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PREFACE

The Golden Age of SFisuniversdly dated from the July 1939, issue of Astounding because that's when
"Black Destroyer,” A. E. van Vogt'sfirst SF story, appeared. saac ASmov'sfirst story also appeared in
the same month but nobody—as Asimov himsdlf admits—noticed it.

People noticed "Black Destroyer," though, and they continued to notice the many other storiesthat van
Vogt wrote over the following decade. With the encouragement and occasiondly the direction of John
W. Campbel, Heinlein, deCamp, Hubbard, Asmov, and van Vogt together created the Golden Age of
SF.

Each of those great writers was unique. What as much as anything set van Vogt off from other SF writers
(of hisday and later) was the ability to suggest vastness beyond comprehension. He worked with not
only in gpace and time, but with the mind.

Van Vogt knew that to describe the indescribable would have been to make it ludicrous, and that at best
description turns the inconceivabl e into the pedestrian. More than any other SF writer, van Vogt
succeeded in creating a sense of wonder in his readers by hinting at the shadowed immensities beyond
thewadls of human perception. What wevetried to do in our selectionsfor Transgalactic is show some
of van Vogt's skill and range; but we too can only hint at the wonders of the unglimpsed whole.
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Junior scientists stood at the bell ropes al day, ready to sound forth the tidings of an important birth. By
night time, they were exchanging coarse jests at to the possible reason for the delay. They took care,
however, not to be overheard by seniorsor initiates.

The expected child had actudly been born afew hours after dawn. He was aweak and sickly fellow,
and he showed certain characterigtics that brought immediate dismay to the Leader household. His
mother, Lady Tania, when she wakened, listened for awhileto his piteous crying, then commented
addly:

"Who frightened the little wretch? He seems dready afraid of life.”

Scientist Joquin, in charge of the ddlivery, considered her words an ill-omen. He had not intended to let
her see the monstrosity until the following day, but now it ssemed to him that he must act swiftly to avert
caamity. He hurriedly sent adozen dave women to whed in the carriage, ordering them to group around
itin close formation to ward of any malignant radiation that might be in the bedroom.

Lady Taniawaslying, her dim body propped up in bed, when the astonishing procession sarted to
squeeze through the door. She watched it with afrown of amazement and then the beginning of alarm.
She had patiently borne her husband three other children, and so she knew that what she was seeing was
not part of any normal observance. She was not a soft spoken creature, and even the presence of a
Scientist in the room did not restrain her. She said violently:

"What isgoing on here, Joquin?"

Joquin fluttered his head at her in distress. Did she not redize that every ill-tempered word spoken at this
period only doomed the handicapped child to further disasters? He noted, startled, that she was parting
her lipsto spesk again—and, with asilent prayer to the atom gods, he took hislifein his hands.

Three swift strides he made towards the bed, and clapped his pam over her mouth. As he had expected,
the woman was too astounded by the action to utter a sound. By the time she recovered, and began to
struggle weskly, the carriage was being tilted. And over hisarm, she had her first glimpse of the baby.

The gathering storm faded from her blue eyes. After amoment, Joquin gently removed his hand from her
mouth, and dowly retreated beyond the carriage. He stood there, quailing with the thought of what he
had done, but gradudlly as no verbd lightning struck at him from the bed, his sense of righteousness
reasserted. He began to glow inwardly and ever afterwards claimed that what he had done saved the
Stuation asfar asit could be saved. In the warmth of that salf-congratul atory feding, he dmost forgot the
child.

Hewasrecdled by the Lady Taniasaying in adangeroudy quiet tone:
"How did it happen?"

Joquin nearly made the mistake of shrugging. He caught himsdlf in time, but before he could say anything,
the woman said, more sharply:

"Of course, | know it'd due to the atom gods. But when do you think it happened?'

* * %

Joquin was cautious. The scientists of the temples had had much experience with atomic mutation,
enough to know that the controlling gods were erratic and not easily pinned down by dates.
Neverthel ess, mutation did not occur after an embryo baby was past the fish stage, and therefore atime
limit could be estimated. Not after January, 470 A.B., and not before— He paused, recalling the



approximate birth date of the Lady Taniasthird child. He completed hisfiguring aloud— "Not before
467 AB."

The woman waslooking at the child now, more intently. What she saw made her swalow visbly. Joquin,
watching her, thought he knew what she was thinking. She had made the mistake afew days before her
confinement of boasting in asmall company that four children would give her an advantage over her
sister, Chrosone, who only had two children, and over her stepbrother, Lord Tews, whose acid-tongued
wife had borne him three children. Now, the advantage would be theirs, for, obvioudy, she could have
no more normal children, and they could overtake or surpass her at their leisure.

There would aso be many witty exchanges a her expense. The potentiditiesfor persona embarrassment
were actudly amost endless.

All that, Joquin read in her face, as she stared with hardening eyes a the child. He said hurriedly:

"Thisisthe worst stage, Lady. Frequently, the result after afew months or yearsis
reasonably—satisfactory.”

He had dmost said "human." He was aware of her gaze swinging towards him. Hewaited uneasily, but all
shesadfindly was

"Hasthe Lord Leader, the child's grandfather, been in?’

Joquin inclined his head. "The Lord Leader saw the baby afew minutes after it was born. Hisonly
comment was to the effect that | should ascertain from you, if possible, when you were affected.”

She did not reply immediately, but her eyes narrowed even more. Her thin face grew hard, then harsh.
She looked up at the scientist at last.

"l suppose you know," she said, "that only negligence a one of the temples could be responsible.”

Joquin had dready thought of that, but now he looked at her uneasily. Nothing had ever been done about
previous " children of the gods," but it had been growing on him that the Linns at least regarded thisasa
gpecia case. Hesad dowly:

"The atom gods are inscrutable.”
Thewoman seemed not to hear. Her cold voice went on:

"The child will haveto be destroyed, | suppose. But you may be sure that, within amonth, therewill bea
compensatory stretching of scientific necks such as the world has not seen in ageneration.”

She was not a pleasant person when roused, the Lady TaniaLinn, daughter-in-law of the Lord Leader.

* % %

It proved easy to trace the source of the mutation. The previous summer, Tania, tiring of aholiday on one
of the family'swest coast estates, returned to the capitol before she was expected. Her husband, Genera
of the Realm, Creg Linn, was having extensive dterations made to the Hill Palace. No invitation was
forthcoming from her Sster at the other end of the city, or from her stepmother-in-law, the wife of the
Lord Leader. Tania, perforce, moved into an apartment in the Town Palace.

This assortment of buildings, though still maintained by the state, had not been used asaresidence for
severd years. The city had grown immense since it was built, and long since the commercia houses had
crowded around it. Dueto alack of foresight, by an earlier generation, title had not been taken to the



lands surrounding the palace, and it had always been deemed unwise to seize them by force.

There was one particularly annoying aspect of thefailure to realize the profitable potentidities of the area.
Thiswasthe scientists temple that towered in the shelter of onewing of the paace. It had caused the
Lady Taniano end of heartache the previous summer. On taking up residence, she discovered that the
only habitable apartment was on the temple side, and that the three most gorgeous windows faced
directly onto the blank lead walls of the temple.

The scientist who had built the temple was amember of the Raheinl group, hostileto the Linns. It had
titillated the whole city when the site was made known. The fact that three acres of ground were available
made the affront obvious.

It still rankled.

The agents of the Lord Leader discovered at thefirst investigation that one small area of the lead wall of
the temple was radioactive. They were unable to determine the reason for the activity, becausethewall at
that point was of the required thickness. But the fact was what they reported to their master. Before
midnight of the second day after the child was born, the decision was in the making.

Shortly before twelve, Scientist Joquin was called in, and told the trend of events. Once more hetook his
lifein hishands.

"Leader," he said, addressing the great man direct, "thisisagrave error into which your naturd irritation
isdirecting you. The scientists are agroup, who, having full control of atomic energy dispensation, have
developed an independent attitude of mind, which will not take kindly to punishments for accidenta
crimes. My adviceis, leave the boy dive, and consult with the Scientists Council. | will advisethemto
remove the temple of their own valition, and | fed surethey will agree.”

Having spoken, Joquin glanced at the faces before him. And redlized that he had made amistake in his
initial assumption. There were two men and three women in the room. The men were the grave, lean
Lord Leader and the plumpish Lord Tews, who was the Lady L eader's eldest son by her first marriage.
Lord Tewswas acting Genera of the Realm in the absence of Lord Creg, Tanias husband, who was
away fighting the Venusanson Venus.

The women present were the Lady Leader Linn, wife of the Lord Leader, and stepmother-in-law to the
two other women, Chrosone, Taniassister and Lady Tania, ill inbed. The Lady Taniaand her sister
were not on speaking terms, for areason that need not be gone into here.

Joquin assumed that these five had called him for consultation, as they had on past occasions. Now,
looking at them, realization came that their interest in him was psychologica rather than logica. They
listened intently to hiswords, but what he said apparently merely confirmed their previoudy held opinion.

Lord Tewslooked a his mother, afaint smile on his plumpish face. She half lowered her eydids. The
two ssters remained frozen faced, staring at Joquin. The Lord Leader ended the tension by nodding a
dismisd to the scientist.

Joquin went out, quivering. Thewild idea came, to send awarning to the endangered temple scientists.
But he quickly abandoned that as hopeless. No message from him would be allowed out of the paace.

Heretired findly, but he was unable to deep. In the morning, the fearful rescript that he had visualized all
through the night was posted on the military board, for al to read. Joquin blinked at it pa€ely. It was
ampleand without qudification.



It commanded that every scientist of the Raheinl temple was to be hanged before dusk. The property
was ordered seized, and the buildings razed to the ground. The three acres of temple land were to be
converted into a park.

It did not say that the park was to be added to the Town Palace of the Linns, though thislater turned out
to bethefact.

The rescript was signed in the firm hand of the Lord L eader himsdif.

Reading it, Joquin recognized that a declaration of war had been made againgt the power of the temple
sientigs.

* * %

The Scientist Alden was not aman who had premonitions. And certainly he had none as he walked
dowly dong towardsthe Raheinl temple.

The morning glowed around him. The sunwas out. A gentle breeze blew aong the avenue of pams
which staked in stately fashion past his new home. In his mind was the usual cozy kaeidoscope of happy
reminiscences, and aquiet joy that asmple country scientist had in only ten years become the chief
scientist of the Raheinl temple.

Therewas but onetiny flaw in that memory, and that was the real reason for his swift promotion. More
than eleven years ago, he had remarked to another junior that, snce the gods of the atom had yielded
certain secrets of mechanica power to human beings, it might be worthwhile to cgole them by
experimenta methodsinto reveding others. And that, after dl, there might be agrain of truth in the vague
legends abouit cities and planets ablaze with atomic power and light.

Alden shuddered involuntarily at the brief remembrance. It was only gradudly that he redlized the extent
of his blasphemy. And when the other junior coolly informed him the following day that he had told the
chief scientis—that had seemed like the end of al his hopes.

Surprisingly, it turned out to be the beginning of anew phasein his career. Within amonth hewas cdled
for hisfirg private conversation with avisiting scientist, Joquin, who lived in the palace of the Linns.

"Itisour policy,” Joquin said, "to encourage young men whose thoughts do not move entirely in agroove.
We know that radical ideas are common to young people, and that, as a man grows older, he attainsa
bal ance between hisinward self and the requirements of theworld.

"In other words," the scientist finished, smiling at the junior, "have your thoughts but keep them to
yoursdlf."

It was shortly after thisthat Alden was posted to the east coast. From there, ayear later, he went to the
capital. As he grew older, and gained power, he discovered that radicalism among the young men was
much rarer than Joquin had implied.

The years of ascendancy brought awareness of the foolishness of what he had said. At the sametime, he
fet acertain pridein the words, afeding that they made him "different” from, and so superior to, the
other scientists.

As chief he discovered that radicalism was the sole yardstick by which his superiors judged a candidate
for promation. Only those recommendations which included an account of unusua thinking on the part of
the aspirant, however dight the variance from the norm, were ever acted upon. The limitation had one
happy effect. In the beginning, hiswife, anxious to be the power behind the power at the temple,



declared hersdlf the sole arbiter asto who would be urged for promotion. The young temple poets visited
her when Alden was not around, and read their songsto her privately.

And then they discovered that her promises meant nothing. Their visits ceased. Alden had peacein his
home, and awife suddenly become considerably more affectionate.

Hisreverie ended. There was a crowd ahead, and cries. He saw that people were swarming around the
Raheinl temple. Alden thought blankly, "An accident?'

He hurried forward pushing through the outer fringes of the throng. Anger came at theway individuas
ressted hisadvance. Didn't they redlize that he was a chief scientist? He saw mounted paace guardsmen
urging their horses dong the edge of the crowd afew score feet away, and he had his mouth open to call
on them to assist him, when he saw something that stopped hiswordsin histhroat.

His attention had been on the temple proper. In his endeavor to move, his gaze flicked over the
surrounding park.

Five of Rosamind's young poets were hanging from atree limb &t the edge of the temple grounds farthest
from the temple. From a stouter tree nearby, six juniors and three scientists were till kicking

gpasmodicaly.

AsAlden stood pardyzed, adreadful screaming came from four initiates whose necks were just being
fitted with rope haters.

The screaming ended, as the wagon on which they were standing was pulled from under them.

* * *

The Lord Leader walked the streets of Linn. The downtown markets were crowded with traders from
the hillsand from acrossthe lake, and there was the usud pack of wide-eyed primitives from the other
planets. It was no effort at al to start aconversation.

Hetaked only to people who showed no sign of recognizing the unshaven man in the uniform of aprivate
soldier astheir ruler. It didn't take long to redlize that the thousand persuasive men he had sent out to
argue his sde of the hangings were doing yeoman service. No lessthan three of them approached him
during the course of the afternoon, and made skillful propagandaremarks. And the five farmers, three
merchants and two laborers, to whom hetaked, dl answered his rough criticism of the Lord Leader with
pro-government catchphrases they could only have heard from his own men.

It was gratifying, hetold himsdlf, that thefirst crisis he had forced was turning out so well.

The Linnan empire was only ageneration out of the protracted civil war that had brought the Linn family
to the leadership. Histax collectors were dill finding the returns lean. And trade, though it wasreviving
swiftly in Linnitsaf, was making amuch dower recovery in other cities, which were not favored by
Specid exemptions.

Severd wars of conquest were under way, three of them on Venus against the Venusian tribes.
Ostensibly, these wars were being fought to punish the tribes for their raids against Earth. But the Lord
Leader knew of at least two more important reasons. Fird, there was not enough money at home to pay
the soldiers who, his generals reported, were still in adangeroudy revolutionary mood. And second, he
hoped to replenish the treasury with loot from conquered cities.

The Lord Leader paused mentally and physically before the open air shop of adeder in ceramics. The
man had the Linnan cast of feature and was obvioudy acitizen, or he wouldn't bein business. Only the



opinions of citizens mattered. Thisonewasin the throes of making asde.

While he waited, the Lord Leader thought of the temples. It seemed clear that the scientists had never
recovered the prestige they had lost during the civil war. With afew exceptions they had supported
Raheinl until the very day that he was captured and killed. (He was chopped into pieces by soldiers
wielding meat axes.) The scientists promptly and collectively offered an oath of dlegianceto the new
regime, and he was not firmly enough entrenched in power to refuse.

He never forgot, however, that their virtua monopoly of atomic energy had nearly re-established the
corrupt republic. And that, if they had succeeded, it was he who would have been executed.

The merchant's sdlefdl through. He walked over grumpily, but at that moment the Lord Leader noticed a
passerby had paused, and was staring at him with haf recognition.

The Lord Leader without aword to the merchant turned hastily, and hurried along the street into the
gathering dusk.

The members of the Scientists Council were waiting for him when, satisfied that his position was
inassailable, hereturned findly to the paace.

* * *

It was not an easygoing gathering. Only six of the seven members of the council of scientistswere
present. The seventh, the poet and historian, Kourain, wasill, so Joquin reported, with fever. Actudly, he
had suffered an attack of acute caution on hearing of the hangings that morning, and had hastily set out on
atour of disgtant temples.

Of the 9ix, at least three showed by their expressionsthat they did not expect to emerge alive from the
palace. The remaining three were Mempis, recorder of wars, abold, white-haired old man of nearly
eighty; Teear, thelogician, thewizard of numbers, who, it was said, had received some of hisinformation
about complicated numbers from the gods themselves, and, finally, there was Joquin, the persuader, who,
for years, had acted asliaison between the temples and the government.

The Lord Leader surveyed his audience with ajaundiced eye. The years of successhad givenhima
sardonic mien, that even sculptors could not eradicate from his statues without threstening the
resemblance between the referent and the redlity. He was about fifty yearsold at thistime, and in
remarkably good health. He began with a cold, considered and devastating atack on the Raheinl temple.
Hefinished that phase of his peech with:

"Tomorrow, | go before the Patronate to justify my action againgt the temple. | am assuming that they will
accept my explanation.”

For thefirgt time, then, he smiled bleakly. No one knew better than he or his audience that the davish
Patronate dared not even blink in apolitical sense without his permission.

"l am assuming it,” hewent on, "because it is my intention Smultaneoudy to present a spontaneous
petition from the templesfor areorganization.”

The hitherto slent spectators stirred. The three death-expecting memberslooked up with avague hope
on their faces. One of the three, middle-aged Horo, said eagerly:

"Y our excedllency can count upon usfor—"

He stopped because Mempiswas glaring a him, his date-blue eyes raging. He subsided, but gradualy
his courage returned. He had made his point. The Lord Leader must know that he waswilling.



He experienced the tremendous inner easing of aman who had managed to save hisown skin.

Joquin was saying suavely, "As Horo was about to state, we shall be happy to give your words a
respectful hearing.”

The Lord Leader smiled grimly. But now he had reached the crucid part of his speech, and hereverted
to legdigtic preciseness.

The government—he said—was prepared at last to split the templesinto four separate groups as had
been so long desired by the scientigts. (Thiswas thefirst they had heard of the plan, but no one said
anything.) Asthe scientists had long urged, the Lord L eader went on, it was ridiculous that the four atom
gods, Uranium, Plutonium, Radium and Ecks should be worshiped in the same temples. Accordingly, the
scientistswould divide themselvesinto four separate organizations splitting the available temples evenly
among the four groups.

Each group would give itsdf to the worship of only one god and his attributes, though naturdly they
would continue to perform their practical functions of supplying transmitted god-power to dl who sought
to purchase it under the government regulations.

Each would be headed, not by acouncil of equals as was the temple system at present, but by aleader
for whom an appropriate title must be selected. The four separate temple leaders would be appointed for
life by ajoint committee of government and temple delegates.

There was more, but they were details. The council had its ultimatum. And Joquin at least cherished no
illusions. Four temple groups, each ruled by awillful scientist, responsible to no one except perhapsthe
Lord Leader, would end forever any hopes the more enlightened scientists entertained.

Herose hadtily, lest one of the fearful councilors should spesk first. He said gravely:

"The council will be very happy to consider your offer, and fedsitsdlf privileged to havein the
government alord who devotes his obvioudy vauable time to thoughts about the welfare of the temples.
Nothing could—"

He had not redlly expected to manage a postponement. And he didn't. He was cut off. The Lord Leader
sadwithfindity:

"Since| am personally making the announcement in the Patronate chamber tomorrow, the Scientists
Council iscordidly invited to remain in the pa ace to discuss detail s of reorganization. | have assumed this
will require anywhere from aweek to amonth or even longer, and | have had apartments assigned for
your use.”

He clapped his hands. Doors opened. Palace guards camein. The Lord Leader said:
""Show these honored gentlemen to their quarters.”

Thus was the council imprisoned.

* * %

Scientist Alden tottered through the crowd before the Raheinl temple on legs that seemed made of
dough. He bumped into people, and staggered like a drunken man, but he was only dimly aware of his
gyraions.

If he had been the only person in the group reacting, he would have been marked instantly, and dragged
off to the gibbet. But the executions caught the throng by surprise. Each new spectator casualy



gpproaching to see what was going on suffered his own variation of tremendous shock. Women fainted.
Severa men vomited, and others stood with glazed eyes.

As he approached onetrailing end of the crowd, Alden's brain began to trickle back into hishead. He
saw an open gate; and he had darted through it, and was floating—that was the new sensation in his
legs—through the underbrush, when it struck him that he was inside the grounds of the Town palace of
Lord and Lady Creg Linn.

That brought the most terrible moment of the morning. Trapped, and of hisown doing. He collapsad in
the shelter of an ornamenta shrub, and lay in ahalf faint of fright. Sowly, he grew aware that therewasa
long, low outhouse ahead, and that trees would shelter him most of the way. He recognized that he could
not safely hope to return the way he had come, nor dared he remain where he was. He rose shakily to his
feet, and the gods were with him. He found himsdlf shortly crouching in thelong, narrow, hay storeroom
adjoining the stables.

It was not agood hiding place. Itswidth was prohibitively confining, and only by making atunnd inthe
hay near the door farthest from the stables did he manage to conced himself.

He had barely settled down when one of the stable doors a dozen feet to hisright opened. A
four-pronged fork flashed in aleisurely fashion, and withdrew transporting a bundle of hay.

With a casua kick, the stable hand dammed the door shut, and there was the sound of retreating
footsteps. Alden lay, scarcdly breathing. He was just beginning to emerge from hisfunk afew minutes
later, when, bang! another door opened, and another fork gathered its hay, and departed.

That was hismorning, and yet, despite the repeated nervous shocks, by noon his mind had almost
resumed normal functioning. He had hisfirst theory asto why he had escaped the round-up that had
caught the others. Only two weeks before he had moved to his new residence on the Avenue of Pams.
The soldiers must have proceeded to his old address, and then had to cross the city to his new home,
with the result that he had | eft the house by the time they arrived.

Of such tenuous fabrics the patterns of his escape were woven. Alden shivered, and then, dowly, anger
built up insde him, the deadly, gathering anger of aman wrongly persecuted. It was afury that braced
him for eventudities, and hewas able at |ast to think with a clear-cut logic of what he must do.

Obvioudy, he could not remain within the grounds of the Town paace. Odd little memories cameto his
ad, things he had observed in earlier days without being aware that he did so. He recalled that every few
nights hay ricksturned into the palace gates. Judging by the emptiness around him, anew supply must be
amos due.

He must |eave before the afternoon was out.

He began to struggle dong the line of hay to the right. There was a gate on that Sde, and he remembered
have once glimpsed the stables through it while taking awalk.

By sneaking out of the end door and around to the side of the stable, and then through that gate— If
only he could find another set of clothes— Surely, there would be work clothes hanging up in the stables,
preferably in view of thelong hair that scientists affected, awoman's overdress—

He found what he wanted in the right end of the stable, which was devoted to milk cows. The animals
and he were quite done while the arrayed himsdf in the raiment that the milkmaids pulled over their pretty
dresses when they did their chores,



The Town paace, after its brief flurry the year before asaLinn residence, had reverted swiftly toitsrole
of agricultura, industrid and clericd center. There were guards within sight of the gate, but they did not
bother to question arather stocky woman dave, who went out with a decisive manner asif she had been
sent on an errand by a superior.

It was late afternoon when Alden presented himself at the Covistemple. He was admitted immediately by
the astonished junior to whom he revealed hisidentity.

* * *

On the fourth day, the baby was ill dive. The main reason was that Tania could not make up her mind.

"I've had the turmoail of birth," she said savagdly, "and no woman in her right senses nullifiesthat casudly.
Besdes—"

She stopped there. The truth wasthat, in spite of innumerable disadvantages, she could imagine certain
uses for ason whom the gods had molded in their peculiar fashion. And in thisregard, the urgings of
Joquin were not without their effect. Joquin spent most of the fourth morning on the subject.

"Itisamigtake," he sad, "to assumethat dl the children of the gods areidiots. That isanidletae of the
witless mob, which pursues these poor creatures along the street. They are not given an opportunity for
education, and they are constantly under pressure so great that it islittle wonder few of them ever attain
the dignity and sense of mature devel opment.”

His argumentstook on amore persond flavor. "After dl," he said softly, "heisalinn. At worst, you can
make of him atrustworthy aide, who will not have the same tendency to wander off to live hisown life as
will your norma children. By keegping him discreetly in the background, you might acquire that best of dl
possible daves, adevoted son.”

Joquin knew when to stop pushing. The moment he noticed from the thoughtful narrowing of the woman's
eyesthat his arguments were weighing with her, he decided to leave her to resolve the doubts thet still
remained. He withdrew smoothly, and attended the morning court of the Lord Leader—and there once
more urged his suit.

The great man's eyes were watching as Joquin talked. Gradually, his satiric countenance grew puzzled.
The Lord Leader interrupted at last:

"Old man," he said curtly, "what isyour purposein thus defending the right to life of afreak?'

Joquin had severd reasons, one of them almost purely persond, and another because he believed that the
continued existence of the baby might, however dightly, be an advantage to the temples. Thelogic of that
was smple. The baby's birth had precipitated acrisis. Its death would merely affirm that criss.
Conversdly, if it remained alive, the reason for the ferocious reaction of the Linnswould be negated to
somesmall degree.

He had no intention of stating that particular reason, and he did not immediately mention his persona
hope about the baby. He said instead:

"Never before has a child of the gods been deliberately put to death. It was always assumed the gods
had their own obscure purpose in creating monstersin human form. Do we dare test at thistime that such
isor isnot the Stuation?”

It was an argument that made the other man stare in astonishment. Thewarsthe Lord Leader had fought
had thrown him into contact with advanced thinkers and skeptics on severd planets, and he had cometo



regard the gods as ameansfor keeping his rebellious subjects under control. He did not absolutely
disbelievein them, but he had never in his practical life taken their possible supernatura powersinto
account.

But he respected this scientist. He climbed to hisfeet, and walking down the steps, drew Joquin aside.
"Doyou actudly," he asked, "bdieve what you are saying?'

The question was an uncomfortable one. There was atime in Joquin's life when he had believed nothing.
Sowly, however, certain things he had observed had brought ahaf conviction that the mighty invisble
force given forth by thetiniest radioactive substance could have no other explanation. He said carefully:

"In my travels asayoung man, | saw primitive tribes that worshiped rain gods, river gods, tree gods and
various animal gods. And | saw more advanced races, some of them here on Earth, whose deity wasan
invisible omnipotent being who lives somewhere in spacein aplace called heaven. All thesethings|
observed, and inasmilar fashion | listened to each group's particular account of the beginning of the
Universe. One story hasit that we al came from the mouth of a snake. | have seen no such snake.
Another ory isthat agreat flood deluged the planets, though how this could have been done with the
availablewater, | do not know. A third story isthat man was created from clay and woman from man.”

Helooked at his hearer. The Lord Leader nodded. " Continue."

"I have seen people who worshiped fire, and | have seen people who worshiped water. And then, as
have so many others before me, | findly visited the valleys where our own gods are said to dwell. |
discovered their residences on every planet, vast, desolate areas miles degp and mileslong and wide.
Andinthese aress, | saw from a safe distance behind lead embankments the incredible bright fires that
gtill burn with unending fury in those fantastic degps of Earth.

" Truly,' | thought to mysdlf, ‘the gods, Uranium, Radium, Plutonium and Ecks are the most powerful
godsinthe Universe. Surely,' | decided, 'no onein hisright senses would do anything to offend them.™

The Lord Leader, who had aso examined some of the homes of the gods in the course of his
peregrinations, said, "Hm-m-m!"

He had no time then for further comment. From somewhere—it seemed terribly near—there was asharp
sound louder than the loudest thunder that had ever bellowed from the skies. It wasfollowed haf a
minute later by aroar so loud, so furious, that the palace floor trembled.

There was a pregnant pause, not silent. From dl directions came the sound of windows shattering with a
thousand tinkling overtones. And then, that disturbance was overwhelmed by athird explosion, followed
amog ingtantly by afourth.

Thislast was so vast asound that it was clear to everybody that the end of the world was imminent.

* * %

When Alden entered the great Covistemple on the afternoon of the third day after the birth of the Linn
baby, he was atired, hungry man. But he was also a hunted man with the specid thoughts of the fugitive.

He sank into the chair that was offered by the junior. And, while the young man was till in process of
redlizing the Situation, Alden ordered him to inform no one of his presence except Horo, chief scientist of
the Covistemple.

"But Horoisnot here," the junior protested. "He has but just now departed for the palace of the Leader.”



Alden began briskly to remove hisfemae disguise. Hisweariness flowed from him. Not here, hewas
thinking glegfully. That meant he was the senior scientist in the temple until Horo returned. For aman who
had had as many thoughts as he had during the afternoon, that was like areprieve. He ordered that food
be brought him. He took possession of Horo's office. And he asked questions.

