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Preface


Pioneers
on this world have always been of two types.


First, the restless explorers who must learn what lies beyond the next
mountain, in the depths of the next valley. Men who set no roots in any soil, build no
homes, who exist only for the eternal quest, driven by the desire to
see—see-There were the "Long Rifles," the woodsrunning contemporaries
of Kenton and Boone, the "Mountain Men" who were one with Carson and
Bridger, the breakers of new trails. Often unstable of temperament, plagued by
restlessness, they swept out to map and explore continents.


And
when man reaches into space there shall rise other
"Long Rifles" and "Mountain Men," granted new designations,
perhaps, but of the same old breed. These shall chart dim trails between planet
and planet, star and star, across alien worlds where human feet will leave new,
strange tracks. And yet never shall they be satisfied, but their roving will
continue, on and out, and up—


In the traces of the explorers tread the
second type, the settlers, those who are willing to fight adverse climate,
hostile natives, tough soil, to build new nations and civilizations. That same
family group, which crossed the eastern mountains to claim "tomahawk
rights" in the "dark and bloody ground," producing sons and
daughters who, a generation later, dared to cross the plains in white-topped
wagons, will be found again among the space-ship voyagers who go to break the
soil of Venus, plow up the rusty red dust of Mars, trail out into the galaxy
driven by the ancient hunger for new land, or because they are in active
rebellion against conditions at home. They shall take root on those worlds the
explorers have prospected, and will face down the nameless terrors and
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dangers of the alien with the same stubborn spirit
which kept earlier settlers steady at the loopholes in a fort's stockade.


Together
go the pioneers of free space—the explorer and the settler—two arms of the same
vigorous body—undefeatable by Man, alien or space itself I


Andre Norton
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IF Terra itself was to be considered as a colonial possibility by an
alien exploring party? We,
the "Indians," to be confronted by a superior race? (Or so they reckoned.) But there are secret weapons and booby traps on the quietest
planet—and Beneker was cautious . . .


 



 



 



 



The Illusionaries


 



ERIC
FRANK RUSSELL


Commodore Beneker viewed the dawn with
satisfaction. It was a strange sun that hoisted itself out of the horizon. A big, brilliant, yellow-colored orb much more impressive than the
one that shone over his home world of Neshanta in the region of Bootes.
This primary turned ghostly trees into shapes of living emerald, brought birds
piping from their nests and warmed the dew-dampened ground in less than half a
time-unit.


But
his gratification was not born of these idyllic features. He was duly
appreciative of them since he had eyes to see and ears to hear. Being on a
strange and possibly antagonistic world, he nursed a viewpoint generated by the
circumstances, which viewpoint insisted that the birds and trees were of less
importance than the fact that no snake was yet evident in this Eden. There
could have been snakes by now, a dozen of them, a host of them, lying in the
grass waiting for the dawn and emergence of the first unwary Neshantan.


There could have been an ambush if the ship
had been seen to come down. True, it had descended in the gloom of the night,
with rockets silenced and the counter-gravs taking the weight, but it had not
been invisible. A pale moon had limned it with silver during one or two brief
breaks in the clouds. Moreover, it had fallen while surfaced with a peculiar
aura of pallid purple flames which disappeared at instant of ground contact.











Beneker thought uncomfortably of that moment.
The earth-touch had been marked by a superswif t and violent crack and the
purple flames vanished and most of the crew dropped flat on their bellies as
they gave up a couple of thousand volts.


It's
risky work, roaming around. Any world is likely to greet you with a conk off
its own bat. If you survive that, the inhabitants line
up for their turn, holding in their mitts or assorted grippers a multitude of
devices capable of anything from setting fire to beards to automatic and
instantaneous skinning.


That's
why Beneker felt pleased with himself, at least for a little while. On that
pink world they'd left in a hurry before coming here a spiderish creature had
discovered them, blandly squatted outside the door biding the dawn, and when
Chief Engineer Formel stuck an inquiring head outside it had pursed thick black
lips and produced an excruciating sound that addled his brains for all time.
Formel was still strapped down and would remain so to the home-going, if he
lived that long. It was a mode of space-travelling that Commodore Beneker had
no desire to emulate. So he looked at the sun, the trees, the birds, and was
gladdened by what wasn't there.


He
stepped outside onto the grass and still nothing happened. No whirr of
attacking wings, no flick of a poisoned dart, no brain-tearing whistle. Just the sun and a yawning world not fully awake.


"Hah!"
he exclaimed with satisfaction. He could not expand his chest since he wore his
skeleton on the outside. That feature, plus the long, feathery antenna sticking
out of his hair, made him resemble an overgrown and upright insect, a
three-foot-tall praying mantis. He was not an insect. He was a Neshantan.


Second Engineer Dith and Astrogator Molop
joined him on the grass. Their exit was made with the airy confidence of those
who've seen it tried on the dog.


"Nice
morning, Commodore," ventured Dith. He smelled the air,-
tested the springiness of the turf.


"Not too bad a morning," Beneker
conceded, giving him the frozen eye. "Seeing that you
have been denied the pleasure of slamming the door upon my dead body."


"You were too quick for me," said
Dith. "I had planned to be first out."


"Me, too,"
declared Molop.


"So
not satisfied with having Formel tied up like a pomicker meditating his sins,
you want to get yourselves laid out and thus incapacitate the entire
expedition?"


"Oh, no, Commodore." Trapped between joint implications of
cowardice and sabotage, Dith sought a plausible escape, found it and said with
grossly exaggerated humility, "I thought I could best be spared."


"Me, too,"
declared Molop, radiating virtue.


"A
reasonable assumption," agreed Beneker, thus dexterously damning both of
them.


He waved a chitinous limb at the landscape.
"There is nothing to indicate that we have been observed. That is the main
thing; not to be seen coming down. It seems that we have achieved it."


"Unless it takes them
a long time to get here," suggested Dith.


"There is a village a mere two and a
quarter linids away," Beneker informed. "I could walk it myself in
less than a time-unit."


"Me,
too," indorsed Molop, lending his authority to the estimate.


Beneker
rasped at him, "Who the space-demon asked you?" Without waiting for a
reply, he went on, "The longer we sit around the greater our chances of
being spotted. We aren't conspicuous in this valley, and we're in an area where
traffic is sparse, but these creatures have air machines from which they could
see us almost any time. So let's get moving. Call out the crew."


The crew emerged and lined up twenty strong.
Their eyes raked the surroundings warily, their antenna quivered as they sought
hostile thoughts radiating behind this clump of trees, that
outcrop of rock. None of them shared Beneker's confidence in momentary safety
and many would have been glad not to share Beneker.


Looking
them over with singular lack of pride, Beneker remarked, "As
sloppy-looking a dollop of murts as I've seen since Rimbot crash-landed in a
garbage dump." He was pleased to note they resented that. "And as
sweet-smelling," he added for good measure. His jaundiced eye went along
the line until it found the fidgety one at the end. "You with the
jelly-like jerks, are you carrying passengers?"


"No, Commodore."


"Better make sure. No knowing what's
been picked up on the last ten worlds. Neshanta won't thank us for a cargo of
alien nib-blers and gnawers." He scratched himself at the thought of it.
"Get cleaned up while you have the chance. Jump to it, we've little time
to spare."


Hastily divesting themselves of harness they
brought spray-guns out of the ship and doused each other all over. That done,
they lined up again. The atmosphere was pungent with anti-parasite fluid.


"We're going to test our powers on the
local talent," Beneker informed. "A couple of guards are required to
watch over us. I need two volunteers." He pointed an authoritative finger
at Mu-shab One and Mushab Two who, as their names showed, had come from a
double-yolked egg. "You and you!"


The
Mushabs obediently stepped forward, each taking a dim view of this method of
offering one's services.


"Well," said Beneker, with the
weary air of one compelled to seek genius among imbeciles, "here they are, our guard. Standing to attention,
ready and prepared for the fray." He waited awhile, staring at them
while they gaped back, then finished with false cordiality, "If the aliens
attack we can trust you to spit upon them?"


A
spark of revelation came into their eyes. Turning, they went into the ship,
brought back weapons.


"That
is better," Beneker approved. "It was thoughtful of Neshanta to arm
us, was it not? It showed foresight. We shall not be dependent upon spit, shall
we?" Getting no answer other than twin blinks of embarrassment, he shifted
his attention to Dith and Molop. "On the last world but one Wenk and
Formel explored with me. There were other pairs on previous worlds. It is high
time you two had a turn."


"But. . ." began
Dith.


"Go
get your hand-projectors. You're coming along whether you like it or not. I
know of no reason why any two should be exempt from risks. Besides,"
Beneker went on, "have you not agreed that you can best be spared?"


There was no answer to that one. Glumly they
fetched handprojectors, buckled them on, taking plenty of time about it. The
crew hung around and mooned at them, watched the trees, the rocks, the
hill-crests. Much of their original enthusiasm had been sapped by that pink
world's spider.


"Ten
planets," grumbled Dith, fiddling with his harness. "Three
fertile but full of brainless life. Suitable for
settlement only if we tackle all the hard work ourselves. Then two more worlds completely sterile. That was the first
solar system. So we try a second, this one. And what do we find?"


He
shot a glance at Beneker and, encouraged by that worthy's lack of remark,
continued, "Worlds big enough to crush us and with satellites either
sterile or full of life-forms too dim-witted to be of use. A pink world crammed
with eight-legged menaces. Now this one."


"So what?" inquired Beneker, with
heavy sarcasm. "Did you expect to find a
Neshantan heaven in the first ten out of all these millions?" He swept a
hand to embrace the cosmos.


"It's
not that," said Dith. "It's just a feeling that bad luck or good luck
hangs around the right suns."


"Gross superstition! A sun cannot determine the suitability of the various planets around
it." Then, aware that such a statement could be argued, Beneker modified
it with, "In limits, of course. We choose suns approximating most closely
to our own. That makes sense."


"Yes,
I know. It's just a feeling I've got that this particular solar system is a
waste of..."


"The space-demon take
your feelings! If I went by such illogic I'd never get anywhere." Irately,
Beneker turned to the nearer hillside, started upward through the trees. He
went at a fast pace.


Dith trailed after him, muttering.
"Maybe the need is urgent but, all the same, we ought to be limited to six
or seven planets per trip. Enough is enough. Sometimes I get sick of it."


"Me, too," said
Molop.


"You'll
be sicker before you're through," promised Beneker, his hearing sharper
than they had thought.


They went silent. The brothers Mushab mooched
in the rear, bearing their heavier weapons with dumb resignation.


The testing place was ideal for its purpose.
A narrow dirt road ran along a little valley with low but well-wooded rises at
either side. To the right, the hillocks gave way to hills and those in turn to
mountains shining in the far distance. Way over to the left the outskirts of a village
could just be seen.


There
was every facility for close concealment within a mere quarter-linid of the
road. This was plenty good enough for the task in hand. Posting the Mushabs
higher up the rise and well separated to provide cross-fire without Neshantan
casualties, Beneker laid himself flat under heavy bushes. With Dith and Molop
close by, he watched the road, directing his attention mostly toward the
village.


It
was a dreary wait. The world was still yawning and slow to arise. Nothing could
be seen stirring among the distant houses but finally thin bluish shafts of
smoke began to drift from a few roofs.


Beneker
filled in the time with warning lectures. "Don't get overexcited when one
approaches, like Wampot did on that third world. We aren't here to pick a
fight. Our job is to check on their possible usefulness as slaves."


"Yes,
Commodore," agreed Dith, who had no yearning for a fracas anyway. He eyed
the sun through a leafy gap, decided he did not like its color, size, degree of
light and heat, or anything about it.


"When
one of them appears he will look strange. That is inevitable, as you should
know by now. But what of it? No matter how he looks or
what weird abilities he possesses, he is a prospective article of utility so
far as we are concerned. All we need do is lie low, keep calm and test his
responses."


"Yes,
Commodore."


"That
and no more," insisted Beneker, determined to educate the less fortunately
endowed. "No matter how intelligent and dexterous these creatures may
prove to be, they are of no use to us if we cannot control and direct their
intelligence and dexterity. Without control, we shall have to do all our own
labor." He was revolted by the thought of it. "Neshantans were
created to direct the energies of other forms, not to perform lowly tasks themselves."


"Me, too," said
Molop, piously.


Beneker rolled onto one side in order to
glare at him. "Was that a deliberate impertinence? I suppose you think
you're doing too much doing, and not enough directing on this trip? Let's all
boss the ship, eh? Everyone a space-admiral, eh?"
He motioned higher up the rise. "Very well, you can do something more
right now. Go see whether those dopey egg-friends are still on guard. And go
carefully."


Molop
crept quietly away, not so much to please the Commodore as to avoid giving the
Mushabs the jumps. That pair had a habit of doing things simultaneously and
more or less on mutual impulse. They were likely to let go first and then look
to see what had bounced.


"Sometimes,"
commented Beneker, when Molop had gone, "I think that low-quotient murt
talks too much."


"Me, too," agreed
Dith, absently.


"Did you have to say
that?" Beneker yelped.


"Sh-h-h!" Dith became alert, his antenna vibrating. "Look, Commodore,
something comesl"


The something kept on coming, at steady pace,
along the dirt road toward the hidden watchers. It was still too far away to
discern fine details, but one could tell that it was a higher life-form rather
than a mere animal. In the first place, it had come from the village and was
proceeding unattended by any master-type, walking alone, casually,
confidently, of its own initiative. In the second place, it was clad from feet
to neck in artificial coverings, its attire neatly made and close-fitting.
Lastly, it was carrying some sort of implement.


Drawing
nearer, it revealed itself as a burly biped in dark blue overalls and wearing
heavy boots. His arms were shorter and thicker than Neshantan arms but his
hands were very similar, each having four fingers and one thumb. His broad,
brown-skinned face was marked with a strong blue-black
stubble and had unchitinous flexibility. Evidently his skeleton was internal
like those of the Neshantan slave-races. The thing he was bearing upon one
shoulder could be recognized as an axe—not the huge, half-moon-shaped thing
with which the observers were familiar, but still an axe.


"I cannot pick up his
mind," whispered Beneker. "Can you?"


