what he neant: you're the one who gets paid to think. Trouble was, he didn't know what
to think. The Lizards were at war with
Russia no | ess than with the Reich, which neant he and these kol khozni ks shared a conmon foe. On
the ot her hand, he hadn't heard anything to
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I et himknow Germany and the Soviet Union weren't still fighting each
other (for that matter, he hadn't heard anything at all since his panzer
di ed).

He got to his feet. The south Russian steppe had seened overpoweringly
vast when he traversed it in a tank. Now that he was on foot, he felt

he could tranmp the gently rolling country forever without coning to its
end.

Georg Schultz stood up beside him though the gunner mnuttered,

"M ght as well be a bug wal king across a plate." That was the other side
of Russia's imensity: if one could see a |l ong way, one could be seen just
as far.

The peasants spotted the two Germans al nost instantly; Jager saw

their novenments turn jerky even before they swng his way. He kept his
submachi ne gun | owered as he strode toward the cluster of thatch-roofed
wooden buil dings that forned the heart of the kol khoz. "Let's keep this

peaceful, if we can."
"Yes, sir," Schultz said. "If we can't, no natter what we take fromthe
Ivans now, they're liable to stalk us through the grass and kill us."

"Just what |'mthinking," Jager agreed.

The workers in the fields converged on the Germans. None of them

put down their hoes and spades and other tools. Several, young wonen and
old nmen, carried firearms--pistols stuck in belts, a couple of rifles slung
over shoul ders. Sone of the men woul d have seen action in the previous

war. Jager thought he and Schultz could have taken the | ot of them even

so, but he didn't want to find out the hard way.

He turned to the gunner. "Do you speak any Russi an?"

|

ki verkh!--hands up! That's about it. How about you, sir?"

ittle more. Not much."

A short swag-bellied fellow rmarched inportantly up to Jager. It really

was a nmarch, with head thrown back, arnms punping, |egs snapping forward

one after the other. The kol khoz chairman, Jager realized. He rattled

of f a couple of sentences that might have been in Tibetan for all the good
they did the nmjor.

Jager did know one word that mght cone in handy here. He used it: "Khleb--bread." He rubbed his
belly with the hand that wasn't hol di ng

t he Schrei sser.

Al'l the kol khozni ks started tal king at once. The word "Fritz" came up

in the gabble, again and again; it was alnbst the only word Jager understood.
It made himsnile--the exact Russian equival ent of the Gernman

slang "lvan."

"Khl eb, da," the chairman said, a broad grin of relief on his w de,

sweaty face. He spoke another word of Russian, one Jager didn't know. The
German shrugged, kept his features blank. The chairman tried again, this
time in halting German: "M | k?"
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" Spasebo, " Jager said. "Thank you. Da."

"M 1 k?" Schultz made a face. "Me, |1'd rather drink vodka--there,
that's another Russian word | know. "

"Vodka?" The kol khoz chi ef grinned and pointed back toward one of

the buildings behind him He said sonmething too rapid and conplicated for
Jager to follow, but his gestures left no doubt that if the Gernmans wanted
vodka, the collective farmcould supply it.

Jager shook his head. "Nyet, nyet," he said. "MIk." To his gunner, he
added, "I don't want us getting drunk here, not even a little bit. They're liable
to wait until we go to sleep and then cut our throats."

"Likely you're right, sir," Schultz said. "But still-mlIk? I'll feel like
I"msix years old again."

"Stick to water, then. We've been drinking it for a while now, and we

haven't cone down with a flux yet." Jager was thankful for that. He'd been

cut off fromthe medical service ever since the battle--skirnish, he supposed,
was really a better word for it--that cost his conpany its |ast panzers

If he and Schultz hadn't stayed healthy, their only chance was to lie

down and hope they got better.

Anot her ol d woman--a babushka in the grandnotherly sense of the

wor d- - hobbl ed toward the Germans. In her apron she carried several rings
of dark, chewy-I|ooking bread. Jager's stomach growl ed the second he saw
it.

He took two rings. Schultz took three. It was food fit for peasants, he
knew, back in Minster, before the war, he would have turned up his nose

at bl ack bread. But conpared to sone of the things he'd eaten in Russia--and
especially conpared to nothing at all, of which he'd had far too nuch
|ately--it was nmanna from heaven.

Georg Schultz sonmehow managed to crama whole ring of bread into

his mouth at once. H's cheeks bul ged until he | ooked |like a snake trying
to swallow a fat toad. The kol khozni ks gi ggl ed and nudged one anot her
The gunner, his face beatific, ignored them H s jaws worked and

wor ked. Every so often, he swallowed. His enormous cud of bread began to
shri nk.

"That's not the best way to do it, Sergeant," Jager said. "See, |'ve al nost
managed to finish both of mne while you were eating that one."

"I was too hungry to wait,'
was still pretty full.

Schultz answered blurrily--his nouth

The babushka went away, canme back with a couple of carved wooden

mugs of milk. It was so fresh, it warnmed Jager's cup. Its creany richness
went well with the earthy, nouth-filling taste of the bread. Peasants' food,
yes, but a peasant who ate it every day was likely to be a contented nan.

For politeness' sake, Jager declined nore, though he could have eaten
anot her two dozen rings-or so he thought--without filling hinmself up. He
drained the mug of mlk, w ped his nouth on his sleeve, asked the kol -
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khoz chief the nobst inportant question he could think of: "Ei dechsen?"
He necessarily used the German word for Lizards; he did not know how to
say it in Russian. He waved his hand al ong the horizon to show he want ed
to find out where the aliens were.

The kol khozni ks didn't get it. Jager pantom nmed short creatures, imtated

the unni st akabl e screech of their airplanes as best he could. The

kol khoz chief's eyes lit up. "Ah--yasheritsi," he said. The peasants clustered
round hi m excl ai med. Jager nenorized the word; he had the feeling

he woul d need it again.

The chi ef pointed south. Jager knew there were Lizards in that direction;
that was the way he'd cone. Then the chief pointed east, but made

pushing motions with his hands, as if to say the Lizards over there weren't
cl ose. Jager nodded to show he understood. And then the kol khoz chi ef

poi nted west. He didn't do any dunb show to indicate the Lizards thereabouts
were far away, either.

Jager | ooked at Georg Schultz. Schultz was |ooking at him too. He
suspected he | ooked as unhappy as the gunner did. If there were Lizards
bet ween them and the bul k of the Wehrnmacht... Jager didn't care to follow
that thought to its logical conclusion. For that matter, if there were

Li zards over that way, the Wehrmacht m ght not have nuch left in the

way of bul k.

The kol khoz chi ef gave hi m anot her piece of bad news: "Berlin kaput,
Germanski . Yasheritsi." He used those expressive hands of his to show the
city going up in a single huge expl osion

Schultz grunted as if he'd been kicked in the belly. Jager felt holl ow

and enpty inside, hinmself. He couldn't inagine Berlin gone, or Cernany
wit!]iilin gone. He tried not to believe it. "Maybe they're lying," Schultz
sai darsely. "Maybe it's just the God-damed Russian radio."

"Maybe." But the nore Jager studied the kol khozni ks, the | ess he believed
that. If they'd gloated at his reaction to the news, he would have
doubt ed them nore, have thought they were trying to fool him But while

a few | ooked pleased at his disconfiture (as was only natural, when his
country and theirs had spent a year |ocked in a huge, vicious enbrace),
nost | ooked at himand his conpanion with synpathetic eyes and sonber
faces. That convinced himhe needed to worry.

He found a useful Russian word: "N chevo." He knew he pronounced
it badly; German had to use the clunsy letter-group tsch even to approxi nmate
the sound that lay at its heart.

But the kol khozni ks understood. "Tovarisch, nichevo,"” one of them

said: Conrade, it can't be hel ped, there's nothing to be done about it. It
was a very Russian word indeed: the Russians were--and needed to bel ong
on resignation.

He hadn't quite nmeant it that way. He expl ai ned what he had neant:
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"Berlin da, yasheritsi--" He ground the heel of his boot into the dirt. "Berlin nyet, yasheritsi--
" He ground his heel into the dirt again.

Sone of the Russians clapped their hands, adnmiring his determ nation

Sone | ooked at himas if he was crazy. Maybe | am Jager thought.

He hadn't imagi ned anyone could hurt Germany as the Lizards had hurt it.
Pol and, France, and the Low Countries had gone down |ike ninepins. Engl and
fought on, but was walled away from Europe. And though the Soviet

Union remained on its feet, Jager was sure the Germans woul d have fini shed
it by the end of 1942. The fighting south of Kharkov showed the

Ivans hadn't |earned nuch, no matter how many of themthere were

But the Lizards--the Lizards were an inmponderable. They weren't the

sol diers they m ght have been, but their gear was so good it didn't always
matter. He'd found that out for himself, the hard way.

A faint buzz in the sky, far off to northward. Jager's head whi pped
around. Any sky noise was al armi ng these days, doubly so when it m ght
come froman al most invul nerable Lizard aircraft. This, though, was no

Li zard plane. "Just one of the Ivans' flying sewi ng nachi nes, Mjor--not
worth junping out of your skin for."

"Anything that's up there without a swastika on it nakes me nerVOLIS. tt

"Can't blanme you for that, | guess. But if we aren't safe fromthe Red

Air Force here in the mddle of a kol khoz, we aren't safe anywhere." The
tank gunner ran a hand along his gingery whiskers. "Of course, these days
we really aren't safe anywhere."

The Sovi et biplane didn't go into a strafing run, although Jager saw it
carried machine guns. It skinmred over the collective farm a couple of
hundred neters off the ground. Its little engine did indeed nake a noi se
like a sewing machi ne running flat out.

The pl ane banked, turned in what | ooked |ike an inpossibly tight circle,
came back over the knot of people gathered around the two Germans. This
time it flew lower. Several kol khozni ks waved up at the pilot, who was
clearly visible in the open cockpit, goggles, leather flying helnet, and all
The bi pl ane banked once nore, now north of the collective farm

again. Wen it turned once nore, it was plainly on a | anding run. Dust
spurted up as its wheels touched the ground. It bounced al ong, slowed to

a stop.

"Don't know as how | like this, sir," Schultz said. "Dealing with the
Russians here is one thing, but that plane, that's part of the Red Air Force.
We shouldn't have anything to do with sonething connected to the Bol shevik
governnent like that."

"I know we shoul dn't, Sergeant, but everything' s gone to hell since

the Lizards got here," Jager answered. "Besides, what choice have we?"

Too many kol khozni ks carried guns to | et himthink about hijacking the
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toy plane with the red star on its flank, even assum ng he knew how to fly
it--which he didn't.

The pilot was clinbing out of the plane, putting his booted foot in the
stirrup on the side of the dusty fusel age bel ow his seat. Hi s boot, his seat?
No, Jager saw. a blond braid stuck out under the back of the flying hel nmet,
and t he cheeks under those goggles (now shoved up onto the top of the flying
hel met) had never known--or needed--a razor. Even baggy flying

clothes could not long conceal a distinctly unmascul i ne shape.

Schultz saw the same thing at the sane tine. H s |ong jaw worked as

if he were about to spit, but he had sense enough to remenber where he
was and think better of it. Disgust showed in his voice instead: "One of
their dammed girl fliers, sir."

"So she is." The pilot was coming their way. Jager nade the best of a
situation worse than he really cared for: "Rather a pretty one, too."

Ludm | a Gorbunova ski nmed over the steppe, |ooking for Lizards or

anything else interesting. No matter what she found, she wouldn't be able to
report back to her base unl ess the energency was great enough to make
passi ng al ong her know edge nore inportant than com ng home. Pl anes that
used radios in flight all too often stopped flying imediately thereafter.

She was far enough south to start getting alert--and worri ed--when

she spotted a crowd around a collective farms core buildings at a tine
when nost of the kol khozni ks should have been in the fields. That in itself
wasn't so unusual, but then she caught a glint of light reflecting up
froma couple of helnets. As the angle at which she viewed them shifted,
she saw they were bl acki sh gray, not the dun col or she had expect ed.

Germans. Her lip twi sted. What the Soviet government had to say
about rmans had flip-flopped several tinmes over the past few
years.

They' one' from being bl oodthirsty fascist beasts to peace-|oving partners
in the struggl e against inperialismand then, on June 22, 1941, back to being
beasts again, this time with a vengeance

Ludm | a heard the endl ess droni ng propaganda, noted when it

changed, and changed her thinking accordingly. People who couldn't do
that had a way of disappearing. O course, for the past year the Germans
thensel ves had been worse than any propaganda about them

She wi shed that neant no one in the Soviet Union had anythi ng good

to think about the Nazis. The nmeasure of Hitler's damation was that inperialist
Engl and and the United States joined the Soviets in the struggle

agai nst him The neasure of the Soviet Union's damation (though

Ludmla did not think of it in those terns) was that so nmany Sovi et
citizens--Ukrainians, Baltic peoples, Byel orussians, Tatars, Cossacks, even
Great Russians--collaborated with Hitler agai nst Mdscow.

Were these kol khozni ks col | aborators, then? If they were, a quick pass
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with her machine guns would rid the world of a fair nunber of them But
the line from Radi o Mbscow on Germany had changed yet again since the

Li zards cane. They were not forgiven their crimes (no one who had fled
fromthemwould ever forgive their crimes), but they were at |east human
If they cooperated with Soviet forces against the invaders from beyond the
moon, they were not to be harned.

So Ludmila's forefinger came off the firing button. She swung the
Kukuruzni k back toward the collective farmfor a closer |ook. Sure

enough, those were Gernmans down there. She decided to land and try to

find out what they were up to.

Only when the U-2 was bunping along the ground to a stop did it occur

to her that, if the kol khozni ks were col |l aborators, they woul d not

want a report going back toward Moscow for eventual vengeance. She al npbst
took off again, but chose to stay and see what she coul d.