For thefirgt time, he learned the only reason so far made public, for the executions at the Raheinl temple.
Alden pondered the reason throughout the early evening, and the more he thought the angrier he grew.
Histhinking at thistime must aready have been on avery radica plane, and yet, paradoxicaly, hefelt
mortified that the gods had been so profoundly insulted in their temples.

Somehow, with acrystdline certainty—that, yet, had in it no disbelief—he knew that they would not
show their displeasure of their own valition. The thoughts of afugitive tended automatically towards such
practica convictions. Before the evening was hdf through, he was examining the possibilities.

Certain processes the gods had favored from timeimmemorid. Naval captains and other legal owners of
gpaceshi ps brought ingots of iron to the temples. The ceremonia and money preliminariesbeing
completed, theiron was then placed in close proximity to the uncovered god stuff for one day exactly.
After four days, onefor each god, the power of the god-stuff was transmitted to theingot. It wasthen
removed by the officer to his ship where, with smple ceremonids, it was placed in meta
chambers—which any metal worker could make—and by the use of what was known as a pholectric
cell— adevice dso known from the earliest times, like fire and sword and spear and bow—an orderly
series of explosions could be started or stopped at will.

When enough of these metal chambers were used, the largest shipsthat could be constructed by man
were lifted as eadly asif they were made of nothingness.

From the beginning of things, the god-stuff in al temples had been kept in four separate rooms. And the
oldest saying in history was that when the gods were brought too close together, they became very angry
indeed.

Alden carefully weighed out agrain of each supply of god-stuff. Then he had four juniors carry ameta
chamber from the testing cavern into the garden at the rear of thetemple. At thispoint it struck him that
other temples should participate in the protest. He had learned that six of the seven members of the
Scientists Council were il at the palace, and he had arather strong suspicion asto their predicament.

Writing from Horo's ornate office, he ordered the acting chiefs of the temples of the absent councilorsto
do exactly what he was doing. He described his plan in detail, and finished:

"High noon shal be the hour of protest.”
Each letter he sent by junior messenger.

He had no doubts. By noon the following day he had inserted hisgrains of uranium, radium, plutonium
and ecksinto the pholectric relay system. From what he decided was a safe distance, he pressed the
button that clicked over the relaysin order. Asthe wonderful and potent ecks, thelast grain, joined the
"pile" there was an explosion of considerable proportions.

It was followed swiftly by three more explosions. Only two of the temples disregarded the commands of
the fugitive. They were the fortunate ones. Thefirst explosion blew haf the Covistempleinto dust, and
|eft the remnant atottering shambles of didodged masonry and stone.

No human being was found aive in any of the four temples. Of Alden there was not even apiece of flesh
or adrop of blood.



* * %

By two o'clock mobs were surging around the foot of the palace hill. The palace guard, loya to aman,
held them off grimly, but retreated findly insde the gates, and the household of the Leader prepared for a

sege.

When the pandemonium was at its height half an hour later, Joquin, who had been down in the city,
returned by atunnel that ran through the hill itself, and asked permission to speak to the mob.

Long and searchingly, the Lord Leader looked a him. Then finaly he nodded.

The mob rushed at the gates when they opened, but spearmen held them back. Joquin pressed his way
out. Hiswas apiercing rather than a deep voice, but the rostrum that jutted out from the hill was skillfully
congtructed to enable a speaker to address vast throngs through a series of megaphones.

Hisfirst act wasto take the ribbons out of hishair, and let it down around his shoulders. The crowd
began to shout:

"Scientist. It'sascientis.”

Joquin raised his hand. And the silence he received was evidence to him at |east that the riots were about
to end. The crowd was controllable.

On hisown part, he had no illusions as to the importance of this maob attacking the palace. He knew that
carrier pigeons had been dispatched to the three legions camped outside the walls of the city. Soon, a
disciplined force would be marching through the Streets, paced by cavary units made up of provincid
troops, whose god was agiant mythica bird called Erplen.

It was important that the crowd be dispersed before those trained killers arrived on the scene. Joquin
began:

"People of Linn, you have today witnessed ateling proof of the power of the gods.”
Cries and groans echoed hiswords. Then again, silence. Joquin continued:

"But you have misread the meaning of the Sgns given ustoday.”

Silence only thistime greeted hiswords. He had his audience,

"If the gods," he said, "disapproved of the Lord Leader, they could just as easily have destroyed his
palace a they actudly did destroy four of their own temples.

"It isnot the Lord Leader and his actions to which the gods objected. It isthat certain temple scientists
have lately tried to split up the templesinto four separate groups, each group to worship one of the four

godsonly.
"That and that done is the reason for the protest which the gods have made today."
Therewere cries of, "But your temple was among those destroyed.”

Joquin hesitated. He did not fancy being amartyr. He had seen two of the letters Alden had written—to
the two temples which had not obeyed the instructions—and he had personally destroyed both letters.

Hewas not sure how he ought to rationdize the fact that a purely mechanica union of the god-stuff had
produced the explosions. But one thing at least was certain. The gods had not objected to their status of
being worshiped four in one temple. And since that status was the only one that made it possible for the



scientists to remain strong, then what had happened could be the gods ways of showing that it wastheir
purpose, too.

Joquin recognized uneasily that his reasoning was aform of sophistry. But thiswasno timeto losefaith.
He bowed his head before the shouting, then looked up.

"Friends,” he said soberly, "I confess| was among those who urged separate worship. It seemed to me
that the gods would welcome an opportunity to be worshiped each in his own temple. | was mistaken.”

He haf-turned to face the palace, where far more important ears were listening than any in the crowd
below. He said:

"I know that every person who, like myself, believed the separatist heresy isnow as convinced as| am
that neither the four gods or their people would ever stand for such blasphemy.

"And now, before thereis any more trouble, go home, dl of you."
He retreated rather hastily back into the palace grounds.

The Lord Leader was aman who accepted necessities. "There remains one undetermined question,” he
sad later. "What isyour redl reason for keeping my daughter-in-law's baby aive?

Joquin said smply, "I have long wanted to see what will happen if achild of the godsis given anorma
education and upbringing.”

That was dl he said. It was enough. The Lord Leader sat with eyes closed, considering the possibilities.
At last, dowly, he nodded his head.

| wasto bedlowedtolive.

Child of the Gods

By the time the boy was four, the scientist Joquin redlized that drastic action was necessary if hismind
was to be saved. Somewhere between three and four, Clane had realized that he was different.
Enormoudy, caamitoudy different. Between four and six, his sanity suffered collapse after collapse, each
time to be dowly built back again by the aging scientist.

"It'sthe other children,” Joquin, white with fury, told the Lord Leader one day. "They torment him.
They're ashamed of him. They defeat everything | do."

TheLinn of Linn gazed curioudy &t the temple man. "Well, so am | ashamed of him, ashamed of the very
ideaof having such agrandson." He added, "I'm afraid, Joquin, your experiment isgoing to be afailure.”

It was Joquin, now, who stared curioudly at the other. In the Six yearsthat followed the crisis of the
temples of the atom gods, he had come to have anew and more favorable regard for the Lord Leader.
During those years, for thefirgt time, it had struck him that here was the greatest civil administrator snce
legendary times. Something, too, of the man's basic purpose—unification of the empire—had shown
occasiondly through the bleak exterior with which he confronted the world.

Here was aman, moreover, who had become aimost completely objective in hisoutlook on life. That
was important right now. If Clane was to be saved, the cooperation of the ruler of Linn was essentid.
The Lord Leader must have redized that Joquin's visit had a specific objective. He smiled grimly.



"What do you want me to do? Send him to the country where he can be brought up in isolation by
daves”

"That," said Joquin, "would befatal. Do not forget, norma daves despise the mutations as much asdo
freedmen, knights and patrons.” Hefinished, "Thefight for his sanity must be maderight herein the city.”

The other looked impatient. "Well, take him away to the temples where you can work on him to your
heart's content.”

"Thetemples" said Joquin, "arefull of rowdy initiatesand juniors."

The Lord Leader glowered. He was being temporized with, which meant that Joquin's request was going
to be adifficult oneto grant. The whole affair was becoming highly distasteful. Six years before, a
mutation had been born to the Lord Leader's daughter-inlaw, the Lady Tania. The mutation resulted from
cardessnessin the handling of the radioactive god-metasin one of the temples. And, while smilar
mutations occurred from time to time, Clane wasthefirst ever to appear in an important family. Or, a
least, if amutation had ever before been born to a nobleman's wife, there was no record of it.

At thetime of the birth, the Lord Leader dlowed himsdf to be persuaded to let the child live. Joquin, the
persuader, desired then— and apparently still—to prove that mutations had basically norma minds,
needing only norma handling to become mature beings.

That theory was yet to be proved.

* % %

"I'm afraid, old one," said the Lord Leader gravely, "you are not being very sensible about this matter.
The boy islike ahothouse plant. Y ou cannot raise the children of men that way. They must be ableto
withstand the rough and tumble of existence with their fellows even when they are young.”

"And what," flashed Joquin, "are these palaces of yours but hothouses where al your youngsters grow up
sheltered from the rough and tumble of life out there?!

The old scientist waved his hand towards the window that opened out overlooking the capitol city of the
world. The Leader smiled his acceptance of the aptness of the comparison. But his next words were
pointed.

"Tdl mewhat you want. I'll tell you if it can be done."

Joquin did not hesitate. He had stated his objections, and, having eiminated the main aternatives, he
recognized that it wastime to explain exactly what he wanted. He did so. Clane had to have arefuge on
the palace grounds, a sanctuary where no other children could follow him under penaty of punishment.

"You are" said Joquin, "bringing up al your male grandchildren on your grounds here. In addition,
severd dozen other children—the sons of hostages, alied chiefs and patrons—are being raised here.
Againg that crowd of normdl, brilliant boys, cruel and unfeeling as only boys can be, Claneis
defensdess. Sincethey dl deep in the same dormitory, he has not even the refuge of aroom of hisown.
Now, | amin favor of him continuing to eat and deep with the others, but he must have some place
where none can pursue him.”

Joquin paused, breathless, for his voice was not what it had been. And, besides, he was aware of the
tremendousness of the request. He was asking that restrictions be put upon the arrogant, proud little
minds and bodies of the future great men of Linn—ypatrons, generds, chieftains, even Lord Leaders of
twenty, thirty, forty years hence. Asking dl that, and for what? So that a poor wretch of amutation might



have the chance to prove whether or not he had abrain.

He saw that the Lord Leader was scowling. His heart sank. But he was mistaken as to the cause of the
expression. Actualy, he could not have made his request at a better time. They day before, the Lord
Leader, walking in the grounds, had found himself being followed by a disrespectful, snickering group of
young boys. It was not the firgt time, and the memory brought the frown to his face. He looked up
decisvely. Hesad:

"Those young rascas need discipline. A little frustration will do them good. Build your refuge, Joquin. I'll
back it up for awhile."

* % %

The paace of the Leader was|ocated on Capitoline Hill. The hill was skillfully landscaped. Its grounds
were terraced and built up, be-gardened and be-shrubbed until the original hill was amost unrecognizable
to old-timerslike Joquin.

There was atowering rock on anatural pesk at the west end of the grounds. To reach it onefollowed a
narrow path up a steep dope, and then climbed the steps that had been cut into the solid rock to the top
of therock itsdlf.

The rock was bare until Joquin took it over. Swiftly, under hisdirection, daves carried up soil, and dave
gardeners planted shrubs, grass and flowers, so that there might be protection from the hot sun, a
comfortable green on which to stretch out and an environment that was beautiful and colorful. He built an
iron fence to guard the approaches to the pathway, and at the gate stationed a freedman who was six feet
gx inchestall and broad in proportion. Thisman had afurther very specia qudification in that achild of
the gods had aso been born to hiswife some four years before. The big man wasagenid, friendly
individua, who prevented the more rowdy boysfrom following Clane by the smple act of wedging his
great body into the narrow gate.

For weeks after the aerie was ready, and the restriction imposed, the other children railed and shrieked
their frugtration. They stood for hours around the gate tormenting the guard, and yelling threats up to the
rock. It was the imperviousness of the dwaysfriendly guard that baffled them in the end. And at long last
the shivering boy on the aerie had time to become calm, to lose that sense of imminent violence, and even
to acquirethefirst feeling of security. From that time on, he wasignored. No one played with him, and,
whilether indifference had its own quality of cruelness, at least it was anegative and passive attitude. He
could live hisprivatelife.

His mind, that wounded, frightened and ddlicate structure, came dowly out of the darknessinto which it
had fled. Joquin lured it forth with a thousand cunnings. He taught it to remember smple poetry. Hetold
the boy stories of great deeds, great battles, and many of the fairy tales currently extant. He gave him at
first carefully doctored but ever more accurate interpretations of the political atmosphere of the padace.
And again and again, ever more positively, heingsted that being born amutation was something different
and speciad and important. Anybody could be born ordinary human, but few were chosen by the gods of
the atoms.

There was danger, Joquin knew, in building up the ego of aLinn to fed superior even to the human
members of hisown family.

"But," as he explained one day to the Lord Leader, "hell learn hislimitations fast enough as he grows
older. Theimportant thing now isthat hismind at the age of eight has become strong enough to withstand
the most vulgar and sustained taunting from other boys. He still sammers and stutterslike an idiot when
hetriesto tak back, and it's pitiful what happensto him when heis brought into contact with anew adullt,



but unless surprised, he has learned to control himsalf by remaining slent.

"l wish," Joquin finished, "that you would et him accustom himsdlf to occasiond visitsfrom you.”

* % %

It was an oft repeated request, dways refused. The refusals worried Joquin, who was nearly eighty years
old. He had many anxious moments as to what would happen to the boy after hisown death. Andin
order to insure that the blow would not be disastrous, he set about enlisting the support of famous
scholars, poets and historians. These hefirst partidly persuaded by argument, then introduced one by
one as pad tutorsto the boy. He watched each man with an dertnessthat swiftly eliminated those who
showed in any way that they did not appreciate the importance of what was being attempted.

The boy's education turned out to be an expensive generosity, as neither the alowances of the Lord
Leader, hisgrandfather, or of Lord Creg, hisfather, were sufficient to cover the fees of the many famous
men Joquin employed. Indeed, when Joquin died, just before Clan€e's e eventh birthday, the liquid assets
of the estate barely sufficed to pay the minor bequests after death taxes were deducted.

Heleft ten million sesterces to be divided among juniors, initiates and seniors of varioustemples. Five
million sesterces he bequeathed to persond friends. Two million more went to certain historians and
poetsin order that they might complete books which they had begun, and finaly there were five grest
grandnephews who each received amillion sesterces.

That digposed dmost entirely of the available cash. A bare five hundred thousand sesterces remained to
keep the vast farms and buildings of the estate in operation until the next crop was harvested. Since these
wereleft in their entirety, along with upward of athousand daves, to Clane, there was a short period
when the new owner, al unknown to himsdlf, was on the verge of bankruptcy.

The situation was reported to the Lord Leader, and he advanced aloan from his private purseto tide
over the estate. He also took other steps. He learned that Joquin's daves were disgruntled at the idea of
bel onging to a mutation. He sent spies among them to find out who were the ringleaders, and then hanged
the four chief troublemakers as examples. It dso cameto hisearsthat Joquin's great grandnephews, who
had expected the estate, were making dark threats about what they would do to the "usurper.” The Lord
Leader promptly confiscated their share of the inheritance, and sent dl five of themto join Lord Creg's
army which was on the point of launching amgor invason againg Mars.

Having done so much, the old ruler proceeded to forget al about his grandson. And it was not until some
two years later, when, seeing the boy one morning pass beneath the window of his study, he grew
curious. That very afternoon he set out for the rock aerie to have alook at the strangest youth who had
ever been borninto the Linn family.

* * %

At thistime, the Martian war was two years old, and it was aready proving itsdf to be the most costly
campaign ever launched. From the very beginning, when it was il in the planning stages, it had aroused
men to bitter passions. To fight it or not to fight it— three years before that had been the question that
split the inner government group into two violently opposing camps. Lord Creg Linn, father of Clane, son
of the Lord Leader, and generd in chief of the expedition, was from the first completely and without
qudification opposed to the war.

He had arrived at the city from Venus some three years before in his persona space yacht, and
accompanied by most of his staff. He spent months, then, arguing with hisfamily and with various
powerful patrons.

"Thetime has come," hetold his hearers, "for the empireto stand firm on dl itsfrontiers. Fromasingle



city state we have grown until we now dominate al Earth with the exception of afew mountainous
territories. Four of the eleven idand continents of Venus are dlied to us. And on the three habitable
moons of Jupiter, our alies are the strong powers. The Martians of Mars, it istrue, continue to rule that
planet in their brutal fashion, but it would be wise to leave them aone. The tribesthey have conquered
are congtantly rebelling againgt them, and will keep them busy for ameasurable time. Accordingly, they
are no danger to us, and that must be our sole consideration for dl futurewars.”

If reports were true, many patrons and knights were convinced by this reasoning. But when they saw that
the Lord Leader favored the war, they quickly changed their tune, at least publicly.

Lydia, the Lord Leader'swife, and Lord Tews—L ydias son by aprevious marriage—were particularly
infavor of theinvasion. Their argument, and it eventually became the Lord Leader's, was that the
Martians had condemned themselves to war by their complete refusal to have commercia and other
intercourse with the rest of the Solar System. Who knew what plans were being made, what armieswere
under secret training, or how many spaceships were abuilding on a planet that for more than adozen
years had admitted no visitors.

It was atelling argument. Lord Creg's dry suggestion that perhaps the method used by the empireto
invade the Venusian idand of Cimbri was responsible, did not confound the supporters of thewar. The
method had been smple and deadly. The Cimbri, asuspicioustribe, agreed finally to permit visitors.
They were uneasy when over aperiod of severa months some thirty thousand stalwart young male
vigtorsarrived singly and in groups. Their uneasiness was judtified. One night the vistors assembled in the
three mgjor Cimbrin cities, and attacked dl centers of control. By morning a hundred thousand
inhabitants had been dain, and the idand was conquered.

The commanding generd of that expedition was Lord Tews. At his mother'sinsstence, an ashamed
patronate voted him atriumph.

It was natural that the Lydia-Tews group should regard Creg's remark as a product of envy. The
suggestion was made that his words were unworthy of soillustrious aman. More dyly, it was pointed out
that his own wars had been drawn out, and that thisindicated a cautious nature. Some even went so far
asto say that he did not trust the fighting abilities of Linnan armies, and they immediately added the
comment that thiswas a base reflection on the military, and that the only real conclusion to be drawn was
that he was persondly a coward.

To Lord Creg, doggedly holding to his opinions, the greatest shock came when he discovered that his
own wife, Tania, supported the opposition. He was so angry that he promptly sent her abill of
divorcement. The Lady Tania, whose only purposein supporting the war was that it would enhance her
husband's career, and accordingly improve her position, promptly suffered a nervous breakdown.

A week |ater shewas partialy recovered, but her state of mind was clearly shown by the fact that she
took agig to her husband's headquarters in the camp outside the city. And, during the dinner hour, before
hundreds of high officias, she crept to him on her hands and knees, and begged him to take her back.
The astounded Creg led her quickly through anearby door, and they were reconciled.

From thistime dated the change in the Lady Tania. Her arrogance was gone. She withdrew to a
considerable extent from socia activities, and began to devote hersdlf to her home. Her proud, almost
dazzling beauty deteriorated to astately good l0oks.

It was an anxious wife who kissed her husband good-by one early spring day, and watched his
spear-nosed yacht streak off to join the vast fleet of spaceships mobilizing on the other sde of Earth for
the take-off to Mars.



Spaceships, like dl the instruments, weapons and engines of trangport and war known since legendary
times, had their limitations. They were the fastest thing possessed by man, but just how fast no one had
ever been ableto decide. At thetime of theinvasion of Mars, the prevailing belief was that spaceships
attained the tremendous speed of athousand miles an hour in airless space. Since the voyageto Mars
required from forty to a hundred days— depending upon the respective positions of the two planets—the
distance of Mars at its nearest was estimated at the astounding tota of one million miles.

It wasfdt by thousands of intelligent people that this figure must be wrong. Becausg, if it was correct,
then some of the remoter stars would be hundreds of millions of miles away. Thiswas so obvioudy
ridiculousthat it was frankly stated by many that the whole uncertainty reflected on the ability and learning
of thetemple scientists.

A spaceship one hundred and fifty feet long could carry two hundred men and no more on atrip to Mars
lagting Sixty days. It had room for many more, but the air supply created an insurmountable limitation. The
ar could be purified by certain chemicasfor so long, then it gave out.

Two hundred men per ship—that was the number carried by each space transport of the first fleet to
leave Earth. Altogether there were five hundred ships. Their destination was the great desert known as
Mare Cimmererium. A mild-wide cana cut through the edge of this desert, and for ahundred mileson
either side of the canal the desert was forced back by a green vegetation that fed on the thousands of tiny
tributary cands. Odlin, one of the five important cities of the Martians, waslocated in agreet valey a a
point where the cand curved like awinding river.

In asense the cands wererivers. During spring, the water in them flowed steadily from north to south,
gradudly dowing until, by midsummer, there was no movemern.

Odlin had a population, which was reported to be well over amillion. Its capture would s multaneoudy
condtitute a devastating blow to the Martians and an unmatched prize for the conquerors.

The fleet reached Mars on schedule, al except one ship turning up at the rendezvous within the
prescribed forty-eight hours. At midnight on the second day, the vessels proceeded ten abreast towards
the canal and the city. A site some five milesfrom the city's outskirts had been sdlected, and, one after
another, the lines of ships settled among the brush and on the open fields. They began immediately to
discharge their cargoes—all the soldiers, most of the horses and enough equipment and food for a
considerable period.

It was a dangerous six hours. Spaceships unloading were notoriously vulnerable to certain types of attack
shipsfitted with long metd rams, capable of piercing the thin metal plates of which the outer wallswere
constructed. For an attack ship to catch atransport in the air meant dmost certain death for everyone
aboard.

The attacker, approaching from the side, transfixed an upper plate, and forced the trangport over on its
back. Since there were no drive tubes on the topside to hold the ship inthe air, it usudly fdl like astone.
Periodic attemptsto ingtal drive tubesin the top as well as the bottom caused radioactive burnsto crew
and passengers, and no amount of interposed |lead seemed to stop the interflow between the tubes.

* % %

The six hours passed without an attack. About two hours after dawn, the army began to move aong the
cand towards the city. When they had marched about an hour, the advance guards topped a hill
overlooking agreat valley beyond which was glittering Odin. They stopped, rearing their horses. Then
they began to mill around.

Swiftly, amessenger raced back to Lord Creg, reporting an incredible fact. A Martian army was



encamped in the valey, an army so vast that its tents and buildings merged into the haze of distance.

The genera galloped forward to have alook. Those about him reported that he was never camer as he
gazed out over the valey. But his hopesfor aquick, easy victory must have ended at that moment.

The army ahead was the main Martian force, comprising some six hundred thousand men. It was under
the persona command of King Winatgin, and present was the king's famous brother, Sashernay.

Lord Creg had already made up his mind to attack at once, when asmall fleet of enemy attack ships
whisked over the hill, and discharged a shower of arrows at the group on the hill, wounding nearly four
dozen soldiers. The commander in chief was unhurt, but the escape was too narrow for comfort. Swiftly,
he gave the necessary orders.

His purpose was smple. King Winatgin and his staff undoubtedly knew now that an attack was coming.
But it was one thing for him to have the information, and quite another to transmit it to an encamped and
spread-out army.

That was the only reason why the battle was ever in doubt. The attackers were outnumbered six to one.
The defense was stolid and uncertain at firgt, then it grew heavy from sheer weight of numbers. It was
later learned that ahundred thousand Martians were killed or wounded, but the smal Linnan army lost
thirty thousand men, killed, prisoner and missing. And when it had gtill made no headway by late
afternoon Lord Creg ordered afighting retrest.

Histroubles werefar from over. As histroopsfell back alongside the greenish red waters of the cand, a
force of five thousand cavary, which had been out on distant maneuvers, fell upon their rear, cutting them
off from their camp, and turning their retreet away from the canal, towards the desert.

The coming of darkness saved the army from complete destruction. They marched until after midnight,
before finaly sinking down in afatigued deep. There was no immediate rest for Lord Creg. He flashed
fire messagesto his shipswaiting out in space. A hundred of them nosed cautiousy down and discharged
more equipment and rations. It was expected that attack shipswould make sneak attacks on them, but
nothing happened, and they effected a successful withdrawal before dawn.

All too swiftly, the protecting darkness yielded to bright daylight.

* % %

The new materiel saved them that day. The enemy pressed at them hour after hour, but it was clear to
Lord Creg that King Winatgin was not using his forcesto the best advantage. Their efforts were clumsy
and heavy handed. They were easily outmaneuvered, and towards evening by leaving acavary screento
hold up the Martian army, he was able to break contact completely.

That night the Linnan army had a much needed rest, and Lord Creg's hopes came back. He redlized that,
if necessary, he could probably re-embark hisforces and get off the planet without further losses. It was
atempting prospect. It fitted in with his private conviction that awar s0ill begun had little chance of
SuCCess.

But, reluctantly, he realized return to Linn was out of the question. The city would consider that he had
disgraced himsdlf asagenera. After dl, he had selected the point of attack, even though he had
disapproved of the campaign asawhole.

And that was another thing. It might be assumed that he who had opposed the war, had ddliberately lost
the battle. No, definitely, he couldn't return to Linn. Besides, in any event he had to wait until the second
fleet with another hundred thousand men aboard arrived about two weeks hence.



Two weeks? On the fourth day, the thin striplike ditches of cand water began to peter out. By evening
the soldiers were fighting on sand that shifted under their feet. Ahead, asfar asthe eye could seewasa
uniformly flat red desert.

There was another canal out there somewhere about nineteen days march due esst, but Lord Creg had
no intention of taking his army on such a dangerous journey. Seventy thousand men would need alot of
water.

It wasthefirg timein Creg's military career that he had ever been cut off from awater supply. The
problem grew tremendous when eleven out of a dozen spaceships sent for water exploded as they
gpproached the camp, and deluged the desert and the unlucky men immediately below with boiling
water. One ship got through, but the water aboard was beginning to boil, and the ship was saved only
when those aboard operated the air lock mechanism, letting the steaming water pour out onto the sand.

The amost cooked commander emerged shakily from he control room, and reported to Lord Creg.

"Wedid asyou ordered, sr. Got rid of dl our equipment, and dunked the entire ship in the cana, using it
asatanker. It began to get hot immediately.”

He cursed. "It'sthose blasted water gods that these Martians worship. They must have doneit.”
"Nonsense!" said Lord Creg. And ordered the man escorted back to his ship by four high officers.

* % %

It was afutile precaution. Other soldiers had the sameidea. The water and canal gods of the Martians
had started the water boiling, and so the ships had exploded. Lord Creg in arough and ready speech
delivered to anumber of legions pointed out that nothing happened to water brought in the ordinary
water tanks of the ship.

A voiceinterrupted him, "Why don't you bring the water in them then?"

The men cheered the remark, and it was scarcely an acceptable explanation after that to answer that the
main body of ships could not be risked in such an enterprise.

On the seventh day the army began to get thirsty. The redlization cameto Lord Creg that he could not
afford to wait for the arrival of the second fleet. He accordingly decided on a plan, which had beenin the
back of hismind when he origindly selected Odlin asthe city which hisforceswould attack.

The night he called down two hundred ships, and packed hisarmy into them, nearly three hundred and
fifty men to the ship. He assumed that Martian spies had donned the uniforms of dead Linnans, and were
circulating around his camp. And so he did not inform his staff of the destination until an hour before the
shipswere due.

His plan was based on an observation he had made when, as ayoung man, he had visited Mars. During
the course of ajourney down the Odlin Canal, he noticed atown named Magga. This town set among the
roughest and craggiest hills on Mars, was gpproachable by land through only four passes, dl easily
defendable.

It had had a garrison twenty years before. But Lord Creg assumed rightly that, unlessit had been
reinforced since then, his men could svamp it. There was another factor in hisfavor, though he did not
know it at the time of hisdecision. King Winatgin, in spite of certain private information, could scarcely
believe that the main Linnan invasion was dready defested. Hourly expecting vast forcesto land, he kept
hisforces closeto Odin.



Magga was taken shortly after midnight. By morning the troops were ready for Sege with a plentitude of
cand water on one flank. When the second fleet arrived aweek later, they too settled in Magga, and the
expedition was saved.