"No,
Commodore," said Dith, all eyes. "Perhaps he is not employing it at
the moment."


"That
is unlikely. It is well-nigh impossible to exist with a completely empty mind.
Even an idiot's head is full of folly."


"Well, I can't pick up his,"
admitted Dith.


Beneker mulled it a moment. "He may
resemble our slave types. We have never been able to get more than incoherent
fragments of thought out of them. They are sensitive receivers but extremely
poor projectors. Their neural radiation is almost nil."
He brightened considerably. "If this creature is the same type we are
indeed in luck."


"Perhaps
his mind operates across a different band," Dith suggested.


"If
so, he won't get our pictures and we won't be able to deceive him."
Beneker crouched lower. "We'll soon see. I am going to try make him take his boots off."


"How?"


"I
am putting a stream across the road." His antenna bent toward Dith's.
"Quick! Get this picture and duplicate it. Well try it out at double force
for a start."


Picking
up the other's mental vision, Dith waited for the word of command. Twenty more
paces would bring the unwary biped immediately to their front.


"Now!" hissed
Beneker.


Together
they put an imaginary stream across the road, striving to drive the vision into
their victim's mind as vividly and realistically as possible.


The biped took six more steps, stopped, stared at the road. Then he scratched the back of his neck
and said something unintelligible. His voice was a low and chesty rumble.
Moving cautiously forward to get a closer look, he bent and dipped a finger
into what wasn't there. Then he looked at his finger.


"It looks wet,"
projected Beneker.


"It looks wet,"
simultaneously drove Dith's mind.


Obviously convinced, the biped turned away
from them to trace the flow of the stream down the opposite slope. With the
swift finesse of those to whom the aptitude comes naturally, the concealed
watchers extended their illusion, taking away trees and bushes, building a
waterfall over a ledge of rock, adding a few floating twigs and bits of bark.


Coming back to the middle of the road, the
biped considered a moment, made up his mind. His thoughts remained
undetectable, though at this short range his brain emitted a rapid series of
meaningless pips and pops like the chopped-off peaks of his wave-forms.
Evidently he overlapped the Neshantan frequency band by a percentage too small
to be useful.


He
reached a decision. He did not remove his boots as Beneker intended. Instead,
he walked straight ahead, his gait slower and more deliberate than before.


"Wading!"
realized Beneker, with triumph. "We made it a little too shallow but we
fooled him!"


Though
immensely pleased with himself, he kept his full attention on the other, not
relaxing for an instant. When Neshantans built a dream they did it properly, a
bang-up job in complete detail.


So when the biped came out of the stream his
boots looked wet, felt wet and seemed to make sloppy squelching sounds. His
feet felt cold and wet. Even the bottoms of his overalls appeared to be stained
a darker blue almost to knee-height. Several artistically-placed splashes of
dampness showed above the knees, each with its own tiny area of coolness.
Natural talents come mighty close to perfection no matter how outlandish by the
standards of elsewhere.


Stamping his feet hard, the biped cast a
final, slightly puzzled look back at the stream, hefted the axe more
comfortably on his shoulder, continued on his way.


"Zimpo!"
ejaculated Beneker, not too loudly. "Success!"
He patted himself with satisfaction. "How about your
unlucky sun now? Doesn't this more than compensate for brain-twisting
spiders?"


"One creature is hardly sufficient for a
test," said Dith. "There may be special reasons for his
susceptibility. He may be the only half-wit in the village, abnormally credulous
and with a wave-band peculiarly his own."


"He may be a pornicker in a trance," scoffed Beneker. "Or he
may be somebody a spider whistled at. But I say that worked out beautifully.
All we need do now is try two or three more by way of confirmation. Then home
we go with news of a suitable slave-world."


At that point Molop crawled back. "The
guards were awake and jumpy. They came within a hair's breadth of blowing me
apart."


"If
the hair had been thinner," Beneker assured, "I would have been
sorely grieved."


"Me, too," said
Molop, fervently.


Beneker gazed prayerfully at the heavens and
inquired, "Look, have you ever created the vision of a vast hole filled
with flames?"


After
some thought, Molop answered, "Yes, many years ago when I wanted a slave
to . . ."


"Next
time you create it," Beneker interrupted, "kindly do me the favor of
jumping into it."


Dith nudged him.
"Another one comes."


"Keep low!" warned Beneker, banging
the unfortunate Molop's head into the turf. "At this stage we cannot
afford to be seen." He looked along the trail.


The newcomer was another of about the same
size and build as his predecessor but his clothes were not the same, a
wide-brimmed tan hat shaded his face, and his body clothes were in two distinct
pieces separated by a belt. To top matters, he was riding on the back of a big,
brown, four-legged creature.


"A
nice problem," murmured Dith. "If the biped is a slave, what is the
quadruped which is carrying him?"


"Your
premise is shot to a stink-star," Beneker gave back vulgarly. "The
two-legger is not a slave—yet!" He noted that the subject of their
interest was coming on fast. "It would be useful to discover whether the
lower form can be deceived along with the higher."


"It
would be equally useful to discover why they can be deceived when there is so
small an overlap."


"I
have solved that problem," Beneker informed. "I think that like our
slaves they do not use the full capacity of their brains. They employ only a
part. Hence, the wave-band on which they think is only a portion of the far
wider band to which they are inherently sensitive. We're hitting them across
the full width." His voice petered out as he flattened himself still more.
Then he added, "That brown creature is swift. Hurry, put the stream
across, and let's throw in a little depth this time."


They made the stream complete with eddies and
ripples. It was wider than the oncoming horse was long and its depth was sufficient
to reach above the animal's knees. Dith noticed a bug on a nearby leaf, copied it mentally and had another bug on a leaf drifting
lazily in a tiny backwater. Beneker added a few Neshantan water-plants, vague
and shadowy in the bottom so that they would not be noticeably different from
whatever water-plants this world possessed.


At a
steady jog-trot the rider came on, his attention on the distant mountains. The
hidden Neshantans feared that he was going to go right through their mirage
from sheer absent-mindedness when the quadruped slowed of its own accord.


The
rider glanced downward, stopped his beast, took off his Stetson and bent
forward to peer over the quadruped's neck.


"I'll be damned," he said. Like the
other he looked upstream, noted the provided waterfall and added, "This
country is sure changing fast."


Shoving his hat back onto his head, the
rancher shrugged and urged his mount forward.


The pony immediately went ahead. It had
uttered no sound nor displayed any surprise.


Nevertheless,
it lifted its legs higher than before and ploughed forward like an animal going
through deep water.


Ghost-drops splashed upward complete with
mock-glitterings in the sunlight. A little wash widened behind each leg,
spreading V-shaped, making phantasmal leaves swirl and bob.


Emerging, the horse emitted a loud snort and
broke into its jogtrot. The stream and the waterfall dissolved like swept
mist, leaving only the dusty trail.


"By the giant sun of Nellerl"
exclaimed Beneker, "It is almost too easy to be true. Think what you like
and they too think it."


"Providing
it is plausible," Dith qualified. "That is understood,
Bugbrain."


"I
know," persisted Dith, "but what I meant was
that we aren't sufficiently informed about local conditions to tell what is or
is not convincing. For instance, I put a little insect on a leaf in that
stream. I copied one which was near my face. But supposing that in a moment of
forgetfulness I had put a bright red water-skater with button eyes? If there
are no such creatures on this world ..."


"The
moral of that is not to be forgetful," Beneker reproved. "It would be
a mistake to alarm them or arouse their suspicions just now. Let them rest in
blissful ignorance until we return in strength to take them over."


He
peered up the trail toward the mountains. The rider had gone from sight.


"This
path is not frequently used," he commented. "We may have a long wait
before we can make another test." He stood up, stretched himself to his
full three feet of height, confident in remaining unseen. "You two lie
low and keep watch. I'm going back to the ship to make sure the crew is being
energetic about the cleaning and overhauling. Don't try any foolish tricks
during my absence."


"No,
Commodore," promised Dith.


Beneker
gave Molop a sardonically inquiring eye and said, "May I assume that goes
for you too?"


"Yes,
Commodore," said Molop, happy at being in sweet accord.


"I
thought it would," remarked Beneker, with unpleasant pleasantness. He
slipped away.


Dith sighed and said, "Now he's gone,
let's relax. Sometimes I wish I were a slave."


"Why?"
inquired Molop.


"A slave has his dreams. They are
created for him, custom-built to suit his heart's desires, real enough to be as
satisfying as the really real. That makes him contented.


"What
dreams can we have? None at all! We can seek refuge only in our own imaginations
and that is like pursuing the shadow of a shadow. An illusionary cannot delude
himself or be helpfully fooled by other illusionaries. That is a natural law. I
wish someone would abolish it." "Why?" asked Molop.


"Because
then you could build a dream or two for me." Ignoring the trail, Dith lay
flat on his back, meditatively studied the leaves and branches overhead.
"You could conjure for my long-starved delectation a certain female with a
beautiful gray-green shell whom I once met during a spring feast on Neshanta.
All I can do is lug her out of my memory and dump her into my imagination. But
if I were a slave, you could make her real for me." He sighed again, long
and deeply. "So wonderfully reall"


"Um-m," said
Molop, wistfully.


"But
a dream-maker is a dream-resister. He cannot be deceived by another's
projections. Sad and unfair." Dith yawned,
blinking at the sun-gaps between the leaves. "Anything
coming?"


Molop had a look at the
trail. "No."


"As if I cared." Dith mused awhile. "I still feel that we ought to try another sun.
I have forebodings about this one." He closed his eyes and did not bother
to roll off his back until he heard Beneker returning.


For
sheer lack of a subject to work upon, the three Neshantans were compelled to
laze through several time-units. It was high noon before another prospect
appeared.


This
one came the opposite way from the first two—out of the mountains and toward
the village.


Again
a biped, he was old, ill-dressed and on foot. Rheumy-eyed and with a ragged
beard, he trudged along bearing a bundle hung on a stick.


"The two previous tests were mainly
visionary," Beneker whispered. "Let's try out a predominantly
tactile job this time. It will give us a worthwhile check on his nervous
system."


"What do you
propose?" asked Dith.


"Let's
afflict him with some gnawers and nibblers. We can't go far wrong with that. If
the cosmos has a universal law, it is that the unwashed become bug-ridden."


Scuffle, scuffle went the
biped's worn and gaping boots as he mooched along with minimum lift of feet.
"Nowl" breathed Beneker.


They
projected together, all three of them, each providing his own
quota of biters and his own intensity. It was irresistible.


The
victim stopped dead in his tracks, waggled his eyebrows, smote
himself in ten different places. It didn't do any good. He tried twenty places
at twice the speed and greater force. That brought no improvement either. So he
became really vigorous about the matter, getting to work on himself in the
frantic fashion of one who could do with six pairs of hands, maybe a couple of
wooden mallets and a fence to rub against.


Beneker
generously increased the supply, sending an imaginary regiment of crawlers down the small of the biped's back. That was the last straw.
With amazingly intensified animation, the subject shot off the trail, took
refuge behind the opposite bushes and tore off his clothes. That gave the
watchers some worthwhile information about alien anatomy.


For
some weird reason nobody could understand, the afflicted one resumed his boots
before carrying on with his campaign.


In this incongruous attire, he shook his
underthings repeatedly, beat them on a rock, gave them
close examination. All the time he was muttering deeply in his beard. A few
visible crawlers were supplied to lend verisimilitude to the occasion, and
these he picked off and pinched between finger and thumb.


Still
muttering peevishly, he dressed himself, picked up stick and bundle, again
trudged toward the village. His expression was sour rather than puzzled,
suggesting that he viewed what had occurred as a familiar condition which
somehow had built up to critical mass.


"Here's a chance to check on
range," Beneker told the others. "See how far we can get him. Give
him a slight itch when I tell you." He let the subject progress some forty
steps before he said, "Go!"


They
were rewarded with an irritated scratching. Another forty steps and they tried
again. The victim raked himself and voiced a few words that seemed to give off
sparks.


The
third attempt was a flop—the subject had got beyond illu-sionary range.


"About
one-twentieth of a linid," Beneker estimated. "H'm! A fair average. He looked a stupid, insensitive type. We
should be able to affect a more receptive brain at twice or three times the
distance."


He
glanced at the sun now beginning to lower westward, then
consulted his time-meter.


"We
won't be ready to take off before dusk and there is little we can do if we go
back to the ship. We might as well sit this out and test any other fauna that
comes along. We'll call it a day when the sun does the same."


"That's
all right with me," approved Dith, who liked sitting under a bush rather
than cleaning a ship. "But, Commodore, I'm getting pretty hungry."
Hastily he added, "And so is Molop."


"Yuck, yuck," exclaimed Beneker. "Now that you've
mentioned it, I could savage a gallumpat-steak myself. Go and tell Mushab Two
to leave his weapon with you while he fetches rations for all of us."


"Yes,
Commodore."


Eagerly,
Dith sneaked away. In short time there sounded a loud whump and a tree fell
over. Molop opened his mouth but nothing came out.


"Bang goes Dith," remarked Beneker,
resigned to that sort of thing. "Those Mushabs never had enough room from
the start. One egg—and it has conditioned them for life. I hope the fools have
not alarmed the whole village." Parting the leaves, he looked down the
trail. He let the leaves fall together and turned his attention back to Molop. "Nothing for it but to try again. Go get the
rations."


His expression slightly bemused, Molop got up
and made ready to depart. At that point, Dith reappeared, liberally sprinkled
with dirt and dragging a weapon.


"The
crack-shelled murt popped one at me but he missed by fifty linids."


"Poor shooting," said Beneker.
"Has he gone for the food?" "Of course.
I told him to hurry." "Good," said Beneker, "Now shut
up."


The pay-off came in the early evening with
the sun three-quarters of its way down the sky and another couple of time-units
to go before dark. Bored by inactivity, Beneker had twice considered giving
up the watch and returning to the ship. The tests already carried out were, he
felt, sufficient to justify marking this world a free gift to Neshanta.


"Someone
coming," informed Dith, who was watching the trail. He waited a moment,
counted, "One, two, four of them."


Beneker had a look. The four were halfway
from the village. Bipeds, as expected, but there was something queer about this
lot.