The farmers and the Germans cane toward her peacefully enough.

She saw several weapons in the little crowd, but none pointed at her. The
Germans kept their rifle and submachi ne guns sl ung.

"Who is the chief here?" she asked.

"I am Conrade Pilot," said a fat little fellow who stood with his back
very straight, as if to enphasi ze how i nportant he was. "Klinent

Yegor evi ch Pavl yuchenko, at your service."

She gave her own nanme and patronym c, watching this Pavl yuchenko

with a wary eye. He'd spoken her fair and called her "conrade," but that
did not nmean he was to be trusted, not with two Germans at his el bow

She pointed at them "How did they come to your collective farm conrade?
Do they speak any Russian?"

"The ol der one does, a word here and there, anyhow. The one with the

red whi skers knows only how to eat. They nust have been straggling a

good whil e--they hadn't even heard about Berlin."

Bot h Germans | ooked at Pavl yuchenko when they heard the nane of

their capital. Ludmila studied themas if they really were a couple of dangerous
beasts; she'd never before been close enough to see Hitlerites as individuals.
Rat her to her surprise, they |ooked |ike neither the inhuman-seemn ng
killing machines that had swept the Soviet arm es east across a thousand
kil oneters of Russia and the Wkraine nor |like Wnter Fritz of recent propaganda,
with a woman's shawl round his shoul ders and an icicle dangling

fromhis nose. They were just men, a little taller, a little skinnier, alittle
| onger-faced than Russian norms, but just men all the same. She winkl ed
her nose. They snelled |like nen, too, men who hadn't bathed any time

| ately.

The younger one, the bigger one, had a peasant | ook to himdespite his
foreign cast of feature. She could easily imgine himon a stool mlking a
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cow or on his knees plucking weeds froma vegetabl e plot. The unabashed
way he |eered at her was peasantlike, too.

The other German was harder to fathom He |ooked tired and clever

at the sane tine, with pinched features that did not match the lined and
sun-dar kened skin of an outdoorsman. Like the red-whiskered one, he

wore a helmet and an infantryman's bl ouse over the black trousers of panzer
troops. The bl ouse had a private's plain shoul der straps, but she did not
think it was part of the gear he'd started out with. He was too old and too
sharp to nake a proper private.

In secondary school, a mllion years before, she'd had a little German
Thi s past year, she'd done her best to forget it, and hoped her transcript
had peri shed when Kiev was |ost: knowi ng the eneny's |anguage coul d

easily make one an object of suspicion. If these soldiers had little or no
Russi an, though, it would prove useful. She dredged a phrase out of her
menory: "We hei ssen She?"

The Germans' worn, filthy faces lit up. Till now, they'd been nearly

mut e, tongue-tied anong the Russians (which was al so the root neaning

of Nentsi, the old Russian word for Germans--those who coul d make no
intelligible sounds). The gi nger-whi skered one grinned and said, "lch

hei sse Fel dwebel Georg Schultz, Fraulein,” and rattled off his pay nunber
too fast for her to follow

The ol der one said, "lch heisse Heinrich Jager, Mijor," and al so gave

hi s number. She ignored it; it wasn't something she needed to know ri ght
now. The kol khozni ks murrured anmong t hemsel ves, either inpressed she

coul d speak to the Wehrmacht men in their own tongue or mstrustful of

her for the sanme reason.

S.wi shed she recalled nore. She had to ask their unit by clumsy cir-currtion
"From whi ch group of men do you conme?"

e sergeant started to answer; the major (his name neant "hunter,"

Ludm | a thought; he certainly had a hunter's eyes) cleared his throat,

whi ch sufficed to make the younger man shut up. Jager said, "Are we prisoners
of war, Russian pilot? You may ask only certain things of prisoners

of war." He spoke slowy, clearly, and sinply; perhaps he recognized
Ludm | a's hesitancy with his | anguage.

"Nyet," she answered, and then, "Nein," in case he hadn't understood

the Russian. He was noddi ng as she spoke, so evidently he had. She went

on, "You are not prisoners of war. W fight the"--she perforce had to say yasheritsi, not know ng
the German word for "Lizards"--"first. W fight

Germans now only if Germans fight us. Not forget war agai nst Cernany,

but put it to one side for now "

"Ah," the major said. "Yes, that is good. W fight the Lizards first

al so." (Ei dechsen was what the German said. Ludmila nmade a nmental note

of it.) Jager went on, "Since we have this common foe, | will tell you that
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we are from Sixteenth Panzer. | will also tell you that Schultz and | have
together killed a Lizard panzer."

She stared at him "This is true?" Radio Mdscow made all sorts of

clains of Lizard arnor destroyed, but she had flown over too nmany battl efields
to take them seriously any nore. She'd seen what was |eft of German

panzer units that tried to take on the Lizards, too: not nuch. Wre these
tankmen lying to inpress her with how masterful the Gernmans renmi ned?

No, she decided after a nonent of watching and listening to them

They described the action in too much vivid detail for her to doubt them

if they hadn't been through what they were tal king about, they bel onged

on the stage, not in the mddle of a collective farm Mst convincing of all
was Jager's nmournful summary at the end: "W hurt them but they

w ecked us. Al ny conpany's tanks are gone."

"What are they saying, Conrade Pilot?" Pavlyuchenko demanded.

She quickly translated. The kol khozni ks gaped at the Germans as if

they were indeed the superior beings they claimed to be. Their w de eyes
made Ludmila want to kick them Russians always | ooked on Germans

with a peculiar m xture of envy and fear. Ever since the days of the VW kings,
the Russi an people had | earned from nore sophisticated Gernanic

folk to the west. And ever since the days of the Vikings, the Germanic
peopl es had | ooked to seize what they could fromtheir Slavic neighbors.
Teut oni ¢ Kni ghts, Swedes, Prussians, Cernmans--the |abels changed, but
the Germanic push to the east seenmed to go on forever. Though | atest and
worst, Hitler was but one of many.

Still, these particular Germans could be useful. They hadn't beaten the

Li zards, far fromit, but they'd evidently nade themsit up and take noti ce.
Sovi et authorities needed to learn what they knew. Ludnila returned to their
| anguage: "I will take you with me when | fly back to ny base, and send you
on fromthere. | prom se nothing bad will happen to you."

"What if we don't care to go?" asked the mmjor--Jager, she reninded
her sel f.

She did her best to put authority in her gaze. "If you do not go, you
will at best wander on foot and al one. Maybe you will find Lizards. Mybe
you wi Il find Russians who think you are worse than Lizards. Maybe these
kol khozni ks are only waiting for you to fall asleep ..."

The panzer major was a cool custoner. He did not turn to give

Kl i ment Pavl yuchenko a once-over, which neant he'd already forned his
judgrment of the chief. He did say, "Wy should |I trust your prom ses? |'ve
seen the bodies of Germans you Russi ans caught. They ended up with

their noses and ears cut off, or worse. How do | know Sergeant Schultz and
I won't wind up the sane way?"

The injustice of that al nost choked Ludmila. "If you Nazi sw ne
hadn't invaded our country, we never woul d have harnmed a one of you

file:/lIC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...Worldwar%2001%20-%20In%20the%20Balance.txt (137 of 508) [12/29/2004 12:42:12 AM]



file://1C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Harry%20T urtl edove%620-%20W orl dwar%2001%20- %20l n%20the%20Ba ance.txt

140
WORLDWAR: | N THE BALANCE

I've seen with ny own eyes what you do to the part of the Soviet Union
you took. You should have everything you get."

She glared at Jager. He glared back. Then Georg Schultz surprised
her--and, by his expression, the major as well--by saying, "Krieg ist
Schei ssewar is shit." He surprised her again when he cane up with two
Russi an words, "Voina--gavno," which nmeant the sane thing.

"Da!" the kol khozni ks roared as one. They crowded round the sergeant,
sl appi ng his back, pressing cigarettes and coarse nakhorka tobacco
into his hands and tunic pockets. Al at once, he was not an eneny to
them but a human bei ng.

Turni ng back to Jager, Ludmila pointed at the kol khozni ks and the
gunner. "This is why we have stopped fighting Germans who do not fight
us, and why | can say no harmwll come to you. Germany and Sovi et Union
are enem es, da. People and Lizards are worse enemes."

"You speak well, and, as you say, we have little choice." Jager pointed
to her faithful Kukuruznik. "WII that ugly little thing carry three?"

"Not with confort, but yes," she answered, stifling her anger at the
adj ective he'd chosen.

One corner of his mouth tugged upward in an expression she had trouble
interpreting: a smle, she supposed, but not |ike any she'd seen on a

Russian face, nore like a dry white wine than a sinple vodka. He said,
"How do you know that, once we get into the air, we will not nake you

fly us toward German |ines?"

"l do not have the petrol to reach the nearest | know of," she said.
"Al so, the npbst you can nmake nme do is fly into the ground and kill us.
will not fly west."

tudi ed her for perhaps half a minute, that curious, ironic smle
stilllis face. Slowy, he nodded. "You are a soldier."

"Yes," she said, and found she had to return the conplinment. "And
you. So you must understand why we need to | earn how you killed a Lizard
panzer."

"Wasn't hard," Schultz put in. "They have wonderful panzers to ride
around in, ja, but they're even worse tanknmen than you lvans."

Had he said that in Russian, he would have forfeited the goodw, ill he'd
won fromthe kol khoz's farners. As it was, Ludnmila gave hima dirty | ook
So did Klinment Pavlyuchenko, who seenmed to have a smattering of Gernan.

"He is right," Jager said, which distressed Ludmla nore, for she was
convinced the major's judgnment needed to be taken seriously. "You cannot
deny our pnzer troops have nore skills than yours, Pilot"--he gave the
word a fem nine ending--"or we could never have advanced in our Panzer
Ills agai nst your KVs and T-34s. The Lizards have even less skill than
you Russi ans, but their tanks are so good, they do not need nuch. If we
had compar abl e equi prrent, we woul d sl aughter them™
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So here is German arrogance at first hand, Ludmila thought. Having
admtted the Lizards had smashed his unit to bits, all the panzer nmjor
cared to tal k about was the foe's shortcom ngs. Ludnila said, "Since our
equi prrent is unfortunately not a match for theirs, how do we go about
fighting thenf"
"Das ist die Frage,'
l'ike a Nazi Haml et.
Jager's nouth quirked up once nore. This time, he raised an eyebrow,

too. Ludm la found herself smiling back, if only to show that she'd noticed
the allusion and was no uncul tured peasant. The German turned serious:

"W nust find places and situations where they cannot use to best advantage
all they have."

"As the partisans fight behind your |ines?" Ludnmila asked, hoping to

flick himon a raw spot.

But he only nodded. "Exactly so. W are all partisans now, when set

agai nst the forces we aimto oppose.”

Sonehow, his refusal to take offense irritated her. Brusquely, she

Sergeant Schultz said solemly, for all the world

poi nted back toward her airplane. "The two of you will have to go into the
front cabin side by side. Keep your machine pistols if you like; | do not try
to take your arms away. But, Sergeant, | hope you will |eave your rifle behind
here. It will not"--she had to pantominme the word "fit"--"in a small

space, and may hel p the kol khozni ks agai nst the Lizards."

Schultz gl anced to Jager Ludnila eased fractionally when she saw the

maj or give an alnost invisible nod. Schultz presented the Mauser to

Kl i ment Pavl yuchenko with a flourish. Startled at first, the collective farm
chief folded himinto a bear hug. Wen the sergeant broke free, he went
through his pockets for every round of rifle amunition he could find.

Then he set a foot in the stirrup and clinbed up into the U2.

Jager followed hima noment |ater. The space into which they were

crammed was so tight that they ended up sitting half facing each other,

each with an armaround the other's back. "Wuld you care to kiss ne,

sir?" Schultz asked. Jager snorted.

Ludm | a had the back cabin, the one with working controls, to herself.

At hershouted direction, a kol khoznik spun the little biplane's prop. The
sturdy radial engine buzzed to life. The two Gernans set their jaws agai nst
the noise but otherwi se ignored it. She renenbered they had their own intimate
acquai ntance with engi ne noi se.

When she saw all the peasants were clear of her takeoff path, she rel eased
the brakes, eased the stick forward. The Kukuruzni k needed a

| onger run than she'd expected before it |abored into the air. A sedate perforner
under the best of conditions, it was positively sluggish--or, better,
sluglike--with more than three times the usual crew wei ght aboard. But it
flew The collective farmreceded behind it as it nade its sl ow way north.
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"Be alert for Big Uglies, both of you,'
of the | andcrui ser.

Krentel warned fromthe cupol a

"I't shall be done, commander," Ussmak agreed. The driver w shed the
male newly in charge of the | andcruiser would shut up and let the crew do
their jobs.

"It shall be done," Telerep echoed. Ussmak envied the way the gunner
could keep the faintest hint of scorn fromhis voice. Wat Telerep had to
say privately about Krentel would addl e an egg, but he was all respect
when the | andcrui ser commander was around.

Mal es of the Race | earned to show respect fromtheir smallest days,

but Tel erep was unusual ly snmooth even by that high standard. Mybe,
Ussmak thought, his | ow voiced gi bes about Krentel were a reaction to the
need for public deference. O maybe not. Tel erep had never tal ked that
way about Votal when the previous comander was alive.

Thi nki ng about Votal made Ussmak think about the Big Uglies who

had killed him and did nore to make himalert than all of Krentel's warnings.
The natives of Tosev 3 had |learned in a hurry that they could not oppose

the Race | andcrui ser against |andcruiser, aircraft against aircraft. That

| esson shoul d have marked the end of conquest and the begi nning of consolidation
So officers had promised the nmal es of the invasion force when

battl e commenced.