The extent of this defengve victory was never fully appreciated in Linn, not even by Lord Creg's
followers and gpologigts. All that the people could see was that the army wasjammed into asmal cana
town, and seemed doomed, surrounded as it was by aforce which outnumbered it more than six to one.
Even the Lord Leader, who had taken many a seemingly impregnable position in hismilitary days,
secretly questioned his son's statement that they were safe.

Except for forays, the army remained dl that summer and the following winter in Magga. It was besieged
the whole of the next year, while Lord Creg doggedly demanded another two hundred thousand men
from a patronate, which was reluctant to send more men into what they considered certain destruction.
Findly, however, the Lord Leader redized that Creg was holding his own, and persondly demanded the
reinforcements.

Four new legions were on their way on the day that the Lord Leader started up the pathway that led to
the agrie-sanctuary of his mutation grandson.

* % %

He was puffing by the time he reached the foot of the rock. That startled him. "By the four atom gods,”
he thought, "I'm getting old." He was sixty-three, within two months of sixty-four.

The shock grew. Sxty-four. Helooked down at hislong body. An old man's legs, he thought, not so old
as some men of sixty-four, but there was no question any more that he was past his prime.

"Creg wasright," he thought, aghast. "The time has come for me at least to retrench. No more wars after
Mars except defensive ones. And | must name an heir, and make him co-Leader.”

It wastoo big asubject for the moment. The thought, heir, reminded him where hewas. One of his
grandsons was up there with atutor. He could hear the murmuring baritone of the man, the occasiona
remarks of the boy. It sounded very human and normal.

The Lord Leader frowned, thinking of the vastness of the world and the smallness of the Linn family.
Standing there, heredized why he was come to this spot. Everyone of them would be needed to hold the
government together. Even the lamebrains, even the mutations must be given duties consonant with their
abilities

It was a sad and terrible thing to redlize that he was approaching the ever more lonely peek of hislife,
ableto trust only those of hisown blood. And even they clung together only because of the restlesstide
of ambition that surged on every side.

The old man amiled, amixture of wry, grim smile. Something of the sedy qudity of him showed in the
natura shape hisjaws and chin assumed. It wasthe look of the man who had won the bloody battle of
Attium that made Linn his, the smile of the man who had watched his soldiers hack Raheinl to pieceswith
battle-axes.

"Therewasaman," he thought, still amazed after nearly thirty yearsthat the leader of the opposing group
should have been so perverse. "What made him refuse dl my offers? It was thefirst timein the history of
civil war that such an attempt at conciliation was made. | was the compromiser. He wanted the world,
and | who did not want it, at least not in that way, had to take it perforce to save my own life. Why must
men havedl or nothing?"



Surely, Raheinl, cold and cam, waiting for the first ax to strike, must have redlized the vanity of his
purposes. Must have known, too, that nothing could save him, that soldiers who had fought and bled and
feared for ther liveswould stand for no mercy to be shown their main enemy.

In spite of theimpossibility, Raheinl had recelved ameasure of mercy. The Leader recalled with
crystalike clarity his selection of the executioners. He had ordered that the very first blow befata. The
crowd wanted atorture, a spectacle. They seemed to get it, but actudly it was a dead man who was
hacked to bits before their eyes.

Watching the great Raheinl being destroyed chilled forever the soul of the Lord Leader. He had never felt
himself a participant of the murder. The crowd wasthekiller, the crowd and its mindless emaotions, its
grength of numbersthat no man could ignore without the deadliest danger to himsdlf and hisfamily. The
crowd and its Smple bloodthirstiness frightened him even while he despised it, and influenced him even
while he skillfully used it for hisown ends. It wasrather dreadful to think that not oncein hisentirelife
had he made a move that was not motivated by some consideration of the crowd.

He had been born into aworld already devastated by two powerful opposing groups. Nor wasit a
question of which group one joined. When the opposition was in power they tried to kill, disgrace or
exiledl the members of every family of the other party. During such periods, the children of many noble
families were dragged through the streets on the end of hooks and tossed into theriver.

Later, if you were among those who survived, it was a question of gtriving to attain power and some
control of your own group. For that, too, could not be |eft to chance and sympathy. There were groups
within groups, nations to eliminate dangerous contenders for leadership, an enormous capacity on
everybody's part for murder and treachery.

The survivors of that intricate battle of surviva were—tough.

Tough survivor the Lord Leader Linn pulled hismind dowly out of its depth of memory, and began to
climb the steps cut into the towering rock itsdlf.

* % %

Thetop of the rock had alength of twenty feet, and it was dmost aswide. Joquin's daves had deposited
pilesof fertile soil uponit, and from this soil flowering shrubs reared up gracefully, two of them to aheight
of nearly fifteen fedt.

The mutation and the tutor sat in lawn chairsin the shade of the tallest shrub, and they were so seated
that they were not immediately aware of the Lord Leader's presence.

"Very well, then," the scholar, Ndlian, was saying, "we have agreed that the weakness of Marsisits
water system. The various cand's, which bring water down from the north pole, are the sole sources of
water supply. It isno wonder that the Martians have set up temples in which they worship water as
reverently as we worship the gods of the atoms.

"Itis, of course, another matter," Néllian went on, "to know what use can be made of this weakness of
Mars. The canals are so wide and so deep that they cannot, for instance, be poisoned even temporarily."”

"Macrocosmicaly spesking,” said the boy, "that istrue. The molecular world offersfew possibilities
except the forces which man's own body can bring to bear.”

The Lord Leader blinked. Had he heard correctly? Had he heard aboy of thirteen talk like that?
He had been about to step forward and reveal himself. Now, he waited, startled and interested. Clane



went on:

"The trouble with my father isthat heistoo trusting. Why he should assumethat it isbad luck whichis
frudtrating hiswar, | don't know. If | were hel would examine the possibilities of treachery alittle more
carefully, and I'd look very closeindeed a my inner circle of advisers.”

Nellian smiled. "Y ou speak with the positivity of youth. If you ever get onto a battlefield you will redlize
that no mental preconception can match the redity. Vague theories have a habit of collapsing in the face
of showers of arrows and spears, and infighting with swords and axes.”

The boy was imperturbable. "They failed to draw the proper conclusions from the way the spaceships
carrying the water exploded. Joquin would have known what to think about that."

Thetdk, while sill on ahigh grammeatica level, was, it seemed to the Lord L eader, becoming alittle
childish. He stepped forward and cleared his throat.

At the sound, the scholar turned serenely, and then, as he saw who it was, he stood up with dignity. The
mutation's reaction was actualy faster, though there was not so much movement in it. At the first sound,
he turned his head.

And that was dl. For along moment, he sat frozen in that position. At first his expression remained
unchanged from the quiet calm that had been on it. The Lord Leader had time for acloselook at a
grandson whom he had not seen so near since the day Clane was born.

The boy's head was completely human. It had the distinctive and finely shaped Linn noseand the Linn
blue eyes. But it had something more, too. His mother's delicate beauty was somehow interwoven into
the face. Her mouth was there, her ears and her chin. The face and head were beautifully human, amost
angdicinther dructure.

It was not the only human part of him. But most of the rest was at very least subtly unhuman. The genera
shape was very, very manlike. The body, the torso, the legs and arms—they were dl there, but wrong in
an odd fashion.

The thought cameto the Lord Leader that if the boy would wear a scholar's or scientist's gown, and
keep hisarmswithdrawn into the folds—his hands were norma—no one would ever more than guess
the truth. There was not even any reason why that face should not be put on one of the larger silver or
gold coins, and circulated among certain remote and highly mord tribes. The angel qudities of Clane's
face might very well warm many abarbarian heart.

"Thank the gods,” thought the Lord Leader, not for thefirst time, "that he hasn't got four arms and four
legs”

His mind reached that thought just asthe pardysis|eft the boy. (It was only then that the Lord Leader
redlized that Clane had dmost literdly been frozen where he was.) Now, the transformation was an
amazing spectacle. The perfect face began to change, to twist. The eyes grew fixed and staring, the
mouth twitched and logt its shape. The whole countenance collapsed into akind of idiocy that was
terrible to see. Sowly, though it didn't take too long, the boy's body swung out of his chair, and he stood
haf crouching, facing his grandfather.

He began to whimper, then to gibber. Beside him, Ndlian said sharply:
"Clane, control yourself.”

The words were like a cue. With alow cry, the boy darted forward, and ducked past the Lord Leader.



As he came to the steep, stone stairway, he flung himself down it at areckless speed, dmost diding to
the ground more than twenty feet below. Then he was gone down the pathway.

Slence sdtled.

Nellian said findlly, quietly, “May | speek?"

The Lord Leader noted that the other did not address him by histitles, and afleeting smile touched his
lips. An anti-Imperidist. After amoment, he felt annoyed—these upright republicans—but he merely
nodded an affirmative to the verbal request. Ndllian went on:

"He was like that with me too, when Joquin first brought me up to be histutor. Itisareversonto an
emotiond condition which he experienced asavery young child.”

The Lord Leader said nothing. He was gazing out over the city. It wasamisty day, and hisleft eyeno
longer had norma vision, so the haze of distance and the blur in one of hisvison centers hid the farther
suburbs. From this height, they seemed to melt into the haze—houses, buildings, land grown insubstantial.
And yet, beyond, vaguely beyond, he could see the winding river, and the countryside partially hidden by
the veils of mist. In the near distance were the circus pits, empty now that a great war was taxing the
human resources of an earth which had atained the colossal population of sixty million inhabitants. In his
own lifetime, the number of people had nearly doubled.

It was all rather tremendous and wonderful, asif the race was Straining a someinvisibleleash, withits
collective eyes on adazzlingly bright future, the redlities of which were il hidden beyond remote
horizons.

The Lord Leader drew hismind and his eyes back to the rock. He did not look directly a Nellian. He
sd:

"What did he mean when he said that my son, Lord Creg, should watch out for treachery closeto him?

Nélian shrugged. "So you heard that? | need hardly tell you that he would be in grave danger if certain
ears heard that he had made such remarks. Frankly, | don't know where he obtains al hisinformation. |
do know that he seemsto have avery thorough grasp of palace intrigue and politics. He's very secretive.”

The Lord Leader frowned. He could understand the secretiveness. People who found out too much
about other peoplée's plans had ahabit of turning up dead. If the mutation redlly knew that treachery had
dogged the Martian war, even the hint of such knowledge would mean his assassination. The Leader
hesitated. Then:

"What did he mean about the spaceships with water blowing up just before they landed? What does he
know about thingslike that?"

It was the other'sturn to hesitate. Findly, dowly:

"He's mentioned that severd times. In pite of his caution, the boy is S0 eager for companionship, and so
anxiousto impress, that he keepsletting out his thoughts to people like mysalf whom he trusts.™

The scholar looked steadily at the Lord Leader.
"Naturdly, | kegp dl such information to mysdif. | belong to no sde palitically.”

The great man bowed ever so dightly. "I am grateful,” he said withasigh.



* * %

Néelian said after aninterva, "He has referred anumber of timesto the Raheinl templeincident which
occurred at the time of hisbirth, when four temples exploded. | have gathered that Joquin told him
something about that, and also that Joquin left secret papers at his estate, to which the boy has had
access. You may recdl that he has vidgited the main estate three times since Joquin's death.”

The Lord Leader recalled vaguely that his permission had been asked by Nellian on several occasions.
The man went on:

"l hopeit isunnecessary for meto say that the boy's mentdity, as distinct from hisemotiona nature, is
very mature, at least that of an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old.”

"Hm-m-m," said the Lord Leader. Hismanner grew decisive. "We must cure him of hisweskness" he
sad. "There are severa methods." He smiled reminiscently. "In war, when we want to end aman'sfear,
we subject him to repeated dangersin actual combat. He might be killed, of course, but if he survives he
gradually acquires confidence and courage. Smilarly, an orator must first betrained in voice control, then
he must speak again to acquire poise and an easy address.”

The Leader'slipstightened thoughtfully. "We can hardly initiate him into war. The soldiers unfortunately
regard mutations asill omens. Public speaking—that can best be done by putting him into atemplein one
of the remoter temples. From the security of ascientist's robes, he can ddliver the daily incantations, first
to the atom godsin private, then in the presence of scientigts, initiates and juniors, and finaly before the
public. | will make arrangements for that experience to begin tomorrow. He does not need to live at the
temple.

"Finaly, sometime next year, we will assgn him aseparate residence, and have a couple of atractive
dave girlsfrom his estate brought up. | want smdl, mild, meek girls, who will not try to bosshim. Il
select them mysdlf, and give them agood talking to."

He added matter-of-factly: "They can be sold later in remote regions, or put to death, depending on how
discreet they are. After dl, we can't have talkative fools giving detailed accounts of the physical defects of
membersof my family."

The Lord Leader paused, and looked keenly at Nellian. "What do you think of that as a beginning?’

The scholar nodded judicidly. "Excedlent, excelent. | am glad to see you taking apersond interest in the

The Lord Leader was pleased. "Keegp mein touch about"—he frowned—"once every three months.”

He was turning avay when his gaze lighted on something half hidden in the brush a one edge of the rock.
"What'sthat?" he asked.

Nellian looked embarrassed. "Why," he said, "why, uh, that's, uh, adevice Joquin rigged up.”

The scholar's self-consciousness amazed the Leader. He walked over and looked at thething. It wasa
meta pipe that disappeared down the side of the rock. It was dmost completely hidden by creeping
vines, but little glints of it were visible here and there both againgt the rock and againgt the cliff farther
down.

He drew back, and he was examining the open end of the pipe again, when it spoke huskily, awoman's
voice



"Kissme, kissmeagan."

The Lord Leader placed atuft of grass over the pipe end, and climbed to hisfeet amused. "Wdll, I'll be
a—"hesad. "A listening device, straight down into one of the rendezvous of the palace grounds.”

Ndlian said, "There's another one on the other sde.”

The Lord Leader was about to turn away again, when he noticed the notebook beside the tube. He
picked it up, and rippled through it. All the pages were blank, and that was puzzling until he saw the
bottle of ink and the pen half hidden in the grass where the book had been.

He was genuindy interested now. He picked up the bottle, and pulled out the cork. First, helooked hard
at theink, then he smelled it. Finally, with asmile, he replaced the bottle in the grass.

As he descended the pathway, he was thinking, " Joquin was right. These mutations can be norma, even
upernormd.”

Hewas not gresatly surprised two weeks later when Nellian handed him amessage from Clane.

Theletter read:

To my grandfather, Most Honorable Lord Leader:

| regret exceedingly that my emotions were so uncontrollable when you came to see me. Please let
me say that | am proud of the honor you have done me, and that your visit has changed my mind
about many things. Before you came to the aerie, | was not prepared to think of myself as having
any obligationsto the Linn family. Now, | have decided to live up to the name, which you have
made illustrious. | salute you, honorable grandfather, the greatest man who ever lived.

Your admiring and humble grandson,
Clane

It was, initsway, ameodramatic note, and the Lord Leader quite serioudy disagreed with the reference
to himsdlf asthe greatest man of al time. He was not even second, though perhaps third.

"My boy," hethought, "you have forgotten my uncle, the genera of generals, and his opponent the
dazzlingly wonderful persondity, who was given atriumph before he was twenty, and officialy when he
was gill ayoung man voted the right to use theword "great” after hisname. | knew them both, and |
know where| stand.”

Nevertheless, in spite of itswordy praise, the letter pleased the Lord Leader. But it puzzled him, too.
There were overtonesin it, asif a concrete decision had been made by somebody who had the power to
do things.

He put the letter among hisfiles of family correspondence, starting anew caselabeled "CLANE." Then
he forgot about it. It was recalled to hismind aweek later when hiswife showed him two missives, onea
note addressed to hersalf, the second an unseded letter to Lord Creg on Mars. Both the note and the
letter were from Clane. The stately Lydiawas amused.

"Here's something that will interest you,” she said.

The Lord Leader read first the note addressed to her. It was quite ahumble affair.



To my most gracious grandmother, Honorabl e lady:

Rather than burden your husband, my grandfather, with my request, | ask you most sincerely to
have the enclosed letter sent by the regular dispatch pouch to my father, Lord Creg. As you will
seeitisa prayer which | shall make at the temple next week for his victory over the Martians this
summer. A metal capsule, touched by the god metals, Radium, Uranium, Plutonium and Ecks, will
be dedicated at this ceremony, and sent to my father on the next mail transport.

Most respectfully yours,
Clane

"You know," said Lydia, "for amoment when | recelved that, | didn't even know who Clanewas. | had
some vague ideathat he was dead. Instead he seems to be growing up.”

"Yes," said the Lord Leader absently, "yes, he'sgrowing."

He was examining the "prayer" which Clane had addressed to Lord Creg. He had an odd fedling that
there was something here which he was not quite grasping. Why had this been sent through Lydia? Why
not direct to himsdlf?

"It'sobvious," said Lady Linn, "that since there isto be atemple dedication, the letter must be sent.”

That was exactly it, the Lord Leader redized. There was nothing here that was being left to chance.
They had to send the letter. They had to send the metal dedicated to the gods.

But why was the information being conveyed through Lydia?

He reread the prayer, fascinated thistime by its ordinariness. It was o trite, so unimportant, the kind of
prayer that made old soldiers wonder what they were fighting fo—morons? The lineswere widdly
spaced, to an exaggerated extent, and it was that that suddenly made the L eader's eyes narrow ever so

dightly.
"Well," helaughed, "I'll takethis, and haveit placed in the dipatch pouch.”

As soon as he reached his apartment, helit acandle, and held the | etter over the flame. In two minutes,
theinvisbleink was beginning to show in the blank space between the lines, six lines of closdy written
words between each line of the prayer.

The Lord Leader read the long, precise ingtructions and explanations, hislipstight. It wasaplan of attack
for thearmies on Mars, not so much military as magica. There were severd oblique referencesto the
blowing up of the temples many years before, and avery tremendous implication that something entirely
different could be counted on from the gods.

At the end of theletter was a space for him tosign.

Hedid not sgnimmediatdly, but in the end he dashed his sgnature on to the sheet, put it into the
envelope and affixed his great seal of state. Then he sat back, and once more the thought came:

But why Lydia?

Actudly, it didn't take long to figure out the extent of the treachery that had baffled Lord Creg's sorely
pressed legions for three years.



Asclose asthat, the Lord Leader thought grayly. Asclosein thefamily asthat.

Some of the plotting must have been done in one or other of the rendezvous some sixty feet below the
rock aerie where achild of the godslay with his ear pressed to ameta tube listening to conspiratoria
words, and noting them down in invisibleink on the pages of an apparently blank notebook.

* * %

The Lord Leader was not unaware that hiswife intrigued endlesdy behind his back. He had married her,
S0 that the opposition would have a skillful spokesman in the government. She was the daughter of one of
the noblest familiesin Linn, dl the adult maes of which had died fighting for Raheinl. Two of them were
actualy captured and executed.

At nineteen, when she was dready married and with child—later born Lord Tews—the Lord Leader
arranged with her husband for what was easily the most scanda ous divorce and remarriage in the history
of Linn.

The Lord Leader was unconcerned. He had already usurped the name of the city and empire of Linn for
hisfamily. The next step was to make amove to heal what everybody said was the unheal able wound |eft
by the civil war. Marriage to Lydiawas that move, and awondrously wise oneit had been.

She was the safety valvefor dl the pent-up explosive forces of the opposition. Through her maneuvers,
he learned what they were after. And gave as much aswould satisfy. By seeming to follow her advice, he
brought hundreds of able adminigtrators, soldiers and patrons from the other side into the government
sarvice to manage the unwieldy populations of Earth, and rule solar colonies.

In the previous ten years, more and more opposition patrons had supported hislawsin the patronate
without qualification. They laughed alittle at the fact that he still read al his main speeches. They ridiculed
his stock phrases: "Quicker than you can cook asparagus.” "Wordsfail me, gentlemen.” "Let usbe
satisfied with the cat we have." And others.

But again and again during the past decade, al party lines dissolved in the interests of the empire. And,
when his agents reported conspiraciesin the making, further investigation revealed that no powerful men
or familieswereinvolved.

Not once had he blamed Lydiafor the various things she had done. She could no more help being of the
opposition than he, years before, had been able to prevent himsdf from being drawn, first asayouth,
then asaman, into the vortex of the political ambitions of his own group. She would have been
assassinated if it had ever seemed to the more hotheaded of the opposition that shewas "betraying” them
by being too neutrd.

No, he didn't blame her for past actions. But this was different. Vast armies had been decimated by
treachery, so that Lord Creg's qualities as aleader would show up poorly in comparisonto Lord Tews.

Thiswas persond, and the Lord Leader recognized it immediately asamagjor criss.

The important thing, he reasoned, was to save Creg, who was about to launch his campaign. But
meanwhile great care must be taken not to darm Lydiaand the others. Undoubtedly, they must have
some method of intercepting his private mail pouch to Creg.

Dare he stop that? It wouldn't be wise to do so. Everything must appear normal and ordinary, or their
fright might cause some foolhardy individua to attempt an impromptu nation of the Lord Leader.

Asit was, so long asLord Creg'sarmies were virtualy intact, the group would make no radica move.



The pouch, with Clane'sletter init, would have to be alowed to fal into their hands, as other pouches
must have done. If the letter was opened, an attempt would probably be made to murder Clane.
Therefore—what?

The Lord Leader placed guardsin every rendezvous of the palace grounds, including two each in the two
areas at thefoot of the agrie. His posted reason for setting the guards was on al the bulletin boards:

| amtired of running into couples engaged in licentious kissing. Thisis not only in bad taste, but it
has become such a common practice as to require drastic action. The guards will be removed in a
week or so. | am counting on the good sense of everyone, particularly of the women, to seeto it
that in future these spectacles are voluntarily restricted.

A week or so to protect Clane until the dedication at the temple. It would be interesting to see just what
the boy did do with the dedicated metal, but, of course, his own presence wasimpossible. It was the day
after the dedication that the Lord Leader spoke to Nellian, casudly:

"I think he should make atour of Earth. Haphazard, without any particular route. And incognito. And
gart soon. Tomorrow."

So much for Clane. More persona, he made afriendly visit to the guards camp outside the city. For the
soldiers, it turned out to be an unexpectedly exciting day. He gave away amillion sestercesin small but
lavish amounts. Horse races, foot races and contests of every kind were conducted, with prizesfor the
winners, and even losers who had tried nobly were amazed and ddlighted to receive money awards.

All inall, it was a satisfactory day. When heleft, he heard cheers until he reached the Martian gate. It
would take several weeks at leadt, if not months, to cause disaffection among those troops.

The various precautions taken, the Lord Leader dispatched the mail pouch, and awaited events.

* * %

The group had to work fast. A knight emptied the mail pouch. A knight and a patron scrutinized each
letter, and separated them into two piles. One of these piles, the largest one by far, was returned to the
pouch at once. The other pile was examined by Lord Tews, who extracted from it some score of |etters,
which he handed to his mother.

Lydialooked at them one by one, and handed those she wanted opened to one or the other of two
daves, who were killed in the use of chemical. It was these daveswho actualy removed the sedls.

The seventh letter she picked up was the one from Clane. Lydialooked at the handwriting on the
envelope, and at the name of the sender on one side, and there was afaint smile on her lips.

"Tel me" shesad, "am | wrong, or doesthe army regard dwarfs, mutations and other human fresks as
bad omens?’

"Very much s0," said one of the knights. "To see one on the morning of battle spells disaster. To have any
contact with one means agreat setback."

The Lady Leader smiled. "My honorable husband isdmost recacitrantly uninterested in such
psychologica phenomena We must accordingly seeto it that Lord Creg'sarmy is apprized that he has
received a message from his mutation son.”

She tossed the | etter towards the pouch. "Put thisin. | have aready seen the contents.”

Hardly more than three quarters of an hour later, the dispatch carrier was again on hisway to the ship.



"Nothing important,” Lydiasaid to her son. "Y our stepfather seemsto be primarily concerned these day's
with preserving the mora stature of the palace grounds.”

Lord Tewssaid, "I'd like to know why he felt it necessary to bribe the guards legion the other day."

* % %

Lord Creg read the | etter from Clane with an amazed frown. He recognized that the boy's prayer had
been used to convey amore important message, and the fact that such a ruse had been necessary startled
him. It gave aweight to the document, which hewould not ordinarily have attached to so wild aplan.

Theimportant thing about it wasthat it required only dight changesin the disposition of histroops. His
intention was to attack. It assumed that he would attack, and added a rather unbelievable psychological
factor. Nevertheless, initsfavor was the solid truth that eleven spaceshipsfilled with water had exploded,
adtill unexplaned phenomenon after two years.

Creg sat for along time pondering the statement in the letter that the presence of King Winatgin'sarmy at
Odin had not been accidentd, but had been due to treachery hitherto unknownin Linn.

"I've been cooped up herefor two years," he thought bitterly, "forced to fight adefensive war because
my stepmother and her plumpish son craved unlimited power."

He pictured himsdlf dead, and Tews succeeding to the Lord Leadership. After amoment, that seemed
appdling. Abruptly, decisively, he called on atemple scientist attached to the army, aman noted for his
knowledge of Mars.

"How fast do the Odlin cana waters move a thistime of the year?'
"About five milesan hour,” wasthereply.

Creg considered that. One hundred and twenty milesaday. A third of that should be sufficient, or even
less. If the dedicated metd were dropped about twenty miles north of the city, the effect should be just
about perfect.

The second battle of Odin that was fought ten dayslater was never in doubt. On the morning of the
battle, the inhabitants of the city awvoke to find the mile wide cana and dl itstributary waters aseething
mass of boiling, steaming water. The steam poured over the city in dense clouds. It hid the spaceships
that plunged down into the streets. It hid the soldiers who debouched from the ships.

By mid-morning King Winatgin's army was surrendering in such numbersthat the royd family was unable
to effect an escape. The monarch, sobbing in hisdismay, flung himsdlf at Creg'sfeet, and then, given
mercy, but chained, stood on a hill beside his captor, and watched the collapse of the Martian military

might.
In aweek, al except one remote mountain stronghold had surrendered, and Mars was conquered. At the

height of the triumph, about dusk one day, a poisoned arrow snapped out of the shadows of an Odlin
building and pierced Lord Creg'sthroat.

Hedied an hour later in great pain, his murderer till unfound.

When the news of his death reached Linn three monthslater, both sidesworked swiftly. Lydiahad
executed the two dave chemists and the dispatch carrier afew hours after she heard of Creg'svictory.
Now, she sent nsto murder the two knights and the patron who had assisted in the opening of the
mail. And, smultaneoudly, she ordered Tewsto leave the city for one of his estates.



By thetimethe Lord Leader's guards arrived to arrest him, the darmed young man was off in his private
gpaceship. It was that escape that took the first edge off the ruler's anger. He decided to postpone his
vigtto Lydia Sowly, asthat first day dragged by, ablesk admiration for hiswife built up ingde him, and
the redization came that he could not afford to jeopardize his relations with her, not now when the great
Creg was dead.

He decided that she had not actudly ordered the assassination of Creg. Some frightened henchman on
the scene, fearing for his own safety, had taken his own action; and Lydia, with a masterly understanding
of the stuation, had merely covered up for them all.

It might be fatal to the empireif he broke with her now. By the time she came with her retinueto offer
him officid condolences, his mind was made up. He took her hand in hiswith tearsin hiseyes.

"Lydia" hesad, "thisisaterrible moment for me. What do you suggest?'

She suggested acombination State funerd and triumph. She said, "Unfortunately, Tewsisill, and will not
be ableto attend. It lookslike one of thoseillnesses that may keep him away for along time."

The Lord Leader recognized that it was a surrender of her ambition for Tews, at least for the time being.
It wasin redity atremendous offer, a concession not absolutely necessary in view of hisown
determination to keep the whole affair private.

He bent and kissed her hand. At the funerd, they marched together behind the coffin. And in dl the great
throng of mourners surely the least noticed was aboy wearing the robes of a scientist in the company of a
scholar. It was even said afterwards that Clane Linn was not present.

But | wasthere.

Hand of the Gods

At twenty, Clanewrote hisfirst book. It was a cautioudy worded, thin volume about old legends. And
what was important about it was not that it attempted to dispel superdtitions about the vanished golden
erawhich the atom gods had destroyed, but that for weeks it required him to go every day into the
palace library, where, with the help of three secretary-daves—two men and awoman—he did the
necessary research work.

It wasin thelibrary that the Lady Lydia, his stepgrandmother, saw him one day.

She had dmost forgotten that he existed. But she saw him now for thefirst time under conditions that
were favorable to his appearance. He was modestly attired in the fatigue gown of atemple scientist, a
costume which was effective for covering up his physical deformations. There werefolds of cloth to
conced hismutated arms so skillfully that his normal human hands came out into the open asif they were
the natural extensions of ahedthy body. The cloak was drawn up into a narrow, not unattractive band
around his neck, which served to hide the subtly mutated shoulders and the unhuman chest formation.
Abovethe collar, Lord Clane's head reared with al the pride of ayoung lordling.