He continued to look, sensed the queemess
increasing as they got nearer. Although he was careful not to reveal it, a
trace of unease came over him. There were peculiarities about these arrivals
that he could not understand.


In the first place, they were dressed so
similarly that it was too much for mere coincidence. Standardized attire
suggested some land of uniform and that, in turn, implied officialdom. The
dress had a slight resemblance to that worn by the one who'd ridden a
quadruped—big hat, colored neck-scarf, two-piece body clothes separated by a
belt. Also boots.


But these belts had shaped attachments from
which protruded the grips of what appeared to be some kind of hand-projectors.


If
so, these were the first bipeds to be seen bearing arms. That would give them a
special status, Beneker decided, and special weapon-bearing status must be
viewed as ominous.


But
it was the weird manner of their approach that bothered him most. They had no
steady pace, fast or slow. At one moment they were walking in a bunch, the next
they were running in single file. Two of them went off the road to stalk warily
around a tree behind which nothing was concealed, and the other two waited for
them. Once or twice they adopted an exceedingly strange gait, a kind of jumping
run with knees rising high. It did not get them along any quicker than an
ordinary run.


"I
do not like this," Beneker admitted to the others. "There is
something extraordinary about those four. They are armed and eccentric and that
is a highly dangerous combination."


"Do you think they might be coming in
search of us?" asked Dith, reaching for his hand-projector.


"I
cannot see why they should be. How can they know of our presence?"


Beneker
looked again. Now that the four were nearer he could discern that they were a
kind of biped unlike those observed before.


Their
bearing was self-assured, grim, sharp-eyed and occasionally wary. Their
physique was small and compact. Their attire neat and
decorative.


They
were walking at that moment, but as he watched they again broke into that
strange, leg-lifting run, doing it simultaneously as if sharing a group-mind,
stringing out one behind the other and heading straight up the middle of the
trail.


Then
there came a point where something hit Beneker smack in the brain. It landed
with such shocking vividness that he gasped, flattened himself to avoid being
seen, and kept well down until the four had passed, still at an ungainly,
knee-raising run.


Intent
solely on whatever was the purpose of their journey, they went by seemingly
unconscious of the Neshantans.


Raising
himself for a cautious glimpse of the departing figures, Beneker said, "I
got a picture out of them! By the space-demon, I got a picture!"


"So
did I." Dith's antennas were still quivering.
"Their minds don't operate on the same band as the others' minds did, or
perhaps they use a wider band, or maybe they are more efficient
projectors."


"They
were riding," said Beneker, a little pop-eyed. "On
quadrupeds. I could even feel the animals' back muscles moving and
smell their hides. The first two animals were black and had foam on their
faces."


"The
third was a kind of spotty gray and the last was mottled brown and white,"
Dith contributed. "The riders were going ten times as fast as they were
really going."


"Shooting
along like rockets," confirmed Beneker. He was dazed and worried. "How can it be possible that—?"


"Look!" chipped in Molop, pointing.


They sent quick gazes up the trail, saw that
the uniformed quartet had left the route and concealed themselves behind a
large rock. From this lower angle they could be seen huddled closely together
in the shadow, but to anyone coming down they would be invisible. No more
pictures came from them, being too far away.


"Something is about to happen,"
Beneker decided. He glanced behind to choose his line of escape, and hoped the
Mushabs would function as intended.


Hardly had he spoken than another biped
appeared over a slight rise, coming from the mountains and toward the village.
He was a huge specimen with immense shoulders, a heavy, pugnacious jaw. No hat
covered his thick mop of iron-gray curls. His dress was a dark brown one-piece
affair with a slide fastener down its front.


Obviously unaware of the ambush, the newcomer
marched steadily past the rock, his boots making weighty crunching noises. The
armed quartet edged around to keep the rock between themselves
and the other, then sprang out onto the trail immediately behind him.


One
of them must have made a slight sound, for the big biped threw a startled
glance rearward and promptly broke into a run.


The four emitted a bloodthirsty yell and set
off in hot pursuit. At top pace the entire bunch of pursuers and pursued went
past the Neshantan hideout, giving the crouching watchers a very brief replica
of the foaming quadruped vision seen before.


They raced on, the chasers gaining slowly but
surely. Beneker had to stick his head right out of the bush to see what was
about to happen.


Giving up all hopes of escape, the fleeing
biped suddenly stopped, whirled round to face his enemies, made
a swift snatching motion with both hands at the region of his thighs. The
significance of that was a puzzler, but it brought superswift reaction. With expert
precision, the four conjured gleaming instruments into their hands. There
sounded several thin cracks, made faint by distance. No smoke, flames or
visible rays spurted from the weapons, but the target clapped a hand to his
shoulder and reeled back against a tree.


"Space preserve
me!" exclaimed Beneker. "They are touchier than the Mushabs." He
could not take his eyes away from what was going on.


Surrounding
their captive, the four uttered commanding words, made commanding gestures,
prodded him with their projectors.


Despite his injuries, he obediently lifted
his hands to shoulder height, started toward the village, the others following
close behind.


Beneker
continued to protrude from the bush like a pornicker mortifying his carcase
amid thorns. He watched until captors and captive disappeared into the village.
Then and only then did he come to life.


"We are going back to the ship. At once. Tell the Mushabs to pack up and follow without
delay."


 



Safe in his control room, Beneker tapped
restless fingers on his desk, waited for Dith to return from his inspection of
the vessel.


From time to time he glowered at Molop who
sat in a corner and held his peace.


Beneker
was bothered, irritable and had the fidgets. This was no time to bait him even
though innocently.


Dith
came in saying, "Formel is still offbeat with the jittering jilips. But
everything else is all right. Clean and shipshape from
landing-thumpers to astrodome. She's ready to lift any time you
say."


"Then
I'll say very soon," responded Beneker. "I have reached a decision
about this planet. It is no good. It is a dead loss. We would be wise to forget
it and seek something better elsewhere."


"Yes, Commodore,
that's how I feel about it."


"You
can see what has happened," Beneker went on. "It is what I have
feared from the beginning. I have not mentioned it before because there's no
point in arousing needless apprehension."


"To what do you
refer?"


"A set-up similar to that on Neshanta. A slave world complete
with master-types." He sighed, lugged his hand-projector out of its
grip, dumped it on the desk, poked it away from him.
"What we need, and must find if it can be found, is a world of
psychologically suitable dupes waiting for someone to dupe 'em. But nature
abhors a vacuum. Demand creates supply. I feel we're going to have a tough time
finding a planet-load of dupeless dupes sitting around with their mouths
dangling, waiting for us to come along and take them over." He gave Dith a
sour eye. "Don't you pass that opinion on to the crew.
Let 'em do their own sorting out." "Yes,
Commodore."


"Our best chance lies on a slave world
bossed by illusionaries inferior to ourselves," Beneker continued.
"We can beat the teeth out of lesser types, especially if they're in
smaller numbers. But I wouldn't care to try it here. It is a big and crowded
planet. Those master-types we encountered at the last moment undoubtedly swarm
like gnawers on an unbathed gallumpat. It was fortunate for us that we spotted
them in good time. This world is a trap, and a dangerous one."


"Like the pink world," reminded
Molop, becoming suddenly garrulous.


"Shut up!" Beneker edged his
hand-projector a bit nearer, making it a sinister move. Morbidly he went on as
if speaking to himself, "I would never have believed that this world's
illusionaries could have such powers had I not seen them for myself."


"They violated all
natural laws," indorsed Dith.


"Yes,
that is what I cannot understand. They could impose their vision on us! What is
more, they could do it while remaining unconscious of our existence. That is
real power!" He mulled it over. "But that isn't all. Incredible as it may seem, they could construct illusions of such
immense strength and potency that they could live in them themselves."
His gaze rested on Dith. "Could you enjoy a convincing existence inside
one of your own dreams?"


"Not in a million
years."


"Neither
could any other master-Neshantan. A dreammaker is proof against dreams. That's
an inviolable law—and they've shot it to a stink-star!" His expression
showed that he regarded law-smashing as a personal affront. "So, having
abilities we don't possess, they've developed a different set-up. They don't
bother to keep their slaves happy in phantasmal heavens. They enjoy the heavens
themselves and rule their slaves by force. That means they are well-armed and
utterly ruthless."


"They looked mighty
tough to me," said Dith.


"I do not like them," Beneker
declared. "Not one little bit. I am going to cross this world from our
list of possible conquests. In fact, I'm going to delete this whole solar
system. We'll take off forthwith and try some other sun."


"That's just what I've been wanting all
along," Dith reminded. "I'll be glad to get out of this place."


Molop
opened his mouth, whereupon Beneker picked up his projector, flourished it and
growled, "If you say what I think you have in mind to say, there's going
to be a terrible accident." He paused, finished, "I would deplore a
terrible accident."


"I, likewise," said Molop, and got
away with it.


The
counter-gravs operated. The Neshantan vessel slid silently into the night. It
never came back.


The
big biped trod heavily down the village stem, two paces ahead of his escort, a
suitably surly expression on his face. Captive and captors stopped only when
they came level with the barber shop whose occupant was leaning on the
doorpost, chewing a toothpick, studying them speculatively.


"Well,
Bill," said the barber to the leader of the escort. "I see you got
the low-down, lily-livered skunk."


"We sure did," agreed Bill. He
pointed his weapon eastward. "Caught him coming down the
mountain trail."


"Nice
work." Taking out the toothpick, the barber stared at its ragged end, put
it back. "Ain't much use doing half a job, though."


"What d'you mean?"


"Ain't much use pinning him down while
his mob runs loose."


"You seen
'em?" Bill stiffened, watching the other keen-eyed.


'Tup.
Must've known you were coming. They skinned out fast half a minute back."
He pointed down the road. "They went thata-ways."


Bill poked the captive toward the shop.
"You take care of him." He turned to his alert companions. "C'mon, let's after 'em!"


Weapons
held ready, the four raced headlong down the road, skidded around the far
corner and were gone.


Thankfully lowering his
arms, the captive sat on the bench out-











side the shop, pulled an enormous pipe from his
pocket, slowly stuffed it with tobacco.


"I'd appreciate it, Lou," he said
to the barber, "if you'd hold off calling me a low-down, lily-livered
skunk. Them's fightin words."


"Yah!"
scoffed the barber. He gave the toothpick an expert shift from left to right,
looked down at the other. "Jesse, don't you ever get sick and tired being
shot up by them kids?"


"Kids? What kids?" The local blacksmith felt himself
for matches. "I didn't see no kids." He
applied a flame, his cheeks going hollow as he sucked. "That was Wyatt
Earp and his posse." The glance he shot upward was shrewd and penetrating.
"Remember?"


The barber stared down the road and gradually
a faraway look came into his eyes. After a while, he said, very quietly,
"Yeah, Jesse, I remember."











V^/ UR FIRST stride into space is to the Moon,
for the dead Luna is an important way station on Man's journey across the solar
system. A Terran explorer trapped on one of
its deadly stone deserts might well break under the realization of his situation. It required a wiU of steel to face the full menace of the Moon at its most forbidding. Hansen
proved in a crisis that he possessed just that—as well as a pair of willing, if weary, feet.





 



H. B. FYFE


The radio operator stopped sending out his
call and slumped back in the folding chair of canvas and aluminum. Concern
showed through the impassivity of his broad, Mexican features.


The
footsteps in the corridor outside the radio room pattered lightly because of
the Lunar gravity, but with a haste that suggested
urgency. Two men entered. Like the operator, they wore dungarees and heavy
sweaters, but the gray-haired man had an air of authority.


"Dr. Burney wanted to check with you
himself, Mike," said the youth with him. The operator shrugged.


"Tractor
One is okay, Doctor," he reported, "but as
Joey must have told you, we've lost Two."


"When was the last time they called
in?" asked Bumey.


Mike
gestured at the map on the side wall, and the elder
man stepped over to study it. The area shown was that surrounding the
fifty-mile-wide crater of Archimedes.


"The
blue line is One and the red is Two," said Mike.
"I guess you know the planned routes. Well, the little x's show the positions reported and the times."











Burney glanced briefly at the blue line. From
the black square near the northern side of the crater that represented the first
major base on Luna, it climbed slantingly over the ringwall. After zigzagging
down the broken outer slope and skirting a ridge of vein
mountains, the line swept in a wide curve north of Aristillus and
Autolycus, the next largest craters of the region, and moved into that
subregion of the Mare
Imbrium whimsically
christened "Misty Swamp." Thereafter, the blue trail led toward
possible passes through the Lunar Apennines to the Mare Serenitatis.


"I
could expect to lose One," muttered the operator,
"in spite of our tower here. But Two shouldn't be
blocked by anything yet."


The
red line was more direct. Parting from the blue north of the
ringwall of Archimedes, it pushed out across the level plain, avoiding isolated
mountain ridges and the seven-mile craters of Kirch and Piazza Smyth.
After something like three hundred miles, it passed the towering lonely Mt.
Pico and probed a dotted delta of possible routes up the ringwall of Plato.
This route was x'ed almost to Pico.


"They
were supposed to report before attempting the descent," mused Burney.
"Maybe the depression of the Mare Imbrium isn't
quite what we estimated. The normal curvature would put a lot of rock between
us, in that case. An awful lot of rock."


"Maybe they went over
the ringwall in a hurry," suggested Joey.


Burney
considered that in a short silence. He ran a hand absently over his balding
temple. His lean face became a mask of lines as he puckered up his eyes in
thought.


"Number
Two has Hansen driving, hasn't it? And Groswald, the mechanic ... Van Ness, the astronomer . . . and who
else?"


"Fernandez from
Geology," said Joey.


The
entire personnel of the base numbered scarcely fifty. They were just beginning
their surface exploration projects after completing the low domes of their
buildings. With such scanty resources, Burney was naturally worried about four
men and one of the precious tractors.


"They were with us an hour ago,"
said Mike, fingering his microphone. "Their set must have gone
sour."


When no one replied, he hitched around to
face his own controls. "Or else, they're in trouble—"


 



On
the ledge atop the ringwall of Plato, Hansen teetered and tried to maintain his
balance by pressing a gauntleted hand against an outcropping of gray Lunar rock. The thermal-eroded surface crumbled slightly
beneath the metal-tipped mitten.