The prom ses had not come true. The Big Uglies stopped throw ng

hordes of males and | andcrui sers and planes into the grinder to be m nced

up, but they hadn't stopped fighting. Thus this |andcruiser squadron kept
rolling over the broad, cool steppeland of the SSSR, seeking to flush out a
band of Tosevite raiders and bushwhackers who had shown up on a reconnai ssance
phot o the day before.

Yail fromthe sky-- "Rockets!" Tel erep shrieked. Ussmak had al readyl ramed

the hatch shut over his head. A noment later, a netallic

clang in the button taped to his hearing di aphragm announced that Krentel

had done the sane. Ussnak tw ddl ed his fingers in approval: previous appearances
to the contrary notw thstandi ng, the new commander wasn't a

conpl ete idiot.

The sal vo of rockets slammed down all around the | andcruisers. Their

war heads ki cked up great gouts of earth, blinding one of Ussnak's vision
slits. Closed in as he suddenly was, he couldn't hear very nuch, but. he
knew he woul d have heard a | andcrui ser going up. Wen he didn't, he took
it for a good sign.

Krentel, meanwhile, had been on the command circuit wi th base.

"The range of the launcher is 2,200, bearing 42," he reported. "Qunner,
send the Big Uglies back there two rounds of high explosive. That will
make themthink tw ce about harassing the Race again."

"Two rounds O high explosive. It shall be done," Telerep said tonel essly.
The turret spun inits ring until it faced nore nearly south than
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west. The big gun barked twice. Two or three of the other |andcruisers in
the squadron also fired, though none nore than once.

Ussmak thought all those commanders fools, and Krentel a double

fool. He doubted the Big Uglies who had fired the sal vo were anywhere
near their launcher any nore; if they had any sense, they'd have touched
it off with a long electric wire. That's what he would have done in their
pl ace, certainly. And they made better guerrillas than stand-up sol diers.

Krentel told him "Shift to bearing 42, driver. | want to finish off that
clutch of bandits. They shall not flourish within the bounds of territory
controll ed by the Race."

"Bearing 42. It shall be done," Ussnak said. He swung the | andcruiser
alnost in a half circle, drove back in a direction close to the one from
whi ch the squadron had advanced. This tine, he admitted to hinself,
Krentel had a point.

"Watch the ground carefully,” the commander added. "W mnust not
risk driving over a mine. Qur |andcruiser, |like every other, is precious to
the Race and its expansion. Exert unusual caution."

"I't shall be done," Ussmak repeated. He w shed Krentel would stop

junping around like a female waiting for her first pair of eggs. How was he
supposed to get a good | ook at the ground while driving buttoned up? He
didn't want to open his hatch, not yet. The Big Uglies had a habit of | obbing
a second rocket salvo just about when nmales were taking a deep

breath after the first one.

Even if his head was out in the open, he didn't think he'd spot a

buried m ne. The Tosevites were extraordinarily good at concealing them
under | eaves or stones or chunks of the rubble that littered the area from
previous battles. He took confort in remenbering the Tosevite nines

were designed to disable the weak and clunsy | andcruisers the Big Uglies
built. Even if one exploded right under his own machine, it mght not
weck it. Looking at it with the other eye turret, though, it mght.

Sure enough, nore rockets rained down on the squadron. Krentel

must have reopened the hatch at the top of his cupola, for Ussnmak heard
himslamit again in a hurry. The driver opened his jaws in amusenent.
No, the new commander wasn't as smart as he thought he was. Wth | uck,
he' d | earn.

A clunp of |ow Tosevite trees, their colors duller than the ones of

Hone, stood by the | andcruisers' path about hal fway to the place from

whi ch the natives had touched off their rockets. Ussnak thought about
warning Telerep to fix his machine gun on those trees, but decided not to.
Tel erep knew hi s business perfectly well. And besi des--

"Watch those trees, gunner." Before Ussmak could finish thinking
Krentel woul d give the unnecessary order, Krentel gave it.

"It shall be done, commander.'
perfect.

Agai n Tel erep's subordination was
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Ussmak watched the trees, too. Just because the order was unnecessary
didn't make it stupid. If he were a Big Ugly bandit, he'd post males

in those trees to see what he could do about the Race's |andcruisers. In
fact

If Krentel had been reading his mnd before, now Tel erep was. The

gunner fired a burst into the little stretch of wood. Wth luck, he'd kill a
Big Ugly or two and flush out some nore. Ussnmak woul dn't have want ed

to crouch in hiding while bullets snarled through the trees searching for
hi m

And sure enough, he spied notion at the edge of the trees. So did

Tel erep. Tracers wal ked the machine gun toward it. Then Ussmak

shouted, "Hold firel" The stream of bullets had al ready stopped: Telerep
di d know hi s busi ness.

Krentel didn't. "Wy are you hol di ng?" he denanded angrily.

"It's not a Big Ugly, commander, just one of the animals they keep for

pets," the gunner answered in soothing tones. "Be a waste of ammunition
to kill it. Besides, for a creature covered with fuzz, it's not even that
honel y. "

"Yes it is," Krentel said. Ussnak sided with Tel erep. He'd seen severa

of these animals now, and thought them far nore handsonme than their
masters. They were | ean and graceful, obviously descended from hunting
beasts. They were also friendly; he'd heard that a couple of males from anot her
squadron had used raw neat to tame one and get a pet of their own.

"I still think we ought to kill it," Krentel said

"Ch, please, no, commander," Ussnmak and Tel erep said in the same

breath. The gunner added, "See how nice a creature it is? It's comng
straiz, toward us, even though we're in a big noisy |andcruiser."

at doesn't make it nice," Krentel said. "That nmakes it stupid, if

you ask ne." But he did not order Telerep to kill the Tosevite ani nmal
Taki ng the commuander's silence as consent, Ussnmak sl owed the

| andcruiser to | et the animal approach. That seemed to please it; it opened
its nouth, almost as if it were a male of the Race, |aughing. Ussmak knew
it was naking sharp yel ping noises, even if he couldn't hear themthrough
the landcruiser's arnmor. The animal ran right for the machine.

That gave Ussmak pause; maybe it really was stupid, as Krentel had

said. Then the driver noticed it had a square package strapped onto its
back, a package with a cylindrical rod sticking straight up fromit. He'd
never seen one of these beasts so accoutered before, and didn't trust it.
"Tel erep!" he said sharply, "I think you' d better shoot it after all."
"VWhat ? Why?" the gunner said. "lIt--" He nust have spotted the

package the Tosevite animal was carrying, for the machine gun started to
chatter in the mddle of his sentence.

Too late. By then the animal was very close to the | andcruiser. Wth

a sudden burst of speed, it ran under the right track, even though Ussmak
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tried to swerve away at the last instant. The strapped-on nine expl oded

even as the animal was crushed to red pul p.

Ussmak felt as if he'd been kicked in the base of the tail by a Big Ugly
wearing solid-iron foot coverings. The landcruiser's right corner lifted up,
then sl amred back to the ground. Hot fragnments of netal flew all around the driver; one buried
itself in his arm He screeched, then started to

choke as fire-fighting foam gushed into the conpartnent.

He opened and cl osed his hand. That hurt, but he could still use it. He

tried the landcruiser's controls. The tiller jerked; a horrible grinding noise
came fromthe right side of the nmachine. He snapped his jaws in fury,

swore as foully as he knew how. Then he realized Krentel and Tel erep

were both screaming into his audio button: "What happened? Are you al

right? Is the landcruiser all right?"

"W had a track blown off, may the spirits of the Enperors of bl essed

menory curse the Tosevites forevermore,” Ussmak answered. He sucked

in another breath that stank of foam then spoke nore formally: "Conmander,

this landcruiser is disabled. | suggest that we have no choi ce but
to abandon it." He flipped up the hatch over his head.
"Let it be done," Krentel agreed. His voice turned vicious. "I told you

to slaughter that Tosevite beast." That he'd been right made the rebuke
sting worse. As far as Ussmak was concerned, it didn't make hima better

| andcr ui ser conmander.

The driver pulled hinmself up and out of the conpartnent. It wasn't

easy; his bleeding right armdidn't want to bear its share of his weight. He
scranbl ed down behind the left side of the |andcruiser. He would have

liked to find out just what the mne had done to the other track and
sprocket, but not enough to go around to the side exposed to the trees.

That ani mal hadn't been a wandering stray, not with a mne strapped to its
back. Somewhere in the copse lay Big Uglies with guns. He was as sure of

it as he was of his own name, or the Enperor's.

Sure enough, bullets began snapping by, pinging off the arnmor of the

| andcrui ser. Krentel let out a hiss of pain. "Are you all right, Commander?'

Ussmak said. He still didn't think Krentel was fit to carry Votal's
equi prrent bag, but the new | andcrui ser commander remained a mal e
of the Race.

"No, I'"'mnot all right," Krentel snapped. "How can | be all right with

a hole in my armand two crewral es who are nental defectives?”

"I regret your armis wounded," Ussnak said. He wi shed the commander

had been hit in the head instead. Those of |ower rank gave unswerving
deference to their superiors; that was the way of the Race. But

the way of the Race defined obligations that ran in the other direction, too.
Superiors gave underlings respect in exchange for their loyalty. Those who
didn't often brought m sfortune on thensel ves.

Along with Ussmak and Krentel, Telerep al so huddl ed behind the pro
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tective flank of the | andcruiser. He waggled his left eye, the one that faced
Ussmak, back and forth to show he was thinking along with the driver.

Krentel remained oblivious to the dismay he caused his crew

A coupl e of the other |andcruisers in the squadron slowed down,

poured suppressive fire into the trees. The hail of bullets and hi gh-expl osive
shells was so intense that the wood caught fire. But when

Ussmak dashed away to scranble into the | andcruiser that had pulled up

behi nd his own wounded nachine, Tosevite bullets flew all around him

He heard one of those bullets strike honme with a dull, horribly final-sounding
smack. He couldn't | ook back; he was scranbling through the

front hull hatch, alnost falling down on top of the other |andcruiser's
driver. That male swore. "One of your crewrales just got hit. He won't

get up, either."

"WAs it--?" But it wasn't, Ussnak knew, for there was Krentel, nattering

away over nothing in particular up in the turret. Telerep, the driver

thought with a surge of pain. They'd been together all through training;
they' d awakened from cold sleep side by side, within nonents of each

other; with Votal they'd fought their I andcruiser across this seemngly

endl ess plain. Now Votal was dead, and the | andcruiser, and Tel erep. And
there was Krentel, nattering.

"The Big Uglies are getting too stinking good at this anbush business,'

the driver of the other |andcruiser said.

Ussmak didn't answer. He'd never felt so conpletely al one. Anbng

the Race, one always knew one's place in the nosaic, and the places of

those all around one. Now all those around Ussmak were gone |ike fallen
tesserae, and he felt hinself rattling around in the mddle of a void.

The | andcrui ser grunted into notion once nore, and sensibly so. No

poi staying still an instant |onger than needed; the Tosevites didn't
neednore than a monent to work the nost appalling mschief. As the

arnmored fighting vehicle built up speed, Ussmak began to rattle around literally
as well as in the bitter corners of his mnd.

Here, though, he was not in the mddle of a void. The driver's conpartnent
barely had roomto hold an extra nale. Wrse, everything from

foam spray nozzle to the bracket that held the driver's personal weapon on
the wall was hard and had sharp edges. He'd never noticed that while he

was in the driver's chair. The chair, of course, had padding and safety belts
to hold himwhere he bel onged. Now he was just jetsam tossed in here at
random

"Too bad about your other crewmale," the other driver said as he

shoved the | andcruiser up into the next higher gear. "How did your machine
get hit?"

So Ussmak had to tell himabout the Tosevite animal with the mne

on its back, and how a nmonent's ki ndness had cost so nuch. He felt half-strangled
as he spoke; he couldn't begin to say what he thought about ei-
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there Krentel or Telerep, not even to a nmale who was a squadronnate. He
hi ssed hel pl essly. That void around himagain ..
The driver hissed, too. "Yes, | know the beasts you nmean. W haven't
bot hered them either. Now | suppose we'll have to shoot them on sight,
if the eggless Big Uglies have taken to strapping mines on their backs. Too
bad. "
"Yes," Ussnmak said, and fell silent again. Rattle, rattle, rattle ..
Alittle later, the driver of the other |andcruiser made a sharp, disgusted
noi se. "They're gone," he said.
Recal | ed to hinsel f, Ussmak asked, "Who's gone?" He had no vision
slits, not in his present awkward perch, and no way of seeing outside.
"The Big Uglies. Al that's here is a couple of wecked |auncher boxes
for their stinking rockets. Not even any dead ones |ying around. They
must have touched themoff at |ong range, then run away." The driver
clicked off the intercomswitch that connected himto the turret before he
added one quiet sentence nore: "This whole trip back here was for nothing.'
For nothing. The words reverberated inside Ussnmak's head. For nothing
Krentel had ordered themto turn around. For nothing his |andcruiser
had been wecked. For nothing Tel erep had caught a bullet. For nothing
Ussmak huddl ed here on a steel and ceranmic floor, about as useful to the
Race as the sack of dried neat he felt |ike. For nothing.
The other driver, still secure in his web of duties rather than all al one
and falling, let out a sigh of both annoyance and--infuriating to Ussnak--resignation
"So it goes," he said.
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"I"wo or three tines, in his travels through the bush | eagues, Sam

Yeager had had to dig in at the plate against every hitter's nightnmare: a
fireballing kid who couldn't find the plate if you lit it up Iike Tines
Square. Wenever he did it, he faced a deadly weapon. At the tine, he
hadn't thought about it in quite those terns, but it was true. The worst
sound in baseball was the nushy splat of a ball getting sonebody in the
head. He'd seen friends | ose careers in an instant of inattention and bad
lights. He knew it was only luck he hadn't lost his the sanme way.