It was a head to make any woman look twice, delicately beautiful, with aremarkably clear skin. Lydia,
who had never seen her husband's grandson, except at a distance—Clane had made sure of that—felt a
condtricting fear in her heart.

"By Uranium!" she thought. "Another grest man. Asif | didn't have enough troubletrying to get Tews
back from exile.



It hardly seemed likely that deeth would be necessary for amutation. But if she ever hoped to have Tews
inherit the empire, then al the more direct heirs would have to be taken care of in some way. Standing
there, she added this new relative to her list of the more dangerous kin of the ailing Lord Leader.

She saw that Clane was looking at her. Hisface had changed, stiffened, lost some of its good looks, and
that brought amemory of things she had heard about him. That he was easly upset emotiondly. The
prospect interested her. She walked towards him, athin smile on her long, handsome countenance.

Twice, as she stood tal before him, hetried to get up. And failed each time. All the color was gone from
his cheeks, his face even more strained looking than it had been, ashen and unnatural, twisted, changed,
the last shape of beauty gone from it. Hislips worked with the effort at speech, but only amuted burst of
unintelligible soundsissued forth.

* * %

Lydiagrew aware that the young dave woman-secretary was almost as agitated as her master. The
creature looked beseechingly at Lydia, finally gasped:

"May | spesk, your excdlency?"

That shocked. Slaves didn't speak except when spoken to. It was not just arule or aregulation
dependent upon the whim of the particular owner; it wasthe law of the land, and anybody could report
breach as amisdemeanor, and collect half the fine which was subsequently levied from the daves magter.
What dazed Lady Lydiawasthat she should have been the victim of such adegrading experience. She
was 50 stunned that the young woman had time to gasp:

"Y ou mugt forgive him. Heis subject to fits of nervous paralys's, when he can neither move nor spesk.
Thesgght of hisillusirious grandmother coming upon him by surprise—"

That was asfar as she got. Lydiafound her voice. She snapped:
"Itistoo bad that al davesare not amilarly afflicted. How dare you spesk to me?"

She stopped, catching herself sharply. It was not often that she lost her temper, and she had no intention
of letting the Stuation get out of hand. The dave girl was sagging away asif she had been struck with a
violence beyond her power to resist. Lydiawatched the process of disintegration curioudy. There was
only one possible explanation for adave speaking up so boldly for her master. She must be one of his
favorite mistresses. And the odd thing, in this case, was that the dave hersalf seemed to approve of the
relaionship, or she wouldn't have been so anxiousfor him.

It would appear , thought Lydia, that this mutation relative of mine can make himself attractive in
spite of his deformities, and that it isn't only a case of a dave girl compelled by her circumstances.

It seemed to her that the moment had potentidities. "What," she said, "isyour name?"’
"Sdk." Theyoung woman spoke huskily.
"Oh, aMartian."

The Martian war, some years before, had produced some hundreds of thousands of husky, good-looking
boy and girl Martiansfor the dave schoolsto train.

Lydias plan grew clear. She would have the girl assassinated, and so put the first desperate fear into the
mutation. That should hold him until she had succeeded in bringing Tews back from exile to supreme
power. After dl, he was not too important. It would be impossible for adespised mutation ever to



become Lord Leader.

He had to be put out of the way in the long run, because the Linn party would otherwise try to make use
of him againg Tews and hersdf.

She paused for alast look down at Clane. He was Sitting asrigid as aboard, his eyes glazed, hisface ill
colorless and unnatura . She made no effort to conceal her contempt as, with aflounce of her skirt, she
turned and walked away, followed by her ladies and persona daves.

* % %

Slaves were sometimestrained to be ns. The advantage of using them wasthat they could not be
witnessesin court either for or againgt the accused. But Lydia had long discovered that, if anything went
wrong, if acrissarose asaresult of the murder attempt, adave assassin did not have the same
determination to win over obstacles. Slavestook to their hedls at the dightest provocation, and returned
with fantastic accounts of the odds that had defeated them.

She used former knights and sons of knights, whose families had been degraded from their rank because
they were penniless. Such men had a desperate will to acquire money, and when they failed she could
usualy count on aplausible reason.

She had a horror of not knowing the facts. For more than thirty of her fifty-five years her mind had been
anonsaturable sponge for details and ever more details.

It was accordingly of more than ordinary interest to her when the two knights she had hired to murder her
stepgrandson's dave girl, Selk, reported that they had been unableto find the girl.

"Thereis no such person now attached to Lord Clan€e's city household.”

Her informant, adim youth named Meerl, spoke with that mixture of boldness and respect which the
more devil-may-care assassins affected when talking to high personages.

"Lady," hewent on with abow and asmile, "I think you have been outwitted.”

"I'll do thethinking," said Lydiawith asperity. "Y oureasword or aknifewith astrong arm to wield.
Nothing more."

"And agood brainto direct it," said Meerl.

Lydiascarcely heard. Her retort had been amost automatic. Because—could it be? Was it possible that
Clane had redlized what she would do?

What startled her was the decisiveness of it, the prompt action that had been taken on the basis of what
would only have been a suspicion. Theworld wasfull of people who never did anything about their
suspicions. The group that did was alwaysin aspecid class. If Clane had conscioudy frustrated her, then
he was even more dangerous than she had thought. She'd have to plan her next move with care.

She grew aware that the two men were gill standing before her. She glared at them.
"Well, what are you waiting for?'Y ou know thereisno money if you fail."
"Graciouslady," sad Meerl, "wedid not fall. You faled.”

Lydiahesitated, impressed by the fairness of the thrust. She had a certain grudging respect for this
particular n.



"Fifty percent,” shesaid.

She tossed forward a pouch of money. It was skillfully caught. The men bowed quickly, stiffly, witha
flash of white teeth and aclank of sted. They whirled and disappeared through thick portieres that
conceded the door by which they had entered.

Lydiasat donewith her thoughts, but not for long. A knock came on another door, and one of her ladies
inwaiting entered, holding a seded | etter in her hand.

"Thisarrived, madam, while you were engaged.”

Lydias eyebrows went up alittle when she saw that the letter was from Clane. Sheread it, tight-lipped:

* * *

To My Most Gracious Grandmother:

| offer my sincere apologies for the insult and distress which | caused your ladyship yesterday in
thelibrary. | can only plead that my nervous afflictions are well known in the family, and that,
when | am assailed, it is beyond my power to control myself.

| also offer apologies for the action of my slave girl in speaking to you. It was my first intention to
turn her over to you for punishment. But then it struck me that you were so tremendously busy at
all times, and besides she scarcely merited your attention. Accordingly, | have had her sold in the
country to a dealer in labor, and she will no doubt learn to regret her insolence.

With renewed humble apologies, | remain,
Your obedient grandson,
Clane

* % %

Reuctantly, the Lady Linn was compelled to admire the letter. Now she would never know whether she
had been outwitted or victorious.

| suppose, shethought acridly, | could at great expense discover if he merely sent her to his country
estate, there to wait until | have forgotten what she looks like. Or could | even do that?

She pausad to consider the difficulties. She would have to send as an investigator someone who had seen
the girl. Who? She looked up.

"Dda."

The woman who had brought the | etter curtsed.

"y e

"What did thet dave girl in the library yesterday look like?"

Dalat was disconcerted. "W-why, | don't think | noticed, your ladyship. A blonde, | think."

"A blondel" Explosively. "Why, you numbskull. That girl had the most fancy head of golden hair that I've
seenin severd years—and you didn't notice.”

Ddat was hersdf again. "I am not accustomed to remembering daves,” she said.



"Get out of here," said Lydia. But shesaid it in aflat tone, without emotion.
Here was defest.

She shrugged findly. After dl, it was only an idea she had had. Her problem wasto get Tews back to
Linn. Lord Clane, the only mutation ever born into the family of the Lord Leader, could wait.

Neverthdess, the failure rankled.

* * %

The Lord Leader had over aperiod of years become an ailing old man, who could not make up hismind.
At seventy-one, he was dmogt blind in hisleft eye, and only hisvoice remained strong. Hehad a
thunderous baritone that till struck terror into the hearts of criminalswhen he sat on the chair of high
judgment, a duty which, because of its sedentary nature, he cultivated more and more as the swift months

of hisdeclining years passed by.

He was grestly surprised one day to see Clane turn up in the palace court as adefense counsdl for a
knight. He stopped the presentation of the case to ask some questions.

"Have you experience in the lower courts?'
"Ya ija..n
"Hm-m-m, why was | not told?"

The mutation had suddenly a strained look on hisface, asif the pressure of being the center of attention
was proving too much for him. The Lord Leader recdled the young man's affliction, and said hadtily:

"Proceed with the case. | shdl talk to you later.”

The case was an unimportant oneinvolving equity rights. It had obvioudy been taken by Clane because
of itssmple, just aspects. For afirst casein the highest court it had been well sdlected. The old man was
pleased, and gave the favorable verdict with satisfaction.

Asusud, however, he had overestimated his strength. And so, he was finaly forced to retire quickly,
with but aword to Clane:

"| shall cometo call on you one of these days. | have been wanting to see your home."

That night he made the mistake of sitting on the balcony too long without a blanket. He caught a cold,
and spent the whole of the month that followed in bed. It was there, helpless on his back, acutely aware
of hisweak body, fully, clearly conscious at last that he had at most afew yearsto live, that the Lord
Leader redized finaly the necessity of sdlecting an her. In spite of hispersond didike for Tews, hefound
himsdf ligening, at first grudgingly, then more amenably, to hiswife.

"Remember," she said, again and again, "your dream of bequeathing to the world aunified empire.
Surely, you cannot become sentimental about it at the last minute. Lords Jerrin and Draid are till too
young. Jerrin, of course, isthe most brilliant young man of his generation. Heis obvioudy afuture Lord
Leader, and should be named so in your will. But not yet. Y ou cannot hand over the solar syssemto a
youngster of twenty-four.”

The Lord Leader tirred uneasily. He noticed that there was not aword in her argument about the reason
for Tews exile. And that she wastoo clever ever to allow into her voice the faintest suggestion that,
behind her logic, was the emotiona fact that Tews was her son.



"Thereare of course,” Lydiawent on, "the boy's uncles on their mother's sde, both amiable
adminigtrators but lacking in will. And then there are your daughters and sons-in-law, and their children,
and your nieces and nephews.”

"Forget them." The Lord Leader, gaunt and intent on the pillow, moved a hand weekly in dismissd of the
suggestion. He was not interested in the second-raters. 'Y ou have forgotten,” he said findly, "Clane."

"A mutation!" said Lydia, surprised. "Areyou serious?"

Thelord of Linnwas sllent. He knew better, of course. Mutations were despised, hated, and,
paradoxicaly, feared. No normal person would ever accept their domination. The suggestion was
actualy meaningless. But he knew why he had madeit. Delay. He redlized he was being pushed
inexorably to choosing as his heir Lydia's plump-ish son by her first husband.

"If you consdered your own blood only," urged Lydia, "it would be just another case of imperid
success on So common among our tributary monarchies and among the barbarians of Aiszh and Venus
and Mars. Paliticaly it would be meaningless. If, however, you strike across party lines, your action will
Speak for your supreme patriotism. In no other way could you so finally and unanswerably convince the
world that you have only itsinterest at heart.”

The old scoundrel, dimmed though his spirit and intellect were by illness and age, was not quite so Smple
asthat. He knew what they were saying under the pillars, that Lydiawas molding him like a piece of
putty to her plans.

Not that such opinions disturbed him very much. Thetireless propaganda of his enemies and of mischief
makers and gossips had dinned into his earsfor nearly fifty years, and he had become immuneto the
chatter.

* % %

In the end the decisive factor was only partly Lydias arguments, only partly his own desperate redization
that he had little choice. The unexpected factor was avisit to his bedside by the younger of histwo
daughters by hisfirst marriage. She asked that he grant her adivorce from her present husband, and
permit her to marry the exiled Tews.

"l haveadways," shesad, "beeninlovewith Tews, and only Tews, and | amwillingtojoinhiminexile

The progpect was so dazzling that, for once, the old man was completely fooled. It did not even occur to
him that Lydia had spent two days convincing the cautious Gudrun that here was her only chance of
becoming firgt lady of Linn.

"Otherwise," Lydiahad pointed out, "you'll be just another relative, dependent upon the whim of the
reigning Lady Leader.”

The Linn of Linn suspected absolutely nothing of that behind-the-scenes connivance. His daughter
married to Lord Tews. The possibilitieswarmed his chilling blood. Shewastoo old, of course, to have
any more children, but she would serve Tews as Lydiahad him, aperfect foil, a perfect representation of
his own politica group. His daughter!

| must, hethought, go and see what Clane thinks. Meanwhile | can send for Tews on a tentative
bass.

Hedidn't say that out loud. No onein the family except himsdlf redlized the enormous extent of the
knowledge that the long-dead temple scientist Joquin had bequeathed to Clane. The Lord Leader



preferred to keep the information in his own mind. He knew Lydias propengty for hiring assassns, and it
wouldn't do to subject Clane to more than ordinary danger from that source.

He regarded the mutation as an unsuspected stabilizing force during the chaos that might follow his death.
Hewrotethe letter inviting Tewsto return to Linn, and, aweek later, findly out of bed, had himsalf
carried to Clane's residence in the west suburbs. He remained overnight, and, returning the next day,
began to discharge a score of key men whom Lydia had dipped into administrative positionson

occas ons when he was too weary to know what the urgent bus ness was for which he was signing

papers.

Lydiasad nothing, but she noted the sequence of events. A visit to Clane, then action against her men.
She pondered that for some days, and then, the day before Tews was due, she paid her firgt visit to the
modest looking home of Lord Clane Linn, taking care that she was not expected. She had heard vague
accounts of the estate.

Theredlity surpassed anything she had ever imagined or heard.

* * %

For seven years, Tews had lived in Awai in the Great Sea. He had asmall property on the largest idand
of the group, and, after his disgrace, his mother had suggested that he retire there rather than to one of his
more sumptuous mainland estates. A shrewd, careful man, he recognized the value of the advice. His
role, if he hoped to remain dive, must be sackcloth and ashes.

Atfirg it was purposeful cunning. In Linn, Lydiawracked her brainsfor explanations and findly came out
with the statement that her son had wearied and sickened of palitics, and retired to alife of meditation
beyond the poisoned waters. For along time, so plausible and convincing was her sighing, tired way of
describing hisfedings—asif she, too, longed for the surcease of rest from the duties of her position—that
the story was actualy believed. Petrons, governors and ambassadors, flying out in spaceships from Linn
to the continents across the ocean, paused as amatter of courseto pay their respects to the son of Lydia

Gradually, they began to catch on that he was out of favor. Desperatdly, terribly dangeroudy out of
favor. The stiff-faced silence of the Lord Leader when Tews was mentioned was reported finally among
adminigtrators and politicians everywhere. People were tremendoudy astute, once they redlized. It was
recalled that Tews had hastily departed from Linn at the time when the news of the degth of Genera
Lord Creg, son of the Lord Leader, wasfirst brought from Mars. At the time his departure had scarcely
been remarked. Now it was remembered and conclusions drawn. Great ships, carrying high government
officias, ceased to stop, so that the officias could float down for lunch with Lord Tews. But that wasthe
least important aspect. The deadly danger was that some zedlous and ambitiousindividua knight might
seek to gain thefavor of Linn of Linn by murdering his stepson.

Lydiaherself nipped severd such plotsin the bud. But each conspiracy was such avisible strain on her
nervous Ssystem that the Lord Leader unfroze sufficiently to bestow on Tews asecondary military position
on Awal. It was actudly an insulting offer, but the panic-stricken Lydia persuaded Tewsto accept it asa
means of preserving hislife until she could do more for him. The position, and the power that went with it,
arivedjug intime.

He had formed a habit of attending lectures at the University of Awai. One day, aterm having expired,
and anew one scheduled to begin, he made the customary application for renewa. The professor in
charge took the opportunity during thefirst lecture of thefirst semester of the new term—thefirst lecture
was free and open to the public—to inform him before the entire audience that, snce the listswerefull,
his application was being rej ected, and would have to be put over until the following year, when, of
course, it would be considered again "on its merits."



It wasthe act of aneurotic fool. But Tewswould have let it passfor thetime being if the audience,
recognizing afallen giant, had not started catcalling and threatening. The uproar grew with the minutes,
and, experienced leader of men that he was, Tews redlized that amob mood was building up, which must
be smashed if he hoped to continue living in safety on theidand. He climbed to hisfeet, and, snce most
of the audience was standing on seats and benches he managed to reach the outside before the yelling
individuas who saw him were able to attract the attention of the yelling crowd that didn't.

Tewswent straight to the outdoor restaurant where his new guard was waiting. It was arowdy crew, but
recently arrived from Linn, and with enough basic discipline to follow him back into the lecture room.
There was a pause in the confusion when the glinting line of spears wedged towards the platform. Ina
minute, before an abruptly subdued audience, the startled professor was being stripped and tied to a
chair. The twenty-five lashes that he received then ended for good the outburst of hatred against Tews.

Hereturned to hisvillathat afternoon, and made no further effort to participate in the activities of the
community. Theisolation affected him profoundly. He became tremendoudy observant. He noticed in
amazement for thefirgt timethat the idanders swan at night in the ocean. Swam! In water that had been
poisoned since legendary times by the atom gods. Wasit possible the water was no longer deadly? He
noted the point for possible future reference, and for thefirst time grew interested in the name the
idanders had for the great ocean. Passfic. Continental people had moved inland to escape the fumes of
the deadly seas, and they had forgotten the ancient names.

* * %

During the long months of donenessthat followed hisretreet to hisvilla, Tews mind dwelt many times
critically upon hislifein Linn. He began to see the madness of it, and the endless skullduggery. Heread
with more and more amazement the | etters of his mother, outlining what she was doing. It was atae of
endless cunnings, conspiracies and murders, written in asmple code that was effective because it was
based on words the extra-origind meanings of which were known only to his mother and himsdif.

His amazement became disgust, and disgust grew into the first comprehension of the greetness of his
stepfather, the Lord Leader.

But he's wrong, Tewsthought intently. The way to a unified empireis not through a continuation of
absolute power for one man. The old republic never had a chance, since the factions came up
from the days of the two-king system. But now, after decades of virtual non-party patriotism
under my honorable stepfather, it should be possible to restore the republic with the very good
possibility that thistime it will work. That must be my task if I can ever return to Linn.

The messenger from the Lord Leader inviting his return arrived on the same ship as another |etter from his
mother. Hers sounded asiif it had been written in breathless haste, but it contained an explanation of how
his recall had been accomplished. The price shocked Tews.

What, he thought, marry Gudrun!

It took an hour for his nervesto calm sufficiently for him even to consider the proposition. Hisplan, it
seemed to him findly, was too important to be alowed to fail because of his distaste for awoman whose
interest in men ran not so much to quality as quantity. And it wasn't asif he was bound to another
woman. Hiswife, seven years before, on discovering that his departure from Linn might be permanent,
hastily persuaded her father to declare them divorced.

Y es, hewasfreeto marry.

* * %

Lydia, on theway to the home of her stepgrandson, pondered her situation. She was not satisfied. A



dozen of her schemes were coming to a head; and here she was going to see Lord Clane, acompletely
unknown factor. Thinking about it from that viewpoint, she felt astonished. What possible danger, she
asked herself again and again, could amutation be to her?

Even asthose thoughts infuriated the surface of her mind, deep inside she knew better. There was
something here. Something. The old man would never bother with a nonentity. He was either quiet with
the quietness of weariness, or utterly impatient. Y oung people particularly enraged him easly, and if
Clane was an exception, then there was a reason.

From adistance, Clane's residence looked small. There was brush in the foreground, and a solid wall of
trees across the entire eight-hundred-foot front of the estate. The house peaked afew feet above a
mantle of pinesand evergreens. As her chair drew nearer it, Lydia decided it was athree-story building,
which was certainly minuscule beside the pal aces of the other Linns. Her bearers puffed up ahill, trotted
past apleasant arbor of trees, and came after alittle to alow, massve fence that had not been visible
from below. Lydia, dwaysdert for military obstacles, had her chair put down. She climbed out,
conscious that a cool, sweet breeze was blowing where, amoment before, had been only the dead heat
of adtifling summer day. The air wasrich with the perfume of trees and green things.

Shewaked dowly dong the fence, noting that it was skillfully hidden from the street below by an
unbroken hedge, although it showed through at this close range. She recognized the materid as Smilar to
that of which the temples of the scientists was congtructed, only therewas no visible lead lining. She
estimated the height of the fence at three feet, and its thickness about three and a half. It wasfat and
squat and defensively usdess.

When | was young, she thought, | could have jumped over it myself.

She returned to the chair, annoyed becauise she couldn't fathom its purpose, and yet couldn't quite
believe it had no purpose. It was even more disconcerting to discover ahundred feet farther dong the
walk that the gate was not a closure but an opening in thewall, and that therewasno guard insight. Ina
minute more, the bearers had carried her inside, through atunnd of interwoven shrubs shadowed by
towering trees, and then to an open lawn. That was where the red surprise began.

"Stop!" said the Lady Leader Lydia.

An enormous combination meadow and garden spread from the edge of the trees. She had an eye for
dze, and, without conscioudy thinking about it, she guessed that fifteen acres were visble from her
vantage point. A gracious stream meandered diagonaly across the meadow. Along its banks scores of
guest homes had been built, low, deek, be-windowed Structures, each with hits overhanging shade trees.
The house, asquare-built affair, towered to her right. At the far end of the grounds were five spaceships
neetly laid out Sde by side. And everywhere were people. Men and women singly and in groups, Sitting
in chairs, walking, working, reading, writing, drawing and painting. Thoughtfully, Lydiawaked over toa
painter, who sat with his easel and palette a scant dozen yards from her. He was painting the scene
before him, and he paid no attention to her. She was not accustomed to being ignored. She said sharply:

"What isdl this?' Shewaved one arm to take in the activities of the estate. "What is going on here?"

The young man shrugged. He dabbed thoughtfully at the scene he was painting, then, still without looking
up, sad:

"Here, madam, you have the center of Linn. Here the thought and opinion of the empireis created and
cast into molds for public consumption. Ideas born here, once they are spread among the masses,
become the mores of the nation and the solar system. To beinvited hereis an unequaled honor, for it
meansthat your work as a scholar or artist has received the ultimate recognition that power and money



can give. Madam, whoever you are, | welcome you to theintellectua center of theworld. Y ou would not
be hereif you had not some unsurpassed achievement to your credit. However, | beg of you, please do
not tell mewhat it isuntil thisevening when | shall be happy to lend you both my ears. And now, old and
successful woman, good day to you.”

Lydiawithdrew thoughtfully. Her impulse, to have the young man stripped and lashed, yielded before a
sudden desire to remain incognito aslong as possible while she explored this unsuspected outdoor salon.

* * *

It was auniverse of strangers. Not once did she see aface she recognized. These people, whatever their
achievements, were not the publicized great men of the empire. She saw no patrons and only one man
with theinggniaof aknight on his coat. And when she approached him, she recognized from the dien
religious symbol connected with the other markings, that his knighthood was of provincid origin.

He was standing beside afountain near acluster of guest homes. The fountain spewed forth a skillfully
blended mixture of water and smoke. It made a pretty show, the smoke risng up in thin, steamlike
clouds. As she paused beside the fountain there was a cessation of the cooling breeze, and shefelt a
wave of hesat that reminded her of steaming hot lower town. Lydia concentrated on the man and on her
desrefor information.

"I'm new here," she said engagingly. "Hasthis center been long in existence?"
"About three years, madam. After dl, our young princeisonly twenty-four!"
"Prince?' asked Lydia

The knight, arugged faced individua of forty, was apologetic.

"I beg your pardon. It isan old word of my province, signifying aleader of high birth. | discovered on my
various journeysinto the pits, where the atom gods live, and where once cities existed, that the name was
of legendary origin. Thisisaccording to old books | found in remnants of buildings."

Lydiasaid, shocked: "Y ou went down into one of the reputed homes of the gods, where the eternd fires
burn?'

The knight chuckled. "Some of them are less eternal than others, | discovered.”
"But weren't you afraid of being physicaly damaged?’

"Madam," shrugged the other, "I am nearly fifty yearsold. Why should | worry if my blood isdightly
damaged by the aura of the gods."

Lydiahestated, interested. But she had let hersalf be drawn from her purpose. "Prince," she repeated
now, grimly. Applied to Clane, thetitle had aring she didn't like. Prince Clane. It wasrather stunning to
discover that there were men who thought of him as aleader. What had happened to the old prejudices
againgt mutations? She was about to spesk again when, for thefirst time, she actually looked at the
fountain.

She pulled back with agasp. The water was bubbling. A mist of sseam arose from it. Her gaze shot up to
the spout, and now she saw that it was not smoke and water spewing up fromit. It was boiling, steaming
water. Water that roiled and rushed and roared. More hot water than she had ever seen from an artificia
source. Memory came of the blackened potsin which daves heated her daily hot water needs. And she
felt aspurt of pure jealousy at the extravagant luxury of afountain of boiling water on one's grounds.



"But how doeshe do it?" she gasped. "Has he tapped an underground hot spring?*

"No, madam, the water comes from the stream over there?' The knight pointed. "It is brought herein
tiled pipes, and then runs off into the various guest homes."

"|s there some arrangement of hot coats?

"Nothing, madam." The knight was beginning to enjoy himsdif visibly. "Thereisan opening under the
fountain, and you can look inif you wish."

Lydiawished. She was fascinated. She redlized that she had let hersdlf be distracted, but for the moment
that was of secondary importance. She watched with bright eyes as the knight opened the little door in
the cement, and then she stooped beside him to peer in. It took severa secondsto become accustomed
tothedim light indde, but finally she was able to make out the massive base of the spout, and then the
gx-inch pipethat ran into it. Lydia straightened dowly. The man shut the door matter-of-factly. Ashe
turned, she asked:

"But how doesit work?"

The knight shrugged. " Some say that the water gods of Mars have been friendly to him ever sncethey
helped hislate father to win the war againgt the Martians. Y ou will recal that the canal watersboiled in a
frightful fury, thus confusing the Martians as they were attacked. And then, again, others say that it isthe
atom gods helping their favorite mutation.”

"Oh!" said Lydia. Thiswasthe kind of talk she could understand. She had never in her life worried about
what the gods might think of her actions. And she was not going to start now. She straightened and
glared imperioudy a the man.

"Don't besuch afool,” shesaid. "A man who has dared to penetrate the homes of the gods should have
more sense than to repesat old wives taeslikethat."

The man gaped. She turned away before he could speak, and marched off to her chair. "To the house!™
she commanded her daves.

They had her at the front entrance of the residence before it struck her that she had not |earned the
tremendous and precious secret of the boiling fountain.

* * %

She caught Clane by surprise. She entered the house in her flamboyant manner, and by thetime adave
saw her, and ran to his master's laboratory to bring the news of her coming, it wastoo late. She loomed
in the doorway, as Clane turned from a corpse he was dissecting. To her immense disgppointment he did
not freeze up in one of hisemotiona spasms. She had expected it, and her plan wasto look over the
laboratory quietly and without interference.

But Clane came towards her. "Honorable grandmother,” he said. And knelt to kiss her hand. He came up
with an easy grace. "'l hope," he said with an apparent eagerness, "that you will have the time and
inclination to see my home and my work. Both have interesting features.”

Hiswhole manner was so human, so engaging, that she was disconcerted anew, not an easy emotion for
her to experience. She shook off the weaknessimpatiently. Her first words affirmed her purposein
vigting him:

"Yes" shesad, "'l shdl be happy to see your home. | have been intending for some yearsto visit you, but
| have been so busy.” She sighed. "The duties of Statecraft can be very onerous.”



The beautiful face looked properly sympathetic. A delicate hand pointed at the dead body, which those
dim fingers had been working over. The soft voice informed that the purpose of the dissection wasto
discover the position pattern of the organs and muscles and bones.

"| have cut open dead mutations,” Clane said, "and compared them with normal bodies.”

Lydiacould not quite follow the purpose. After al, each mutation was different, depending upon the way
the god forces had affected them. She said as much. The glowing blue eyes of the mutation looked at her

Speculatively.