In his bulky spacesuit, he found it difficult
to lean very far forward, but he could not bear not seeing. The landship
tumbled down the inner slope of the ringwall with horrible deliberation.


"I told them 'Don't move her till I find
a way downl'" Hansen muttered. "I told them, I told them!"


He
was hardly conscious of speaking aloud. Somewhere in the churning mass was the
vacuum tractor in which he had driven from Archimedes. Inside, unless it had
already been split open„ were Van Ness, Groswald, and Fernandez.


The collection of loose rock and dust passed
out of sight for a moment over the edge of a terrace. It reappeared further
down. Once, Hansen thought he saw a glint of bright metal, but the slide almost
immediately plunged down another sheer drop.


The
phase of Luna being closer to "new" than to "first
quarter," the sun was far too low on the horizon to light the floor of the
crater, or even the three mountain peaks on the ringwall to Hansen's right
front. The light from the gibbous Earth, however, was bright enough for him to
see quite clearly the surface around him.


The
slide finally reached the bottom, at this point nearly 3,000 feet
below the man's precarious position. He breathed deeply and tried to straighten
the ache from his shoulders.


"Must
have taken five minutes," he murmured, realizing that he had frozen in a
cramped position as he stared.


It had seemed more like an hour. In the dim
shadows of the crater floor, the dust settled rapidly because of the lack of
air, but the debris remained heaped at an angle much steeper than would have
been possible on Earth. Even the slight vibration Hansen had felt through his
boots ceased.


He was alone in the dead silence of a world
for eons dead.


He stood there, a spot of color in the chrome
yellow of the protective chafing suit. The transparent faceplate of his
unpainted helmet revealed a blond young man, perhaps twenty-six, with a lean,
square-jawed face. Against the tanned skin, his eyebrows were ludicrously
light, but the gray eyes under them were wide with horror.


He was of medium height, but the bulkiness of
the suit hid his welterweight trimness; and the pack of oxygen tank and
batteries for powering radio, heat pads, and air-circulator increased the appearance
of stubbiness.


The quiet hiss of the air being circulated
through his suit finally aroused him. With painstaking care, he climbed from
the ledge to the level terrace on which the tractor was to have remained while
he scouted the route down. A hundred yards away, a great bite seemed to have
been snapped out of the ridge.


"All
the way from Archimedes, and we didn't even get a look at the floor," he
whispered.


For a moment, following the raw scar of the
slide with his eye, he considered climbing all the way down and venturing out
onto the crater floor to examine the ground. For centuries, the floor of Plato
had been reported by Earth observers to darken with the rising sun until at
noon it was nearly black. Occasionally, there were stories of misty clouds
obscuring the surface, and of shifts in the pattern of light streaks and spots.


One of the expedition's first assignments,
therefore, had been the investigation of Plato, to check the unlikely
possibility that there might be some primitive, airless form of life present.
But the present sortie was clearly ended.


"Not one damn chance," Hansen told
himself as he squinted downward. "None of them had a suit on when I got
out."


On a terrace about a third of the way down lay an object with an oddly regular shape. It gleamed in the
blue-green earth-light, and Hansen peered more intently. It looked like one of
the spare oxygen cylinders that had been carried on top of the tractor.


Hansen abruptly became sensitive about the
supply of his suit tank. Before he did anything, even sitting down to think the
situation over, he wanted to get down there and find out if the cylinder was
full.


Despite his eagerness, he held back until he
thought he had spied a reasonable path. It involved going two or three hundred
feet out of his way, but Hansen managed to work his way down to the lower level
without serious difficulty. Once or twice, he slithered a few feet when loose
rock shaled off under his grip, but even with his suit and equipment, he
weighed little over forty pounds. As long as he did not drop very far, he could
always stop himself one-handed.


He
walked back along the level strip which was about fifty yards wide at this
point, until he approached the path of the landslip. Near it, apparently having
been scraped off as the tractor rolled, lay the
cylinder.


He checked it hurriedly.


"Whew!
Well, that's some help, anyway," he told himself, discovering that the
tank had not been tapped.


He
left the cylinder and walked over to the inner limit of the level band.
Scanning the steep slope and the debris of the slide, he thought he could pick
out two or three scraps of twisted metal. There was nothing to be done.


"I'd better get back
up and think this out," he decided.


He took the broken chain that had held the
tank to the tractor and hooked a broken link through it to make a sling. For
the time being, he contented himself with using it as a handle to drag the
lucky supply of oxygen after him.


 



After regaining his original position, the
going was easier to the top of the ringwall. They had come over one of the
several passes crossing the southern part of the cliffs, and Hansen walked
through in a few minutes. The thickness of the ringwall here was only a mile or
so, although at the base it probably approached ten miles.


He came out onto a little plateau, and the
dim plain of the Mare
Imbrium spread
out before him. Hansen suddenly felt tiny, lost, and insignificant.


"What am I gonna
do?" he asked himself.


For the first time, he had admitted his
predicament to himself. His gauntlet crept up to his chest where the switch of
his radio protruded through the chafing suit.


"Hello Base! Tractor
Two to Base! Tractor Two to Base! Over."


He
waited several minutes, and repeated the call five or six times. He screwed his
eyes shut to throw every ounce of concentration into listening.


No
human voice broke into the quiet hissing of the earphones. Hansen sighed.


"Never reach them, of course!" he
grumbled. "This set is made to reach about your arm's length."


He
remembered that Van Ness had complained about the reception the last time they
had called in, and asked Hansen to maneuver to the top of a ridge of vein mountains near the hulking silhouette of Pico. Hansen was higher now, but also much farther from home.


"Mike
Ramirez and Joey Friedman aren't the kind to miss a call," he muttered.
"It seems to me, Paul E. Hansen, my boy . . . that you are ... on your own!"


The
radio had been but a faint hope, inspired by his height and tales of freak
reception. He was not too disappointed. Looking down the rough outer slope of
the ringwall, he saw that it was not by any means as steep as the inner, and
that fact settled it.


"Guess
I'd better see how far I can get," Hansen decided. "When they don't
get the regular report over the tractor radio, they'll probably send out
another crew to follow the trail. If I can meet them out a way, maybe even as
far as Pico, it'll save that much time."


After
considerable fumbling, he balanced the large cylinder on his back atop the
other equipment with the chain sling across his chest. He started along the
series of gentle slopes the tractor had climbed earlier. Deliberately, he
pushed to the back of his mind the possibility he would have to face sometime:
Base might decide the crew had been too eager to negotiate the ringwall to
call back before being blanked out by the mass of rock.


 



He had to restrain a temptation to rush
headlong down to the plain across miles of rough grades. Even with his
tremendous load of equipment, he might still travel in twenty-foot bounds in Lunar gravity; but he had no desire to plunge all the way to
the bottom with one misstep.


"It'll
be easy enough going down," he murmured. "And after that, I can judge
the direction well enough from Earth."


He looked up at the brightness of the planet.
Earth was rather high in the Lunar sky, although not
overhead because of his position far north. It would indicate roughly his southerly
course towards Archimedes. As he looked, he noticed that much of the eastern
coast of North America, which to his view was almost centered on the hemisphere, was blanketed in clouds.


"Wish I was there
right now," he sighed. "Rain and all!"


He
wondered about the next step as he worked his way around ridges radiating from
the sizable minor craterlet in Plato's ringwall. He still had a good view of
the gray plain at the foot of the heights. Although reasonably flat—probably
leveled by the colossal flow of lava that had formed the Mare Imbrium, filling older craters and melting down or
inundating existing mountains until merely their crests showed—it contained
many hills and irregularities that would be even more apparent to a man on foot
than from the tractor.


He worked past the craterlet, leaving it to
his right. Whenever he struck a reasonably level stretch, he moved at a
bounding trot. The first time he tried this, he tumbled head over heels and
gave himself a fright lest he rupture the spacesuit on a projecting rock.
Thereafter, he was more careful until he got used to being so top-heavy because
of the huge oxygen tank.


Finally,
scrambling down the last ridges of old debris, he found himself on the level
floor of the "Sea of Showers," in the region between Plato and the
jutting, lonely Mt. Pico. Off to his right, an extension of the ringwall behind
him thrust out to point at the group of other peaks known as the Teneriffe
Mountains, which were somewhat like a flock of lesser Picos. The ground on which
he stood had perhaps once been part of another crater, twin in size to Plato;
but now only detectable by faint outlines and vein mountains. In the past,
some astronomers had called it Newton, before deciding upon a more worthy
landmark for Sir Isaac.


It
had taken Hansen nearly half an hour, and he paused now to catch his breath.


"I
feel pretty good," he exclaimed with relief. "I'm carrying quite a
lot to go at that speed, but I don't seem to get tired." He thought a
moment, and warned himself, "You'd better not, either!"


He turned partly to look at the ringwall
towering behind him. It loomed grimly, scored with deep shadows of cracks into
which the rays of Earth, seventy times brighter than moonlight it received from
Luna, could not penetrate.


Hansen
turned away hastily. The mountainous mass made him uneasy; he remembered how
easily a landslip had started on the inner slope.


"I'd better get
moving!"


He struck out at a brisk, bounding pace, a
trot on Luna without the effort of a normal trot. The ground was fairly level,
and he congratulated himself upon making good time. Once or twice, he staggered
a little, having overbalanced; but he soon got into the rhythm of the pace and
the load on his back ceased to bother him. He bore slightly to the right,
toward the jutting point of the ring-wall.


The footing was like powdery gray sand.
Alternating extremes of temperature during the two-week Lunar
day or night had cracked the rock surface until successive expansions and
contractions had affected the crystalline structure of the top layers. When
these had flaked off, the powder had formed an insulating layer, but the result
as far as Hansen was concerned was that he trotted on a sandy footing. When he
looked back, he could see the particles kicked up by his last few steps still
above the surface. They fell rather neatly, there being no air to whirl them
about.


Gradually,
he realized that the unobstructive noises of his space-suit had risen a notch in tone. The clever little machines were
laboring to dispel the effects of his faster breathing. He dropped down to an
easy walk, which was still a goodly pace in the light gravity.


"Guess I'm sweating more, too," he
told himself. "Now that I think of it, my mouth's a little dry."


He twisted his neck until he could get his
hps on the thin rubber hose sticking up to the left of his chin. He closed his
teeth on the clamp, and sucked up a few swallows of water from his tank. It was
not particularly tasty, but at least it was cool. It would have been a lot
colder if carried uninsulated, he reflected. The night temperature of Luna was
something like minus one-fifty Centigrade, and it dropped like a shot as soon
as the surface was shaded from the sun.


Refreshed, he started out again at a bounding
run, rejoicing in his strength. He felt as if he were
just jogging along, but the ground rolled back under his feet swiftly. Had he
been on such a bleak desert on Earth, he knew he would be slogging ankle-deep
in sand— if he could move at all. His own weight was between a hundred and
fifty and a hundred and sixty pounds. With what he was wearing and carrying,
he was probably close to three hundred. It did not bother him here.


"It
isn't bad at all," he thought with satisfaction. "Feels like jogging
around the track in school, warming up for a race. One ... two ... three ... four—still got pretty good form! Not
even breathing hard!"


It occurred to him that it resembled a
footrace in one other particular. He was deliberately putting off consideration
of the finish while he still felt good.


"Oh,
111 meet them somewhere along the way," he said aloud, despite a momentary
doubt that he was talking too much to himself. "Pretty soon, I'll cross
the tractor trail. I'll follow it out maybe as far as Pico and wait for them to
pick me up. The relief crew can't miss a landmark like that. It's damn' near
nine thousand feet high, straight up out of the flat plain."


He slowed down somewhat to scrutinize a ridge
ahead. It turned out to be an easy grade and he skimmed over it easily. Otherwise, however, he was
beginning to lose his recent feeling of satisfaction. Now that he moved out
into the flat, empty plain, the essential grimness of Lunar
landscape was more apparent than when disguised by the majesty of the view from
atop the ringwall. It was a study in gray and black, the powdery sand and the
deep shadows groping toward him as he trotted into the earthshine. Above was
the deep black of an airless sky, lit by the bright Earih and chilly stars.


Gray,
black, green, white—and all of it cold and inhospitable.


"I
feel like I'm not wanted here," Hansen thought. "Well, that makes it
mutual, I guess!"


He
looked back, and was amazed at the distance he had covered. Already, Plato
looked more like a range of towering mountains than it did like a barrier of
cliffs.


"This
won't take so long," he reassured himself. "I must have covered five
miles, running like this. Maybe almost ten."


He
circled a tiny craterlet, or "bead," a few hundred yards across. In
the precise center, it had a tiny peak, corresponding to the central mountain
masses found in nearly half the craters of Luna. For the first time, Hansen
regretted the camera that had gone down with the tractor.


"Too busy driving to take any pix on the
way," he growled, "and now that I come across a perfect miniature, I
have no camera. A fine spare photographer for an expedition
this size!"


He
diverted himself for a few minutes by considering what a fool he was to come to
Luna in the first place. He had not really wanted to, and he was sure there
were plenty of others who would have been better qualified and better pleased
at the opportunity. Still, it was strange sometimes how a man would do things
he did not want to because someone else was doing them.


He glanced up at Earth, and kept moving
southward with the shining globe on his left front.


 



Mike and Joey sat before their radio, on
folding chairs and empty crate respectively, maintaining whenever not directly
addressed an almost sullen silence. Their tiny cubicle was becoming entirely
too crowded to suit them.


Dr.
Burney paced up and down before the wall map of the Mare Imbrium. Opposite him, the lower section of the
radiomen's double bunk—canvas and aluminum like their single chair—had collected
an overload of three. Dr. Sherman, the chief astronomer, sat between Bucky
O'Neil and Emil Wohl. Besides heading the geologists, Wohl was Burney's second
in command; and O'Neil was present in case it was decided to send out a rocket
to photograph the Plato region.


"Ya'd
think they could use their own rooms," Joey whispered into Mike's ear.
"All but Bucky got singles. How we gonna catch an incoming call with all this racket?"