Al'l that hel ped now, against weapons nore overtly deadly. Wen

bonbs and bullets flew, a tin hat seemed small protection. For that matter

a tin hat was small protection. Yeager had seen nore than one man gruesonely
dead, helnet holed or smashed in or sinply blown right off. But he

wore his gladly, as better than nothing. Come to that, he woul dn't have

m nded wearing it, or even something that covered rather nore, whenever

he,t to bat against a hard-throw ng righthander.

peeked up from behind the bl ackened pile of bricks which until recently
had been the back wall of a dry-cleaning establishnment; its sign |ay
fallen in the mddle of Main Street. He ducked down again in a hurry. A
Li zard autogiro was growling through the air toward him The |nvaders
from Space (he thought of themthat way, with the capital letters) were
trying to push the ragtag American force of which he was a part out of
Anboy and trap them against the Green R ver, where there'd be easy prey.

When he said that out loud, Miutt Daniels grunted and answered,
"Reckon you're right, boy, but we're gonna have the devil's own tine
stoppin' '‘em"

A roar in the sky--Yeager automatically threw hinmself flat. He'd

| earned that even before he took the soldier's oath, and had it reinforced
when a fellow a few feet fromhimgot smashed to a red snear for being a
split second too slowto hit the dirt.

But the roar cane fromtwo piston-engined fighters that streaked west
toward the autogiro. The machi ne guns of the P-40 \War hawks hanmer ed.
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Yeager stuck his head up again. The autogiro was firing back, and turning
in mdair totry to flee. The Lizards' jets far outclassed anything humanity
coul d nmake, but their flying troop carriers were vul nerable.

The War hawks whi zzed past the autogiro, one to the right, the other

to the left. They banked into tight turns for another firing pass, but no
need. The Lizard machi ne, spurting snoke fromjust below the rotor, settled
to the ground in what was half |anding, half crash. The fighters darted
away before anything nore dangerous appeared over the horizon.

Yeager scowl ed to see live Lizards scuttling out of the autogiro. "They
left too soon," he growed. "It wasn't a clean kill."

Mutt Daniels worked the bolt on his Springfield to chanber a new
round. "Means it's up to us, don't it?" Mywving with a grace that belied his
fleshy form he scuttled forward.

Yeager followed. He also had a rifle now, taken froma man who woul d
never need one again. Back on the farmwhere he'd grown up, he'd shot at
tin cans and gophers and the occasional crow with his father's .22. The
mlitary weapon he carried now was heavi er and ki cked harder, but that
wasn't the nmain difference fromthose vani shed days. Wen he shot at tin
cans or gophers or crows, they didn't shoot back

A heavy nmachi ne gun began to bark, up near the intersection of Miin

Street and H ghway 52. Pieces flew off the Lizards' autogiro and sparkled

in the sunlight as they twirled through the air. As for the Lizards thensel ves,
they took cover with the speed and alacrity of their small reptilian

nanesakes. One by one, they opened fire. Their weapons chewed out short

bursts, not the endless racket of a blt-fed machi ne gun, but not single

shots, either.

Was that a flicker of nmotion, over there behind the ornanental hedge?

Yeager didn't care to find out the hard way. He threw his rifle to his shoul der
and fired. He scurried away to a new position before he | ooked toward

the hedge again. Not hing noved there now.

Anot her runble in the air, this one fromthe southwest ... Yeager

fired at the incom ng autogiro, but it stayed out of rifle range. Flanme shot
fromunder its stubby wings. Wth a cry of fear, Yeager buried his face in
grass and nud.

The rockets burst all around him |ances of fire that | ashed the American
position. The heavy nmachine gun fell silent. Through stunned ears,
Yeager heard the Lizards on the ground novi ng forward.

Then anot her roar announced that the Warhawks had returned. Their

guns tore at the new autogiro. This tine they did the job right. The aircraft
sl ammed the ground sideways and became a fireball. Snoke rose into

the blue sky. It was | ess snoke than woul d have cone from a human-built

pl ane; the Lizards used cleaner fuel. But fuel wasn't all that burned in
there. Seats, palnt, ammunition, the bodies of the crew ... they all went

up.
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Cheering, the Anericans noved forward agai nst the Lizards. "Carefu

there, you God-dammed fool s!" Sergeant Schneider bellowed, trying to

shout over battlefield din. "You want to stay low" As if to underscore the
advi ce, soneone who hadn't stayed | ow enough suddenly pitched forward

onto his face.

The Warhawks came back to strafe the Lizards on the ground. Sonething
rose on a pillar of fire frombehind a boulder in the mddle of a Main
Street |awn that nmarked a spot where Lincoln had spoken. The P-40 fl ed,
twisting with all the skill the pilot had. It was not enough. The rocket
tumbled it fromthe sky.

"Dam if it didn't look like a Fourth of July skyrocket, right down to
the big boomat the end," Daniels said.

"It flewlike it had eyes," Yeager said, thinking of the turning path the
rocket had scrawl ed across the sky. "I wonder how they nmake it do that."

"Right now | got nore inportant things to wonder about, like if I'm
gonna be alive this tine tonorrow," Mitt said.

Yeager nodded, but his bunp of curiosity still itched. Witers in Astoundi ng
and the other pul ps had tal ked about detection devices for as

Il ong as he'd been reading them and likely longer than that. He'd discovered
on the night the Invaders from Space descended on the world that 1iving
through science fiction was a |l ot stranger--and a |l ot nore

deadl y--than just reading it.

A hiss in the sky, a whistle, a noise like a train pulling into a
station--an artillery shell burst anbng the enbattled Lizards, then another
and another. Dirt fountained skyward. The eneny's fire sl ackened.

Yeager didn't know whether the Lizards were killed or hurt or just playing
pon, but he used the lull to slide closer to them., and also closer to

wi the shells were |landing. He wished he hadn't thought of that, but

kept craw i ng ahead.

A Lizard plane shot past, headi ng east. Yeager cringed, but the pilot
wasted no tinme on a target as trivial as infantry. No doubt he wanted that
battery of field gus. The shells kept coming for about another ninute,
maybe two, then abruptly stopped.

By that tine, though, Yeager and the other Anericans were on top of

the Lizard position. "Surrender!" Sergeant Schneider shouted. Yeager was

sure he was wasting his breath; where would the Lizards have | earned English?
And even if they had, would they quit? They seened nore |ike Japs

than any ot her people Yeager knew of--at |least, they were small and |iked
sneak attacks. Japs didn't surrender for hell, so would the Lizards?

One of them had got sone English, God knew where. "No--ssrenda,"”
came the reply, a dry hiss that made the hair stand up on Yeager's arns.
A burst of nachine-rifle fire added an excl amati on point.

The burst was cl ose, close. Yeager grabbed a grenade, pulled the pin,
| obbed it as if he were aimng for a cutoff man. It flew toward the concrete
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bl ock fence behind which he thought the Lizard who didn't want to surrender
was hiding. He didn't see it go over. By the tine it did, he was behind

hi s own cover once nore. He hadn't needed nore than one or two

bul | ets snapping past his head to | earn that |esson forever

The grenade went off with a crash. Before the echoes died, Yeager

sprinted up to the gray fence. He fired over it, once, twice, blindly. If the
Li zard wasn't badly hurt, he wanted to rattle it as nuch as he coul d. Then,
gul ping, he vaulted over the fence into the alleyway on the other side.

The Lizard was down and thrashing and horribly wounded; its red, red

bl ood stained the gravel of the alley. Yeager's stomach did a slow, |azy

| oop. He'd never expected the agony of a creature fromanother world to

reach him but it did. The Lizard yanmered sonmething in its own i nconprehensible
| anguage. Yeager had no idea whether it was defiance or a plea

for mercy. All he wanted to do was put the alien out of its msery and

make it be quiet. He raised his rifle, shot it through the head.

It twitched once or twice, then lay still. Yeager let out a whistling sigh

of relief; he'd thought too late that it didn't necessarily have to store its
brains in its head. He wondered if that would have occurred to any of the

men fighting around him Probably not; science-fiction readers were thin

on the ground. As things worked out, it hadn't mattered anyway.

He bent over the scaly corpse, scooped up the nmachine rifle the Lizard
had carried. He was amazed at how light it was. Sonebody, he thought,
woul d have to take it apart and figure out how it worked.

Sergeant Schneidl er yelled again: "Surrender, you Lizards! Throw down
your guns! Gve up and we won't hurt you."

Yeager thought he was wasting his breath, but the bursts of eneny fire
qui ckly ceased. Schneider came out in the open with sonmething white--it
was a by-God pill owase, Yeager saw-tied to his rifle. He waved toward
the houses and stores in which the | ast few Lizards were hol ed up, then
made a perenptory gesture no human coul d have m sunderstood: cone

out .

From behi nd Yeager, Mitt Daniels said, "He oughta get the Medal of

Honor for that." Yeager nodded, trying not to show how shaken he was; he
hadn't heard his manager--no, his ex-manager now, he supposed--cone

up at all.

Sergeant Schnei der simply stood and waited, his big feet splayed apart,
his belly hanging over his belt. He | ooked as though he woul d have made
three of the dead Lizard sprawl ed by Yeager; he | ooked hard and tough and
qui ntessentially human. Seeing himdefy the Lizards' machine rifles,
Yeager felt tears sting under the lids of his eyes. He was proud to bel ong
to a people that could produce such a man

After the hammering racket of battle, silence seened strange, wong,
al nrost frightening. The eerie pause hung in the balance for alnost half a
m nute. Then a door opened in one of the houses fromwhich the Lizards
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had been fighting. Wthout conscious thought on Yeager's part, his rifle
snapped toward it. Schneider held up a hand, ordering the Americans not

to shoot.

A Lizard cane slowy through the doorway. He hadn't dropped his

weapon, but held it reversed, by the barrel. Like Sergeant Schneider, he'd
fastened sonething white to the other end. The shape was faniliar to
Yeager, but he needed a nonent to place it. Al at once, he bent double in
a guf faw.

"What is it?" Mitt Daniels asked.

Bet ween chuckl es, Yeager wheezed, "First tinme | ever saw anybody

make a flag of truce out of a pair of wonen's panties."

"Huh?" Mutt stared, then started | aughing, too.

If the inprovised white flag anused Sergeant Schneider, he didn't |et

on. He gestured again: come here. The Lizard canme, noving with carefu

deli beration rather than his kind' s usual quick skitter. Wien he got within
about twenty feet of Schneider, the sergeant pointed to his machine rifle,
then to the ground. He did it two or three tines before the Lizard, even
nmore hesitantly than before, set the weapon down.

Schnei der nade anot her cone here gesture. The Lizard cane. It

flinched when he put an armaround it, but it did not flee. It cane up to
only the middle of his chest. Schneider turned to where the rest of the Lizards
were holed up. "You see? No harmwi ||l cone to you. Surrender!"

"Jesus, they're really doing it," Yeager whispered.

"Looks that way, don't it?" Mutt Daniels whispered back

The Lizards enmerged fromtheir hiding places. There were only five

nmore of them Yeager saw, and two of those were wounded, |eaning on

the.f4:, Ilows. The Lizard who had surrendered first called sonmething to

thed4ll. The three with machine rifles set them down.

"What are we going to do with hurt Lizards?" Yeager asked. "If

they're proper prisoners of war, we have to try and take care of them but

do we yell for a nedic or a vet? Hell, | don't even know if they can eat

our food."

"I don't know either, and frankly, | don't give a damm." Round and

pudgy and filthy, Miutt nade a nost unlikely Rhett Butler. He shifted the

plug in his cheek, spat, and went on, "It's right nice, though, havin' prisoners

of their'n, not so nuch on account of what they can tell us but to

keep 'em honest with all of our people they got."

"Something to that." Yeager wondered what had happened to the rest

of the Decatur Conmodores. Nothing good, he feared, remenbering how

the Lizards had strafed their train. The invaders could do whatever they
pl eased throughout big stretches of the United States. If hol ding
prisoners--hostages--would help restrain them Yeager was all for it.
Along with the rest of the Anericans, he hurried forward at Sergeant
Schnei der's waved command to take charge of the alien POA. Having
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surrendered, the Lizards seemed abjectly subm ssive, hurrying to obey the
sol diers' gestures as best they could. Even to |Invaders from Space, come
along and this way were easy enough to put across.

Schnei der seemed convinced the band he led--with everything from

officers to weapons to organi zation in short supply, slapping a nore formally
mlitary name than that on it was optimstic--had done sonething

inmportant. "We want to get these scaly sons of bitches out of here and
back up to Ashton just as fast as we can, before nore of 'em come along.”
He told off half a dozen men: "You, you, you, you, you, and you." Yeager
was the fourth "you," Miutt Daniels the fifth. "Get back to the bus that
brought us here and take 'emaway on it. The rest of us'Il dig in and hope
we see nore men before the Lizards decide to push harder. Good Lord willing,
you can drop 'emoff and head down this way again inside a couple of

hours. Now get your butts in gear."

Fl anked by men with | oaded, bayonet-tipped rifles, the Lizards picked

their way through and over debris toward the yell ow school bus that had
been pressed into service as a troop haul er. Yeager woul d have preferred
the dignity of a proper khaki Arny truck, but up at Ashton, a school bus
was what they had.

The key was still in the bus ignition. Oto Chase looked at it with a
certain anpbunt of apprehension. "Anybody here able to drive this big
honki ng t hing?" the onetinme cenent-plant worker asked.

"I reckon Samand | just might be able to handle it," Miutt Daniels

said with a sidelong glance at Yeager. The ball player puffed up his cheeks
like a chiprmunk to hold in his laughter. After half a lifetinme bouncing
around in buses, helping to repair themby the side of the road, pushing
them when they broke down, there wasn't a whole | ot about them he

didn't know.