"Itiscommonly known," he said, "that mutations seldom live beyond the age of thirty. Naturdly," he went
on, with afaint amile, "sincel am now within six years of that milestone, the possibility weighs upon me.
Joquin, that astute old scientist, who unfortunately is now deed, believed that the deaths resulted from
inner tensions, due to the manner in which mutations were treated by their felows. Hefdt that if those
tensons could be removed, asthey have been to some extent in me, anormal span of life would follow
asaso would norma intelligence. 1'd better correct that. He believed that amutation, given achance,
would be ableto redize hisnorma potentialities, which might be either super- or sub-normal compared
to human beings."

Clanesmiled. "Sofar," hesaid, "'l have noticed nothing out of the ordinary in mysdlf.”

Lydiathought of the boiling fountain, and felt achill. That old fool, Joquin, she thought in acold fury.
Why didn't I pay more attention to what he was doing? He's created an alien mind in our midst
within striking distance of the top of the power group of the empire.

The sense of immense disaster possibilitiesgrew. Death, she thought, within hours after the old manis
gone. No risks can be taken with this creature.

Suddenly, shewasinterested in nothing but the bility of the various rooms of the houseto

ns. Clane seemed to redlize her mood, for after abrief tour of the laboratory, of which she
remembered little, he began the journey from room to room. Now, her eyes and attention sharpened.
She peered into doors, examined window arrangements, and did not fail to note with satisfaction the
universa carpeting of the floors. Meerl would be able to attack without warning sounds.

"And your bedroom?' she asked findly.

"Werecomingtoit,” said Clane. "It'sdowngairs, adjoining the |aboratory. There's something elsein the
lab that | want to show you. | wasn't sure at first that | would, but now"—his smile was angdlic— "1 will."

* % %

The corridor that led from the living room to the bedroom was dmost wide enough to be an anteroom.
The wallswere hung with drapes from floor to ceiling, which was odd. Lydia, who had no inhibitions,
lifted one drape, and peered under it. Thewall was vaguely warm, like an ember, and it was built of
temple stone. Shelooked at Clane questioningly.

"I have some god metasin the house. Naturdly, | am taking no chances. There's another corridor leading
from the laboratory to the bedroom."

What interested Lydiawas that neither door of the bedroom had either alock or a bolt on it. She thought
about that tensdly, as she followed Clane through the anteroom that |ed to the laboratory. He wouldn't, it
seemed to her, leave himself so unprotected forever.

The ns must strike before he grew alarmed, the sooner the better. Regretfully, she decided it



would have to wait until Tews was confirmed as heir to the throne. She grew aware that Clane had
paused beside a dark box.

"Gelo Greeant,” he said, "brought thisto me from one of hisjourneysinto the relms of the gods. I'm
going to step insde, and you go around to the right there, and look into the dark glass. Y ou will be
amazed.”

Lydiaobeyed, puzzled. For amoment, after Clane had disappeared inside, the glass remained dark.
Then it began to glow faintly. She retreated a step before that alien shiningness, then, remembering who
shewas, stood her ground. And then she screamed.

A skeleton glowed through the glass. And the shadow of a besting heart, the shadow of expanding and
contracting lungs. As she watched, petrified now, the skeleton arm moved, and seemed to come towards
her, but drew back again. To her pardyzed brain came at last comprehension.

Shewaslooking a theinsde of aliving human being. At Clane. Abruptly, that interested her. Clane.
Likelightning, her eyes examined his bone structure. She noticed the cluster of ribs around his heart and
lungs, the specia thickness of his collar bones. Her gaze flashed down towards his kidneys, but thistime
shewastoo dow. Thelight faded, and went out. Clane emerged from the box.

"Well," he asked, pleased, "what do you think of my little gift from the gods?"

The phraseology startled Lydia. All the way home, she thought of it. Gift from the gods! In asenseit was.
The atom gods had sent their mutation amethod for seeing himsdlf, for studying his own body. What
could their purpose be?

She had a conviction that, if the gods redly existed, and if, as seemed evident, they were helping Clane,
then the Daties of the Atom were again—asthey had in legendary times—interfering with human affairs.

The snking sensation that came had only one hopeful rhythm. And that was like adrumbegt inside her:
Kill' And soon. Soon!

But the days passed. And the demands of politica stability absorbed al her attention. Neverthdess, in
the midst of ascore of new troubles, she did not forget Clane.

* * %

Thereturn of Tewswas atriumph for his mother's diplomacy and agrest moment for himself. Hisship
came down in the square of the pillars, and there, before an immense cheering throng, he was welcomed
by the Lord Leader and the entire patronate. The parade that followed was led by aunit of five thousand
glitteringly arrayed horse-mounted troops, followed by ten thousand foot soldiers, one thousand
engineers and scores of mechanica enginesfor throwing weights and rocks at defensive barriers. Then
camethe Lord Leader, Lydiaand Tews, and the three hundred patrons and six hundred knights of the
empire. Therear of the parade was brought up by another cavary unit of five thousand men.

From the rostrum that jutted out from the palace, the Lord Leader, hislion's voice undimmed by age,
welcomed his stepson. All the liesthat had ever been told about the reason for Tews exile were coolly
and grandly confirmed now. He had gone away to meditate. He had wearied of the cunnings and artifices
of government. He had returned only after repested pleadings on the part of his mother and of the Lord
Leader.

"Asyou know," concluded the Lord Leader, "seven years ago, | were bereft of my natura heir in the
moment of the greatest military triumph the empire has ever experienced, the conquest of the Martians.
Today, as| stand before you, no longer young, no longer able to bear the full weight of either military or



politica command, it isan immeasurable relief to meto be able to tell the people with confidence and
conviction: Herein this modest and unassuming member of my family, the son of my dear wife, Lydia, |
ask you to put your trust. To the soldiers| say, thisis no weakling. Remember the Cimbri, conquered
under his skillful generadship when he was but ayouth of twenty-five. Particularly, | direct my wordsto
the hard-pressed soldiers on Venus, where fase leaders have mided the idand provinces of thefierce
Venugan tribesto anill-fated rebelion.

[ll-fated, | say, because as soon as possible Tews will be there with the largest army assembled by the
empire since the war of the Martians. | am going to venture a prediction. | am going to predict that within
two yearsthe Venusian leaderswill be hanging on long lines of posts of the type they are now using to
murder prisoners. | predict that these hangings will be achieved by Co-Lord Leader Genera Tews,
whom | now publicly appoint my heir and successor, and on whose behdf | now say, Takewarning, dl
those who would haveill befal the empire. Here isthe man who will confound you and your schemes.”

The dazzled Tews, who had been advised by his mother to the extent of the victory she had won for him,
stepped forward to acknowledge the cheers and to say afew words. "Not too much,” his mother had
warned him. "Be noncommittal." But Lord Tews had other plans. He had carefully thought out the pattern
of hisfuture actions, and he had one announcement to make, in addition to aringing acceptance of the
military leadership that had been offered him, and a promise that the Venusian leaders would indeed
suffer the fate which the Linn of Linn had promised them, the announcement had to do with thettitle of
Co-Lord Leader, which had been bestowed on him.

"l an sure," hetold the crowd, "that you will agree with me that thetitle of Lord Leader belongs uniquely
to thefirst and greastest man of Linn. | therefore request, and will hold it mandatory upon government
leaders, that | be addressed as Lord Adviser. It shall be my pleasure to act as adviser to both the Lord
Leader and to the patronate, and it isin thisrole that | wish to be known henceforth to the people of the
mighty Linnan empire. Thank you for listening to me, and | now advise you that there will be gamesfor
three daysin the bowls, and that free food will be served throughout the city during thet time at my
expense. Go and have agood time, and may the gods of the atoms bring you all good luck."

* * *

During the first minute after he had finished, Lydiawas appdled. Was Tews mad to have refused thetitle
of Lord Leader? The joyful yelping of the mob soothed her alittle, and then, dowly, as she followed
Tews and the old man aong the promenade that led from the rostrum to the palace gates, she began to
redlize the cleverness of the new title. Lord Adviser. Why, it would be a veritable shield against the
charges of those who were dways striving to rouse the people against the absolute government of the
Linns. It was clear that thelong exile had sharpened rather than dulled the mind of her son.

The Lord Leader, too, asthe days passed, and the new character of Tews came to the fore, was having
regrets. Certain restrictions, which he had imposed upon his stepson during his residence on Awal,
seemed unduly severe and ill-advised in retrospect. He should not, for instance, have permitted Tews
wifeto divorce him, but should instead have ind sted that she accompany him.

It seemed to him now that there was only one solution. He rushed the marriage between Tews and
Gudrun, and then dispatched them to Venus on their honeymoon, taking the precaution of sending a
quarter of amillion men aong, so that the future Lord Leader could combine hislove-making with
war-making.

Having solved hismain troubles, the Lord Leader gave himsdlf up to the chore of aging gracefully and of
thinking out ways and meanswhereby his other heirs might be spared from the death which the thoughtful
Lydiawas undoubtedly planning for them.



TheLord Leader wasdying. Helay in hisbed of pillows swesting out hislast hours. All the wiles of the
pal ace physcian—including an ice-cold bath, afavorite remedy of his, failed to raly the stricken great
man. In afew hours, the patronate was informed, and state |eaders were invited to officiate at the desth
bed. The Linn of Linn had some years before introduced alaw to the effect that no ruler was ever to be
alowed to die incommunicado. It was athoughtful precaution againgt poisoning, which he had considered
extremely astute at the time, but which now, as he watched the crowd surging outside the open doors of
his bedroom, and listened to the subdued roar of voices, seemed somewhat less than dignified.

He motioned to Lydia. She came gliding over, and nodded at his request that the door be closed. Some
of the people in the bedroom looked at each other, as she shooed them away, but the mild voice of the
Lord Leader urged them, and so they trooped ouit. It took about ten minutes to clear the room. The Lord
Leader lay, then, looking sadly up at hiswife. He had an unpleasant duty to perform, and the unfortunate
atmogphere of imminent death made the affair not less but more sordid. He began without preliminary:

"In recent years| have frequently hinted to you about fears | have had about the hedlth of my relatives.
Y our reactions have |eft me no recourse but to doubt that you now have l€eft in your heart any of the
tender feelings which are supposed to be the common possession of womankind.”

"What'sthis?' said Lydia. She had her first flash of ingght asto what was coming. She said grimly, "My
dear husband, have you gone out of your head?

The Lord Leader went on camly: "For once, Lydia, | am not going to speek in diplomatic language. Do
not go through with your plansto have my relatives nated as soon as| am dead.”

The language was too strong for the woman. The color deserted her cheeks, and she was suddenly as
paeaslead. "l," she breathed, "kill your kin!"

The once sted-gray, now watery eyes stared at her with remorseless purpose. "1 have put Jerrin and
Draid beyond your reach. They arein command of powerful armies, and my will leaves explicit
instructions about their future. Some of the men, who are administrators, are likewise protected to some
extent. The women are not so fortunate. My own two daughters are safe, | think. The elder ischildless
and without ambition, and Gudrun is now the wife of Tews. But | want apromise from you that you will
not attempt to harm her, and that you will similarly refrain from taking any action againgt her three
children, by her first marriage. | want your promise to include the children of my two cousins, my brother
and sgter, and dl their descendants, and finally | want a promise from you about the Lady Tania, her two
daughters, and her son, Lord Clane."

"Clanel" said Lydia Her mind had started working as he talked. It legped past theimmense insult she
was being offered, past dl the names, to that one individual. She spoke the name again, more loudly *
Clane!"

Her eyeswere distorted pools. She glared a her husband with a bitter intensity. "And what," she said,
"makes you think, who suspect me capable of such crimes, that | would keep such apromiseto adead
men?'

The old man was suddenly less bleak. "Because, Lydia," he said quietly, "you are more than just amother
protecting her young. Y ou are the Lady L eader whose political sagecity and generd intelligence made
possible the virtualy united empire, which Tewswill now inherit. Y ou are at heart an honest woman, and
if you made me apromise| think you would keep it."

She knew he was merely hoping now. And her calmness came back. She watched him with bright eyes,
conscious of how weak was the power of adying man, no matter how desperately he strove to fasten his
desires and wishes upon his descendants.



"Very wdl, my old darling," she soothed him, "I will make you the promise you wish. | guarantee not to
murder any of these people you have mentioned.”

* % %

The Lord Leader gazed &t her in despair. He had, he realized, not remotely touched her. Thiswoman's
basi ¢ integrity—and he knew it was there—could no longer be reached through her emotions. He
abandoned that lineimmediatdly.

"Lydia" hesad, "don't anger Claneby trying to kill him."

"Anger him!" said Lydia. She spoke sharply, because the phrase was so unexpected. She gazed at her
husband with a startled wonder, asif she couldn't be quite sure that she had heard him correctly. She
repested the words dowly, lisening to them asif she somehow might catch their secret meaning: "Anger
him?'

"You mus redize" said the Lord Leader, "that you have from fifteen to twenty years of lifeto endure
after my death, provided you hoard your physica energies. If you spend those yearstrying to run the
world through Tews, you will quickly and quite properly be discarded by him. That is something whichis
not yet clear to you, and so | advise you to reorientate yoursalf. Y ou must seek your power through
other men. Jerrin will not need you, and Draid needs only Jerrin. Tews can and will dispense with you.
That leaves Clane, of the great men. He can use you. Through him, therefore, you will be ableto retain a
measure of your power."

Her gaze was on his mouth every moment that he talked. She listened as his voice grew weaker, and
findly trailed into nothingness. In the slence that fell between them, Lydiasat comprehending at last, 0 it
seemed to her. Thiswas Clane talking through his dying grandfather. Thiswas Clane's cunning apped to
the fears she might have for her own future. The Clane who had frustrated her designson the davegirl,
Salk, was now desperately striving to anticipate her designson him.

Deep insde her, as she sat there watching the old man die, she laughed. Three months before,
recognizing the sgnds of interna disintegration in her husband, she had ingsted that Tews berecalled
from Venus, and Jerrin appointed in his place. Her skill in timing was now bearing fruit, and it was
working out even better than she had hoped. It would be at |east aweek before Tews spaceship would
ariveat Linn. During that week the widow Lydiawould be al-powerful.

It was possible that she would have to abandon her plans against some of the other members of the
family. But they at least were human. It was Clane, the dien, the creature, the nonhuman, who must be
destroyed at any cost.

She had one week in which she could, if necessary, use three whole legions and a hundred spaceshipsto
smash him and the gods that had made him.

The long, tense conversation had dimmed the spark of lifein the Lord Leader. Ten minutes before sunset,
the great throngs outside saw the gates open, and Lydialeaning on the arms of two old patrons came
dragging out, followed by acrowd of noblemen. In amoment it was generd knowledge that the Linn of
Linn was dead.

Darkness settled over acity that for fifty years had known no other ruler.

* % %

Lydiawakened lazily on the morrow of the desth of the Lord Leader. She Stretched and yawned
delicioudy, reveling in the cool, clean sheets. Then she opened her eyes, and stared a the ceiling. Bright
sunlight was pouring through open windows, and Dalat hovered at the end of the bed.



"Y ou asked to be wakened early, honorable lady,” she said.

There was anote of respect in her voice that Lydiahad never noticed before. Her mind poised,
pondering the imponderable difference. And then she got it. The Linn was dead. For one week, she was
not the legal but the de facto head of the city and state. None would dare to oppose the mother of the
new Leader—uh, the Lord Adviser Tews. Glowing, Lydiasat up in the bed.

"Has there been any word yet from Meerl?
"None, gracious lady."

She frowned over that. Her assassin had formed arelationship with her, which she had first accepted
reluctantly, then, recognizing its vaue, with smiling grace. He had accessto her bedroom at al hours of
the day or night. And it was rather surprising that he to whom she had entrusted such an important
errand, should not have reported long Since.

Dalat was spesking again. "1 think, madam, you should inform him, however, that it isunwisefor himto
have parcels delivered here addressed to himsdlf in your care.”

Lydiawas climbing out of bed. She looked up, astounded and angry.
"Why, theinsolent fool, has he done that? L et me see the parcd.”

Shetore off the wrapping, furioudy. And found hersdf staring down at avasefilled with ashes. A note
wastied around the lip of the vase. Puzzled, she turned it over and read:

* % %

Dear Madam:

Your assassin was too moist. The atom gods, once roused, become frantic in the presence of
moisture.

Sgned, Uranium

For the council of gods.

* * *

CRASH! The sound of the vase smashing on the floor shocked her out of ablur of numbness.
Wide-eyed, she stared down at the little pile of ashes amid the broken pieces of pottery. With tense
fingers she reached down, and picked up the note. Thistime, not the meaning of the note, but the
sgnature, snatched at her attention: Uranium.

It was like adash of cold water. With bleak eyes, she gazed at the ashes of what had been Meexl, her
most trustworthy assassin. She redlized conscioudy that she felt this death more keenly than that of her
husband. The old man had hung on too long. So long aslife continued in hisbones, he had the power to
make changes. When he had findly breathed hislast, she had breathed easly for thefirst timein years, as
if aweight had lifted from her soul.

But now—anew weight began to settlein its place, and her breath camein quick gasps. She kicked
vicioudy at the ashes, asif she would shove the meaning of them out of her life. How could Meerl have
failed? Meerl, the cautious, the skillful, Meerl the bold and brave and daring!

"Ddat!"



"Yes Lady?'

With narrowed eyes and pursed lips, Lydia considered the action she was contemplating. But not for
long.

"Cdl Colond Mdjan. Tdl himto comeat once."

She had one week to kill aman. It wastime to come out into the open.

* * %

Lydiahad hersdf carried to the foot of the hill that led up to the estate of Lord Clane. She wore aheavy
vell and used as carriers daves who had never appeared with her in public, and an old, unmarked chair
of oneof her ladiesin waiting. Her eyes, that peered out of this excdllent disguise, were bright with
excitemern.

The morning was unnaturaly hot. Blasts of warm air came sweeping down the hill from the direction of
Claneshouse. And, after alittle, she saw that the soldiers one hundred yards up the hill, had stopped.
The pause grew long and puzzling, and she was just about to climb out of the chair, when she saw Maljan
coming towards her. The dark-eyed, hawk-nosed officer was swesting visibly.

"Madam," he said, "we cannot get near that fence up there. It ssemsto beon fire.”
"l canseenoflame.” Curtly.
"Itisnt that kind of fire."

Lydiawas amazed to seethat the man was trembling with fright. " There's something unnatural up there,”
hesad."l dont likeit."

She came out of her chair then, the chill of defeat settling upon her. "Areyou anidiot?' she snarled. "If
you can't get past the fence, drop men from spaceships into the grounds.”

"I've dready sent for them," he said, "but—"
"BUT!" said Lydia, and it wasacurse. "I'll go up and have alook at that fence myself.”

She went up, and stopped short where the soldiers were gasping on the ground. The heat had already
blasted at her, but at that point it took her breath away. Shefdt asif her lungswould sear insgde her. Ina
minute her throat was ash dry.

She stooped behind a bush. But it was no good. She saw that the leaves had seared and darkened. And
then she was retreating behind alittle knoblike depression in the hill. She crouched behind it, too appalled
to think. She grew aware of Majan working up towards her. He arrived, gasping, and it was severa
seconds before he could speak. Then he pointed up.

"Theships" hesad.

She watched them creep in low over thetrees. They listed alittle asthey crossed the fence, then sank out
of sight behind the trees that hid the meadow of Clan€'s estate. Five shipsin al cameinto sight and
disappeared over the rim of the estate. Lydiawas keenly aware that their arriva relieved the soldiers
sorawling helplessy al around her.

"Tell the men to get down the hill," she commanded hoarsdly, and made the hastiest retreat of all.

The street below was ill amost deserted. A few people had paused to watch in a puzzled fashion the



activities of the soldiers, but they moved on when commanded to do so by guards who had been posted
inthe road.

It was something to know that the campaign was ftill aprivate effair.

* % %

Shewaited. No sound came from beyond the trees where the ships had gone. It was asiif they had falen
over some precipice into an abyss of silence. Half an hour went by, and then, abruptly, aship cameinto
sght. Lydiacaught her breath, then watched the machine float towards them over the trees, and settlein
the road below. A man in uniform came out. Majan waved a him, and ran over to meet him. The
conversation that followed was very earnest. At last Mdjan turned, and with evident reluctance came
towards her. Hesaid in alow tone:

"The houseitsdlf isoffering an impregnable hest barrier. But they have talked to Lord Clane. He wantsto
speak to you."

Shetook that with a tense thoughtfulness. The redlization had dready penetrated deep that this stalemate
might go on for days.

If I could get near him, she decided, remorselesdy, by pretending to consider his proposals—

It seemed to work perfectly. By the time the spaceship lifted her over the fence, the heat that exuded
from thewalls of the house had died away to a bearable temperature. And, incredibly, Clane agreed that
she could bring a dozen soldiersinto the house as guards.

As she entered the house, she had her first sense of eeriness. There was no one around, not adave, not a
movement of life. She headed in the direction of the bedroom, more dowly with each step. Thefirst
grudging admiration came. It seemed unbelievable that his preparations could have been so thorough as
to include the evacuation of al hisdaves. And yet it al fitted. Not once in her delingswith him had he
made amistake.

"Grandmother, | wouldn't come any closer."

She stopped short. She saw that she had come to within ayard of the corridor that led to his bedroom.
Clanewas standing at the far end, and he seemed to be quite a one and undefended.

"Comeany nearer,” hesad, "and death will strike you automaticaly.”

She could see nothing unusud. The corridor was much as she remembered it. The drapes had been taken
down from thewalls, revealing the temple stone underneath. And yet, standing there, shefelt afaint
warmth, unnatura and, suddenly, deadly. It was only with an effort that she threw off thefeding. She
parted her lipsto give the command, but Clane spoke firgt:

"Grandmother, do nothing rash. Consider, before you defy the powers of the atom. Has what happened
today not yet penetrated to your intelligence? Surely, you can see that whom the godslove no morta can
harm.”

The woman was bleak with her purpose. "Y ou have misquoted the old saying,” she said drably. "Whom
the gods |love die young.”

And yet, once more, she hesitated. The stunning thing was that he continued to stand there less than thirty
feet away, unarmed, unprotected, afaint smile on hislips. How far he has come, she thought. His nervous
affliction, conquered now. And what amarveloudy beautiful face, so calm, so confident.



Confident! Could it be that there were gods?
Could it be?

"Grandmother, | warn you, make no move. If you must prove that the gods will strike on my behdf, send
your soldiers. BUT DO NOT MOVE YOURSELF."

Shefelt weak, her legs numb. The conviction that was pouring through her, the certainty that he was not
bluffing brought aparald redization that she could not back down. And yet she must.

She recogni zed that there was insanity in her terribleindecison. And knew, then, that she was not a
person who was capable of conscious suicide. Therefore, quit, retreat, accept the redlity of rout.

She parted her lipsto give the order to retire when it happened.

* * %

What motive impelled the soldier to action was never clear. Perhaps he grew impatient. Perhgps he felt
there would be promotion for him. Whatever the reason, he suddenly cried out, "I'll get his gizzard for
you!" And legped forward.

He had not gone more than a half dozen feet past Lydiawhen he began to disintegrate. He crumpled like
an empty sack. Where he had been, amist of ashesfloated lazily to the floor.

There was one burst of hegt, then. It camein agust of unearthly hot wind, barely touched Lydia, who
hed ingtinctively jerked aside, but struck the soldiers behind her. There was a hideous masculine squalling
and whimpering, followed by amad scramble. A door dammed, and she was done. She straightened,
conscious that the air from the corridor was sill blowing hot. She remained cautiously where she saw,
and cdled:

IICIa,H n
The answer cameingantly. "Y es, grandmother?”

For amoment, then, she hesitated, experiencing al the agony of agenera about to surrender. At last,
dowly:

"What do you want?"

"An end to attacks on me. Full political co-operation, but people must remain unaware of it aslong aswe
can possibly manageit.”

"on"
She began to bresthe easier. She had had afear that he would demand public recognition.
"Andif | don't?' shesad & last.

"Degth!”

It was quietly spoken. The woman did not even think to doubt. She was being given a chance. But there
was one thing more, one tremendous thing more.

"Clane, isyour ultimate god the Lord Leadership?’

IINO!II



His answer was too prompt. Shefdt athrill of disbelief, asick conviction that he waslying. But shewas
glad after amoment that he had denied. In asenseit bound him. Her thoughts soared to all the
possibilities of the Situation, then came down again to the sober necessity of thisinstant.

"Very wdl," shesaid, and it waslittle more than asigh, "1 accept.”

Back at the palace, she sent an assassin to perform an essential operation against the one outsider who
knew the Lady Lydia had suffered amajor defeat. It was late afternoon when the double report camein:
The exciting information that Tews had landed sooner than anticipated, and was even then on hisway to
the palace. And the satisfying words that Colonel Maljan lay dead in an dleyway with aknifein one of
hiskidneys.

It was only then that it struck her that she was now in the exact position that her dead husband had
advised for her own safety and well-being.

Tears and the redlization of her great |oss came as late as that.

Home of the Gods

At first the land below was a shadow seen through mist. Asthe three spaceshipsof Lord Clane Linn's
expedition settled through the two thousand mile atimosphere, the vagueness went out of the scene.
Mountains looking like maps rather than territories took form. The vast seato the north sank beyond the
far horizon of swamps and marshes, hillsand forests. The redlity grew wilder and wilder, but the pit was
directly ahead now, an enormous black hole on along narrow plain.

The ships settled to the ground on a green meadow half amile from the nearest edge of the pit, which lay
to the northeast. Some six hundred men and women, three hundred of them daves, emerged from the
vessdls, and avast amount of equipment was unloaded. By nightfall habitations had been erected for
Clane and the three dave women who attended him, for two knights and for three temple scientists and
five scholars not connected with areligious organization. In addition acorral had been built for the daves,
and the two companies of soldierswere encamped in ahdf circle around the main camp.

Sentries were posted, and the spaceships withdrew to aheight of about five hundred feet. All night long,
ascore of fires, tended by trusted daves, brightened the darkness. Dawn came uneventfully, and dowly
the camp took up the activities of anew day. Clane did not remain to direct it. Immediately after
breakfast, horses were saddles; and he and twenty-five men, including a dozen armed soldiers, set out
for the nearby home of the gods.

They were dl rank unbelievers, but they had proceeded only afew hundred yards when Clane noticed
that one of the riderswas as pale as lead. He reined up beside him. "Breakfast upset you?" he asked
gently. "Better go back to camp and rest today.”

Most of those who were destined to continue watched the lucky man trot off out of sight into the brush.

The evenness of the land began to break. Gashes opened in the earth at their feet, and ran off at adant
towards the pit, which was ill not visible beyond the trees. Straight were those gashes, too straight; asif
long ago irresstible objects had hurtled up out of the pit each at adifferent angle, each tearing the
intervening earth asit darted up out of the hell below.

Clane had atheory about the pits. Atomic warfare by an immeasurably superior civilization. Atomic
bombsthat set up areaction in the ground where they landed, and only gradually wore themselvesout in
the resisting soil, concrete and stedl of vast cities. For centuries the remnants roiled and flared with deadly



activity. How long? No one knew. He had an ideathat if star maps of the period could be located an
estimate of the time gap might be possible. The period involved must be very great, for severad men that
he knew had visited pits on Earth without ill effects.

The god fireswere dying down. It wastime for intellectually bold men to begin exploring. Those who
camefirgt would find the treasures. Most of the pits on Earth were absolutely barren affairs overgrown
with weeds and brush. A few showed structuresin their depths, haf buried buildings, tattered walls,
mysterious caverns. Into these a handful of men had ventured—and brought back odd mechanical
cregtions, some obvioudy wrecks, afew that actually worked, al tantalizing in their suggestion of a
science marvel ous beyond anything known to the temple scholars.

It wasthis pit on Venus, which they were now gpproaching, that had alway's excited the imagination of
the adventurers. For years visitors had crouched behind lead or concrete barriers and peered with
periscopes into the fantastic depths below. The nameless city that had been there must have been built
into the bowels of the earth. For the bottom was amass of concrete embankments, honeycombed with
black holes that seemed to lead down into remoter depths.

Clanesreverie died down. A soldier in front of him let out a shout, reined in his horse and pointed ahead.
Clane urged hishorse up to the rise on top of which the man had hated. And reined in his horse.

He was |ooking down agently doping grassy embankment. It ran aong for about a hundred feet. And
then there was alow concrete fence.

Beyond wasthe pit.

* % %

At first they were careful. They used the shelter of the fence asabarrier to any radiation that might be
coming up from below. Clane was the exception. From the beginning he stood upright, and peered
downward through his glassesinto the vista of distance below. Slowly, the otherslost their caution, and
findly al except two artists were standing boldly on their feet gazing into the most famous home of the
gods.