The
"racket" at the moment consisted mostly of sighs, finger-drumming,
and a tortured semiwhistle from where Sherman sat staring at the map with his
chin cupped in one hand.


"There's
little doubt of the general location," repeated Bumey, once more reaching
a familiar impasse. "But I hate to hold up the other work to send out a
crew when we cannot with any certainty agree that something has gone
wrong."


"Let's
see," said Wohl, "there was some difficulty, was there not, the last
time they communicated?"


When
no one answered, Mike finally repeated his previous testimony.


"Van
Ness said they drove up a sort of mountain to get us. Complained
a litde about reception. He might've been getting to the limit."


"Then," said Wohl, "there is really no reason for alarm,
is there?
They could just as well have decided that continuing the mission was more
important than running around looking for a good radio position, couldn't
they?"


Mike considered that
glumly.


"It's funny they didn't back up far
enough to make one
call to let me know they
were going out of reach," he grumbled. "The speed they make in that
rig, it wouldn'ta taken them long."


"That
would have been the proper action," admitted Bumey, "but we must not
demand perfect adherence to the rules when a group is in the field and may have
perfectly good reasons for disregarding them. No, I think we had best—Who's that coming?"


Bucky O'Neil bounded up from the end of the
bunk and stuck bis head out the door. When he looked around, his freckled face
was unhappy.


"Johnny Pierce from the map
section," he announced. "He's got Louise with him. I guess you don't
need me any more."


He
edged out the door as two others of the Base staff came in. The one who acted
as if he had business there was a lean, bespectacled man who managed to
achieve a vaguely scholarly air despite rough clothing.


Trailing
him was a girl who looked as if the heating economy that necessitated the
standard costume of the Base also had the effect of cheating the male personnel
of a brightening influence. The shapeless clothing, however, did not lesson the
attractiveness of her lightly tanned features or lively black eyes. She wore
her dark hair tucked into a knit cap that on Earth probably would have been
donned only as a joke.


"We've
looked at the photo maps," Pierce reported in a dry, husky voice.
"They might very well be out of range. Lots of curvature in that distance,
even with the depression caused by a mass of lava like that Mare Imbrium."


Burney accepted this with
an expression of relief.


"I
heard them talking about the Plato crew," the girl put in. "What's
going on?"


Her
voice was warm and, like a singer's, stronger than her petite outline would
have suggested.


"Oh . . . just checking the radio
reception," said Burney. "You can get the details from Mike, I
suppose, if you have time off from the observatory. The rest of us are through
here."


Mike
scowled, and the girl looked puzzled; but Burney, Wohl, and Sherman crowded
through the door as if intent upon some new project. Sherman muttered something
about the problem of erecting a transparent dome for direct observations,
and the voices receded down the corridor. Pierce slipped out after them.


"Did
I say something?" inquired Louise. "I only thought there might be
news."


"I guess they're just busy,
Louise," Mike said. He turned to the radio, unplugged the speaker, and
donned a set of earphones. "You know how it is. Why don't you catch Bucky?
He's got nothing to do for a while."


Louise
had started to show her even white teeth in a smile which now faded. Joey
picked up his empty crate and busily moved it around to the other side of the
radio set-up.


"Sorry," said the girl, her dark
eyes beginning to smolder. "I'll ask somebody else."


They
listened to her footsteps as they faded away in the corridor. Mike looked at
Joey and shrugged.


"What was I gonna tell her?" he
asked. "That her husband either forgot to call in—or got himself
quick-frozen when something in his tractor popped?"


Joey shook his head
sympathetically. "Tough on her."


"Dunno
why she had to come to Luna in the first place," Mike complained. "I
can see a nurse like Jean doin' it, and a typewriter pusher like old Edna
oughta be classed expendable. But a babe like
Louisel"


"It's her
science," said Joey. "She wants to see the stars better."


"We
got enough astronomers now. She's a smart girl, all right— can't take that away
from her. But if she was my woman,
she wouldn'ta come up herel"


"If
she was mine," countered Joey, "I wouldn'ta taken a second-rate job
just to follow her up here eitherl But you're dreaming about the past,
Boss."


"Uh-unh," grunted Mike, plugging in the speaker again.
"I just believe in equal rights for men. How'd you like to be married to a
dame like that and have to trail her to a place where there's
three women to forty-eight men?"


"Ask
me how I'd like to be married to a dame like that period!" Joey invited
him.


Mike
adjusted the shade on the light so as to shadow half the room. He straightened
the blanket where the three visitors had sat, appropriated the one from the
upper bunk to cover himself, and lay down.


"Your watch," he announced coldly.
"Wake me up if anything comes in!"


The rope lacing of the canvas creaked as he
settled himself; then Joey was left with only the quiet hiss of the radio. He
leaned back in the folding chair and relaxed.


 



Hansen paused and turned to survey the ground
he had covered in the past half hour. The hiss of his air-circulator and the
whine of the tiny motors within his suit were a comfort in the face of his
bleak surroundings.


He
had found himself trotting along at such an easy pace that he had kept going
past Mt. Pico. Now he wondered if he ought to stop.


"Might
as well go on," he muttered. "Now that I've picked up the tractor
trail from Archimedes, I can hardly be missed by the relief crew."


He
eyed the twin tracks in the gray sand. Flanked by his own
wide-spaced footprints, they stretched away into the dim distance. As a sign
that man had passed, they did little but accentuate the coldness of the scene.


"Maybe
I'll stop at the big triple peak," Hansen planned. "That's about
thirty-five or forty miles . .. they ought to be along by then if
they started right away."


Careful
not to admit to himself that relief might be slow in starting from Archimedes,
he took a last look at Pico. Rearing starkly upward, it projected a lonely,
menacing grandeur, like a lurking iceberg or an ancient monument half-buried in
the creeping sands of a desert. In the fight of the nearly full Earth, it was
a pattern of gray angles and inky black patches—not a hospitable sight.


"Come
on, come onl" Hansen reproved himself. "Let's get moving! You want
to turn into a monument too?"


He had stopped just before reaching Pico to
replenish his suit tank from the big cylinder, and still felt good at having
managed the valves without the mishap he had feared. He did not feel like a man
who had traveled seventy miles.


"Why,
on Earth," he thought, "that would be a good three-day march! I feel
it a little, but not to the point of being tired."


He
looked up at Earth as he started out again. The cloudy eastern coast of North
America had moved around out of sight in the narrow dark portion. Hansen
guessed that he had been on the move for at least four or five hours.


"I'd
like to see their faces when they meet me way out here," he chuckled.


It
occurred to him that he might be more tired than he thought, and as he went on
he tried to save himself by holding his pace to a brisk walk. He found that if
he got up on his toes a bit, he could still bound
along that way.


The gray sand flowed under his feet, relieved
occasionally by a stretch of yellowish ground. Hansen kept his eyes on his path
and avoided the empty waste. When he did glance into the distance, he felt a
twinge of loneliness. It was like the wide plains-land of the western United
States, but grimly bare of anything so living as a
wheat field.


He
tried to remember as he moved along where it was that they had driven the
tractor up a mountain ridge. He decided that he would rather avoid the climb,
and kept an eye open for the chain of vein mountain
beyond Pico.


"It ought to be faster to go around the
end of them," he thought. "I can always pick up the tracks
again."


When
he finally sighted the rise ahead, he bore to his right. He remembered from the
maps he had studied that the mountains curved somewhat toward another isolated
peak, and he watched for that. As far as he knew, it had no name, but although
only half the height of Pico, it was an unmistakable landmark.


The mountains on his left gradually dwindled
into ragged hills and sank beneath the layer of lava. Hansen turned toward the
last outcroppings as the triple mountain he sought came into sight. He climbed
onto a broad rock and started to sit down.


The
end of the big cylinder slung across his back clanged on the back of his
helmet. Hansen lost his balance and tumbled over the side of the rock. Under
his groping hands, the heat-tortured surface of it flaked away, and he bounced
once on the ground before sprawling full length.


"Damn!"
he grunted. "When'll I learn to watch my balance with this load?"


He picked himself up and unslung the tank.
Then, allowing for the normal bulk of his back pack of tank and batteries, he
backed against the outcropping until he was resting at a comfortable angle.


"Maybe I ought to relax a few
minutes," he told himself. "Give the air-circulator time to filter
out some of the sweat. Then, too, I don't want to get tired and miss them when
they come along."


He
idly scanned the arc between the peak toward which he was heading and Mt. Pico,
still easily visible off to his right. The northern part of the Mare Imbrium drew his gaze coaxingly into the distance
until he felt an insane desire to thrust his head forward. It almost seemed
that if he could get beyond the double glass of his insulated faceplate, if he
could escape from the restraint of his helmet, he might perceive his bleak
surroundings with a better, more real sense of proportion.


There
was nothing out there, of course, he forced himself to realize. Except for
shadows of craterlets that looked like low mountains, there was nothing to see
for fifty miles, and nothing even then more noteworthy than a couple of minor
craters.


"Then
what are you looking for?" Hansen snapped. "You want it to get on
your nerves? And quit talking to yourself I"


He
suppressed, however, the sudden urge to spring up and break into a run.
Instead, he hitched around to stare along the ridge at whose end he sat.


He was far enough south to be able to see the
side lit by earth-light. The ridge climbed higher the further it went, like the
back of some sea monster rising from placid waters. Several miles away, a spur
seemed to project out to the south; and Hansen thought he could remember a
mile-wide crater on the maps.


 



He was a bit more comfortable inside his suit
by now. He shifted his position to expedite the drying of the coveralls he wore
under the spacesuit. Then he raised his arms and tried to clasp his hands
behind his neck, but found that his garb was not that flexible.


"Shouldn't kick, I guess," he
thought. "Without plenty of springs in the joints, I wouldn't be able to
bend anything, considering the pressure difference."


He spent a minute admiring the construction
of the suit that alone stood between him and instant extinction. That led him
to think of the marvelous mechanism of the vacuum tractor that had carried him
so comfortably—though he had not appreciated it at the time—across the Lunar plain. That, logically, recalled the men who had come
with him and now were buried beneath one of Plato's many landslips.


"Talk about borrowed time!" he
thought. "I wonder how long I'll stay lucky? Any
little thing might do it—"


He
had already taken three or four tumbles, or was it more? On any one of them,
had he rolled the wrong way perhaps, he might have cracked that faceplate on a
projecting rock. It was made as tough as possible, true, but if he even cracked
the outer pane, the insulating sheet of air would spurt out to leave him with a
slow leak. The inner plate would lose heat and cloud up from his breath, so
that he would end up without even knowing where he was dying.


Or
if he had slid over a surface jagged enough to tear through his yellow chafing
suit, and then to rip the tough material of the inner suit—


A puncture here would be a
real blowout!


He
reminded himself to be careful about stepping into shadows, especially if they
were more or less straight-edged. He did not remember encountering on the way
out any of the canyon-like rills that ran like long cracks straight through all
other surface features of Luna—except occasional small craters slammed into the
rock after the rill had been formed—but there was always the chance that he
might step into some other kind of a hole.


Fortunately,
the earthlight shone into his face, so that he should be able to tell a shadow
resulting from some elevation ahead of him.


"I'm
getting the jitters squatting here," Hansen thought. "It won't do any
harm to move on a little way. At least out past that
mountain, where I'll have a good view towards Archimedes."


He
arose and slung the big cylinder over his back again, jiggling on the toes of
his boots to jockey it into place. With one last look over his shoulder at the trail of his footprints splotched in
the ashy sand, he started off.


He
was surprised to discover that the rest had stiffened him slightly, but that
soon worked out. As soon as he was warmed up, he moved out in a brisk walk
which on Luna sent him bounding along with fifteen-foot strides. Swinging his
arms to keep his balance, he concentrated upon the footing ahead of him. Once more
he was alone with the hissing and humming of his suit and the sound of his own
breathing, undisturbed by either memory or anticipation.


 



Mike Ramirez stirred on his bunk with the
change of the quiet hissing of the radio. Something more than the occasional
crackle or creak of Joey's chair or football in the corridor brought him up
with eyes still half-closed. To his sleep-drugged mind, it seemed that nothing
had existed until a second ago, when a faint, dreamlike voice had started to
speak.


He
started to push back his blanket—Joey's blanket—and said, "Joey! You got a
call!"


". . . to
Archimedes Base. Hello Base! Over."


"I hear him!"
snarled Joey. "Go back to sleep!"


He pushed his switch and the rushing noise
that had partly muffled the weak voice gave way before the surge of his own
transmitter.


"Archimedes Base to Tractor One!" Joey answered, and Mike leaned back on one
elbow and sighed.


He did
not listen while Joey took the message, but swung his feet to the floor and sat
up. Wiggling his toes uncomfortably, he wished he had taken off his shoes; but
he had expected to lie down only half an hour or so. Until the call came in, he
had been sound asleep.


Joey acknowledged the message and turned to
Mike after dropping his pencil.


"The
Serenitatis bunch," he said. "They left two of
them at Linné to take photos and poke around while the
other pair brought the tractor back through between the Apeninness and Caucasus
to call in."


"Everything
okay?"


"Yeah, they're on the way back already,
but they say Linné didn't look as if it was ever a volcano after
all."


"Very true if interesting," said
Mike. "Okay, take it to Burney. I'll bend an ear a while."


He
tossed the blanket back onto the upper bunk and walked over to the chair. He
stretched, and sat down as Joey's footsteps departed down the corridor.


He
sat there, staring moodily at the softly lighted dials of the radio, wishing he
had a cigarette. That was one habit he had had to cut off short when joining
the expedition.


"I
think I'm getting over it some," he congratulated himself. He looked up at
the sound in the corridor, thinking that Joey had made good time to Burney's
compartment and back. He raised an eyebrow as Louise entered.


"I just saw Joey go by," she
announced hastily. "Did some news come in?"


"Tractor One reported—just routine. What are you doing, picketing this
dive?"


"I—I just happened to be passing the
Junction, and I saw the paper in Joey's hand." "Uh-huh," grunted
Mike.


What the members of the expedition had come
to call the "Junction" was an intermediate dome equipped with the
main airlock. The other buildings connected with it through safety doors so as
to localize any danger or air loss in the event of a rupture in one of the
domes. It was, in effect, the front hall of the whole Base.