Mutt, noreover, had been bouncing around in buses essentially ever

since there were buses. If there was anything about them he didn't know,
Yeager had no idea what it was. Daniels waited for the rest of the nmen to
herd the Lizards to the wide rear seat, then started the engine, turned the
bus around in a street nost people would have thought too narrow for
turning around a bus, and headed back to Ashton

He stayed off H ghway 52 and Hi ghway 30, preferring the back-country

roads less likely to draw attention fromthe air. Raising his voice

to be heard over the noise of the notor, he said, "Rem nds nme of the country
just back of the front line in France in 1918, right where the Boches got
farthest. Parts of it are all tore up, but you go fifty yards on and you'd
swear nobody ever heard o' war."

The description was apt, Yeager thought. Mst of the farns that

sprawl ed among belts of forest between Anboy and Ashton were untouched.

Men wearing w de-brimed hats and overalls worked in severa

fields; cows grazed here and there, black and white splotches vivid against
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the cheerful green of grass and growing crops. By the calmway |ife went
on, the nearest Lizard m ght have been ten billion |ight-years off.

But every so often, the bus would rattle past a bonb or shell crater, an
ugly brown scar on the land's snoboth green skin. There were cattle by
those craters, too, cattle on their sides bloating under the warm sunmer
sun. And a couple of the neat frame farm buil dings were neither neat nor
bui |l di ngs any longer, but nore like a giant's gane of pick-up-sticks. Fat
crows, startled by the bus' racket, flapped into the air, caw ng resentnent
at having their feasting interrupted.

Still, as Mutt had said, the eye could nostly forget the war whose border
the bus had just |eft behind. The nose had a harder tinme. Yeager wondered
if the faint reek of snmoke and corruption sinply clung to him the

other Americans, and the Lizards; if it came in through the open w ndows
of the bus fromthe lightly danaged countryside through which they were
driving; or if the breeze, which was out of the west, swept it along the
front |ine.

The four unwounded Lizards did what they could for the two who

were hurt. It wasn't nuch; the humans had stripped themof the belts that
along with their helnmets were all they wore--no telling what deadly marvels
they m ght have conceal ed i nsi de.

Yeager had never thought about how I nvaders from Space might feel if

they were wounded and captured by humans who were as alien to them as

they were to people. They didn't ook all-powerful or suprenely evil. They
just | ooked worried. In their shoes (if they'd worn shoes), he would have
been worried, too.

He picked up one of the belts, started openi ng pouches. Before | ong, he
found what | ooked like a bandage, wapped in sone clear stuff snoother

anore pliable than cellophane. If it conceal ed a deadly narvel, he de-cidd,,"
he'd eat his helnmet. He pushed past the rest of the Americans--who

still had their rifles |leveled at the Lizards--and held out the bandage pack

"What the hell you doing?" OQto Chase grow ed. "Who cares whet her
them damm things live or die?"

"If they're prisoners of war, we're supposed to treat 'em decent,"
Yeager answered. "Besides, they hold a |lot nmore of our kind than we do of
theirs. Tornenting 'em m ght not be what you call smart.'

Chase grunted and subsi ded. The Lizards' eyes sw veled from Yeager's
face to the bandage and back again. They rem nded hi mof the chamel eon
he'd seen at the zoo in--was it Salt Lake? Maybe Spokane. Wi chever, it
was a long time ago now.

One of the Lizards took the bandage pack in its snmall hand. As it used

its claws to tear open the wapping, it hissed sonething at Yeager. It and
all its conpanions, even the two injured ones, |lowered their turreted eyes
to the floor of the bus for a second or two. Then it deftly began to bandage
a gash in a wounded Lizard's flank
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"Paw t hrough those belts," Yeager said over his shoulder. "See if you

can find sonme nore bandages." He was afraid the others woul d argue

more, but they didn't. He heard their feet shift. Somebody--he didn't | ook
back to see who-handed hi m anot her pack and then another. He passed
themon to the Lizards.

By the tinme the bus pulled up in front of the MIls and Petrie Menoria
Center in Ashton, the injured Lizards were swathed i n enough gauze

to nmake them | ook |ike sonething hal fway between real wounded sol diers
and Boris Karloff as the Mumry. Men in Arny khaki, civilian deni mand
plaid flannel, and every possible conbination thereof mlled around in
front of the stone and yellow brick building.

Through the open driver's wi ndow, Mitt Daniels yelled, "W got Lizard
prisoners in here. What the devil we supposed to do with 'en®"

That drew all the attention he wanted and then some. People

converged on the school bus at a dead run. Sone pushing and el bowi ng fol |l owed,
as nmen of higher rank nade those bel ow t hem gi ve way. The first

of ficer who actually got into the bus was a full colonel, the highest-ranking
fell ow Yeager had seen in Ashton (when he'd joined up a couple of

weeks before, Sergeant Schneider had been the highest-ranking soldier in

Asht on) .

"Tell me how you took them soldier," he said in a draw al nost as
thick as Mutt's. "They're sone of the very first Lizard captives we' ve nanaged
to get our hands on."

"Yes, sir, Colonel Collins," Daniels answered, reading the nane badge

on the officer's right breast pocket. He ended up telling only part of the
story, though, for the rest of the nen, Yeager anobng them kept interrupting
with details of their own. Sam knew that wasn't show ng proper

mlitary discipline, but he didn't care. If this Colonel Collins, whoever he
was, didn't want to listen to Americans speaking their mnds, to hell with
hi m

Collins listened without conplaint. Wen the story was done, he said,
"You boys had the luck of the devil--1I hope you know that. Hadn't been
for those Warhawks takin' out the eneny helicopters” (So that's the right
nane for them Yeager thought), "you could ye had a nmighty thin time of
it."

The col onel strode down the center aisle of the bus to get a closer |ook

at the Lizards; like al nost everyone else in the still free part of the United
States, he hadn't yet really seen any of them He brushed past Yeager, studied
the prisoners for a couple of mnutes, then turned back to their captors.
"Don't look Iike so nuch, do they?"

"No, sir," Yeager said, in chorus with the other Americans. Collins,

he thought, |ooked like quite a lot. The col onel was about Mitt's age, but
with that and their accents the resenbl ance between them ceased. Collins
was tall, still slim handsone, with a full head of silver hair. He didn't
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keep a chaw in his cheek. Wthout the uniform Yeager would have

guessed hima politician, say, the mayor of a medi umsized and prosperous
city.

He said, "You boys did somethin' special here; I'll see you're all pronoted
for it."

Al the nen grinned. Mitt said, "Sergeant Schneider, back there in

Anboy, he deserves a big part o' the credit, sir." Yeager nodded vi gorously.
"I'"ll see that he gets it, then,” Collins prom sed. "Any tine privates
speak well of a sergeant when he's not around to hear it, | reckon he's
some sort of special man." As the soldiers chuckled, Collins went on,

"Now the thing we have to do is get these Lizards sonepl ace where they

can be studi ed by people who have a chance of figuring out what they're

all about and what they're up to."

Yeager spoke up. 1'll help get '"emthere, sir."

Colonel Collins fixed himwith a cold gray stare. "You so eager to get

out of the front line, eh, soldier?"

"No, sir, that doesn't have a thing to do with it," Yeager said, first
flustered and then angry. He wondered if Collins had ever been in the front
line. Maybe during the First World War, he admitted to hinself. He didn't
know how to read the fruit salad of service ribbons on the colonel's left
br east.

"Why should I pick you in particular, then?" Collins demanded.

"Best reason | can think of, sir, is that |'ve been reading science fiction

for along tine. |1've been thinking about nen from Mars and i nvaders from
space a |l ot longer and harder than anybody el se you're likely to find, sir."
Collins was still staring at him but not in the sane way. "Dammed if

I know what kind of answer | expected, but that's not it. You' re saying
yc nore likely to be nentally

flexible
ar ound

t hese- - zhi ngs- -t han
so/ fone chosen at random are you?"
"Yes, sir." Yeager hadn't been in the Arny long, but he'd learned in a
hurry not to prom se too nmuch, so he hedged: "I hope so, sir, anyhow. "
Li ke managers, officers earn their pay by making up their nminds in a
hurry and then follow ng through. After what couldn't have been nore
than a ten-second pause, Collins said, "Ckay, soldier, you want it so bad,
you've got it. Your name is--?"
"Samuel Yeager, sir," Yeager said, saluting. He could hardly keep the
grin off his face as he spelled Yeager.
The colonel pulled out a little notebook and a gol d-pl ated nechani ca
pencil. He was, Yeager saw, a southpaw. He put the notebook away as soon
as he'd jotted down Samis name. "All right, Private Yeager--"
Mutt Dani el s spoke up: "OQught to be Co' poral Yeager, sir, or at |east
PFC." Wen Collins turned to frowmm at him he went on blandly, "You did
say you were pronotin' us."
Yeager wi shed Mutt had kept his nouth shut, and waited for Col one
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Collins to get angry. Instead, the colonel burst out laughing. "I know an
old soldier when | hear one. Tell me you weren't in France and I'Il call you

aliar.”

"Can't do it, sir," Mutt said with a wide, ingratiating snmle that kept
a lot of unpires fromthrow ng himout of the gane no matter how outrageously
he carried on.

"You better not try." Collins gave his attention back to Sam "All

right, PFC Yeager, you will serve as liaison to these Lizard prisoners unti
they are delivered to conpetent authorities in Chicago." He took out his
not ebook again, wote rapidly. As he tore out a couple of sheets, he added,
"These orders give discretion to your superiors in Chicago. They may send
you back here, or they may let you stay on with the Lizards if you show
you're nore valuable in that role.”

"Thank you, sir," Yeager exclained, pocketing the orders Collins gave

him They rem nded hi mof Bobby Fiore's brief tryout with Al bany--if he
didn't performright away, they'd ship himout and never give hi manother
chance to show he could do the job. But he wouldn't even get as |ong as
Bobby' d had; they'd likely be in Chicago tonight, though God only knew

who conpetent authorities were or howlong it would take to find them

Still, he had to get on the Lizards' good side in a hurry. One way to do that
seenmed obvious: "Sir, if there's a doctor or nedic out there, to see to the
wounds on these two ..."

Col l'ins nodded crisply. He strode back to the door of the bus. As if

that were a signal, all the lower-ranking officers waiting outside swarned
toward it. Collins' upraised hand did what King Canute only dreaned of:

it held back the tide. The col onel stuck his head out of the bus and

shout ed, "Finkelstein!"

"Sir!" A skinny fellow with glasses and a thick head of unconbed
curly bl ack hair pushed his way through the crowd.

"He's a Jew," Collins remarked, "but he's a dammed fine doctor."

Yeager woul d not have cared--much--if Finkelstein were a Negro. It

didn't matter one way or the other to the Lizards, that was for sure. Black
bag in hand, the doctor scranbled up into the bus. "Wio's hurt?" he asked
in a thick New York accent. Then his eyes went w de. "Ch."

"Conme on," Yeager said; if he was going to be Lizard |iaison, he had

to get on with the job. He I ed Finkelstein back to the Lizards, who had sat
qui etly through the colloquy with Collins. He hoped the creatures from
anot her pl anet recognized himas the man who had | et them have the
bandages to bind up their wounds. Maybe they did; they showed no agitation
when he brought the doctor right up to them

But when Finkelstein nmade as if to tug at one of those bandages, the
unhurt Lizards let out a volley of evil-sounding hisses. One of them stood
up fromhis seat, clawed hands outstretched. "How can you let them

know |I' m not going to do anything bad to then?"
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Sam t hought, How the devil do I know? But if he couldn't invent an
answer, sonebody el se would end up trying. He hoped for inspiration, and
for once it came. He handed his rifle to Oto Chase, rolled up a sleeve.
"Make |ike you're putting a bandage on ny arm then take it off again.
Maybe they'I|l get the idea that that's what you're supposed to do."

"Yeah, that might work," Finkelstein said enthusiastically. He opened

hi s nmedi cal bag, took out a paper-w apped bandage. "Hate to waste anything
sterile," he muttered as he opened it. He wapped it around Yeager's

arm Hi s hands were deft and quick and gentle. The Lizards watched him
intently.

Yeager sighed and did his best to pantomime relief. He had no idea

whet her he got the idea across to the Lizards. Finkelstein undid the bandage.
Then he tried noving toward one of the wounded prisoners again.

This time, their uninjured conpani ons, though they hissed anmong themnsel ves,
made no nmove to stop him

The edge of a bandage cane up easily. "It's not tape," the doctor said,

as nmuch to hinself as to Yeager. "I wonder how it stays on." He peeled it
back further, |ooked at the wound in the Lizard' s side. He let out a hiss of
his own. "Shell fragnent, 1'd guess. Gve ne ny bag, soldier." He grabbed

a probe. "Warn himthis may hurt."

Who, ne? But this was what Yeager had asked for. He got the Lizards
attention, pinched hinmself, did his best to imtate the noises the wounded
captives had made. Then he pointed to Finkel stein, the probe, and the injury.
He | ooked at that as briefly as he could; he found torn flesh to be torn

fl esh, whether it belonged to man or Lizard.

Fi nkel stein slowy inserted the probe. The wounded Lizard sat very

still, then hissed and quivered at the same noment as the doctor exclained,
"Found it! Not too big and not too deep." He wi thdrew the probe,

took out a pair of long, thin grasping tongs. "Al nost there, alnost there

ge!" Hi s hands drew back; the tongs cane out of the wound
clench'clron"' a half-inch sliver of netal. A drop of the Lizard' s blood fel
fromit to the floor of the bus.

Al the alien prisoners, even the wounded one, spoke excitedly in

their own | anguage. The one who had threatened the doctor with cl awns

| owered his weird eyes toward the ground and stood very still. Yeager had
seen the captives do that before. It had to be a kind of salute, he thought.