It was not aclear morning. A faint mist crawled aong hiding most of the bottom of the pit. But it was
possible, with the aid of glasses, to make out contours, and to see the far precipice nearly seven miles

away.

About midmorning, the mists cleared noticeably, and the great sun of VVenus shone down into the hole,
picking out every detail not hidden by distance. The artists, who had aready sketched the main outlines,
settled down to work in earnest. They had been selected for their ability to draw maps, and the watchful
Clane saw that they were doing agood job. His own patience, product of hisisolated upbringing, was
even greater than theirs. All through that day he examined the bottom of the pit with his glasses, and
compared the redlity with the devel oping drawings on the drawing boards.

By late afternoon, the job was complete. And the results satisfied every hope he had had. There were no
lessthan three routes for getting out of the pit on foot in case of an emergency. And every tree and cave
opening below was clearly marked inits relation to other trees and openings. Lines of shrubswere
sketched in, and each map was drawn to scae.

That night, too, passed without incident. The following morning Clane signaled one of the spaceshipsto
come down, and, shortly after breakfast, the two temple scientists, one knight, three artists, adozen
soldiers, acrew of fifteen and himsdf climbed aboard. The ship floated lightly clear of the ground. And, a
few minutes later, nosed over the edge of the pit, and headed downward.



They made no attempt to land, but smply cruised around searching for radioactive areas. Round and
round a a height that varied between five hundred feet and adaring two hundred feet. It was daring. The
gpaceship wasther soleinstrument for detecting the presence of atomic energy. Long ago, it had been
discovered that when a spaceship passed directly above another spaceship, the one that was on top
suffered a severe curtailment of its motive power. Immediately it would start to fall.

In the case of spaceships, the two shipswould usualy be moving aong so swiftly that they would be past
each other dmost immediatdly. Quickly, then, the disabled ship would right itself and proceed on itsway.

Severd attempts had been made by military scientiststo utilize the method to bring down enemy
gpaceships. The attempts, however, were gtrictly limited by the fact that a ship which remained five
hundred feet above the source of energy endured so dight ahindrance that it didn't matter.

Ninetimestheir ship madethe telltale dip, and then, for aslong as was necessary they would cruise over
and over the areatrying to defineitslimits, locating it on their maps, marking off first the danger zone,
then the twilight zone and findly the safety zone. The final measure was the weskness or strength of the
impulse

The day ended, with that phase of their work still uncompleted. And it was not until noon the next day
that detailswerefindly finished. Since it wastoo late to make alanding, they returned to camp and spent
the afternoon deeping off their accumulated fatigue.

It was decided that thefirst landing would be made by one hundred men, and that they would take with
them suppliesfor two weeks. The site of the landing was selected by Clane after consultation with the
knights and the scientists. From the air it looked like alarge concrete structure with roof and walls il
intact, but its main feature was that it was located near one of the routes by which the people on foot
could leave the pit. And it was surrounded by more than a score of cavelike openings.

* * *

Hisfirst impression was of intense silence. Then he stepped out of the ship onto the floor of the pit. And
therewasakind of pleasurein listening to the scrambling sounds of the men who followed him. The
morning air quickly echoed to the uproar of ahundred men breathing, walking, moving—and unloading
supplies.

Lessthan an hour after hefirgt set foot into the soft soil of the pit, Clane watched the spaceship lift from
the ground, and climb rapidly up above five hundred feet. At that safety height it leveled off, and began its
watchful cruise back and forth above the explorers.

Once again no hasty moves were made. Tents were set up and arough defense marked off. The food
was sedled off behind apile of concrete. Shortly before noon, after an early lunch, Clane, one knight, one
temple scientist and six soldiers|eft the encampment and walked towards the "building” which, among
other things, had drawn them to the area.

Seen from this near vantage point it was not abuilding at dl, but an upjutment of concrete and metd, a
remnant of what had once been a man-made burrow into the depths of the earth, amonument to the
futility of seeking safety by mechanica rather than intellectual and mora means. The Sght of it depressed
Clane. For amillennium it had stood here, first in aseething ocean of unsettled energy, and now amid a
great slenceit waited for the return of man.

He paused to examine the door, then motioned two soldiersto push at it. They were unable to budgeit,
and so, waving them aside, he edged gingerly past the rusted door jamb. And wasinside.

Hefound himsdlf in anarrow halway, which ran dong for about eight feet, and then there was another



door. A closed door thistime. The floor was concrete, the walls and ceiling concrete, but the door ahead
was metd. Clane and the knight, a big man with black eyes, shoved it open with scarcely an effort,
though it cresked rustily asthey did.

They stood there, startled. Theinterior was not dark asthey had expected, but dimly lighted. The
luminous glow came from a series of small bulbsin the ceiling. The bulbs were not transparent, but
coated with an opaque coppery substance. The light shone through the coating.

Nothing likeit had ever been seenin Linn or e sewhere. After ablank period, Clane wondered if the
lights had turned on when they opened the door. They discussed it briefly, then shut the door. Nothing
happened. They opened the door again, but the lights did not even flicker.

They had obvioudy been burning for centuries.

* * *

With agenuine effort, he suppressed the impulse to have the treasures taken down immediately and taken
to the camp. The deathly silence, the air of immense antiquity brought the sane redlization that there was
Nno necessity to act swiftly here. He wasfirst on this scene.

Very dowly, dmost reluctantly, he turned his attention from the celling to the room itsdlf. A wrecked
table stood in one corner. In front of it stood achair with one leg broken and asingle strand of wood
where the seat had been. In the adjoining corner was a pile of rubble, including a skull and some vaguely
recognizable ribs which merged into a powdery skeleton. The relict of what had once been ahuman
being lay on top of arather long, dl-metd rod. There was nothing € se in the room.

Clane strode forward, and eased the rod from under the skeleton. The movement, dight though it was,
was too much for the bone structure. The skull and the ribs dissolved into powder, and afaint white mist
hovered for amoment, then settled to the floor.

He stepped back gingerly, and, still holding the weapon, passed through the door, and aong the narrow
hallway, and so out into the open.

* * %

The outside scene was different. He had been gone from it fifteen minutes at mogt, but in that interva a
change had taken place. The spaceship that had brought them was il cruising around overhead. But a
second spaceship wasin the act of settling down beside the camp.

It squashed down with a crackling of brush and an "harumph!™ sound of air squeezing out from the
indentation it made in the ground. The door opened, and, as Clane headed for the camp, three men
emerged from it. One wore the uniform of an aid-de-camp to supreme headquarters, and it was he who
handed Clane a dispatch pouch.

The pouch contained asingle letter from hiselder brother, Lord Jerrin, commander-in-chief of Linnan
armieson Venus. Inthewill of thelate Lord Leader, Jerrin had been designated to become coruler with
Tewswhen he attained the age of thirty, his sphere of administration to be the planets. His powersin Linn
wereto be strictly secondary to those of Tews. Hisletter was curt:

* * *

Honorable brother:

It has come to my attention that you have arrived on Venus. | need hardly point out to you that
the presence of a mutation here at this critical period of the war against the rebelsis bound to



have an adver se effect. | have been told that your request for thistrip was personally granted by
the Lord Adviser Tews. If you are not aware of the intricate motives that might inspire Tews to
grant such permission, then you are not alert to the possible disasters that might befall our branch
of the family. It is my wish and command that you return to Earth at once.

As Clane looked up from the letter, he saw that the commander of the spaceship which had brought the
messenger, was slently signaling to him. He walked over and drew the captain aside.

"l didn't want to worry you," the man said, "but perhaps | had better inform you that this morning, shortly
after your expedition entered the pit, we saw avery large body of men riding along severd milesto the
northeast of the pit. They have shown no inclination to movein thisdirection, but they scattered when we
swooped over them, which meansthat they are Venusian rebels.”

Clane stood frowning for amoment, then nodded his acceptance of the information. He turned away, into
his spacious tent, to write an answer to his brother that would hold off the crisis between them until the
greater crissthat had brought him to Venus shattered Jerrin's disapprova of his presence.

That crisswas dueto break over Jerrin's still unsuspecting head in just about one week.

* * %

In high government and military circlesin Linn and on Venus, the succession of bettleswith the Venusan
tribesmen of the three central idands were called by their proper name: war! For propaganda purposes,
the word, rebellion, was paraded at every opportunity. It was anecessary illusion. The enemy fought with
the ferocity of a people who had tasted davery. To rouse the soldiery to an equd pitch of anger and
hatred there was nothing that quite matched the term, rebel.

Men who had faced hideous dangers in the swamps and marshes could scarcely restrain themsalves at
the thought thet traitors to the empire were causing al the trouble. Lord Jerrin, an eminently fair man, who
admired abold and resourceful opponent, for once made no attempt to discourage the false impression.
He recognized that the Linnans were the oppressors, and at timesit made him physicaly ill that so many
men must die to enforce a continued subjection. But he recognized, too, that there was no dternative.

The Venusians were the second most dangerous race in the solar system, second only to the Linnans.
The two peoples had fought each other for three hundred and fifty years, and it was not until the armies
of Raheinl had landed on Uxta, the mainidand of Venus some sixty years before that avictory of any
proportions was scored. The young military geniuswas only eighteen at the time of the battle of the
Casunamarsh. Swift conquest of two other idands followed, but then his dazzled followersin Linn
provoked the civil war that findly ended after nearly elght yearsin the execution of Raheinl by the Lord
Leader. The latter proceeded with acold ferocity to capture four more idand strongholds of the
Venusians. In each one he set up a separate government, revived old languages, suppressed the common
language—and so strove to make the idanders think of themselves as separate peoples.

For years they seemed to—and then, abruptly, in one organized uprising they seized the main cities of the
fivemainidands. And discovered that the Lord Leader had been more astute than they imagined.

The military strongholds were not in the cities, as they had assumed, and astheir spies had reported. The
centers of Linnan power were located in animmense series of smdl fortslocated in the marshes. These
forts had aways seemed weak outposts, designed to discourage raiders rather than rebellions. And no
Venusian had ever bothered to count the number of them. The showy city forts, which were elaborately
attacked turned out to be virtud hollow shells. By thetime the Venusiansralied to attack thefortsin the
marshes it wastoo late for the surprise to be effective. Reinforcements were on the way from Earth.
What had been planned as an al-conquering coup became adrawn-out war. And long ago, the awful



empty fedling had cometo the Venusiansthat they couldn't win. Month after month the vise of stedl
weapons, backed by fleets of spaceships and smaler craft tightened noticeably around the ever
narrowing areas which they controlled. Food was becoming more scarce, and a poor crop year wasin
prospect. The men were grim and tense, the women cried agreat deal and made much of their children,
who had caught the emotiona overtones of the atmosphere of fear.

Terror bred cruelty. Captive Linnans were hanged from posts, their feet dangling only afew inchesfrom
the ground. The distorted dead faces of the victims glared at the distorted hate-filled faces of their
murderers.

Theliving knew that each account would be paid in rape and death. They were exacting their own
paymentsin advance.

* * %

The situation was actudly much more involved than it appeared. Some six months before, the prospect of
an imminent triumph for Jerrin had penetrated to the Lord Adviser Tews. He pondered the Situation with
apainful understanding of how the emations of the crowd might be seduced by so momentousavictory.
After consderable thought he resurrected arequest Jerrin had made more than ayear before for
reinforcements. At the time Tews had considered it expedient to hasten the Venusian war to aquick end,
but second thought brought an idea. With apomp of public concern for Jerrin he presented the request to
the patronate and added his urgent recommendations that at least three legions be assembled to assst
"our hardpressed forces againgt a skillful and cunning enemy.”

He could have added, but didn't, that he intended to deliver the reinforcements and so participate in the
victory. The patronate would not dare to refuse to vote him atriumph co-equa with that dready being
planned for Jerrin. He discussed his projected trip with his mother, the Lady Lydia, and, in accordance
with her palitica agreement with Clane, she duly passed the information on to the mutation.

Lydiahad no sense of betraying her son. She had no such intention. But she knew that the fact that Tews
was going to VVenus would soon be common knowledge, and so, sardonically, she reported to Clane less
than two weeks before Tews was dueto leave.

Hisreaction startled her. The very next day he requested an audience with Tews. And the latter, who had
adopted an affable manner with the late Lord Leader's grandchildren, did not think of refusing Clane's
request for permission to organize an expedition for Venus.

He was surprised when the expedition departed within one week of the request, but he thought that over
too, and found it good.

The presence of Clane on Venus would embarrass Jerrin. The birth of amutation twenty-five years
before into the ruling family of Linn had caused a sensation. His existence had dimmed the superdtitions
about such semihumans, but the fears of the ignorant were merely confused. Under the proper
circumstances people would still stone them—and soldiers would become panicky at the thought of the
bad luck that struck an army, the rank and file of which saw amutation just before a battle.

He explained histhoughtsto Lydia, adding, "It will give me achanceto discover whether Jerrin was
implicated in any way in the three plots against methat | have put down in the past year. And if hewas, |
can make use of the presence of Clane."

Lydia said nothing, but the falseness of the logic disturbed her. She, too, had once planned against Clane.
For months now, she had questioned the blind impulse of mother love that had made her dave and
conspireto bring Tewsto power. Under Tews, the government creaked aong indecisively while he
writhed and twisted in a curious and ungraceful parody of modest pretense at establishing amore libera



government. His plans of trangtion were too vague. An old tactician herself, it seemed to her that she
could recognize a devel oping hypocrite when she saw one.

"He's beginning to savor the sweetness of power,” she thought, "and he redlizes he's talked too much.”

The possibilities made her uneasy. It was natural for apolitician to fool others, but there was something
ugly and dangerous about a palitician who fooled himsdlf. Fortunately, little that was dangerous could
happen on Venus. Her own investigations had convinced her that the conspiracies againgt Tews had
involved no important families, and besides Jerrin was not aman who would force political issues. He
would beirritated by the arrival of Tews. He would see exactly what Tews wanted, but he would do
nothing about it.

After the departure of Tews and histhreelegions, she settled hersdlf to the routine tasks of governing for
him. She had anumber of ideasfor re-establishing firmer control over the patronate, and there were
about a hundred people whom she had wanted to kill for quite along while.

During the entire period of the crisson Venus, lifein Linn went on with absolute normalcy.

Tewstook up his quartersin the palace of thelong-dead Venusian emperor, Heerkd, across town from
the military headquarters of Jerrin. It was an error of the kind that startles and starts history. The endless
parade of generals and other officersthat streamed in and out of Mered passed him by. A few astute
individuas made a point of taking thelong journey acrossthe city, but even some of those werein
obvious haste, and could scarcely tolerate the dow ceremoniousness of an interview with their ruler.

A great war was being fought. Officersin from the front linestook it for granted that their attitude would
be understood. They felt remote from the peaceful pomp of Linn itself. Only the men who had occasion
to make trips to Earth comprehended the vast indifference of the populationsto thewar on Venus. To
the people a homeit was afar-away frontier affair. Such engagements had been fought continuoudy
from the time of their childhood, only every once in awhile the scene changed.

Hisvirtud isolation sharpened the suspicions with which Tews had landed. And frightened him. He hadn't
realized how widespread was the disaffection. The plot must be well advanced, so advanced that
thousands of officers knew about it, and were taking no chances on being caught with the man who, they
must have decided, would be the loser. They probably looked around them at the enormous armies
under the command of Jerrin. And knew that no one could defeat the man who had achieved the loyaty
of so many legions of superb soldiers.

Swift, decisve action, it seemed to Tews, was essentid. When Jerrin paid him aformal vist aweek after
hisarrival, he was startled at the cold way in which Tewsrgected hisrequest that the reinforcements be
sent to the front for afind smashing drive againgt the marsh-bound armies of the Venusians.

"And what," said Tews, noting with satisfaction the other's disconcertment, "would you do should you
gain the victory which you anticipate?’

* % %

The subject of the question, rather than the tone, encouraged the startled Jerrin. He had had many
thoughts about the shape of the coming victory, and after amoment he decided that that was actudly why
Tews had cometo Venus, to discuss the political aspects of conquest. The other man's manner he
decided to attribute to Tews assumption of power. Thiswas the new leader'sway of reacting to hishigh
position.

Briefly, Jerrin outlined hisideas. Execution of certain leaders directly responsible for the policy of
murdering prisoners, endavement only of those men who had participated intimately in the carrying out of



the executions. But all the rest to be allowed to live without molestation, and in fact to return to their
homesin anormal fashion. At first each idand would be administered as a separate colony, but even
during the first phase the common language would be restored and free trade permitted among the
idands. The second phase, to begin in about five years, and widdy publicized in advance, should be the
establishment of responsible government on the separate idands, but those governments would be part of
the empire, and would support the occupation troops. The third phase should Start ten years after that,
and would include the organi zation of one centrd al-Venusan adminigration for theidands, with a
federa system of government. And this system, too, would have no troops of its own, and would be
organized entirely within the framework of the empire.

Fiveyears|ater, the fourth and fina phase could begin. All familieswith atwenty year record of
achievement and loydty could apply for Linnan-Venusian citizenship, with dl the privileges and
opportunitiesfor saf-advancement that went withit.

"It issometimes forgotten,” said Jerrin, "that Linn began asacity state, which conquered neighboring
cities, and held its power in them by agradud extension of citizenship. Thereisno reason why this
system should not be extended to the planets with equa success.”

Hefinished, "All around usis proof that the system of absol ute subjection employed during the past fifty
years has been acomplete failure. The time has come for new and more progressive statesmanship.”

Tewsamost stood up in his agitation, as he listened to the scheme. He could see the whole picture now.
Thelate Lord Leader had in effect willed the planetsto Jerrin; and thiswas Jerrin's plan for welding his
inheritance into a powerful military stronghold, capable, if necessary, of conquering Linnitsdlf.

Tewssmiled acold smile. Not yet, Jerrin, hethought. I'm still absolute ruler, and for three years yet
what | say iswhat will happen. Besides, your plan might interfere with my determination to
re-establish the republic at an opportune moment. I'm pretty sure that you, with all your
liberalistic talk, have no intention of restoring constitutional government. It isthat ideal which
must be maintained at all costs.

Aloud, hesaid, "I will take your recommendations under advisement. But now, it ismy wish that in future
al promoations be channeled through me. Any commands that you issue to commanding officersin the
fidld areto be sent here for my perusal, and | will send them on."

Hefinished with findity, "The reason for thisisthat | wish to familiarize myself with the present positions
of adl units and with the names of the men in charge of them. That isdl. It has been a privilege to have had
this conversation with you. Good day, Sr."

Move number onewas as drastic as that.

* * *

It was only the beginning. Asthe orders and documents began to arrive, Tews studied them with the
assiduity of aclerk. Hismind reveled in paper work, and the excitement of his purpose made every detall
important and interesting.

He knew thisVenusian war. For two years he had sat in a palace some hundred miles farther back, and
acted the role of commander-in-chief, now filled by Jerrin. His problem, therefore, did not include the
necessity of learning the Situation from the beginning. He had merely to familiarize himself with the
developments during the past year and ahdf. And, while numerous, they were not insurmountable.

From thefirgt day, he was able to accomplish his primary purpose: replacement of doubtful officerswith
one after another of the horde of sycophants he had brought with him from Linn. Tewsfelt an occasiond



twinge of shame at the device, but he justified it on the grounds of necessity. A man contending with
conspiring generals must take recourse to devious means. The important thing was to make sure that the
army was not used againgt himself, the Lord Adviser, thelawful her of Linn, the only man whose ultimate
purposes were not autocratic and selfish.

Asasecondary precaution, he tered severd of Jerrin's troop dispositions. These had to do with legions
that Jerrin had brought with him from Mars, and which presumably might be especidly loyd to him
persondly. It would bejust aswell if he didn't know their exact location during the next few critical
weeks.

On the twelfth day he recelved from aspy the information he had been waiting. Jerrin, who had goneto
the front on an ingpection tour two days before was returning to Mered. Tews actudly had only ahour's
warning. He was gill setting the stage for the anticipated interview when Jerrin was announced. Tews
smiled at the assembled courtiers. He spokein aloud voice:

"Inform hisexcdlency that | am engaged at the moment but thet if hewill wait alittle | shal be happy to
recavehim.”

The remark, together with the knowing smile that went with it, Sarted aflutter of sensation through the
room. It was unfortunate that Jerrin had failed to wait for his message to be delivered, but was aready
hafway across the room. He did not pause until he was standing in front of Tews. The latter regarded

him with an indolent insolence.

"Wdl, what isit?"

Jarrin said quietly, "1t ismy unpleasant duty, my Lord Adviser, to inform you that it will be necessary to
evacuate dl civiliansfrom Mered without delay. Asaresult of rank carelessness on the part of certain
front-line officers, the V enusians have achieved a breakthrough north of the city. Therewill befighting in
Mered before morning.”

Some of the ladies, and not afew of the gentlemen who were present uttered alarmed noises, and there
was ageneral movement toward exits. A bellow from Tews stopped the disgraceful sampede. He
settled heavily back in hischair. He amiled atwisted smile.

"I hope," he said, "that the negligent officers have been properly punished.”

"Thirty-seven of them,” said Jerrin, "have been executed. Hereisalist of their names, which you might
examined your leisure.”

Tewssat up. "Executed!" He had a sudden awful suspicion that Jerrin would not lightly have executed
men who had long been under his command. With ajerk he tore the seal from the document and raced
his gaze down the column. Every name on it wasthat of one of his satdllite-replacements of the past
twelve days.

Very dowly, heraised hiseyes, and stared at the younger man. Their gazes met and held. Theflinty blue
eyes of Tewsglared with an awful rage. The stedl gray eyes of Jerrin were remorsel ess with contempt
and disgust.

"Y our most gracious excellency,” he said in asoft voice, "one of my Martian legions has been cut to
pieces. The carefully built-up strategy and envelopment of the past year iswiped out. It ismy opinion that
the men responsible for that had better get off of Venus, and back to their pleasuresin Linn—or what
they have feared so foolishly will redly transpire.”



Heredized immediately it was awild statement. Hiswords stiffened Tews. For amoment the big man's
heavy face was amask of tensed anger, then with aterrible effort he suppressed hisfury. He
draightened:

"Inview of the seriousness of the Stuation,” he said, "1 will remain in Mered and take charge of the forces
on thisfront until further notice. Y ou will surrender your headquartersto my officerstomorrow morning.”

"If your officers," said Jerrin, "cometo my headquarters, they will be whipped into the streets. And that
appliesto anyone from this section of the city.”

Heturned and walked out of the room. He had not a clear ideain his head asto what he was going to do
about the fantastic crisisthat had arisen.

* % %

Clane spent those three weeks, when the Venusian front was collgpsing, exploring amyriad of holesin
the pit. And, athough the threat from the wandering parties of Venusians did not materidize, he moved
his entire party into the pit for safety's sake. Guards were posted at the three main routes leading down
into the abyss, and two spaceships maintained a continuous vigil over the countryside around the pit, and
over the pit itsdf.

None of the precautions was an absol ute guarantee of safety, but they added up fairly well. Any attempt
of alarge body of troops to come down and attack the camp would be so involved an affair that there
would be plenty of time to embark everyone in spaceships, and depart.

It was not the only thing in their favor. After Sixty years under Linnan rule, and athough they themsdves
worshiped aseagod caled Submerne, the Venusians respected the Linnan atom gods. It was doubtful if
they would risk divine displeasure by penetrating into one of the pit homes of the gods.

And 0 the six hundred people in the pit were cut off from the universe by barriers of the mind aswell as
by the sheer inaccessibility of the pit. Y et they were not isolated. Daily one of the spaceships made the
trip to Mered, and when it floated back into the depths of the pit Clane would go aboard and knock on
door after door insde. Each time he would be cautioudy admitted by a man or woman, and the two
would hold a private conference. His spies never saw each other. They were always returned to Mered
at dusk, and landed one by onein various parts of the city.

The spieswere not al mercenaries. There were men in the highest walks of the empire who regarded the
Linn mutation asthelogicd heir of the late Lord Leader. To them Tewswas merely a stopgap who could
be put out of the way at the proper time. Again and again such individuas, who belonged to other

groups, had secretly turncoated after meeting Clane, and become val uable sources of information for him.

Clane knew his situation better than hiswell-wishers. However much he might impressintelligent people
the fact was that a mutation could not become ruler of the empire. Long ago, accordingly, he had
abandoned some early ambitionsin that direction, retaining only two main political purposes.

Hewasdive and in aposition of advantage because his family was one of the power groupsin Linn.
Though he had no friends among his own kin, he was tolerated by them because of the blood
relationship. It wasto hisinterest that they remained in high position. In crises he must do everything
possibleto help them.

That was purpose number one. Purpose number two was to participate in someway in al the mgjor
political moves madein the Linnan empire, and it was rooted in an ambition that he could never hopeto
redize. He wanted to be agenerd. War inits practical aspects, as he had observed it from afar, seemed
to him crude and unintelligent. From early childhood he had studied battle strategy and tactics with the



intention of reducing the confusion to a point where beattles could be won by little more than irresistible
maneuver.

It was a pleasure to combine purposes number one and two.

Hearrived in Mered on the day following the clash between Tews and Jerrin, and took up resdenceina
house which he had long ago thoughtfully reserved for himsdlf and hisretinue. He madethe move as
unobtrusively as possible, but he did not delude himsdlf that his coming would be unremarked.

Other men, too, were diabalicaly clever. Other men maintained armies of spies, ashedid. All plansthat
depended upon secrecy possessed the fatal flaw of fragility. And the fact that they sometimes succeeded
merely proved that agiven victim was not himsdf an able man. It was one of the pleasures of lifeto be
ableto make dl the preparations necessary to an enterprise within the sght and hearing of one's
opponent.

Without haste he set about making them.

* % %

When Tewswasfirst informed of Clane'sarriva in Mered, about an hour after the event, hisinterest was
dim. More important—or so they seemed—reports were arriving steadily from other sources about the
troop dispositions Jerrin was making for the defense of the city. What puzzled Tews was that some of the
information came from Jerrin in the form of copies of the orders he was sending out.

Was the man trying to re-establish relations by ignoring the fact that abreak had taken place? It wasan
unexpected maneuver, and it could only mean that the crisis had come before Jerrin was ready. Tews
smiled coldly ashe arrived at that conclusion. His prompt action had thrown the opposition into
confusion. It should not be difficult to seize Jerrin's headquarters the following morning with histhree
legions, and s0 end the mutiny.

By three o'clock Tews had sent out the necessary orders. At four, avery specid spy of his, the
impoverished son of aknight, reported that Clane had sent amessenger to Jerrin, requesting an interview
that evening. Almost smultaneoudy other spies reported on the activity that was teking place a Clan€'s
residence. Among other things several small round objects wrapped in canvas were brought from the
gpaceship into the house. More than aton of finely ground copper dust was carried in sacksinto a
cement outhouse. And finally a cube of materid of the type used to build templeswas carefully lowered
to the ground. It must have been hot aswell as heavy, because the daves who took it into the house used
dings and lead-lined asbestos gloves.

Tews pondered the facts, and the very meaninglessness of them darmed him. He suddenly remembered
vague stories he had heard about the mutation, stories to which he had hitherto paid no attention.

It was not amoment to take chances.
Ordering aguard of fifty men to attend him, he set out for Clane's Mered home.

Hisfirst sight of the place startled Tews. The spaceship which, according to hisreports, had flown away,
was back. Suspended from athick cable attached to itslower beam was alarge gondola of the type
dung under spaceships when additional soldiers were to be transported swiftly. They were used in space
to carry freight only.

Now, it lay on the ground, and daves swarmed over it. Not until he was on the estate itself did Tews see
what they were doing. Each man had a canvas bag of copper dust suspended around his neck, and some
kind of liquid chemica was being used to work the copper dust into the semitransparent hull of the



carier.

Tewsclimbed out of hischair, abig, plump man with piercing blue eyes. He walked dowly around the
gondola, and the longer he looked the more sensel ess was the proceeding.

And, oddly, nobody paid the dightest attention to him. There were guards around, but they seemed to
have received no ingtructions about spectators. They lounged in various positions, smoking, exchanging
coarsejests, and otherwise quite unaware that the Lord Adviser of Linn wasin their mids.

Tewsdid not enlighten them. He was puzzled and undecided, as he walked dowly towards the house.
Again, no effort was made to interfere with his passage. In thelarge inner halway, severa temple
scientists were talking and laughing. They glanced at him curioudly, but it did not seem to occur to them
that he did not belong.

Tewssad softly, "IsLord Claneinsde?!

One of the scientists half turned, then nodded over his shoulder, casudly. "Y oull find him in the den
working on the benediction.”

There were more scientistsin the living room. Tews frowned inwardly as he saw them. He had come
prepared for drastic action, if necessary. But it would be indiscreet to arrest Clane with so many temple
scientists as witnesses. Besides, there were too many guards.