And if
you stand there long enough, thought Mike, everyone
you know on Luna will pass by, and you'll find out everything that's going on.


"Where is number Two now?" demanded
Louise quietly.


Scared, thought
Mike, noting the over-controlled tenseness of her voice.


"I
don't know for sure," he answered, not looking at her. "It's time
they were inside Plato, and we can't expect to hear them from in there."


Louise walked jerkily to
the bunk and sat on the foot of the lower section. She crossed her legs. Seeing
the nervous manner in which she twitched her foot, Mike turned to his radio.


After
a moment, she spoke again, and his shoulders quivered at the agonized harshness
of her tone.


"Don't
string me along, Mikel I want to knowl You were worried
about them hours ago, weren't you?"


Mike licked his lips.


"That don't mean
anything," he muttered.


"The
others backtracked to report, didn't they? To call in, I mean. Something
happened to number Two, didn't it?"


"Now, take it easy, Louise!" Mike
squirmed in his chair, then forced himself to sit
still. It was not the sort of furniture that would stand much squirming.
"Burney kinda considered that as a possibility, but in the end they
decided things were probably okay."


"Then why did they
have Bucky in here?" she demanded.


"Just in case they thought it worth the
trouble of scouting the Plato region. Nothing special."


Louise
bounced up from the bunk. She stood beside it, stiff, with her little fists
clenched tightly at her sides.


"They wouldn't let this long a time go
by without calling in and you know it!" she declared. "Even if they
did, there ought to be a tractor on the way to check."


"You might have a
point there," admitted Mike.


"It could always be
called back."


"It's probably been thought of,"
said Mike. "Look, Louise, why don't you calm down and let the worryin' get
done by the people supposed to do it?"


She
did not look at him. The darkness of her eyes surprised him, and he realized
how she had paled beneath her tan.


"I
can't help it," she said. "It's my fault, in a way. He only came
along because I got so excited about the expedition I couldn't stay down on
Earth. He didn't want to come, and now he's out there-"


Mike rose and shoved his chair aside with his
foot. He thought the girl was going to faint. Watching her narrowly, he reached
out to put his hand on her arm.


He sighed with relief as he heard Joey
whistling outside. Louise straightened and moved away from his hand as the
younger operator entered.


"Why
don't you go see Burney?" suggested Mike. "He'll explain how he
figures the odds; or if you want to argue, it's more sense to do it with him
than me. I got nothing to do with it."


The girl pulled herself
together with a visible effort.


"I know, Mike. Thanks
for listening, anyway."


"Joey, go along with
her to Burney's quarters!"


"That's
all right," said Louise. "I can find my way further than that."


They watched her leave.


Once
more, Joey took the chair before the set and the pair of them sat in glum
silence. The ventilation system came to life in one of its efforts to
homogenize the Base atmosphere, and its sigh partly drowned out the hiss of the
radio.


"You know something,
Joey?" grunted Mike.


"What?"


"I got a feelin' we're not gonna see
those guys again." "Hope you're wrong," said Joey. "It's
awful tough digging around here, after the first few inches."


Hansen trotted along steadily with the four
thousand foot mountain rising in a sheer sweep out of the lava "sea"
over to his right. There were three distinct peaks, he knew, but they ran in a
line away from him so that the whole thing appeared one towering mass to him.
Most of it, from his position, was black with the deepness of Lunar shadows, although he was gradually reaching a location
where he could see the splashes of earthlight on the tortured rocks.


"Pretty
soon I'll be out in the real flat, with nothing but a scattering of little
craters to steer by," he reflected. "If I don't want to stop, how had
I better head?"


Just
in case the problem should arise, he began to estimate the direction he should
take and the sort of ground he would find.


The first thing would be to bear slightly
left until he picked up the trail of the tractor once more. Then he could
expect a region of fairly frequent craterlets, leading up to Kirch, a modest but respectable seven miles in diameter. If he
passed to the right of Kirch, he would be kept from wandering aimlessly out
into the Mare
Imbrium by a
range of vein mountains. He might go farther astray by passing Kirch to the
left, but there the going would probably be easier.


"Then
what?" he murmured, trying to recall the map and the journey in the
tractor.


There
was another open area, he seemed to remember, and then the forty-mile string of
peaks called the Kirch Mountains, bordered on the right by an even longer
ridge of vein mountains which might once have been
part of the range.


And
then, another thirty miles or so would bring him to the ringwall of Archimedes!


Hansen shook his head.


"That would be going a
little too far," he muttered.


His
voice sounded husky to his own ears, and he paused to suck up a few swallows of
water through the hose. He must have been half-hypnotized by the steady
streaming of the gray surface under his feet, for he suddenly realized that he
had gone considerably beyond the triple peak.


Without
his steady forward speed, he found it difficult for a moment to stand erect. He
braced against the movement of the big tank on his back, and turned around to
look back.


He
stared at the dark, earthlit ground over which he had been trotting. With the
looming mountain in the foreground, and the upthrust ringwalls of smaller
craterlets here and there above the level, aseptic frigidity of the plain, it
was a scene of complete desolation. It was more naked of life or any kind of
softness than any desert on Earth; yet to Hansen, it did not really seem like a
desert. There was some further overtone plucking at the fringe of his
consciousness.


Then it came to him.


"It's
like an oceanT
he exclaimed. "There's something about it that's like
.. . like
a cold, gray, winter sea smashing in on a rocky coast!"


There was the same monstrous, chilling power,
the same effect upon the beholder that here was a massive, half-sentient entity
against whose callous strength and cruelty nothing human could stand. It was a thing to observe from a safe distance, to cower from lest it somehow become
aware of the puny structure of bone, blood, and flesh spying upon it. Then
there would be no escape, no withstanding the crushing force of its malice. But
he was on no safe cliff. He was down in the
sea.


He
looked around. Gray everywhere, mottled with inky shadows. Gray ash underfoot,
gray-and-black lumps thrusting up from the surface like colossal vertebrae,
gray distance in all directions.


"Been
going for hours," he thought, "and there's no sign, really, that I'll
ever get anywhere! I might as well be in the middle of the far side of
Pluto!"


The
huge mountain towered behind him, like a hulking beast from some alien world
stalking the only object in all its frozen world that
dared to move. Hansen suddenly could not bear to have his back turned to it. He
faced it and edged clumsily away. The helmet that reduced his field of vision
was his prison. If that black-shadowed mass of rock chose to topple over, it
would easily reach him, and more. He would be ground under countless tons of
weight, mangled and frozen in one instant—


Hansen whirled about and
bolted.


On his first stride, he caught the toe of his
right foot in the sand and sprawled forward with flailing arms. He plowed into
the ground, throwing up spurts of sand like a speedboat tossing spray.


Somehow, he was up immediately, running in
long, wobbling, forty-foot bounds. His eyes bulged and the breath rasped
between his hps as he strove desperately to keep his balance.


It was like running in a dream, the nightmare
come true. More than once, until he adapted to the pace, he found himself
churning two or three steps at the zenith of his trajectory, too impatient to
wait for the touch of boot on sand. There was sudden, dynamic power in his
tiring muscles. All his joints felt loose.


His
chest began to labor and he stumbled slightly. With a quick spasm, he blew his
lungs and sucked in a deeper breath. After a few repetitions, he felt a trifle
easier. In a minute he began to get his second wind. All this came like a
half-perceived process of instinct, while he concentrated narrowly upon
speeding ahead.


He
flew up a slight grade and took off in a soaring leap to the next crest of an
undulating stretch of pale yellow ash. The next thing he knew, he was rushing
upon a long shadow that barred his path.


A
hasty glance each way warned him there was no use trying to skirt it, for the
shadow or hole or whatever it was ran for hundreds of yards right and left.
Hansen stamped hard at the near edge and kicked off for at least sixty feet.
Something seemed to snap in his right knee, but he came down all right and kept
running, well clear of the shadow.


How
long he ran, dodging this way and that to avoid hills and shadows obstructing
his path, he did not know. In the end, the tiny motors of his suit fell behind
the rate at which he consumed oxygen and gave off carbon dioxide and copious
moisture.


When he began to feel like an underwater
swimmer reaching his limit with writhing chest, Hansen gave up. He stopped.


That felt worse. He moved on at a gentle
walk, accomplishing it mostly by motion from the ankles down. Amid the stifling
warmth and stickiness inside his spacesuit, it was borne in upon him how badly
he had lost his head.


He looked back, panting. Where was the
mountain? Then, following the trail of isolated scars on the surface beyond
where they faded into the gray distance, he saw a small knob of gray against
the star-dotted black of the horizon.


"I
guess . . . I've . . . really been traveling!" he panted. "Twenty
minutes or half an hour—wonder how fast I went to put a mountain out of sight? Of course ...
I was well past when I started."


That reminded him of his bolt, and he closed
his eyes in a paroxysm of shame.


The
sweat beading his forehead began to trickle down his cheekbones or nose. Now
and then, a drop rolled into his eye, despite efforts to shake his head inside
the confines of the helmet. It stung, but he was too blown to get excited over
that.


"Why did I have to go
and do that?" he groaned inwardly.


He remembered how level-headed he had been in
the first minutes of the catastrophe. Calmly, he had judged the odds of there
being any survivors; calmly, he had climbed down for the prime requisite, the
tank of oxygen; calmly, he had started off by a well-chosen route that led him
accurately to landmarks so plain that they could be spotted from Earth with a
good pair of field glasses.


He had intended to go only as far as Pico, or
perhaps the triple peak. Or had he?


Somewhere
back there, he remembered, he had begun planning a further march. There could
be no reason for that except—


Except
that he was secretly aware that he could count upon no help to reach him in
time!


"Why
should they send anybody out yet?" he asked himself. "For all they
know, we're still inside Plato, camping on the nice level lava floor. I must have been thinking that, underneath, when I was figuring which side to
pass Kirch."


He had been skating on thin ice and should
have expected a crack-up. For a moment, he considered the possibility that it
would have been better had he broken down on the spot. But then he might have
quit while still on the ringwall of the great crater.


"As it is," he said aloud,
"I'll at least get the most possible mileage out of this suit. If I live
long enough, I might even walk in on them at Base, for a surprise."


He grinned
a bit as he considered that pleasant fantasy:


"Hi, Paul; where you
beenF'


"Oh, just out for a little walk on the moon."


"And where did you go
on your little moon walk?"


"Took a turn around Plato. Pretty boring but
'toujours gai, whatthehell whatthehell!'"


He
managed a deeper breath as his equipment caught up somewhat to his physical
needs. The half-grin on his lean features faded, and he stepped up his plodding
pace.


"Why
kid myself?" he snorted. "I'm just about scared senseless! And I've
got a right to be!"


Bucky O'Neil, as the pilot who was to take
the scouting rocket, occupied the only extra chair in Dr. Burney's headquarters
room. Burney sat across from him at the folding table and circled the proposed
search area continuously with the butt of his pencil. Both men eyed the map
reflectively. Burney looked as if he were trying to guess the precise location
of his tractor crew. O'Neil, tracing his route with a blunt forefinger, was
obviously attempting to estimate where he would have to punch his flare release
in order to have his camera working by the time he whipped across Plato.


"Just
to save us the wait," said Burney, leaning back in the silent, crowded
room, "report by radio as soon as you loop back. Have you checked your set
with Mike?"


The
radio operator, standing to the rear of the little group, spoke up,
"Joey's checking with the field now."


"Good!" approved
Burney. "Does anyone have anything to add?"


He
looked about. Sherman whistled quietly and tonelessly. Wohl shook his head.
Johnny Pierce hovered, waiting to get his hands on his photomap again. Louise
leaned against one wall near the door, worrying a pencil end
between her white teeth.


"All
right, then," said Burney, "you can get into your suit, Bucky. Good
luck!"


The gathering broke up. Burney signaled for
Wohl and Dr. Sherman to stay behind, and forestalled
Johnny's move to re-appropriate the map.


"We may want to consider further,"
he offered as an excuse, and Pierce left with Mike.


Outside, they watched Louise follow Bucky in
the opposite direction.


"Wonder how it feels to have her man out
there and maybe not coming back?" murmured Johnny. His long face looked
sad.


"What do you think their chances
are?" he persisted after a brief pause as they turned a comer in the
corridor. Mike shrugged.


"Tractor One is
starting back already," he said simply. Hurrying along the other end of
the corridor, Bucky was unable to shake off the following footsteps without
putting on an obvious burst of speed. It sounded like Louise, and he wanted to
think about his flight plan.


Finally,
as he passed through the safety door—a double mounting that could be used in
an emergency as an airlock—he had to pause long enough to acknowledge her
presence.


"Do you mind if I ask
you something, Bucky?" Louise inquired.


"Of course not, but I
have to—"


"I
know; I won't take more than a minute. The thing I don't like is that they just
want you to photograph Plato."


Bucky
released the door which swung shut automatically. He looked puzzled.


"Don't you think it's
worth doing?" he asked.


"Oh, yesl Yes, I do. But how about all the other places?"


The pilot fidgeted.


"I can't take shots of
the whole Mare
Imbrium, Louise."


"You
might take a few of the section this side of Plato, though. How do we know they
ever reached the crater? If tracks show up on your pictures, we'll know how far
they got."


"That's
a good point," admitted Bucky, scratching his head. "But why didn't
you bring it up in the meeting?"


Louise looked away. She
shrugged slightly.


"Well,
maybe Burney would have talked you out of it," Bucky conceded. "We
all know you're worried."


"I
know what everybody
thinks," Louise replied. "I'm getting excited because one of the four
happens to be my husband. I'm not thinking calmly about what's best for the
Base as a whole, whether it's worth taking people off other jobs to play hide
and seek out on the surface. I probably shouldn't have come to Luna in the
first place."


Bucky looked around, but there was no one
passing through the Junction. Louise stepped closer and put a trembling hand on
his arm.


"All
right, Bucky, it's true enough. I'm frightened. I wish I'd never thought of
coming here and making Paul feel he had to trail alongl Are you married, Bucky,
or engaged?"


"Well,
there's a little blonde waiting down there for me—I hope. She'd better wait."