The doctor started to replace the bandage, then paused and gl anced toward
Yeager. "Think | ought to dust the wound with sulfa? Can Earth

germs live on a thing from God knows where? O would | be running

a bigger risk of poisoning the Lizard?"

Agai n, Yeager's first thought was, How should |I know? Wiy was a

doctor asking nedical questions of a minor |eague outfielder without a
hi gh school diploma? Then he realized that when it came to Lizards, he
m ght not know a whole lot |ess than Finkelstein. After a few seconds
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t hought, he answered, "Seens to ne they must cone froma planet that

isn't too different than ours, or they wouldn't want Earth in the first place.
So maybe our gerns would |ike them"

"Yeah, that nmakes sense. Okay, |'Il do it." The doctor poured the yell ow
powder into the wound, patted the bandage down. It clung as well as

it had before.

Col onel Collins wal ked to the back of the bus. "How are you doi ng,

Doctor."

"Wel | enough, sir, thank you." Finkel stein nodded at Yeager. "This is

one sharp man you have here."

"I's he. Good." Collins headed up to the bus door again.

"I"'msorry, soldier," the doctor said. "I don't even know your nane."
"I''"'m Sam Yeager. Pleased to neet you, sir."

"There's a kick in the head for you--1'm Sam Fi nkel stein. Wll, Sam

shall we see what we can do for this other Lizard here?"

"Ckay by ne, Sam" Yeager said.

set

O all the places Jens Larssen had ever expected to end up when he

out from Chicago to warn the governnent how i nportant the Metallurgica
Laboratory's work was, Wite Sul phur Springs, West Virginia, night

have been the last. Staying at the same hotel as the German charge

d' affaires hadn't been high on his list of things to anticipate, either

But here he was at the G eenbrier Hotel by the fanobus springs, and

her e--agai n--was Hans Thomsen. The Gernman had been interned here,

along with diplomats fromltaly, Hungary, R onania, and Japan, when the
United States entered the war. Thonsen had sailed back to Germany on a
Swedi sh ship, lit up to keep it safe from U-boats, in exchange for Americans
interned in Gernmany.

Now Thomsen was back again. In fact, he had a roomright across the

hall from Larssen's. Down in the hotel dining room he'd booned, in excellent

English, "I was worried going honme, yes. But coning back here
once nore, on a dreadful little scowtoo small and ugly, God be thanked,
for the Lizards to notice, then | was not worried. | was far too seasick to

think for a nmonent of being worried."

Everyone who heard hi m | aughed uproariously, Jens included. Having
Thonmsen back in the United States was a forcible reninder that humanity
had nore inportant things to do than slaughtering itself. It still nade
Larssen nervous. As far as he was concerned, Gernmny renmi ned an eneny
even if it happened to be forced into the same canp as the United
States. It was the sanme feeling he'd had about allying with the Russians
against Hitler, but even stronger here.

Not everybody in White Sul phur Springs agreed with him not by a

|l ong shot. A lot of inportant people were here, fled from Washi ngton
when the governnent dispersed in the face of Lizard air raids. Larssen had
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heard that Roosevelt was here. He didn't know whether it was true. Every
new runor put the President sonewhere el se: back in Washington, in

New York, in Philadel phia (W C. Fields would not have approved), even in
San Franci sco (though how he was supposed to travel cross-country with
the Lizards running | oose was beyond Jens).

Larssen sighed, wal ked over to the sink in his roomto see if he'd get

any hot water. He waited and waited, but the stream stayed cold. Sighing,

he scraped whiskers off his face with that cold water, lather froma hotel -sized
bar of Lifebuoy soap, and a razor blade that had definitely seen better

days. The resulting nicks tenpted himto cultivate a beard.

H's suits were winkled. Even his ties were winkled. He'd spent a
long tine getting here, and service at the hotel ranged fromlousy on
down. At that, he knew dammed wel|l he was |ucky. No one in Washi ngton
or White Sul phur Springs had heard from Gerald Sebring, who'd headed
east from Chicago by train instead of by car.

Larssen stooped to tie his shoel aces. One of them broke when he

pulled at it. Swearing under his breath, he got down on one knee and tied
the | ace back together, then nade his bow It was ugly, but he'd al ready
found out how badly picked over the Greenbrier's little sundries store was:
it had been plundered first by Axis diplomats and then by invadi ng Anerican
bureaucrats. He knew the place didn't have shoel aces. Maybe sonebody

in town did.

H s nose winkled when he went out into the hall. Along with the

bri nst one odor of the springs, it still snelled of the dogs and cats the interned
di pl omats had brought with them from Washi ngton. Really gives

me an appetite .for breakfast, he thought as he headed downstairs to the

di ni ng room

Bl]ast didn't rate much of an appetite. H's choice was between

stale tost with jamand corn flakes floating in reconstituted powdered

m k. Either one cost $3.75. Jens suspected he mi ght have to decl are bankruptcy
bef ore he got out of Wiite Sul phur Springs. He'd been naking good

money by wartime standards--great nmoney by the | ean standards of the

1930s--but inflation headed straight for the roof when the Lizards | anded.
Demand stayed high, and they played nerry hell with supply.

He ended up eating toast; one taste of the powdered nilk had been

enough to last hima lifetine. He left a niggardly tip, and begrudged even
that. Escaping quickly, before the waiter could see how he'd been stiffed,
Larssen got his car and drove five nmles into town, to the Methodi st
church to which he'd been directed to report.

Whi te Sul phur Springs was a beautiful little town. It had probably

been even nore beautiful before herds of olive-drab trucks fouled the air
with their exhaust and honked at each other |ike bellow ng bulls disputing
the right of way. The antiaircraft guns which bl ossoned on every
streetcorner also did little for the decor
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But even so, the rolling, green-clad slopes of the Alleghenies, the clear
wat er of nearby Sherwood Lake, and the fum ng springs that gave the pl ace
its name made it easy for Jens to understand why \Wite Sul phur Springs

had been a presidential resort in the days before the Cvil War, when it

was part of Virginia and no one had ever inmagined West Virginia woul d becone
a separate state.

On the outside, the white-painted church with its tall steeple nmaintained

the serenity the town sought to project. One step through the door

told Larssen he had entered another world. The pastor retained half his office,
but that was all. From everywhere el se cane the clatter of typewiters,

the raucous chatter of people with too nuch to do and not enough

time to do it, and the purposeful clonp of governnent-issue footgear on a

har dwood f | oor.

A harassed corporal |ooked up from whatever he was typing. Seeing a
veritable civilian before him he dispensed with even mlitary politeness:
"Wat cha want, nac? Make it snappy."

"I have a nine o'clock appointnent to see Col onel Groves." Larssen

| ooked down at his watch. He was five mnutes early.

"Ch." The corporal visibly shifted gears as he reassessed this civilian's
l'ikely inportance. A good piece of his big-city tough-guy accent di sappeared
when he spoke again: "You want to conme along with ne, sir?"

"Thank you." Larssen followed the noncomthrough the pews on

whi ch nore enlisted men were awkwardly working rather than praying,
crabwi se down a hallway pinched by nountains of file boxes that clung
like clots to either wall, and into what had been the pastor's sanctum
New pl ywood partitions restricted that worthy to a fraction of his forner
domai n--the fraction thereof that |acked a tel ephone.

Col onel Leslie Groves sat behind a desk that held said tel ephone. He

enpl oyed the instrunent with vimand gusto: "What the hell do you

mean, you can't ship those tracks up to Detroit? ... So the bridge is out
and the road has a hole init? So what? Get 'emon a barge. The Lizards
aren't blasting half the shipping they might, the stupid bastards. W have
to get those tanks nade, or we can kiss everything good-bye ... I'll cal
you tonight, so | can keep up with what you're doing. Get it done, Fred,

| don't care how. "

He hung up with no nore of a good-bye than that, fixed Larssen with
an intense blue stare. "You're fromthat Chicago project."” It was not a
question. A flick of the colonel's left hand disni ssed the corporal

"That's right." Larssen wondered how nmuch G oves knew about it,

and how rmuch he ought to tell him Mre than he wanted to; he was al ready
sure of that. "After Berlin, sir, you have to know how i nportant that
project is. And the Lizards are advanci ng on Chi cago."

"Son, we all got troubles," Goves runbled. He was a big man with
auburn hair cut short, a thin nustache, and blunt, conpetent features. He
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filled the pastor's chair to overflowi ng and sat well back fromthe desk; a
hefty belly kept himfromgetting any cl oser.

"I knowit," Jens said. "I nean, | drove here from Chicago, after all."
"Sit down; tell me about that," Goves urged. "I've been holed up here
al most since the Lizards cane. | ought to know nore about the world outside

than what | can find out over a phone line.
jangl ed. "Excuse ne."

Wil e the col onel barked instructions to sonmeone on the other end of

the line, Larssen perched on the unconfortable chair in front of the desk

and tried to marshal his thoughts. G oves gave himthe inpression of a

man who wor ked hard every waki ng noment, so he was ready when the

handset went back into its cradle: "It's not a trip |I'mlooking forward to reversing.
Li zard planes are everywhere, and | had to take the side roads up

into upstate New York to get around the Lizard pocket east of Pittsburgh."
"They're in Pittsburgh now," Goves said

Jens grunted. The news didn't surprise him but it was like a kick in

the belly just the sane. He made hinself go on: "Gas is hard as the devi

to get. | drove a fewmnles on a half gallon of grain alcohol | bought from
alittle old man | think was a nmoonshiner. My engine hasn't been the sane

since, either."

"You kept going, which is what counts," G oves said. "The al coho

was a good dodge. One of the things we're |ooking at is adapting engi nes

to burn it, in case the Lizards hurt our refining capacity even worse than

they have already. If the revenuers haven't been able to put a stop to stills,
dammed if | see the Lizards doing it."

"l suppose not," Larssen agreed. But the colonel's words brought home

to hi mhow bad things were. Sonehow all the terror and trouble that had
befallllimon the way from Chi cago, all the horrors he'd edited out of

his bret'-' account to G oves, seened to have happened to himin isolation;

he coul d i magi ne other parts of the United States going on about their

usual business while hell didn't seemhalf a nmle off for him He could

imgine it, yes, but Groves was warning himit wasn't true. He said, "As

bad as that?"

"Some pl aces worse," Col onel Groves said sonberly. "The Lizards are

like a cancer on the country. They don't just hurt the places where they
are--they hurt other places, too, because supplies can't go through the territory
they hold." The phone rang again. G oves delivered a crisp series of

orders, then returned to his conversation with Jens w thout m ssing a beat:
"They cut off our circulation, you mght say, so we die inch by inch."

"That's why the Metallurgical Laboratory is so inportant,"” Larssen

said. "It's our best chance at a weapon that will let us fight them on somet hing
like equal terms." He decided to push a little. "Wshington could go

the sane way as Berlin, you know. "

Groves started to say sonething, but was interrupted by the phone

As if on cue, the tel ephone
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once nore. \When he hung up, he did say it: "You really think your people
will be able to nake an atomic bonb in time for us to get sone use out
of it?"

"We're close to starting up a sustained reaction,"” Larssen said. Then

he shut up; even saying that nmuch tranpled on the security he'd lived
with ever since he became a part of the project. The tines, though, were
not what they had been before the. Lizards proved atonic weapons didn't
bel ong just on the pages of pul p nagazi nes. He added, "Speaking of Berlin,
nobody here knows how far along the Germans are on their own specia
project.” No matter how things had changed, he couldn't bring hinself to
say uraniumto soneone not in the know.

"The Germans." Groves scow ed. "I hadn't thought of that. Nothing's
ever simple, is it? After Berlin, they have some kind of incentive to push
ahead, too. Heisenberg wasn't in the city when the bonb hit, | hear."

"If you know about Hei senberg, you know quite a bit about this,"

Larssen said, surprised and i npressed. He'd taken Groves for just another
man in a uniform if one nore overstuffed than nost.

The col onel's gruff |augh said he understood what Larssen was t hinking.
"I do try to remnd nyself I'"'mliving in the twentieth century," he

noted dryly. "I spent a couple of years at MT before | got my West Point
ring, and took an engi neering doctorate afterward. Al of which and a
nickel will buy me a cup of coffee--or would have, before the Lizards

came. Costs nmore now. So you really think this gang of yotlrs is on to
somet hi ng, do you?"

"Yes, | do, Colonel. W're too far along to make it easy for us to nove,

too. The Lizards are advancing on Chicago fromthe west, and after my adventures
com ng east, noving that way | ooks just about as risky. If we're

going to go on doing our research, the United States has to hold on to Chicago."
G oves rubbed his chin. "Wat we have to do and what we can do too

often aren't nearly the same thing these days, worse |uck. Anyway"--he
tapped the eagle that perched on one shoulder--"! don't have the authority
to order us to hold Chicago no matter what and forget about the other nine
mllion energencies all over the country."

"I know that." Jens' heart sank. "But you're the best contact |'ve

made. | was hopi ng you woul d--"

"Ch, I will, son, I will." Goves heaved his bul k out of the chair. The
phone rang again. Swearing, Goves flopped down again, so hard Larssen

hal f expected the seat to break under him It held, and Groves, as he had
several times already, crisply and authoritatively dealt with a new string of
probl ems. Then he got up once nore, and went on talking as if he'd never

been interrupted: "I'Il run interference for you, best | can. But you're the
one who's carrying the ball." He stuck a fore-and-aft cap on his head.

"Let's go."

file:/lIC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...Worldwar%2001%20-%20In%20the%20Balance.txt (161 of 508) [12/29/2004 12:42:12 AM]



file://1C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Harry%20T urtl edove%620-%20W orl dwar%2001%20- %20l n%20the%20Ba ance.txt

164
WORLDWAR: | N THE BALANCE

Larssen had played football in high school. If he'd run the ball behind
a |lineman as huge as Groves, he'd have put so nany touchdowns on the
board that people woul d have thought himthe second com ng of Red
Grange. The image made himsnile. "Wiere are we goi ng?" he asked as
Groves pushed past him

"To see Ceneral Marshall," the colonel said over his shoul der. "He
has the power to bind and to | oose. ¥il get you in to talk to him-today,
| hope. After that, it's up to you."