Not that he could imagine any reason for an arrest. Thislooked like ardigious ceremony, being readied
here.

He found Clane in the den, a medium sized room leading onto a patio. Clane's back wasto him, and he
was bending intently over acube of temple building materid. Tews recognized it from the description his
spies had given him asthe "hot," heavy object that the sweeting daves had handled so carefully in

trangporting it from the spaceship.
On the table near the "cube" were six haf balls of coppery substance.

Tews had not timeto look at them closdly, for Clane turned to see who had come in. He straightened
withasmile

"Y our excellency,” he said. He bowed. He came forward. "Thisisapleasure.

Tewswas disappointed. He had heard that the mutation could be surprised into a condition of extreme
nervousness, asthe result of his affliction. There was no nervousness. It was obviousthat this pale,
intense, fragile looking young man had overcome his childish weakness. Or e se he was cam with the
camness of aclear conscience. Tews began to fedl better. Whatever the explanation there seemed
nothing dangerous here.

"| was passing by," he said, "and, having been informed of your presencein Mered, decided to, uh, drop
in." Hewaved ahand. "What isall this? This gondolaand such.”

Clane bowed again, but his expression was grave when he straightened, his eyes sorrowful.

"Asyour excellency isaware," he said, "some ten thousand officers and men of the fourth Martian legion
were captured by the Venusians. This morning the Venusians were observed to be erecting thousands of
posts on which they intend to hang these brave, unfortunate men, without"—he suddenly sounded
indignant— "without so much asardigious ceremony.”



Hewent on quietly, "The gondolawill be towed over to the scene of the hanging, and a benediction will
be spoken over it from the spaceship at the moment that the men are dying.” He Sighed heavily. "It is
unfortunately al that we can do."

Hefinished: "I am going tonight to ask my brother, Jerrin, for permission to perform thismerciful act snce
| am informed that nothing else can be."

All the vague fears that had troubled the Lord Adviser were gone asif they had never existed. He
nodded sanctimonioudy. "'l am sure" he said, "that the noble Jerrin will grant your worthy request.”

He hesitated, anxious now to leave; and yet— Helooked around, conscious that he should take nothing
for granted. He walked over to the table and stared frowningly down at the hollow haf balsthat lay
there. They were very possibly the round objects that had been brought in from the spaceship wrapped
in canvas. And now they had been cut in haf, or opened. The balls were not completely empty. Each one
contained afragile appearing interna structure, which seemed to come to afocusin the center. But
whatever had been supported by the spidery web of transparent stuff was not now visible.

Tewsdid not look very hard. These were detailsfor temple scientists.

Once more he turned away—and saw ametallic rod standing againgt the near wall. He walked over and
picked it up. Itslightness sartled him. It was, he estimated, about four feet long, and the thin end was
dartlingly bright, ajewd rather than ametalic brightness.

Tewsturned to look questioningly at Clane. The young man came over.

"Weareadl hoping," he said, "that thisrod, which we found in the pit of the gods, isthe legendary rod of
fire. According to the legend, abasic requirement was that the wielder be pure in heart, and that, if he
was, the godswould at their own discretion, but under certain circumstances, activate the rod.”

Tews nodded soberly, and put the thing back where he had found it.

"Itiswith pleasure,” he said, "that | find you taking these interestsin religious maiters. | think it important
that amember of our illustrious family should attain high rank in the temples, and | wish to make clear that
no matter what happens'—he paused significantly—"no matter what happens, you may count me as
your protector and friend.”

He returned to Heerkd's paace, but, being a careful, thoughtful man, who knew dl too well that other
people were not always as pure in heart asthey pretended, he left his spiesto watch out for possible
subversve activity.

Helearned in due course that Clane had been invited for dinner by Jerrin, but had been received with that
cold formdity which had long distinguished the relationship between the two brothers. One of the dave
waiters, bribed by a spy, reported that once, during the meal, Clane urged that a hundred spaceships be
withdrawn from patrols and assigned to some task which was not clear to the dave.

There was something el se about opening up the battle lines to the northeast, but thiswas so vague that
the Lord Adviser did not think of it again until, shortly after midnight, he was roused from deep by the
desperate cries of men, and the clash of metal outside his bedroom.

Before he could more than sit up, the door burst open, and swarms of Venusian soldiers poured inside.

The battle lines to the northeast had been opened up.

* % %



It wasthe third night of his captivity, the hanging night. Tews quivered asthe guards came for him about
an hour after dusk, and led him out into thefire-lit darkness. He wasto befirst. As hisbody swung aoft,
twenty thousand Venusians would tug on the ropes around the necks of ten thousand Linnan soldiers.
The writhings and twistings that would follow were expected to last ten or more minutes.

The night upon which Tews gazed with glazed eyes was like nothing he had ever seen. Uncountably
numerous fires burned on avast plain. In the near distance he could see the great post upon which he
was to be executed. The other posts began just beyond it. There were rows of them, and they had been
st up lessthan five feet apart, with the rows ten feet from each other, to make room for camp firesthat
lighted the scene,

The doomed men were aready at their posts, tied hand and foot, the ropes around their necks. Tews
could only seethefirgt row with any clearness. They weredl officers, that first line of victims; and they
stood at ease almost to aman. Some were chatting with those near them, as Tewswas led up, but the
conversation stopped as they saw him.

Never in hislife had Tews seen such congternation flare into so many faces at once. There were cries of
horror, groans of incredulous despair.

Tewsdid not expect to be recognized, but it was possible the men had been taunted with hisidentity.
Their eyeswere curious, but histhree-day beard and the night with itsflickering fire shadows gave them
little opportunity to be sure.

No one said anything as he mounted the scaffold. Tews himsdf stood stiff and pale asthe rope wasfitted
around his neck. He had ordered many aman to be hanged in histime. It was a different and thrilling
sensation to be the victim not the judge.

The passion of anger that came was rooted in acomprehension that had been gathering in hisbrain for
three days: the comprehension that he wouldn't be where he was if he had actualy believed that a
resurrection [insurrection?] wasin progress. Instead, he had counted on Jerrin maintaining hisforces
agang the enemy, while histhree legions seized control from Jerrin.

Deep down indde, he had believed in Jerrin's honesty.

He had sought to humiliate Jerrin, so that he could nullify the rightful honors of ayoung man with whom
he did not wish to share the power of the state.

His desperate fury grew out of the consciousness—too late—that Jerrin had in reality been plotting
agang him.

That chaos of thought would have raged on but for one thing: At that moment he happened to glance
down, and there, below the platform, with agroup of Venusian leaders, stood Clane.

* % %

The shock wastoo grest to take al in one mental jump. Tews glared down at the dim young man, and
the picture was absolutely clear now. There had been atreasonable ded between Jerrin and the
Venusans.

He saw that the mutation wasin histemple scientist fatigue gown, and that he carried the four foot metal
"rod of fire." That brought amemory. He had forgotten al about the benediction in the sky. He looked
up, but the blackness was unrelieved. If the ship and the gondola were up there they were part of the
night, invisble and unattainable.



Hisfeverish gaze flashed down again at the mutation. He braced himsdlf, but before he could spegk,
Clanesad:

"Y our excdlency, let uswaste no time with recriminations. Y our death would renew the civil war in Linn.,
That isthelast thing we desire, aswe shall prove tonight, beyond al your suspicions.”

Tews had hold of himsdf suddenly. With aflare of logic, he examined the chances of arescue. There was
none. If spaceships should try to land troops, the Venusians need merely pull on their ropes, and hang the
bound men—and then turn their vast, assembled army to hold off the scattered attacks launched from
scores of spaceships. That was one maneuver they had undoubtedly prepared againgt; and sinceit was
the only possible hope, and it couldn't take place, then Clane's words were a meaningless fraud.

Heforgot that, for the VVenusian emperor, agrim-faced man of fifty or so was climbing the platform steps.
He stood there for minutes while silence gradually fell on the enormous crowds. Then he stepped to the
front group of megaphones and spoke in the common language of Venus.

"Fellow Venusans, on thisnight of our vengeancefor al the crimes that have been committed againgt us
by the empire of Linn, we have with us an agent of the commanding general of our vile enemy. He has
cometo uswith an offer, and | want him to come up here and tell it to you, so that you can laughin his
faceas| did."

There was amass shriek from the darkness. "Hang him! Hang him, too!™

Tewswas chilled by that fierce cry, but he wasforced to admire the cunning of the Venusian leader.
Here was a man whaose followers must many times have doubted hiswisdom in fighting thewar to a
finish. Hisface, even in those shadows, showed the savage lines of obstinacy, of abadly worried generd,
who knew what criticism could be. What an opportunity thiswas for gaining public support.

* % %

Clane was climbing the steps. He waited until silence once more was restored, and then saidina
surprisingly strong voice:

"The atom gods of Linn, whose agent | am, are weary of thiswar. | cal upon them to end it NOW!"
The Venusian emperor sarted towards him. "That isn't what you were going to say,” he cried. ™Y ou—"
He stopped. Because the sun came out.

The sun came out. Severd hours had passed, sinceit had sunk behind the flaming horizon of the
northern sea. Now, in one leap it had jumped to the sky directly overhead.

The scene of so many imminent deaths stood out asin the brightness of noon. All the posts with their
victims gill stlanding benesth them, the hundreds of thousands of V enusian spectators, the greet plain with
the now visible coastd city in the distance—were brilliantly lighted.

The shadows began on the other sde of the plain. The city could only be seen by vague light reflections.
The sea beyond to the north and the mountai ns to the south were as deep as ever in blackness.

Seeing that darkness, Tewsredized that it was not the sun at all above, but an incredible ball of fire, a
source of light that, in this cubic mile of space equaed the sun in magnitude of light.

Thegods of Linn had answered the call made to them.

Hisredization ended. There was a cry from scores of thousands of throats, a cry stranger and more



horrible than any sound that Tews had ever heard. Therewasfear init, and despair, and an awful
reverence. Men and women dike started to sink to their knees.

At that moment the extent of the defesat that was here penetrated to the Venusian leader. Helet out a
terrible cry of his own—and legped towards the catch that would rel ease the trapdoor on which Tews
stood. From the corner of one eye, Tews saw Clane bring up therod of fire.

There was no fire, but the emperor dissolved. Tews could never afterwards decide what actudly
happened, yet he had a pergstent memory of ahuman being literaly turning into liquid stuff. Liquid that
collapsed onto the platform, and burned a hole through the wood. The picture was so impossible that he
closed hiseyes, and never again quite admitted the redlity to himsdf.

When he opened his eyes again, spaceships were coming down from the sky. To the now prostrate
Venusans, the sudden appearance of fifty thousand Linnan soldiers among them must have seemed likea
miracle as great as the two they had aready witnessed.

An entire reserve army was captured that night, and, though the war on other idands dragged on and on,
the great idand of Uxtawas completely captured within afew weeks.

Clane's words had been proved beyond all suspicions.

On acloudy afternoon aweek later, Clane was among the distinguished Linnans who attended the
departure of theflotilla of ships, which was to accompany the Lord Adviser Tews back to Earth.

Tewsand hisretinue arrived, and as he came up to the platform, agroup of temple Initiates burst into a
paroxysm of singing. The Lord Adviser stopped, and stood for aminute, afaint smile on hisface,
ligening.

Thereturn to Earth, quietly suggested by Clane, suited him completely. He would take with him the first
tidings of the Venusian victory. He would have time to scotch any rumorsthat the Lord Adviser himself
had been humiliatingly captured. And, above al, he would be the one who would insist upon full triumph
honorsfor Jerrin.

He was amazed that he had temporarily forgotten his old cunnings about things like that. As he climbed
aboard the flagship, the Initiates broke into a new spasm of sound.

It was clear that the atom gods, too, were satisfied.

The Barbarian

The only warning was astedly glinting of metd in the early morning sky.

Theinvaders swooped down on the city of Linn in three hundred spaceships. There must have been
advance spying, for they landed in force at the gates that were heavily guarded and at the main troop
barracksinsdethecity.

From each ship debouched two hundred odd men.
"Sixty thousand soldiers!" said Lord Adviser Tews after he had studied the reports.

Heissued ingtructions for the defense of the palace, and sent acarrier pigeon to the three legions
encamped outside the city ordering two of them to attack when ready. And then he sat pale but
composed watching the spectacle from awindow which overlooked the hazy vastness of Linn proper.



Everything was vague and unreal. Mogt of the invading ships had disappeared behind large buildings. A
few lay in the open, but they looked dead. It was hard to grasp that vicious fighting was going on in their
vidnity.

At nine o'clock a messenger arrived from the Lady Lydia, Tews aging mother:

* * %

Dear Son:

Have you any news? Who is attacking us? Isit a limited assault or an invasion of the empire?
Have you contacted Clane?
L.

* % %

Thefirst prisoner was brought in while Tews was scowling over the unpalatable suggestion that he seek
the advice of his mutation cousin. The prisoner, a bearded giant, proudly confessed that he was from
Europa, one of the moons of Jupiter, and that he feared neither man nor god.

The man's Sze and obvious physica prowess startled Tews. But his naive outlook on life was cheering.
Subsequent prisoners had smilar physical and menta characteristics. And so, long before noon, Tews
had afairly clear picture of the Situation.

Thiswas abarbarian invasion from Europa. It was obvioudy for loot only. And, unless he acted swiftly,
Linn would be divested in afew days of treasures garnered over the centuries.

Bloodthirsty commands flowed from Tews lips. Put dl prisonersto the sword. Destroy their ships, their
weapons, their clothing. Leave not one vestige of their presence to pollute the eternd city.

The morning ran its dow course. Tews consdered making an ingpection of the city escorted by the
palace cavary. But abandoned the plan when he redlized it would be impossible for commandersto send
him reportsif he was on the move.

For the same reason he could not transfer his headquartersto aless clearly marked building.

Just before noon, the relieving report arrived that two of three camp legions were attacking in force a the
main gates.

The news steadied him. He began to think in terms of broader, more basic information about what had
happened. He sat somber while the court historian delivered abrief lecture on Europa.

* % %

The amazing thing to Tewswas how little was known about that remote moon of Jupiter. It had been
inhabited from legendary times by fiercely quarreling tribes. Its vast atmosphere was said to have been
created artificialy with the help of the atom gods by the scientists of the golden age. And, like dl the
artificia atmospheres, it contained a high proportion of the gas, teneol, which admitted sunlight, but did
not alow heat to escape into space.

Starting about five years before, travelers had begun to bring out reports of aleader named Czinczar who
was ruthlessy welding dl the hating factions of the planet into one nation.

Czinczar . Thename had asinigter rhythmtoiit, aring of leashed violence, aharsh, metalike
tintinnabulation. If such aman and hisfollowers escaped with even afraction of the portable wedth of



Linn, theinhabited solar system would echo with the exploit. The government of Lord Adviser Tews
might tumble like ahouse of cards.

Tews had been hesitating. There was aplan in hismind that would work better if carried out in the dead
of night. But that meant giving the attackers precious extra hoursfor loot.

He decided not to wait, but dispatched acommand to the third— still unengaged—camp legion to enter
the tunnd that led into the Centra Palace.

Asaprecaution, and with the hope of distracting the enemy leader, he sent amessage to Czinczar inthe
care of acaptured barbarian officer. In it he pointed out the foolishness of an attack that could only result
in bloody reprisals on Europaitsdf, and suggested that there was till time for an honorable withdrawal.

Therewas only one thing wrong with al these schemings. Czinczar had concentrated alarge force of his
own for the purpose of capturing the Imperial party. And had held back in the hope that he would learn
definitely whether or not the Lord Adviser wasingde the palace.

The released prisoner, who delivered Tews message, established his presenceinside.

The attack in force that followed captured the Central Palace and everyoneinit, and surprised the
legionnaires who were beginning to emerge from the secret passageway. Czinczar's men poured dl the oil
in the large palace tanksinto the downward doping passageway, and set it efire.

Thusdied an entire legion of men.

That night a hundred reserve barbarian spaceships landed behind the Linnan soldiers besieging the gates.
And in the morning, when the barbariansinsde the city launched an attack, the two remaining legions
were cut to pieces.

Of these eventsthe Lord Adviser Tews knew nothing. His skull had been turned over the previous day to
Czinczar's favorite goldsmith, to be plated with Linnan gold, and shaped into agoblet to celebrate the
greatest victory of the century.

* % %

To Lord Clane Linn, going over his accounts on his country estate, the news of thefdl of Linncameasa
special shock.

With unimportant exceptions, dl hisatomic materia wasin Linn.

He dismissed the messenger, who had rashly shouted the news as he entered the door of the accounting
department. And then sat at his desk—and redlized that he had better accept for the time being the
figures of his dave bookkeepers on the condition of the estate.

As he glanced around the room after announcing the postponement, it seemed to him that at least one of
the daves showed vishblerdlief.

Hedid not ddlay, but caled the man before him ingtantly. He had an inexorable system in deding with
daves, asystem inherited from hislong dead mentor, Joquin, dong with the estate itsdlf. Integrity, hard
work, loyalty, and a positive attitude produced better conditions, shorter working hours, more freedom
of action, after thirty the right to marry, after forty legal freedom.

L aziness and other negative attitudes such as cheating were punished by a set pattern of demotions.

Clane could not even imagine a better system. And now, in spite of his persona anxieties, he carried out



the precept of Joquin asit gpplied to a Situation where no immediate evidence was available. Hetold the
man, Oorag, what had aroused his suspicions, and asked him if they were judtified.

"If you are guilty and confess," he said, "you will receive only one demation. If you do not confessand
you arelater proven guilty, there will be three demotions, which means physica labor, asyou know."

The dave, abig man, shrugged, and said with a sneer:
"By thetime Czinczar isfinished with you Linnans, you will beworking for me."
"Field labor,” said Clane curtly, "for three months, ten hoursaday."

He was astonished. Again and again, he had noticed this self-destructive ingtinct in people. Men and
women in the highest and lowest walks of life yielded to the ingtinct to say something devastating for the
sake of amomentary defiance or thrill of superiority.

Asthe davewasled out by guards, he shouted afind insult over his shoulder:
"Y ou wretched mutation, you'll be where you belong when Czinczar gets here.”

Clane forbore an answer. He considered it doubtful that the new conqueror had been selected by fate to
punish dl the evildoers of Linn according to their desserts. It would take too long. He put the thought out
of hismind, and walked to the doorway. There he paused, and faced the dozen trusted daves who sat at
their various desks.

"Do nothing rash," he said dowly inaclear voice, "any of you. If you harbor emotions smilar to those
expressed by Oorag, restrain yoursaves. Thefal of one city in asurprise attack ismeaningless.”

He hesitated. He was, he redized, appedling to their cautiousingtincts, but hisreason told himthat ina
great criss men did not dways consder al the potentidities.

"l anaware," hesaid findly, "thereisno greet pleasurein being adave, though it has
advantages—economic security, free craft training. But Oorag's wild words are a proof that, if young
daves were freeto do asthey pleased, they would congtitute ajarring if not revolutionary factor in the
community. It isunfortunately true that people of different races can only gradudly learnto live together.”

Hewent out, dissatisfied with hisargument, but unableto seetheflaw init, if there was one.

He had no doubt whatsoever that herein this defiance of Oorag, the whole problem of adave empire
had shown itsdf in miniature. If Czinczar were to conquer any important portion of Earth, adave uprisng
would follow autometically.

Therewerefar too many daves, far too many for safety, in the Linnan empire.

* % %

Outsde, he saw hisfirg refugees. They were coming down near the main granariesin avariety of colorful
skyscooters.

Clane watched them for amoment, trying to picture their departure from Linn. The amazing thing was
that they had waited till the forenoon of the second day. People must smply have refused to beieve that
the city wasin danger, though, of course, early fugitives could have fled in different directions. And so not
come near the estate.

Clane emerged decisively out of hisreverie. He called adave, and dispatched him to the scene of the



arrivalswith acommand to his persona guards:

"Tdl these people who have rapid transportation to keep moving. Here, eighty milesfrom Linn, we shall
take care only of the foot-weary."

Briskly now, hewent into his officid residence, and cdled the commanding officer of histroops.

"l want volunteers" he explained, "particularly men with strong religious beliefs, who on this second night
after theinvasion are prepared to fly into Linn and remove dl the trangportabl e equi pment from my
|aboratory."

Hisplan, ashe outlined it finally to someforty volunteers, was smplicity itsdlf. In the confusion of taking
over avad city, it would probably be severa days before the barbarian army would actually occupy all
the important residences. Particularly, on these early days, they might miss a house situated, aswas his,
behind abarrier of trees.

If by some unfortunate chance it was aready occupied, it would probably be so loosdly held that bold
men could easily kill every dien on the premises, and so accomplish their purpose.

Clane hoped so, violently.

"I want to impress upon you," he said, "the importance of thistask. Asdl of you know, | am amember
of thetemple hierarchy. | have been instructed with sacred god metals and sacred equipment, including
materia taken from the very homes of the gods.

"It would be adisagter if these preciousrelicswereto fall into unclean hands. 1, therefore, charge you
that, if you should by some mischance be captured, do not reved the red purpose of your presence. Say
that you came to rescue your owner's private property. Even admit that you were very foolish to sacrifice
yoursdlf for such areason.”

Clanefinished: "And findly," he said, "no matter what time of the night you return, | wish to be awakened
immediatdly.”

* % %

When they had gone out to prepare for the mission, Clane dispatched one of his private spaceshipsto the
nearby city of Goram, and asked the commander there, afriend of his, what kind of counteraction was
being prepared againg the invader.

"Arethe authoritiesin the cities and towns,”" he asked, "showing that they understand the patterns of
action required of them in amgor emergency? Or must the old law be explained to them from the

beginning?"

The answer arrived in the shortest possible time, something under forty minutes. The general placed his
force at Clane's command, and advised that he had dispatched messengersto every mgor city on earth,
inthe name of "hisexcdlency, Lord Clane Linn, ranking survivor on Earth of the noble Tews, the late
Lord Adviser, who perished at the head of histroops, defending the city of Linn from the foul and
murderous surprise attack launched by a barbarian horde of beastlike men, who seek to destroy the
fairest civilization that has ever existed.”

There was more in the same vein, but it was not the excess of verbiage that Sartled Clane. It wasthe
offer itsdf, and theimplications. In his name, an army was being organized.

He had from childhood taken it for granted that soldiers regarded mutations as bad luck. Even the
presence of amutation on afield, it was said, could demoralize entire legions.



After rereading the message, he walked dowly to the full length mirror in the adjoining bathroom, and
gared at hisimage.

Hewas dressed in the fairly presentable reading gown of atemple scientist. Like dl histemple clothing,
the cloth folds of this concedled his"differences’ from casual view. An observer would have to be very
acute to see how carefully the cloak was drawn around his neck, and how tightly the arm ends were tied
together at hiswrigts.

It would take three monthsto advise Lord Jerrin on Venus, and four to reach Lord Draid on Mars, both
planets being near the far sde of the Sun from Earth. 1t would require dmost, though not quite, twice as
long to recelve back a message from them.

Only amember of the ruling family could possbly win the support of the diversified dements of the
empire. Of the Lord Adviser'simmediate family, there was the venerable Lady Lydia—too old; and there
was Lord Clane, younger brother of Jerrin, grandson of the late Lord Leader.

For not less than six months accordingly he could be the legitimate Lord Leader of Linn.

* % %

The afternoon of that second day of the invasion waned dowly. Great ships began to arrive, bringing
soldiers. By dusk, more than athousand men were encamped aong the road to the city Linn, and by the
riversde. Darting small craft and wary full-sized spaceships floated overhead, and foot patrols were o,
guarding all the approachesto the estate.

The roads themselves were virtually deserted. It was too soon for the mobs from Linn, which airscooter
scouts reported were fleeing the captured city by the gatesthat, at mid-afternoon, were still open.

During thelast hour before dark, the air patrols reported that the gates were being shut one by one. And
that the stream of refugees was dwindling to atrickle near the darkening city.

All through that last hour, the sky was free of scooters transporting refugees.

It was clear that the people who could afford the costly machines were either aready safe, or had waited
too long, possibly in the hope of succoring some absent member of the family.

At midnight, the volunteers departed on their dangerous mission in ten scooters and one spaceship. Asa
first gesture of his new authority, Clane augmented their forces by adding a hundred soldiers from the

regular amy.

He watched the shadowy ships depart, then hurried to attend a meeting of those genera officers who had
had timeto arrive. A dozen men climbed to their feet as he entered. They saluted, then stood at attention.

Clane stopped short. He had intended to be calm, matter-of-fact, pretend even to himsdlf that what was
happening was naturd.

Thefeding wasn' likethat. An emotion came, familiar but terrifying. He could fed it tangling up the
remoter reflexes of his nervous system as of old, the beginning of the dangerous childish panic, product of
hisearly, horrible days as a tormented mutation.

The muscles of hisface worked. Three times he swalowed hard. Then, with astiff gesture, he returned
the salute. And, walking hastily to the head of the table, sat down.

The acting Lord Leader of Linn wasin conference with his general steff.

* % %



Clanewaited till they had seated themsalves, then asked for brief reports as to available troops. He noted
down thefigures given by each man for his province, and at the end added up the columns.

"With four provinces ill to be heard from," he announced, "we have atotal of eighteen thousand trained
soldiers, six thousand partly trained reserves, and some five hundred thousand able-bodied civilians.
The—"

He stopped. The confidence went out of him. "Isthat al?' he asked sharply.

"Your excdlency," said hisfriend, Morkid, "the Linnan empire maintains normaly a standing army of one
million men. On Earth by far the greatest forces were stationed in or near the city of Linn, and they have
been annihilated. Some four hundred thousand men are ill on Venus, and dightly more than two
hundred thousand on Mars.”

Clane, who had been mentaly adding up the figures given, said quickly:
"That doesn't add up to amillion men.”

Morkid nodded, gravely. "For thefirs timein years, the army is understrength. The conquest of Venus
seemed to diminate al potential enemies of Linn, and Lord Adviser Tews consdered it agood timeto
economize.

"] seg" said Clane,

Hefdt pale and bloodless, like aman who has suddenly discovered that he cannot walk by himsdlf.

* % %

Lydiaclimbed heavily out of her sedan chair, conscious of how old and unattractive she must seem to the
grinning barbariansin the courtyard. She didn't et it worry her too much. She had been old along time
now, and her image in amirror no longer shocked her. The important thing was that her request for an
interview had been granted by Czinczar after she had, at hisinsstence, withdrawn the proviso that she be
given asafe conduct.

The old woman smiled mirthlesdy. She no longer vaued highly the combination of skin and bonesthat
was her body. But there was exhilaration to the redlization that she was probably going to her degth.
Despite her age, and some self-disgust, she fdlt reluctant to accept oblivion. But Clane had asked her to
taketherisk.

It vaguely amazed Lydiathat the idea of the mutation holding the Lord Leadership did not dismay her any
more. She had her own private reasons for believing Clane capable.

Shewalked dowly dong the familiar hdlways, through the gleaming archways and across rooms that
glittered with the treasure of the Linn family. Everywhere were the big, bearded young men who had
come from far Europato conquer an empire about which they could only have heard by hearsay.
Looking at them, shefelt judtified in al the pitiless actions she had taken in her day. They were, it seemed
to the grim old woman, living personifications of the chaosthat she had fought againgt dl her life.

As she entered the throne room, the darker thoughts faded from her mind. She glanced around with
sharp eyesfor the mysterious leader.

There was no one on or near the throne.

Groups of men stood around talking. In one of the groupswas atdl, graceful, young man, different from
all the othersin the room. They were bearded. He was clean shaven.



He saw her, and stopped listening to what one of his companions was saying, stopped so noticeably that
aslencefdl onthe group.

The slence communicated itself to other groups. After no more than aminute, the roomful of men had
faced about and was staring at her, waiting for their commander to spesk.

Lydiawaited dso, examining him swiftly. Czinczar was not a handsome man, but he had an appearance
of strength, dways aform of good looks.

And yet, it was not enough. This barbarian world was full of strong-looking men. Lydia, who had
expected outstanding qudities, was puzzled.

Hisface was rather sengtive than brutal, which was unusud. But sill not enough to account for the fact
that he was absolute lord of an enormous undisciplined horde.

The great man came forward. "Lady,” he said, "you have asked to see me.”

And then she knew his power. In dl her long life, she had never heard a baritone voice so resonant, so
wonderfully beautiful, S0 assured of command.

It changed him. She redized suddenly that she had been mistaken about hislooks. She had sought
norma clean-cut handsomeness.

Thisman was beautiful.
Thefirst fear cameto her. A voicelikethat, apersondity. . . likethat.