"How would you like it
if she were out there?"


"Ummm," murmured
the pilot. "I see what you mean."


He saw more than that. He saw how close she
was to losing her grip, how she was keeping back the tears with an effort,
trying to use every ounce of self-discipline so as to keep from being ignored
as hysterical. Getting a few little things done, like influencing him to take
extra photos, was all she could do at the moment to look out for her man. He
remembered hearing from Pierce that Burney had refused her offer to take out a
tractor herself.


"Well . . ." he yielded, "I'll
see if I have a chance. I figure to cover the approaches to the ringwall
anyway; maybe I can get a shot out around Pico, or thereabouts."


She
did not thank him, but hid her face against his shoulder for a second. Bucky
looked around again, touched her lightly on the head with one big, freckled
hand, and disengaged himself gently.


When
he glanced back over his shoulder, Louise was opening the safety door to go
back.


"Heading for Mike and the radio, I
bet," he thought. "Wonder when she slept last?"


He reminded himself that he had a job to do
which involved delicate judgments at high speed, and he had no business going
into it with hindering worries on his mind. If that girl did not watch herself,
she would wind up under the care of Jean and "M. D." McLeod.


"I'm
liable to, myself," he muttered, "if I don't snap out of it now! I
wonder who'll pick me up if I zig out there when I ought to zag?"


He stopped at a phone connection and called
the field control dome to learn if they were ready for him.


 



Dazzling glints of light flashed here and
there from that part of the Pacific Ocean still in bright sunlight as Hansen
came in sight of Kirch. The coast of California had faded into the darkness and
Asia was partly in view. He estimated that he had been moving for nearly eight
hours.


His pace was still a rhythmic lope, but the
feeling of having vigorous reserves of strength had worn off. Hansen knew that
he must rest soon. In traversing the flat, crater-speckled plain since his
panic, he had paused only once when he took a few minutes to recharge the
oxygen tank of his suit.


"But I'm due for a
good half hour off my feet," he decided.


His
legs, he noticed, had lost some of their snap, so that his bounding trot was
less exuberant. On the other hand, this resulted in his getting slightly better
control of his stride; he no longer broke his rhythm by bouncing too high. The
thing that bothered him most was the growing ache across the small of his back.


He
skirted the ringwall of the last of a series of small craters and saw the
shadowed side of the seven-mile wall. He was approaching the left curve of it,
for he had hours ago decided to abandon the tractor tracks when he had crossed
them again.


"No
use running up the right and getting into the Kirch Mountains," he had
muttered. "I'd have to zig-zag through them and I doubt I'll feel like
making any extra distance by then."


His
guess now, from the angle of Earth in the starry sky, was that he was heading a
shade left of his generally southerly route. He reminded himself that he must
change after rounding Kirch.


"I'll
keep going till I'm past," he promised himself. 'Then I'll sit down and
relax a while."


He
could not see much point in making another few miles out into the empty
wasteland beyond Kirch. The crater was a natural goal to mark a section of his
journey. About halfway between Plato and Archimedes, it was further than he had
dreamed of going. Even now, after he had seen how fast he could travel in the
light gravity, it struck him as almost unbelievable that he would have covered
such a distance. It was nearly a hundred and fifty miles.


Yet
here he was, not in bad shape at all. He glanced at the outer slope of the
ringwall on his right, and mentally catalogued his various irritations. There
was, of course, the general clamminess that resulted from spending hours in a
spacesuit, plus the fact that his bladder was beginning to bother him and there
was nothing he could do about it. The overheating due to his exertions had
been partially adjusted when he had discovered during his last halt that he
could regulate the heating unit by a small dial in his battery pack, which
discovery left him slightly aggrieved at not having had the finer points of
the care and handling of spacesuits more exhaustively explained to him.


"But
then," he reflected, "I was probably expected to spend a lot of time
in the darkroom as a spare photographer."


He
could not say he was hungry, although he supposed that sooner or later he would
discover feelings of weakness. His suit seemed to be functioning as well as
could be expected, except for something that had given way in the right knee on
that one leap. He wondered if a spring were working loose.


"That
could end up giving me a beautiful limp," he thought. "With fourteen
pounds inside, and no air at all outside, it'd be
tough to bend a joint without some mechanical help."


By
now, he could see light-streaks along the ringwall, and knew that he was
rounding it. The lighting gradually increased as he continued, until when he
began to move out into the open plain some time later, the walls were mostly
gray with earth-light. Kirch had a "new" appearance, as craters went.
Its floor was not lava-filled, nor its ringwall seemingly as long exposed to
thermal erosion, so that the probability was that it had been formed after the
"sea" around it.


Hansen
began to keep an eye out for a suitable place to sit down. Presently, he
located a rock the size of an auto.


"Time for a drink, and then 111 pick out a good spot," he sighed.


The second he stopped to grope with his lips
for the little hose, he knew he was really tired.


The
water, cool from being only partly surrounded by heating coils to protect it
from the exterior cold, refreshed him but slightly. The running had left a
thick taste in his mouth.


Hansen unslung the big cylinder he had
carried on his back and set it down beside a comfortable indentation in the
rock. He then unfastened his back pack of tank and batteries. The metal-covered
connection protecting the hose and wires was long enough to permit the pack to
be set at his side.


He lowered himself to the fine sand and
leaned his back against the rock with a sigh of relief. He squirmed into a more
comfortable position.


"Wish I hadn't drunk
all that water," he growled.


He leaned the back of his neck against the
neckpiece of his suit. It was not uncomfortable except that he found himself
staring directly into the light of Earth.


"I'm getting used to it all right, if I
think that's too bright," he thought. "Bet my pupils are big as a
cat's now."


Ironically,
his feet had not started to hurt until his weight was off them. It felt as if
he were developing blisters. The coveralls he wore under the spacesuit,
moreover, had begun to chafe in a few places—around the armpits as he swung his
arms, behind his right knee, on the inside of his thighs.


He also was reminded of the sweat that had
trickled around or into his eyes, for the lids felt sore.


"I
want a different view," he grunted, picking himself up. "Facing the
other way, maybe I can rest my eyes."


Carrying his back pack, he started around the
rock, then prudently went back for his big oxygen
cylinder. He could think of no good reason for dragging this with him, but he
somehow felt more comfortable with it beside him.


The other face of the rock was blackly
shadowed, and he was forced to find a convenient spot by groping about. With a
sigh, he settled down, squirmed again into an easy position, and found himself
contemplating the ringwall of Kirch a few miles away. The regular sough of air
through his suit and the quiet hum of the mechanisms that were keeping him
alive were so familiar by now that he hardly noticed them. It was the cessation
of movement, not any diminishment of the normal sounds, that
lent an impression of quiet to the scene.


He
looked at the ringwall, squinting against the sting in his eyes that caused
them to water occasionally. The left extremity was dim in the distance, but to
the right, he could clearly see the slope of the wall as it curved to meet the
plain. There was no feeling of a towering, insecurely balanced mass like that
of the mountain.


"Although
a crater at a distance does look like a mountain range," he thought.
"Not so close as this; it goes up too
steeply."











In a
way, it was almost like looking at the skyscrapers of a big city, like looking
at Manhattan from across the Hudson River. Except that there were no lights.


He
closed his eyes for a moment and tried to visualize the sharp peak a little to
his left atop the wall as it might look with a thousand lighted windows
gleaming white and yellow.


It was hard to do. The stark fact was that
there was only Lunar dimness, relieved by earthlight
but tending to be uniform in intensity without the rays of the sun. If the
silhouette of Kirch was like that of a city, the metropolis it resembled was a
dead one.


A dead city in the midst of a cold, frozen sea of lava. A ghost city that had never lived, yet rose up from the gray sea over which no ship had
sailed and whispered and whined ghostly warnings. "Stay with me, Manl I am
dry and lonely. There are no people to warm me with light and sound . . . there
is none to see my massive strength and, by seeing, make it into reality . . .
stay where you are, Man!"


"But it's dead," thought Hansen. "More
than dead—sterile!"


"But
you, Man, you too are dead. You are already turning cold. You will slowly
congeal . . . become solid ... a monument
... a symbol of the tribute brought
by folly and life to the sea of coldness and gray death—No, do not shake your
head . . . it is too late . . . my shadows are about you . . . you have no
light ... all your prayers and wishes
will not turn on a single light. The shadows reach you . . . touch you . . .
the pain in your leg is the cold of space . .. you will sit there forever . . . drowned
in the gray sea of frozen lava . . . imagining lights for me in the blackness .
. . imagining life in me in the noon glare . . . but now there is no light
unless you have the force to see it . . . but you are cold . . . cold . . .
cold . . . cold . . .


The sky flared with flickering light. It
turned black while the image of light still remained in Hansen's eyes. Then a
new light, tinier and higher streaked overhead. Hansen awoke with the hairs
tingling on his neck and leaped to his feet with a hoarse shout.


"A rocket!"


In the stillness of the radio room, the
incoming call from Bucky's rocket made Mike jump in his chair before the set.
Hastily, he turned down the volume he had kept in hope of picking up faint
calls from Plato.


When
he had answered and relayed the message by phone to the landing area, he turned
to the others in the room.


Joey
had been sleeping in the upper bunk. Louise had asked to stay and Mike had
offered his bunk for her to sit on. She had not slept, as far as he knew; but
he had turned to the radio and maintained a lengthy silence.


"Maybe
I ought to talk to her," he thought, "but what is there to say? Four
good guys; but they're awful late checking in."


But
when he looked around, they were both watching him; and he had to tell them.


"Bucky's coming
in," he said.


"Did he find
anything?" demanded Louise.


"Don't know yet," Mike told her.
"He said he took a snap of Plato coming and going and three more on the
way back."


Louise moved toward the
door.


"Thanks a lot,
Mike," she said.


Joey
slipped down from the bunk as she disappeared into the corridor.


"Never mind," advised Mike.
"With Louise and Bucky in that hole they call a darkroom, dodging the
photographer's elbows every time he breathes in, they won't have any place for
you but up on a shelf."


"I just thought
I'd—"


"We'll
get told. Now, stay with me, kid, an' make sure I don't go wanderin' off to have a look tool"


 



 



Hansen stood stiffly by the rock and
painfully tried his neck muscles. He searched the sky, but nothing moved among
the stars.


"Now,
did I see something?" he asked himself slowly. "Or was I still
dreaming?"


He grimaced, and raised a
hand to the back of his head be-











fore he remembered that he was still in his
spacesuit. His neck was stiff and sore from lying across the rigid neckpiece of
his suit, and he was chilled to the bone.


"Must have been asleep quite a
while," he thought. "Maybe I ought to turn up the heating again—or
should I just warm up as I walk?"


He
paused a moment to stare in open-mouthed amazement at the ringwall of Kirch,
rearing up three thousand feet toward the stars.


"When
am I going to do something right?" he asked. "Why couldn't I stay
where I was, facing Earth, and go to sleep dreaming I was home?"


He
went on to wish that he had not gone to sleep at all. The aches that were
irritations when he was warm from walking were now centers of agony.


He
was sure he had blisters, and the chafed places under the suit jabbed little
warnings of tenderness as he tried to move. Reaching for his battery pack, he
nearly toppled over because his right leg was asleep. Even after he recovered
and took a few steps to restore the circulation, the knee did not feel right.


"I wonder if I pulled a muscle?" he
mused. "Or is it in the suit?"


He
looked up at Earth. India was moving into the arc of shadow,
but he could see Africa, the Mediterranean, and Europe.


When he realized he must have been out for
three or perhaps four hours, he immediately checked his oxygen. It was none too
soon. He refilled his suit tank and examined the pressure of the big cylinder.
He guessed that he could do the trick once more.


"I
wonder how long a man can live in a spacesuit?" he muttered.
"Hansen, why aren't you dead?"


Groaning with stiffness, he adjusted his
battery pack and tank and slung the cylinder atop the load. Although he seemed
as wet as ever, he sucked up a drink of water while he listened to the hiss of
his air circulator.


"Wish I wasn't so thirsty," he
said. "I'll have to watch it. Beginning to feel lack of
food, too."


He started off, moving mincingly to favor his
sore muscles, and immediately felt the weakness brought on by hunger. It was
hard to believe that a nightmare could last so long, but he remembered that it
was almost a full day since he had eaten a sandwich in the tractor.


Gradually, as he moved along, marching away
from Kirch into the open wasteland, he began to warm up. The stiffness left his
muscles, although the chafing remained annoying. His feet felt sticky in the
thick socks, suggesting that he would have trouble. He thought they might be
bleeding.


What the hell was the matter with that knee,
he wondered.


He
thought of stopping to examine it, but the likelihood of his falling over on
his face if he bent to feel the joint deterred him. He kept on. In half an
hour, it became clear that a spring had snapped.


Not only was the knee harder to bend than it
should have been, but something began to dig through his coveralls behind the
knee.


"That's not so good," he told
himself, but there was nothing he could think of to do.


He
finally mustered the ambition to get up on his toes and bound along at a fairly
brisk pace. The miles again floated under his feet, but he found that he could
not maintain the trot the way he had earlier. Then, he had congratulated
himself on his freshness, but he had come a long way since those few hours of
immunity to fatigue.


The
end of an hour found him moving at a moderate walk. One more,
and he stopped noticing the pace particularly. There were few landmarks about
him. He did not even strain ahead to catch a glimpse of the Kirch Mountains.


Finally,
the nagging pain behind his knee became bad enough to make him stop.


"This is damn' sillyl" he growled.
"I can't go along until that point of metal saws through a vein or
something! Must be something I can do about it."


He thought it over, but it seemed that there
simply was nothing he could do. The broken bit of metal was beyond his
reach; he could not even feel it through the thickness of the spacesuit and the
protective yellow chafing suit. Even if he should remove the latter by some
weird contortion, the knee joint, as an obvious trouble spot, was reinforced by
a bulge of metal. He would not be able to pinch or prod through that.


"Of course," he muttered, "I
might take it off entirely. That would make things easy right away. A lot easier than just sitting down to wait for my air to run
out."


He shook that out of mind with a jerk of his
head, and struck out across the plain once more.