"Thank you, sir," Larssen said. George Marshall was Arny Chief of

Staff. |If anyone coul d order Chicago defended at all cost, he was the man
(al t hough, against the Lizards, ordering sonmething and having it cone to
pass were not the sane thing). Hope rose in Jens. As he foll owed G oves

out into the street, he drewin a lungful of air ripe not only with exhaust
but also with the sulfurous reek of the springs.

Groves took a deep breath, too. A grin nmade himl ook years younger
"That snell always rem nds ne of walking into a freshman chem stry | ab."

"It does, by CGod!" Jens hadn't made the connection, but the col one
was absolutely right. The very next breath brought with it nmenories of
Bunsen burners and reagent bottles with frosted gl ass stoppers.

Col onel Groves literally ran interference for Larssen on the streets of
VWi te Sul phur Springs, using his blocky body to bull ahead where a thinner
or less confident man m ght have hesitated. He had a good deal of

muscl e beneath the fat, and also a driving energy that made hi mwal k

with a forward lean, as if into a headw nd.

Getting in to see the Chief of Staff wasn't as sinple as G oves had
made it sound back in his office. The |l awn of the house in which Marshal
stayed was clogged with officers. Jens had never seen so many sparkling
silve'ars in his life. To generals, a colonel |ike G oves mght as well
have !een invisible.

He did not stay invisible |ong. Sheer physical bulk got him near

enough to the doorway to catch the eye of a harried-1ooking major inside.

In a ringing voice that cut through the hubbub, G oves announced his

name and declared, "Tell the general | have a fellow here fromthe Metallurgica
Laboratory in Chicago. It's urgent."

"What isn't?" the major answered, but he ducked back inside. G oves
peaceful ly yielded up his place to a mjor general

"Now what ?" Larssen asked. He could feel the sun pounding his head
and his arns--he wore a short-sleeved shirt. He was so fair he didn't tan
worth a dam; he just burned | ayer by | ayer.

"Now we wait." Goves folded his own arns across his broad, khaki-clad

chest.
"But you said it was urgent--"

The col onel's booni ng | augh made heads swing toward him "If it
weren't urgent, | wouldn't be here at all. Sane with everybody el se, son.
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As that major said, everything is urgent nowadays. But if he delivers that
message, well, | expect we're urgent enough, if you know what | nean."

As seconds crawl ed by on hands and knees, Jens began to wonder. He

al so wondered where in Wite Sul phur Springs he'd be able to find cal am ne
lotion to slather on his poor toasting arns and nose. As inconspicu*

ously as he could, he noved into Goves' mmssive shadow. He felt a stab

of jeal ousy when the major returned to call out the nane of a brigadier
general. Groves only shrugged.

The maj or cane out again. "Colonel, uh, Gaves?"

"That's me," Goves declared; since no Colonel Graves rose up in

ri ghteous anger to dispute his claim Larssen supposed he was right. Mre
of ficers' heads turned toward himas he surged forward with Jens in his
wake. Envy and anger were the mmin expressions Jens saw-who was this
mere colonel to take precedence over nen with stars on their shoul ders?

"This way, sir," the major said. This way led to a closed door, in front

of which Groves and Larssen spent the next several ninutes cooling their

heel s. Larssen didn't care; the hall was hot and airless, but at |east he'd got
out of the sun.

The door opened. The brigadi er general came out, |ooking grimy satisfied.
He returned Groves' salute, gave Larssen a brusque nod, and strode
awnay.

"Cone in, Colonel Goves, and bring your conpanion," General Marshal
called from behind his desk. Jens noticed that he got the nane
straight.

"Thank you, sir," Groves said, obeying. "Sir, let me present Dr. Jens
Larssen; as | told your adjutant, he's reached us fromthe project at the
Uni versity of Chicago."

"Sir." As a civilian, Larssen reached across the desk to shake hands

with the Arny Chief of Staff. The general's grip was firm and precise. Jens
first inpression was that despite the uniform despite the three rows of
campai gn ri bbons, Marshall | ooked nore like a senior research scientist

than a soldier. He was in his early sixties, spare and trim wth hair going
fromiron gray toward white. Under a wide forehead, his face was rather
narrow. He | ooked as though he seldomsnmiled. H's eyes were arresting;

they said he'd seen a I ot and thought hard about every bit of it.

If not warm he was graci ous enough, waving Larssen and Groves to

chairs and listening closely to Jens' brief retelling of his trip across the
eastern half of the United States. Then he put his el bows on the desk and

| eaned forward. "Tell ne the status of the Metallurgical Laboratory as you
know it, Dr. Larssen. You may speak freely; | amcleared for this information.'

"If you'd like me to step outside, sir--" Groves started to get up again.

Marshall raised a hand to stop him "That will not be necessary, Col onel
Security requirements have changed consi derably since the end of
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May. The Lizards al ready know the secrets we are trying to extract from
nature."

"Do the Germans?" Larssen asked. Being a civilian had advant ages; he
could question the Arny Chief of Staff where mlitary discipline held

G oves silent. "Do we want the Germans to learn themfromus? |'d better
know the answer to that, sir, not |east because Hans Thomsen has the
roomacross the hall frommine at the Greenbrier.”

"The Germans have an atom c research program of their own," Marshall

said. "It is in our interest to keep themfighting the Lizards, not |east
because, to speak frankly, they are doing a better job of it than anyone el se
at the monent. They have their army and their econony already geared to
war on a large scale, while we were still readying our resources when the
Li zards cane. "

Larssen nodded before he realized General Marshall hadn't really answered
his question. Being able to talk like a politician, he supposed, was

one of the job qualifications for Army Chief of Staff.

As if thinking along with him Marshall said, "Before | tell you what

you may say to the German charge, Dr. Larssen--and you nmay say nhothing w thout direct
aut hori zation fromne or soneone at a higher level--1 do

need to know where the Metallurgical Laboratory presently stands in its
researches. "

"Of course, sir." But Larssen renained benused as he nustered his

t houghts. Who was at a higher |evel than General Marshall? Only two

men he could think of--the secretary of war and Presi dent Roosevelt. Was
Marshal | inplying he nmight meet then? Jens shook his head. It didn't

matter now. He said, "When | left Chicago, sir, we were assenbling an
atonkil e which, we hoped, would have a k-factor greater than one."

.u'll have to explain a bit further than that, |I'mafraid," Mrshall

said. "Wiile | have studied your group's reports with great attention, | do

not pretend to be a nuclear physicist.”

"It nmeans arranging the uraniumso that, as atomic nuclei are split-- fission, the termis--the
neutrons they release will split nore atons, and

so on. Think of it as a positive feedback cycle, sir. In a bonb |ike the ones

the Lizards have, it happens in a split second and rel eases enornous energy."

"What you are working toward is not a bonb in and of itself, then,”

Marshal | sai d.

"That's right." Larssen eyed the older man with respect. As Marshall

had sai d, he was no nucl ear physicist, but he had no trouble draw ng inplications

fromdata. Jens continued, "It is an essential first step, though.
We' |l control the nuclear reaction with cadm umrods that capture excess
neutrons before they strike uraniumatonms. That will keep it fromgetting

out of hand. W have to wal k before we can run, sir, and we need to un
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derstand how to produce a controlled chain reaction before we can think
about making a bonb."
"And Chicago is the place where this research is going on?" Marshall
sai d rusingly.
"In the United States, yes," Larssen said.
He' d hoped Marshall might tell himwhat, if anything, was happening
el sewhere. The Chief of Staff, however, had taken security for granted
| onger than Jens had been alive. He did not even change expression to acknow edge
he'd noticed the hint. He said, "W intended to fight for Chicago
for other reasons. This gives us one nore. Thank you for your courage
in comng here to report on the Metallurgical Laboratory's progress."”
"Yes, sir." Larssen wanted to ask nore questions, but General Marshall

did not strike himas a man given to |loose talk even in private circunstances,
whi ch these enphatically were not. Neverthel ess, he blurted what was
uppernmost in his mnd: "General, can we beat the dammed Lizards?"
Col onel Groves shifted weight in his chair, making it squeak; Jens abruptly
realized that wasn't the way you were supposed to talk to the Arny
Chief of Staff. He felt himself flushing. He was so fair, he knew the flush
woul d show. That only enbarrassed hi m nore.
But Marshall did not seem angry. Maybe the perfectly unmilitary
question touched a responsive chord in him for he said, "Dr. Larssen, if
you find anybody who knows the answer to that one, he wins the prize.
We' re doing everything we can, and we'll go on doing everything we can.
The alternative is to surrender and live in slavery. Americans won't accept
t hat - - maybe your grandfather was one who hel ped prove it."
"Sir, if you mean the Civil War, my grandfather was still back in Gslo
then, trying to nake a living as a cobbler. He canme to the United States
in the 1880s."
"Looking for something better than he had over there, no doubt,"”
Marshal | said, nodding. "That's a very human thing to do. 1'll be frank
with you, Dr. Larssen: in purely mlitary terns, the Lizards have us outcl assed.
Up to now, no one--not us, not the Germans, not the Russians,
not the Japs--has been able to stop them But no one has stopped trying,
and we've put nost of our own conflicts on the back shelf for the time being,
as witness M. Thonsen's presence here--across the hall fromyou,
didn't you say?"
"That's right." Cooperating with the Third Reich still left a bad taste
in Larssen's mouth. "Didn't | hear that Warsaw fell when the people there
rose against the Nazis and for the Lizards?"
"Yes, that's true," Marshall said soberly. "Fromthe intelligence we
have of what those people were suffering, |I can see how the Lizards night
have seened the better bargain to them" H s voice went flat, enotionless.
The very bl ankness of his face convinced Jens he wasn't telling all he
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knew there. After a nonment, that blankness lifted. "On a gl obal scale,
however, it is a snmall matter, as are the Chinese uprisings against the Japs
and in favor of the Lizards. But the Lizards have weaknesses of their own."
Col onel Groves |leaned forward. Hi s chair squeaked again. "My | ask

what sonme of those weaknesses are, sir? Know ng them may hel p me assign
priorities in allocating matdriel."

"The chief one, Colonel, is their rigid adherence to doctrine. They are

met hodical to a fault, and slow to adapt tactics to fit circunstances. Some
of our nearest approaches to success have come from creating situations
where we used their patterns to lure units into untenable situations and
then exploited the advantages we gained in so doing. And now, if you will
excuse me ..."

The dism ssal was polite, but a dism ssal nonethel ess. Groves rose and

sal uted. Jens got up, too. He decided not to shake hands agai n; Genera
Marshall's attention had already returned to the papers that clogged his
desk. The general's aide took charge of themas they came out of the office,
| ed them back to the door by which they'd ntered.

"I think you did pretty well there, Dr. Larssen," Goves said, making

sl ow headway against the tide of officers that flowed toward the entrance.
"Call ne Jens," Larssen said.

"Then I'm Leslie." The heavyset col onel nade an extravagant gesture.

"Where now? The world lies at your feet."

Larssen laughed. Till now, he hadn't known any senior mlitary nen.

They were different fromwhat he'd thought they' d be--Marshall scholarly
and precise, plainly a first-class nmnd (a judgment Jens did not make
lightly, not after working with several Nobel |aureates); Goves wthout

the Chief of Staff's unbounded mental horizons, but full of bulldog conpetencd
just enough whinsy to | eaven the m x. Neither was

t he
singl ei nded fighting man evoked by the | abel "general" or "colonel."
After a little thought, Larssen decided that nade sense. The group at
the Met Lab weren't the effete eggheads | ayfol k t hought of when they
i magi ned what nucl ear physicists were |like, either. People were nore
conplicated than any subatom c particles.
He wondered what the Lizards nade of people. If the invaders were as
conmpul sively orderly as Marshall had said, nankind' s aggressive randonnmess
|ikely confused themno end. He hoped so--every weakness of theirs,
no matter how tiny, was a corresponding strength for humanity.
He al so wondered what it would be like in one of their spaceships, cruising
al ong far above the surface of the Earth, flying between planets, perhaps
even between stars. They were the ones who could literally have the world
under their feet. Cold, clear envy pierced him
Despite his nmusings, he was only a beat slow in answering G oves:
"Unl ess you' ve got FDR up your sleeve there, Leslie, | think you' ve done
as nmuch as any man coul d. Thanks nore than | can say for all your help."
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"My pleasure." Goves stuck out a hand. He had a grip like a hydraulic
press. "You convinced ne you and your group are on to sonething imnportant,
and ny superiors need to understand that, too, so they can factor

it into their calculations. As for Roosevelt, hmm.." He actually did | ook
up his sleeve. "Sorry, no. He seens to have stepped out."

"Too bad. If you do happen to see hinf--Larssen had no i dea how
probabl e that was, but believed in covering his bets--"nention the project
if you get the chance."

"I''"l'l do that, Jens." Groves glanced at his wist again, this tine just to
check his watch. "I'd best get back to it. |'ve been away too | ong already.
God only knows what's stacking up on ny desk. No rest for the weary, as
they say." Wth a last nod, he turned and headed back toward the Methodi st
church. Larssen hadn't been able to park any closer than several bl ocks
away. Watching Groves' broad back recede, he concluded the col onel got
results fromthose around himby working twice as hard as any of them

In that, he would have fit in well at the Metallurgical Lab

The physicist | ooked at his own watch. Nearly noon--no wonder his

stomach was sounding reveille. He wondered what epicurean delight the
Greenbrier was offering for lunch. Yesterday it had been canned pork and
beans, canned corn, and canned fruit cocktail. Wyly shaking his head, he
wonder ed about the consequences of excessive tin in the diet.