She had avision of this man persuading the Linnan empireto do hiswill. Mobs hypnotized. The greatest
men bewitched.

She broke the spell with an effort of will. She said:
"You are Czinczar?'

"l am Czinczar."

* * *

The definite identification gave Lydia another though briefer, pause. But thistime she recovered more
swiftly. And thistime, too, her recovery was complete.

Her eyes narrowed. She stared at the great man with a developing hostility.
"l can see" shesaid acridly, "that my purpose in coming to seeyou isgoing to fail.”
"Naturdly." Czinczar inclined hishead, shrugged.

He did not ask her what was her purpose. He seemed incurious. He stood politely, waiting for her to
finish what she had to say.

"Until | saw you," said Lydiagrimly, "I took it for granted that you were an astute generd. Now, | see
that you consider yourself aman of destiny. | can aready see you being lowered into your grave.”

There was an angry murmur from the other men in the room. Czinczar waved them into Silence.

"Madam,” he said, "such remarks are offensve to my officers. State your case, and then | will decide



what to do with you.”

Lydianodded, but she noted that he did not say that he was offended. She sighed inwardly. She had her
menta picture now of thisman, and it depressed her. All through known history these naturd leaders had
been spewed up by the inarticulate masses. They had awill inthem to rule or die. But the fact that they
frequently died young made no greet difference. Their impact on their timeswas colossa.

Such aman could, even in his death throes, drag long established dynasties with him.

Already, he had killed the legd ruler of Linn, and struck a staggering blow at the heart of the empire. By
amilitary freak, it was true—but history accepted such accidents without aqualm.

Lydiasaid quietly, "I shal be brief, snce you are no doubt planning high policy and further military
campaigns. | have come here a the request of my grandson, Lord Clane Linn."

"The mutation!" Czinczar nodded. His remark was noncommittal, an identification not acomment.

Lydiafdt aninward shock that Czinczar's knowledge of the ruling faction should extend to Clane, who
hed tried to keegp himsdlf in the background of Linnan life.

She dared not pause to consider the potentialities. She went on quietly:

"Lord Claneisatemple scientist, and, as such, he has for many years been engaged in humanitarian
scientific experiments. Mot of his equipment, unfortunately, isherein Linn."

Lydiashrugged. "It isquite vauelessto you and your men, but it would be agreat lossto civilization if it
was destroyed or casualy removed. Lord Clane therefore requests that you permit him to send davesto
his town house to remove these scientific instruments to his country estate. In return—"

"Yes" echoed Czinczar, "in return—"

Histone was ever so faintly derisve; and Lydia had a sudden redlization that he was playing with her. It
was not apossibility that she could pay attention to.

"Inreturn,” she said, "hewill pay you in precious metals and jewels any reasonable price which you care
to name."

Having finished, she took a deep bresth. And waited.

There was a thoughtful expression on the barbarian leader'sface.

"I have heard," he said, "of Lord Clane's experiments with the so-called"—he hesitated—"god metds of
Linn. Very curious stories, some of them; and as soon as| am free from my military duties| intend to
examinethislaboratory with my own eyes.

"Y ou may tell your grandson,” he went on with atone of findity, "that hislittle schemeto retrieve the
greatest treasuresin the entire Linnan empire was hopel ess from the beginning. Five spaceships
descended in the first few minutes of the attack on the estate of Lord Clane, to insure that the mysterious
weapons there were not used againgt my invading flegt, and | consider it agreat misfortune that he himsdlf
was absent in the country at thetime.

"Y ou may tell him that we were not caught by surprise by his midnight attempt two days ago to remove
the equipment, and that hisworst fears asto itsfate are justified.”



Hefinished, "It isagreat relief to know that most of hisequipment issafely in our hands.”

Lydiasaid nothing. The phrase, "Y ou may tell him," had had a profound chemical effect on her body. She
hadn't realized she was S0 tense. It seemed to her that, if she spoke, she would reved her own
tremendous persond relief.

"You may tell him—" There could be only one interpretation. She was going to be allowed to depart.
Once more she waited.

Czinczar walked forward until he was standing directly in front of her. Something of his barbarous origin,
30 carefully suppressed until now, came into hismanner. A hint of sneer, the contempt of aphysicaly
strong man for decadence, afedling of genuine basic superiority to the refinement that wasin Lydia
When he spoke, he showed that he was conscioudy aware that he was granting mercy:

"Oldwoman," hesaid, "l am letting you go because you did me agreat favor afew years ago, when you
maneuvered your son, Lord Tews, into the, what did he call it, Lord Advisership. That move, and that
aone, gave methe chance | needed to make my attack on the vast Linnan empire.”

Hesmiled. ™Y ou may depart, bearing that thought in mind.”

Long ago, Lydia had condemned the sentimentd action that had brought Tews into supreme power. But
it was adifferent matter to redize that, far out in interplanetary space, aman had anayzed the move asa
magor Linnan disaster.

She went out without another word.

* % %

Czinczar dowly climbed the hill leading up to the low, ugly fence that fronted Lord Clane'stown house.
He paused at the fence, recognized the temple building materia of which it was composed—and then
walked on thoughtfully.

With the same narrow-eyed interest afew minutes later, he stared at the gushing fountain of boiling weter.

He beckoned finally the engineer who had directed the construction of the spaceshipsthat had brought
hisarmy to Earth.

"How doesit work?"

The designer examined the base of the fountain. He wasin no hurry, abig fattish man with areputation
for telling jokes so coarse that strong men winced with shame. He had aready set up house in one of the
great palaces with three Linnan girls as mistresses and a hundred Linnan men and women asdaves. He
was a happy man, with little personal conceit and very little pride as yet to restrain his movements.

He located the opening into the fountain, and knelt in the dirt like any worker. In that, however, he was
not unique. Czinczar knelt beside him, little redlizing how his actions shocked the high born Linnanswho
belonged to his persona daveretinue.

The two men peered into the gloom.
"Temple building materid," said Meawan, the designer.

Czinczar nodded. They climbed to their feet without further comment, for these were matters which they
had discussed at length over aperiod of severd years.



At the house, afew minuteslater, the leader and his henchman both lifted the heavy draperiesthat
covered the wdls of acorridor leading into the main |aboratory. Like the fence outside, the walls were
warm asfrom someinner hest.

Temple building materia! Once again, there was no comment passed between them. They walked on
into the laboratory proper; and now they looked at each other in amazement.

The room had been noticeably enlarged from itsoriginal size. A great section had been torn out of one
wall, and the gap, athough it was completdly filled in, was fill rough and unfinished.

But that was only the environment. On amost every square yard of the vast new floor were machines
opague and machines transparent, machines big and small, some gpparently complete, others
unmistakably mere fragments.

For amoment there was a distinct sense of too much to see. Czinczar walked forward speculatively,
glancing at severa of the transparent articles with an eye that tried to skim the essential's of shape and
inner design.

At no time, during those first moments, did he have any intention of pausing for adetailed examination.
And then, out of the corner of hiseye, he caught amovement.

A glow. He bent down, and peered into along partly transparent metal case, roughly shaped likea
coffin, even asto the colorful and costly looking lining. The inside, however, curved down to form a
narrow channdl.

Along thischannd rolled abdl of light.

It turned over sedately, taking approximately one minute to cover the distance to the far sde. With the
same lack of haste, it paused, seemed to meditate on its next action, and then, with immense deliberation
began itsreturn journey.

The very meaninglessness of the movement fascinated Czinczar. He extended his hand gingerly to within
an inch of the ball. Nothing happened. He drew back, and pursed hislips. In spite of hisattack on Linn,
he was not a man who took risks.

He beckoned towardsaguard. "Bring adave," hesad.

Under hisdirection aformer Linnan nobleman, perspiring from every pore, extended hisfinger and
touched the moving ball.

Hisfinger went in asif there was nothing there,

He drew back, artled. But theinexorable Czinczar was not through with him. Once more the reluctant,
though no longer quite so fearful, finger penetrated the moving ball.

Thebal ralledinto it, through it, beyond it.

Czinczar motioned the dave aside, and stood looking at him thoughtfully. There must have been
something of his purposein hisface, for the man gaveforth alow cry of horror:

"Madter, | understand nothing of what | have seen. Nothing. Nothing."

"Kill him!" said Czinczar.



He turned, scowling, back to the machine. "There must be," he said, and there was astubborn notein his
gloriousvoice, "some reason for its movements, for—its existence.”

Haf an hour later, hewas ill examining it.

* % %

Therewas an old saying in the Linnan army to the effect that, during hisfirst month, atrainee, if put into
battle, caused the death of histrained companions. During the second month, he hindered retrests made
necessary by his presence. And during the third month he was just good enough to get himsdlf killedin
thefirst engagement.

Clane, watching agroup of trainees after severd weeks of drilling, experienced al the agony of redizing
how true the adage was.

Learning to fire abow effectively required complex integration of mind and body. Infighting with swords
had to include the capacity for co-operating with companions. And effective spear fightingwasan artin
itsdf.

The plan he outlined that night to the full general staff was an attempt to cover up against the weskness. It
was afrank determination to use unfit men asfirgt-line defense troops.

He put in aword for the unfit: "Do not overexercise them. Get them out into the open air, and Smply
teach them the first ements of how to use wegpons. First, bows and arrows, then spears, and finally
swords."

He paused, and, looking around the table, mentally measured the ability of the audience to assess his next
datement. He said dowly:

"If two months from now our position is as desperate as | anticipate, thereis one other possibility which |
will then explore. It hasto do with one of several machines of the godswhich | removed last year from a
pit of the gods, and which Czinczar captured when he effectively occupied my town. But nothing can be
done for two months."

* * *

After the meeting, long into the night, he examined reports on the cities of Nouris and Gulf, which had
fdlen virtudly without afight. Asthe barbarians attacked, the daves smply rose up and murdered their
masters. A supplementary general staff report recommended mass execution for al able-bodied daves.

The uneasy Clane took that problem to bed with him.

* % %

FREEDOM FOR LOYAL SERVANTS

* * %

By order of hisexcdlency, the acting Lord Leader of Linn, temple scientist, beloved of the Atomic Gods
themsalves, it is hereby commanded, and so it shall be forevermore:

GREETINGS o dl those good men and women who have quietly and efficiently served the empirein
atonement for sins of leaders who rashly led them into hopel ess wars against the god-protected Linnan
empire—hereisthe chance for complete freedom which you have earned by your actions and attitudes

during past years.
The empire has been attacked by a cruel and barbarous invader. His reign of terror cannot but be



temporary, for invincible forces are gathering againg him. An army of amillion men ison theway from
Marsand Venus, and here on Earth irresistible forces totaling more than two million men are dready
organizing for bettle.

The enemy himsalf numbers|essthan sixty thousand soldiers. To thissmal army, which gained itsinitid
victory by a surprise and base attack, afew foolish men and women have rashly attached themselves. All
the women unlessthey are convicted of mgor crimes, will be spared. For the men who have aready
gone over to the enemy, thereis but one hope: Escape immediately from the barbarian enemy, and
REPORT TO THE CONCENTRATION CAMPS listed at the bottom of this proclamation. There will
be no guards at the camps, but weekly roll calswill be made. And every man whose name appears
regularly on theserollswill be granted full freedom when the enemy is defeated.

For hardened recdcitrants, the pendty is death.

To those men and women till loydly serving at their gppointed tasks, |, Lord Clane, acting Lord Leader
of Linn, givethefollowing commeands

All women and children will remain at their present residences, continuing to serve asin the past.

All men report to their masters, and say, "It ismy intention to take advantage of the offer of Lord Clane.
Give me aweek'sfood, so that |, too, may report to a concentration camp.”

Having donethis, and having received the food, leave a once. DO NOT DELAY A SINGLE HOUR.

If for some reason your master is not at home, take the food and go without permission. No one will
hinder you in your departure from the city.

Any man to whom this order gpplies, who isfound lurking within any city or town twenty-four hours after
this proclamation is posted, will be suspected of treasonable intent.

The penalty is degth.

Any man, who after one week, isfound within afifty-mile radius of acity, will be suspected of
treasonabl e intent.

The pendlty is deeth.

To save yoursdlf, go to aconcentration camp, and appear regularly for roll cal. If the barbarians attack
your camp, scatter into the forests and hills and hide, or go to another camp.

Adequate food rationswill be supplied dl camps.

All those of proven loyalty will receive freedom when thewar isover. They will immediately have the
right to marry. Settlement land will be opened up. After five years, citizenship rights, granted dien
immigrants, will be available on gpplication.

After three years, new citizens may own unpaid servants.

BE WISE—BE SAFE—BE FREE

* % %

It was a document that had its weak points. But Clane spent most of one day arguing its meritsto a
group of doubtful officers. He pointed out that it would be impossible to keep secret ageneral order for
mass execution. A mgjority of the daves would escape, and then they would redlly be dangerous.



He admitted the proclamation wasfull of lies. A million davesin Linn done had gone over to Czinczar,
many of them highly trained soldiers. Czinczar could use them to garrison any city he might capture, and
thus have his own army freefor battle. It was Morkid, sardonic and scathing, who ended the argument
late in the afternoon.

"Gentlemen," he said, "you do not seem to be aware that our commander-in-chief, the acting Lord
Leader of Linn, hasat one stroke cut through all our illusions and false hopes, and penetrated straight to
the roots of the stuation in which we find ourselves. What is clear by the very nature of our discussonis
that we have no choice.”

Hisvoice went up: "In this period when disaster is so imminent, we are fortunate in having as our leader a
genius of thefirgt rank, who has aready set us on the only military path that can lead to victory.

"Gentlemen"—his voice rang with the tribute—"1 give you Lord Clane Linn, acting Lord Leader of Linn."

The clgpping lasted for five minutes.

* % %

Clane watched the battle for Goram from a patrol craft, that darted from strong point to strong point.
Enemy squadronstried again and again to close in on him, but his own machine was faster and more
maneuverable.

Thefamiliar trick of getting above him wastried, an old devicein patrol craft and spaceship fighting. But
the expected energy flow upward did not take place. His smal vessdl did not even sag, which was
normaly the minimum reaction when two sources of atomic energy operated in agravity line.

The effortsworried Clane. Czinczar was, of course, aware by thistime that his enemy knew more about
the metas of the gods than he or histechnicians. But it would be unfortunate if they should conclude from
the actions of this one craft that Clane himsdf wasinside.

He wanted to see this battle.
In spite of everything, minute by minute, he saw it.

The defense was tough, tougher than he had anticipated from the fact that four more citieshad fdlenin
the past four weeks.

The unfit werefighting grimly for their lives. Arrowstook atoll of the attackers. Spears, awkwardly but
desperately manipulated, inflicted wounds and sometimes deeth.

The sword fighting stage was the worst. The muscular and powerful barbarians, once they penetrated the
weapons that could attack them from a distance, made short work of their weaker adversaries.

Thefirg line was down, devastated, defeated. The second line battle began. Barbarian reserves came
forward, and were met by waves of arrows that darkened the sky—and took their toll when they struck
the advancing groups of men.

Hoarse cries of pain, curses, and shrieks of the desperately wounded, the agonized horror of Linnans
suddenly cut off, and doomed rose up to the ears of those in the darting small craft.

The defenders strove to stay together. That was apart of their instructions. Retreat dowly to the centra
squares—which were strongly held against a surprise rear attack. Retreat, and a the last minute
gpaceships would land the rescue the hard pressed, but theoretically still intact army of what had once
been able-bodied civilians.



After amonth and ahdf of training, they weretoo vauableto sacrificein alast ditch fight.

Asit was, their dogged res stance was shaping the pattern of the war. Surely, Czinczar, counting hismen
after each battle, must dready be having his own private doubts. His army as awhole, augmented by the
unrepentant among the daves, wasincreasing daily. But the larger the army grew the smaler was his
chance of contralling it.

But there was no doubt about this battle, or this city. Asthe dark tide of night dipped in from the east,
victory firesbegan to burnin al the important streets. The smoke wresthed into the sky and blood-red
flames licked up into the blackness.

The Linnans below, at this very moment enduring the beginning of a barbarian occupation, would not be
in ahumor to appreciate that their grudgingly accepted defest represented a possible turning point in the
war.

Thetime had come to decide when and where and under what conditions the main Linnan forcewould
be thrown into a decisve battle for the control of the planet.

And there was another decision, too, involving an immensaly risky atempt to get near acertain atomic
machine. Clane shifted uneasily in his seet, and drew his cloak moretightly around his shoulders.

He had no illusions about what one easly killable man could do even with phenomena weapons.
Besdes, he had received a disturbing note from Czinczar, which contained only one sentence, aquestion:

"Have you ever wondered, my Lord Clane, how the civilization of the golden age was so completely
destroyed?’

It was a problem about which the mutation, Clane, had pondered many times.

But it had never occurred to him that the answer might be known to a barbarian from aremote moon of
Jupiter.

* * *

The moment the news arrived, Czinczar headed for Linn. He was met on the roof of the central palace by
Meewan. The big man had a smile on his plump, good-fellow face.

"Y our theory wasright," he said admiringly. "Y ou thought he would take a chance at the critical period of
theinvason. And he arrived thismorning.”

"Tdl me exactly how you accepted his services.”

The golden voice spoke softly. The strange face was thoughtful as the other man gave his detailed
account. There seemed no end to hisinterest. When the story was finished, he asked question after
question. Each answer seemed merely to stimulate new questions. Meewan said findly, queruloudy:

"Y our excellency, what are you doubtful about?'

That stopped him, for he had not redlized how tense he was. After dl, hetold himsdlf, the Stuation was
smple enough. He had issued an open invitation for temple scientists to come and take care of "some
god metd relics’ which had fallen into possession of the conquerors. It was acleverly worded request,
designed to win genera approva from the defeated even asit drew the temple scientist to hisown
undoing.

Its only stipulation, very guardedly worded, wasthat in return for the privilege of sharing the



"safeguarding of therelics," experiments should be continued asif no war was being waged.

"Thegods," Czinczar had said sanctimonioudy in the invitation, "are above the petty quarrels of
mankind."

Apparently, at least one of its purposes was accomplished. The mutation himsalf had applied for the job.
Czinczar meditated cautioudy on tectics.

"Bring him here," he said finaly. "We can't take any risks of his having established control over anything
at hishouse. We know too little and he too much."

While he waited, he examined therod of force—which was one of the few workable instruments that had
been found in the house. He was not aman who accepted past truths asfina. Thefact that it had worked
aweek ago did not mean that it would work now.

Hetested it from agreat window, pointing it at the upper foliage of anearby tree.

No sound, no visible light spewed forth—but the upper section of the tree crashed down onto a pathway
below.

Czinczar experienced the satisfaction of alogica man whose logic had proved correct. It was not an
uncommon satisfaction. From the early days when he had been aback country transcriber of messages
to the days of hisriseto power, he had taken risks which seemed necessary, no more, no less.

Even now he could not be sure that the atomic wizard, Lord Clane, would not defeat him by some
decisive wile. For several minutes, he pondered that, and then ordered abox brought in from theice
room of the palace. The contents of the box had come al the way from Europa packed inice.

He was indicating to the daves where to place the box when an officer burst breathlesdy into the throne
room.

"Excdlency," he cried. "Hundreds of spaceships. It's an atack."

Standing at the window amoment later, watching the ships settling down, Czinczar redlized that his hazy
suspicions had been correct.

The appearance of Clanein the city was part of a planned maneuver, which would now run its deadly
course.

It was a pleasure to know that Lord Clane himself was caught in atrap.

* % %

Czinczar wasted no time watching a battle which he could not hope to see from the palace in any
important detail. Nor did he have the feding Tews had had months earlier, that it was necessary for
commandersto know where he wasin the early stages of the engagement.

It was nicefor agenerd to get reports, and therewas athrill in giving a" Stand fast" order to troops
dready fighting for their lives. But it was quite unnecessary.

Czinczar issued quick instructions about the box, and wrote anote for Meewan. Then he rode with a
strong escort to the headquarters of the reserve army in the middle of the city.

The reserve contained a barbarian core, but, like the main defense forces of the city, it was
overwhelmingly made up of daves. Czinczar'sarrival was greeted by aroar of excitement. The cheers



did not die down until long after he had entered the building.

Hetalked over the Stuation with some of the dave officers, and found them calm and confident.
According to their estimates sixty thousand Linnan soldiers had landed in the first wave. The fact that that
was exactly the number of barbarians who had originaly invaded the city did not seem to occur to the
daves. But the comparison struck Czinczar sharply. He wondered if it was designed to have some
symboalic meaning.

The possibility made him sardonic. Not symbols but swords spoke the language of victory.

Asthe afternoon dragged on, the Linnan attack was being held everywhere. The box was delivered from
the palace about three. It was dripping badly, and since there was no long any immediate danger,
Czinczar sent amessenger to Meewan.

At three-thirty Meewan camein grinning broadly. He was followed by dave Linnans carrying asedan
chair. In the chair, bound hand and food, wasthe acting Lord Leader of Linn.

There was complete silence as the chair was set down, and the daves withdrew.

* % %

Clane studied the barbarian leader with a genuine interest. His grandmother's opinion of the man had
impressed him more than he cared to admit. The question was, could this strong-looking, fine-looking
military genius be panicked into thinking that the atom gods existed? Panicked now, during the next half
hour?

Fortunately, for thefirst timein his career as an atomic scientist, he had behind him the greatest power
ever developed by the wizards of the fabulous days of the legends. He saw that the impersonal
expresson on the other's face was transforming into the beginning of contempt.

"By thegod pits," said Czinczar in disgug, "you Linnans are al the same—weseklings every one.”

Clane said nothing. He had looked often with regret into mirrors that showed him exactly what Czinczar
was seeing: A dim, young man with aface that was white and womanish and . . . well, it couldn't be

hel ped.

Czinczar's face changed again. There was suddenly irony in it.

"l am speaking,” he asked palitely, "to Lord Clane Linn? We have not made amistake.”

Clane couldn't |et the opening pass. "No mistake," he said quietly.

"I cameinto Linn for the sole purpose of talking to you while the battle was on. And here | am.”

It must have sounded ridiculous, coming from aman bound as he was. The near guards guffawed, and
Meewan giggled. Only Czinczar showed no sign. And his marvelous voice was as steady as sted ashe
sd:

"I have not the timeto flirt with words, nor theinclination. | can see that you are counting on something to
saveyou, and | presume it has something to do with your knowledge of atcomic energy.”

Hefingered therod of force suggestively. "So far as| can see, we can kill you in less than a second
whenever wedesre”

Clane shook hishead. "You arein error. It isquite impossible for you to kill me.”



Therewas asound from Meewan. The engineer came forward.

"Czinczar," he sad darkly, "thisman isintolerable. Give me permission to dap hisface, and we shall seeif
hisatom gods protect him from indignity.”

Czinczar waved him aside. But he stared down at the prisoner with eyesthat were unnormally bright. The
swiftness with which tension had come into the room amazed him. And, incredibly, it was the prisoner
who had seized the advantage—"Impossible to kill me!l™ In one sentence he dared them to make the
attempt.

As he stood hesitating, an officer camein with areport. Except for atiny note, everything was favorable,
The note was about prisoners. "All have been told that agreat miracle will win the battle for the Linnans. |
mention thisfor what it isworth—"

Czinczar returned to his prisoner, and therewas a crinkle of afrown in hisforehead. He had been careful
in hishandling of Clane asamatter of common sense, not because he anticipated disaster. But now, quite
frankly, he admitted to himsdlf that the man was not reacting normaly.

The words Clane had spoken had aring in them, aconviction that could no longer beignored. The
purpose of hisown invasion of the Linnan empire could bein danger. He said urgently:

"I have something to show you. No attempt will be madeto kill you until you have seen it. For your part,
do nothing hasty, take no action, whatever power you have, until you have gazed with understanding.”

Hewas aware of Meewan giving him an astounded glance. "Power!" exclaimed the designer, and it was
likeacurse. "The power he had"

Czinczar paid no attention. Thiswas his own specid secret, and there could be no delay.
"Guards," he said, "bring that box over here.”

It was soaking wet when they brought it. It |eft adirty trail of water on the pricelessrug, and a pool
began to accumulate immediately where it was set down.

There was a delay while sweating men pried off the top. Even the guards at far doors strained to seethe
contents.

A gasp of horror broke the tension of waiting.

What wasinsde was about eight feet long. Itswidth wasindeterminable, for there ssemed to befoldsin
its body that gave an impression of great Sze. It had obvioudy died only ashort time beforeit was
packed intheice.

It looked fresh, dmost dive.

It lay thereinits case of ice, unhuman, staring with sghtless, baleful eyes a the ornate ceiling.
Clanelooked up finaly into Czinczar's waiting eyes. He said dowly:

"Why are you showing thisto me?"

"It would beagrave error," said Czinczar, "for ether of usto destroy each other'sarmies.”

"Y ou are asking for mercy?"



That was too strong to take. The barbarian showed histeeth inasnarl. "I am asking for common sense,”
hesad.

"It'simpossible,” said Clane. "The people must have their revenge. In victory, they will accept nothing less
than your desth.”

* * %

The words brought an obscene curse from Meewan. "Czinczar," he shouted, "what isal this nonsense? |
have never seen you likethis. | follow no man who accepts defeat in advance. I'll show you what well do
withthis. . . this—"

He broke off: "Guards, put a spear into him."
Nobody moved. The soldierslooked uneasily at Czinczar, who nodded coolly.
"Go right ahead,” he said. "If he can bekilled, I'd like to know."

Still nobody moved. It was apparently too mild an order, or something of the leader's tension had
communicated to the men. They looked at each other, and they were standing there doubtfully when
Meewan snatched a sword from one of them, and turned towards the bound man.

That was asfar ashe got.
Where he had been was aball of light.

"Try," camethe voice of Clane, "to usetherod of force against me." A fateful pause. "Try. It won't kill
you."

Czinczar raised therod of force, and pressed the activator.
Nothing happened—Wait! The bdl of light was growing brighter.
Clanésvoice glit the slence tantdizingly: "Do you still not believe in the gods?!

"I am surprised,” said Czinczar, "that you do not fear the spread of supergtition more than the spread of
knowledge. We so-cdled barbarians," he said proudly, "despise you for your attempt to fencein the
human spirit. We are free thinkers, and al your atomic energy will fal in the end to imprison us.”

He shrugged. "Asfor your control over that ball, | do not pretend to understand it.”

At last, he had shocked the mutation out of hisice-cold manner. "Y ou actudly,” said Claneincreduloudy,
"do not believe in the atom gods?’

"Guards," shouted Czinczar piercingly, "atack him from every sde.”
Thebal of light flickered but did not seem to move.

There were no guards.

"Now do you bdieve?' Clane asked.

The barbarian |ooked haggard and old. But he shook his head.

"l havelost thewar,” he mumbled. "Only that | recognize. It isup to you to take up the mantle which has
fdlen from my shoulders.”



The smdler man gazed a him wonderingly. And then, the bondsfdll from him asif they did not exist. He
stood up, and now that crown among al the jewels of the ages rode above his head in amatchlesdy
perfect rhythm with his movement.

Czinczar said stubbornly, "1t would be amistake to kill any able bodied man, dave or otherwise.”
Clane said, "The gods demand absol ute surrender.”

Czinczar said infury, "You foal, | am offering you the solar system. Has this mongter in the box not
changed your mind in the dightest degree?’

"It hes"

"But then—"

"l do not," said Clane, "bdievein joint |eadership arrangements.”

A pause. Then:

"Y ou have come fa—who once used his power merdly to ay dive."
"Yes" sad Clane, "'l have comefar.”

"Will you promiseto try for the Lord Leadership?'

"l," Clanesad, "can promise nothing."

They looked at each other, two men who almost understood each other. It was Czinczar who broke the
slence

"I make an absolute surrender,” he said, "to you, and you done, of al my forces—in the belief that you
have the courage and common sense to shirk none of your new duties as Protector of the Solar System.

"Itwasarale" hefinished somewhat unnecessarily, "that | origindly intended for mysdif."

* * *

In awell-guarded room in aremote suburb of Linn, acore of energy rolled sedately back and forth along
anarrow path. In adl the solar system there was nothing else like that core. It looked small, but that was
anillusion of man's senses. The books that described it, and the men who had written the books, knew
but apart of its secrets.

They knew that the micro-universeinsideit pulsed with amultiform of minusforces. It reacted to cosmic
rays and atomic energy like some insatiable sponge. No sub-molecular energy released in its presence
could escapeit. And the moment it reached its own strange variation of critical massit could Sart a
meson chain reaction in anything it touched.

One weakness it had—and men had seized upon that in their own greedy fashion—it imitated thought.
Or so it seemed.

So—it—seemed.