Today's nmenu, he di scovered when he got to the hotel restaurant, was
extravagant by current standards: Spam and canned peas. The peas were

nmore nearly olive drab than green, but he ate themall the sane, hoping
they retained at | east sone of their vitamns. He al so put down an extra
buck and a half for a nickel bottle of Coke--that, nobody could snafu. The
bottle, he noted, was closer to the color peas ought to be than the peas

t hensel ves were.

As he was chasing the |ast sad, soft, overcooked peas with his fork,
there was a stir at the entrance to the dining room A couple of people
started to clap. Larssen | ooked up, saw a short, pale, bullet-headed nan
wearing a honmburg, steel-rimred spectacles, and a suit of European cut.
That face had | ooked out at himfrom countl ess newsreels, but he'd never
t hought to encounter Vacheslav Molotov in the flesh

Sonet hing el se occurred to him H s gaze flicked fromtable to table.

Sure enough, there sat Hans Thonmsen, also with a plate of Spare. The Gernan
charge d' affaires was affable, genial, a fluent English-speaker who'd

wor ked hard to put the best face on the activities of the Nazi governnent
until Hitler declared war on the United States. Larssen wondered how he

felt to be in the presence of the Soviet foreign mnister after Germany's
unprovoked invasi on of Russia. He al so wondered how Mdl ot ov woul d react

to finding a Nazi representative here in the heart of the American governnent
i n refuge.

Nor was his the only such curiosity. The dining roomgrew silent for
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a few seconds as peopl e stopped tal king and suspended forks in mdair to

see what woul d happen next. Thonsen, Jens thought, recogni zed Mol ot ov
before the latter saw him Mybe Ml otov woul d not have noticed him at
all but for the Nazi party badge he wore on his left |apel
The Russian had a face as inpassive as any Larssen had ever seen. He
did not change expression now, but he did hesitate before proceeding into

the dining room Then he turned to the man beside him a squarely built
fell ow whose suit was simlar in cut to his own but much nore poorly fit
ted. He spoke a single sentence of Russian.

From t he expl osi ve coughs that went up, a few people understood
what he had to say in the original. The squarely built man's function was
then reveal ed; he translated Mol otov's words into el egant, Oxford-accented

English: "The foreign comm ssar of the USSR observes that, having a
ready entered into diplomatic discussions with the Lizards, he has no oh-

jection to speaking to serpents as well."

More coughs rose, Larssen's anmbng them H's eyes swung back to
Hans Thonsen. He doubted he coul d have been as politely insulting as
Mol ot ov, given what the Nazis had done to the Soviet Union. On the other

hand, all of humanity was supposed to be joining together to resist the in
vaders from another planet. |If everyone kept renenbering what was goi ng

i
on before the Lizards cane, the united front would cone crashing down.

And if it did, that literally handed the Lizards the world.

Thomsen was a trained diplomat. If he noticed Mdl otov had given him
the glove, he never let on. He was smling as he replied, "There is in En-
glish an ol d sayi ng about the enenmy of one's eneny."

The interpreter murnured to Mol otov. Now the Comuni st officia
| ooked. rai ght back at the German. "It was on this basis, no doubt, that
the inialist powers of Great Britain and the United States allied with
the pece-loving people of the USSR against the Htlerite regime."

Watch out for this guy, Jens thought. He's dangerous. Thonsen kept

his smle, but it |ooked held in place by force of will. Still, he had a coun
terthrust ready: "No doubt it was also on this basis that Finland allied
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with Germany after being invaded by the peace-loving people of the
USSR. "

As if at a tennis match, Larssen turned his head to | ook at Mlo
tov. The match here, though, he thought, used a |ive hand grenade for a

ball. M!otov's Iips nmight have drawn back fromhis teeth a nillimeter or
two. Through his interpreter, the Soviet foreign mnister replied, "As we

have both noted, the principle admts of broad application. Thus | amwil|
ing to discuss our own differences at another tine."

The sigh of relief that filled the dining roomwas quite audible.

Larssen didn't consciously notice; he was too busy adding to it.
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"1'" he hol ogram of Tosev 3 hung in space above its projector, just as it
had before the Race began to add a fourth world to the Enpire. Today,

t hough, Atvar did not urge Kirel to project the image of the ferocious
Tosevite warrior with his sword and chain mail that the Race's probes had
brought Hone. Like everyone else in the fleet, Atvar had found out nore
about Tosevite warriors than he'd ever wanted to | earn.

The fleetlord turned to the assenbl ed shiplords. "W are met here today,
valiant nmales, to evaluate the results of the first half-year's

fighting' --he used the Race's chronol ogy, of course; sluggish Tosev 3 had
completed only a fourth of its orbit--"and to discuss our plans for the
combat yet to come.”

The shiplords accepted the introduction better than he'd dared hope.

When the schedul e for the conquest of Tosev 3 was drawn up back on

Hone, the hal f-year neeting was the | ast one included. After half a year,
everyone was certain, Tosev 3 would be firmly attached to the Enpire.

The Race |ived by schedul es and plans drawn up |l ong before they were
carried out. That Atvar's chief underlings recogni zed the need for nuch
more work was a neasure of how nuch the Tosevites had shaken them

"We nake progress," Atvar insisted. "Large parts of Tosev 3 are under

our virtually conplete control." On the hol ogram portions of the planet's

| and area changed color fromtheir natural greens and browns to a bright

gol den hue: the southern half of the smaller continental nass, much of the
sout hwestern part of the main continental mass. "The natives in these

areas, while not as primtive as previously available data |l ed us to believe,
have been unable to offer resistance much above the nui sance |evel."

"May it please the exalted fleetlord,” Shiplord Straha of the 206th Enperor
Yower said, "but nmuch of this territory strikes ne as being that on

Tosev 3 least worth the having. True, it's warm enough to suit our kind,
but much of it is so beastly wet that our fighting males break out in nolds
and rots."

"Molds and rots are a snmall price to pay for victory," Atvar answered.
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More of the hologramturned gold, so that Tosev 3 itself |ooked bl otched
and di seased. "Here are our holdings in the regions where the Big Uglies
are nost technol ogically advanced. As you can see for yourselves, valiant
mal es, these have expanded consi derably since | ast we gathered together."
The hologramrotated to give the shiplords a view of the entire planet.

Brash as usual, Straha said, "Certainly we have nade great gains. How
could it be otherwi se, when we are the Race? The question that arises,
however, Exalted Fleetlord, is why our gains have not been greater still,
why Tosevite forces yet remain in arnms against us."

"May | speak, Exalted Fleetlord?" Kirel asked. At Atvar's assent, the
shiplord of the 127th Enperor Hetto went on, "The principal reason for

our del ays, Shiplord Straha, strikes nme as obvious to a hatchling still wet
fromthe egg: the Big Uglies' capabilities are far greater than we imagi ned
whi | e readyi ng the expeditionary force."

"Ch, indeed, as we have discovered to our sorrow," Straha said sarcastically,
eager to score points off his rival. "But why is this so? How did our

probes fail us so badly? How did the Tosevites becone a technol ogical species
while the Race turned its eye turrets in the other direction?"

Kirel turned to Atvar in protest. "Exalted Fleetlord, the blanme for that
must surely rest with the Big Uglies thensel ves, not on the Race. W
merely applied procedures which had proved thensel ves eninently successfu
on our two previous conquests. W could not know in advance that

they would be | ess effective here.”

"That is so." Atvar glanced down to check sonme data on a conputer

screen. Before Kirel could | ook too snug at having his comuander's support,
the fleetlord added, "Neverthel ess, Straha poses a legitimte question,

n. if inpolitely: why are the Tosevites so different fromus and our

two i ous subject races?”

Now Straha brightened up. Atvar needed to keep his rivalry with Kirel

active; that way both powerful shiplords, and the | esser |eaders who inclined
to one of themor the other, would continue to | abor zeal ously to

seek the fleetlord s support.

After reviewing his electronic notes once nore, Atvar said, "Qur savants
have i sol ated several factors which, they feel, cause the Tosevites to

be as they are." A nuffled hiss ran through the shiplords as they gave their
commander full attention. Sonme of these specul ations had al ready gone

out in bulletins and announcenents, but bulletins and announcenents

flowed fromthe fleetlord' s ship in such an unendi ng streamthat no one,

no matter how diligent, could pay attention to themall. Wrds straight
fromthe fleetlord' s jaws, though, were sonething el se again.

He said, "One elenment contributing to the Tosevites' anomal ous nature

is surely the anomal ous nature of Tosev 3." Now all at once the planet's
i mmrense, innumerabl e oceans and seas and | akes and rivers gl owed

bright blue. "The excessive anount of free water serves, along with noun-
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tains and deserts, to wall off groups of Big Uglies fromone another and all ow
themto go their own separate ways. This is obvious fromone eye's

gl ance at the gl obe, and is not too different fromour own nobst ancient

days back on Home."

"But, Exalted Fleetlord--" Kirel began. Not only had he read all the
bul l etins and announcenents, he'd discussed themw th Atvar--the advantage

of being shiplord to the bannership of the fleet.

"But indeed." Atvar wanted to lay out this exposition hinself, wthout
interruptions. "What follows is nore subtle. Because | and dom nates

water on the worlds of the Enpire, we have little experience with boats

and ot her aquatic conveyances. That is not the case anong the Tosevites,

who | avi sh endl ess ingenuity upon them Wen sone Big Uglies stunbled

upon technol ogy, they were quickly able to spread its influence--and
theirs--by sea to nost of the planet."

"Then why do we not face one unified Tosevite enpire, Exalted

Fl eet| ord?" asked Feneress, a shiplord of Straha's faction

"Because the Tosevites in the area where the breakthrough took place

were al ready divided anong several conpeting groups,” Atvar answered

"Travel by sea let themall expand their influence outward w thout consolidating
into a single enpire.”

The assenbl ed shiplords hissed again, nore quietly this time, as inplications
began to sink in. Back on Hone, the ancestral Empire had

grown step by small step. That was the only way it could grow, on a nornal
worl d where there were no great oceans to let its influence suddenly

met astasi ze in a hundred directions at once. Atvar hissed hinmself as that
word crossed his mind; it seened the perfect netaphor for the Tosevites

mal i gnantly rapid technol ogi cal growt h.

"You nust al so bear in mnd the constantly conpetitive nature of the

Big Uglies thenmsel ves," he went on. "As we have recently discovered,

they are sexually conpetitive throughout the year, and remain in a state
permitting sexual excitement even in the |ong-term absence of any breeding
partner."”

At var knew he sounded faintly di sgusted. Wthout pheronones from

femal es in heat, his own sexual urge remained latent. He didn't miss it.

On a mission like this, it would have been a distraction. The Rabotevs and
Hal | essi were like the Race in that regard, which had led its savants to believe
all intelligent species followed the same pattern. There as el sewhere,

Tosev 3 was proving a theorist's crematorium

Straha said, "Exalted Fleetlord, | recently received a shiplord seyes-only
report noting that the Tosevite enpires opposing us are in fact not

enpires at all. | find this a contradiction. Ganted that the scale of area
ruled may vary, but how can there be governnent without enpire?"

"Before | cane here, Shiplord, | assure you | found that concept as uni magi nabl e
as you do now," Atvar answered. "Tosev 3, unfortunately, has
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taught us all a variety of unpleasant new ideas. O the |ot, governnent
wi thout enpire may be the nost repugnant, but it does exist and nust be
dealt with."

The shiplords stirred unconfortably. Tal king about government w thout

enpire was worse than tal king about sexual interest in the absence of
femmal es in heat. For the Race, the latter was just an intellectual exercise,
a study in abstraction. Governnent wi thout enpire, though, tore at the
under pi nnings of a thousand nillennia of civilized life.

Feneress said, "Wthout enperors, Exalted Fleetlord, how can the Big

Uglies administer their affairs? | too saw the report to which the senior
shiplord Straha refers, but | confess | dismssed it as just another flight of
fancy from savants draw ng broad concl usi ons wi t hout enough data. You

are saying this is not the case?"

"It is not, Shiplord. For nmy own peace of mind, | wish it were, but the

data are irrefutable,"” Atvar replied. "Mreover, revolting as it surely seens
to us, the Big Uglies in many cases seem proud of their success at ruling
thensel ves wi thout enperors."” The Big Ugly naned Ml otov had seened

proud of belonging to a band that had sl aughtered his enpire's enperor.

The very idea still gave Atvar the horrors

"But how do they adninister their affairs?" Feneress persisted. Severa
ot her shiplords, males fromboth Straha's faction and Kirel's, made ges*
tures of agreement. Here the whole Race united in finding the Tosevites
baf f1i ng.

Atvar found them baffling, too, but he had been working hard to understand.
He said, "I will summarize as best | can. In sone Tosevite, uh

non- enpi res--the two nost powerful exanples are Deutschland and the
SSSR--the ruler has full inperial power but draws on no hereditary loyalty

and ation fromhis subjects. This may be one reason these
t wo
Tosevite

areasre ruled with nore brutality than nost: obedi ence out of affection
bei ng unavailable to them they force obedi ence out of fear."

That nade a certain anmount of |ogical sense, anyway, no natter

how nmuch it appalled the fleetlord. Since |ogical sense was hard enough
to conme by on Tosev 3, he cherished it when he found it. Deutschland
and the SSSR were nodel s of conprehensibility when set beside sone of
the ot her--nmaybe | ands was a good word for them Atvar thought--on
Tosev 3.

He went on, "lItalia, Nippon, and Britain are enpires in our sense of

the word. Or so they claim at any rate; nothing the Big Uglies do can be
trusted to be what it appears. In the first two enpires | nentioned, the enperor
serves as a false front for other Tosevites who hold the actual power

in their regimes.”

"Thi s phen