He
had come to a stretch of gently rolling rises, and he tried to get most of his
upward push from his left leg. Coming down the slopes, he hopped stiff-legged on
his right. It was not too long before this became more tiring than it was
worth.


"To
hell with itl" he growled, and grimly drove onward with a more normal gait
despite the sharp dig . . . dig . . . dig into his flesh at every stride.


 



Burney and Bucky again sat across the table
in the former's room. Instead of the map they had consulted earlier, they gazed
down at the new photographs. The room, as before, was crowded with others who
had edged in watch silently. Even "M. D."
Mc-Leod, so nicknamed to distinguish him from all the doctors of philosophy and
doctors of science among the expedition, lingered with his stethoscope dangling
after giving Bucky a routine, post-flight check.


Johnny Pierce stood lankily behind Bumey's
shoulder, holding a spare magnifying glass and squinting down at the photos.
Sherman, Wohl, and Joey stood around the table with the photographers who had
developed and enlarged the pictures. Louise watched from behind Bucky, resting
her hands on his shoulders.


Burney
nodded slowly, examining the picture of the interior of Plato through his lens.


"I very much
fear," he said, tapping a forefinger on the half-











lit heap of material at the foot of the
ringwall, "that there is only one conclusion. That is a new slide, is it
not?"


"It
is," said Dr. Sherman, gesturing slightly with an older photograph of the
region.


"And
it is quite clear that they reached the crater," Bumey continued.
"These are excellent pictures, and the trail of the tractor treads shows
very definitely."


"How
about this one, Dr. Bumey?" asked Bucky, pushing across another photo.


It
showed the region around Mt. Pico, and had been enlarged until tracks of the
tractor could be clearly seen. Bumey frowned when he looked at it.


"To be perfectly frank," he
murmured, "I do not know what to make of it. Those marks accompanying the
trail could be footprints, I suppose, as has been suggested. But why ... or how?"


"A man running could make marks that far apart in this gravity," said Bucky.
"I know Johnny estimates those little dots are twenty and thirty feet
apart, but it's possible."


"It
is also possible that they are nothing of the sort. You notice that they leave
the trail after a time."


Louise spoke up.


"That at least rules out one
interpretation," she said. "They certainly aren't footprints made by
someone on the surface on the way to Plato.
Anybody walking beside the tractor would have left a trail starting and ending
at the tread tracks."


There
was silence. Some of the men looked at her with pity,
others stared very hard at the photographs on the table.


Bumey prodded another picture with his
finger.


"Bucky
took this where the tracks passed Kirch," he reminded them. "There
are none of these so-called footprints there. I regret to point out the
obvious conclusion—"


"But
can't you do something to make sure?" Louise burst out. "You aren't
just going to leave them out there! You couldn't!"


"Of course not," said Burney,
biting his lip uncomfortably. "As soon as the Serenitatis crew get a few hours' rest, I shall send them out to
recover ... ah ... to check. But the time element has
already become such that—Well, my dear, there is
simply no use in rushing things. Either there is no need, or it is already too
late."


There
was not much doubt as to which possibility seemed the more likely. The meeting
began to break up in unhappy silence.


 



Hansen trudged along with his chin on the
neckpiece of the suit. Every so often, when he lurched in the shifting sand,
his forehead bumped against the faceplate of his helmet.


"And
that's not so easy to do," he thought foolishly. 'Takes
a supple neck to accomplish it."


He
concentrated for perhaps a hundred paces, and slowly arrived at the corollary.


"Takes a pretty soft and supple head to get out here in the first
place. Shoulda stood at home in bed. Should've stayed on Plato and
tried to build some kind of a marker. Basell send out somebody . . . wonder if
that was a rocket I saw? Maybe I'd be dead . . . but I'm gonna be dead anyway.
Why don't I just sit down and wait? At least, it won't hurt any more. And, I'll
be easy."


No arguments to the contrary occurred to him,
but some deep impulse refused to let him quit.


He
had to pause again; his stops for rest were becoming frequent. He did not sit
down.


Never get up again, he
realized.


He planted his feet wide apart and stood
there, panting and letting his hands hang limply at his sides. His face felt
stiff as he bared his teeth against the throb of the cut behind his knee. By
now, he was so used to the wetness of the leg that he could not be sure the
blood trickled down any faster.


He
saw that he was standing on ground lighter than usual, and tinted pale yellow.
Remembering passing several such areas, he slowly realized that they must be
rays from Aristillus, traces of vaporized minerals blown out across the
surrounding territory when the crater had been formed. It meant, for what it
might be worth, that he was getting near Archimedes. Some of the rays of
Aristillus reached the larger crater.











He gritted his teeth and took the first step
forward. A glance to his right assured him that the jagged peaks of the Kirch
Mountains were where they should be. Once, as he walked along half awake, he
had discovered himself turning away on a course that would have sent him circling
back into the Mare Imbrium.


"Sea of Showers," he thought.
"I wish there were some. I wish I even
had a glass of water to pour over my head. Just a glass of
water to rinse out these eyes. I wouldn't even care about a shave."


He
began to notice his footsteps, besides the hiss of the air-circulator and the
laboring of the suit's motors. Through his boots, they had a distant, swishing
sound that insidiously lowered his puffed eyelids little by little. His head
bumped against the faceplate again.


Hansen jerked upright with a start. Clumsily,
he turned to look back. His tracks were long, dragging gashes in the sandy
surface.


"Hell! Going to sleep again," he
croaked.


With
the effort of speaking aloud—it was getting difficult to think clearly otherwise—the
corner of his lower lip cracked. He opened his dry mouth, making a face at the
morning-after taste, and gently touched the tip of his tongue to the spot. It
stung.


No
harm in taking a little water, he decided, though he knew it would offer only a
fleeting relief. But he needed that.


He turned his head to the left and got the
thin rubber tube between his teeth. The cracked lip stung as he sucked on the
tube.


The water was cool. His tired eyes closed
with the sheer pleasure of the sensation. On the third swallow, it stopped
flowing. "Oh, no/" Hansen groaned.


He drew harder on the hose and eked out
another mouthful. That was all. The tank was empty. It was supposed to be
partly replenished by moisture removed from the air in the suit, but he had
apparently reached the limit. The suit was not designed to be worn for twenty
hours. It was a wonder that nothing had yet broken down.


He held the last mouthful without swallowing,
letting it roll slowly about his mouth.


"Come on!" he thought. "That's
all there is. What are you waiting for?"


He knew it was silly to feel angry at this
latest pinprick. His growing rage was a sign of exhaustion, and some part of
his mind recognized that fact; but he deliberately let his temper go . . . and
drew extra strength from it.


The swallow of water gradually slipped down
as he surged forward. With the stiff right knee, he staggered once and came so
near falling flat that he skidded on all fours under him again.


"Dammit!"
he raged. "What are they doing at Base? Waiting for a weather report?
Anybody with an ounce of brain would know by now things went sour!"


He lurched down a gentle
slope and charged the next rise.


"I'll show them!" he grunted.
"I don't need them, if they're too chicken to come out for me. I'll get
there ... I don't know how I'll get
up the goddamned wall . . . but I'll get to it!
I'll get there!"


 



Mike sat before his radio and looked at the
other three in the room.


Pierce looked thoughtful, Joey was frankly
excited, and Louise Hansen paced nervously back and forth.


"The
crew from Tractor One say they saw no tracks of any
kind," he said, "but that doesn't prove a thing. They came no-wheres near the line between Plato and
Archimedes."


"Then
you think we're justified in not waiting for the same crew?" asked Louise.


"Sure," said Mike. "I don't
like to sound like I'm egging you on to something I wouldn't do myself,
but—"


"Of
course, Mike, of course," interrupted Johnny. "One of you has to stay
on the radio, or we couldn't call back. We could get Bucky to take Joey's
place, I guess, but why wake him up?"


"He did his share," Joey put in
quickly.











Mike looked from face to face.


"Well, Joey can say I gave him
permission," he said. T don't know what you will say, but it'd be better
if you got going and figured that out on the way back."


 



The shadowed ringwall loomed up before the
yellow speck on the plain. Just enough earthlight reached this face to show
where the seven-mile-wide outer slope was terraced by gentle inclines. Several
of these led upward toward the pass used by the scouting expedition. Against
the black sky, Hansen could not see the radio tower that had been erected, but
he was no longer interested in that. He had jettisoned his radio batteries
back on the plane to be rid of their weight as he tackled the long slope leading
to Archimedes.


"There you are . . . there you
arel" he mumbled. "Eureka, eureka! Damn near
three hundred miles . . . maybe more the way I came. That's navigating, ain't
it?"


The ringwall stood
passively before him.


"Well, ain't it?"
snarled Hansen thickly. "All right, here we go!"


He
lurched forward. Despite having abandoned every bit of excess gear—the empty
oxygen cylinder lay back beside the last craterlet he had passed—he could walk
no faster than if he had been on Earth. It probably meant that on Earth he
would have long since collapsed, but he was beyond thinking of that.


He
found he could not climb the first seven-foot ledge he came to, and had to walk
along it to a lower spot.


"No
time, no time," he muttered against the delay. "You're on your last
tankful now ... in fact, well into
it. You get up there . . . now ... or
not ever."


He found a long lateral slope and followed it
up several hundred yards. He was cold and sluggish, and it seemed that his
heating batteries were close to exhausted.


The
ache across his back seemed normal. Even the dull misery of his legs, chafed,
cut, rubbed raw, and the sogginess of his bleeding feet had come to be merely
part of his general limpness.


He
found himself finishing the last few yards of the slope on hands and knees.


"Funny," he
croaked. "Don' remember fallin'."


He
reached out for an outcropping of rock to pull himself up. The broken spring
twisted in the mangled spot on the back of his thigh as he tried to rise.
Getting both hands on the rock, he inched upward little by little.


It
took him all of five minutes before he was on his feet again. At first, he
thought he was dreaming again. The rock seemed to move under him.


Then he saw, peering blearily upward, that it
was part of an old landslide. One slip on his part now might set it off again,
and send him crashing down to the bottom of the ringwall again. Hansen groaned
and stepped away as carefully as he could.


He
was faced by a forty-five degree slope. If he could negotiate it for about
thirty feet, he would reach another ramp. He looked down, and wondered if it
would be easier to slide down to a lower terrace which would eventually lead
higher than his present position.


"No time," he said dazedly.


He began to scrabble his way up the incline,
not one too difficult to climb on Luna. The sun-powdered rock flaked off
beneath his hands, elbows, knees, and feet. He slid back about as fast as he
climbed.


With a sob, he lunged for a projection the
size of a man's head and got one mitten on it. The rock cracked off and he slid
to the foot of the incline.


"Oh, God! It's too much!"


His face twisted up and he expected to feel
tears running down his face. Apparently, however, he was too dried out for
that.


 



He sat there dully, staring at the lower ramp
and trying to tell himself he could always try that. He knew better.


"This is the end of the line," he
told himself. "Last stop . . . you're done."


Even his conscience did not
twitch at his surrender. He only wished he could see Earth and look at North
America again where it was centered on the globe once more. It was too much
effort to turn around.


"Wonder
if they'll find me," he mumbled. "Dunno if I want to get buried or
not. . ."


Something moved to his
left. A light.


"I'm seeing
things," he muttered. "Not long now."


But
the light swung up and down, it lit the slope below him, and it kept moving.


Nothing looked like that
but a tractor.


But
it would pass a hundred yards below him. The driver would have his eyes glued
to the ground ahead, watching for holes or cracks.


Hansen started to laugh and
managed to catch himself.


"The
chance after the last chancel" he thought he said aloud, although his lips
barely moved.


The effort of pulling himself to his knees
brought out sweat he did not know he had left.


He
waited for the tractor to reach a point below him. Waited . . . lifting the
head-sized rock in both hands.


The tiny weight tired him, and he lowered the
stone to his knees. The tractor lumbered along, heading down the slope into the
plain.


Hansen swayed where he knelt, but
concentrated everything upon estimating the distance.


With
a grunt, he raised the rock and thrust it away from his chest, outward over the
slope on which he sprawled with the motion.


He raised himself on his elbows and looked to
see what happened. The tractor had slid to an abrupt halt.


Dimly, he could see the shattered pieces of
his missile bouncing in and out of patches of earthlight below the vehicle.
The driver could not have missed it crossing his path.


"Gotta get up . . . up!" Hansen
thought desperately.


He
did not realize that his air was turning foul, but the simple feat of getting
his feet under him left his heart pounding wildly.


He planted his feet somehow until the light
swept up the slope as those in the tractor searched for a possible slide.


Brightness filled his helmet. He was dazzled,
and felt himself falling.


 



"Paul, try to
help!"


"Paul, can't you get some grip when I
shove you in? I can't keep you from sliding out the airlock. Paul!" The
voice was young and desperate.


When the other man backed away, parting the
contact of their helmets, Hansen saw the features of Joey, the radio operator,
through the other faceplate.


He stirred feebly.


"That's
it, Paul," said the faraway voice as Joey bent to lift him again.
"Just a little bit of help till I get you inside the airlock."


Something clanged, leaving
him in blackness.


The next thing he knew, he was gulping in
sobbing breaths of fresh, oxygen-rich air. His head ached, but he felt better.


Someone
was mopping his sweaty face with a wet handkerchief. The handkerchief dripped,
and the drops were salty.


He
could not see Louise, because she held his head cradled against her breast, but
Joey was looking at him wide-eyed over the back of another seat.


"How
long ago did you start?" asked someone else, and Hansen saw that Johnny
Pierce was driving.


"Right
after we got to Plato," said Hansen. "Everything but me and a tank of oxygen went down in a slide."


"Musta been nearly twenty-four hours
ago!" exclaimed Joey.


"Gol-darn!"
said Pierce primly. "Three hundred miles, give or take a few!"


"You ain't human, Paul!" said Joey.


"Do
you want your suit off now?" asked Louise. "We could only get your
helmet loose in this space."


Without seeing her face, he could tell that
she had been crying.


"Just leave it on," said Hansen.
"Wait till we're in, and I can go right from the suit to a bath."











"We're
coming over the crest," announced Johnny. "Louise, you better hold
him in case I hit a few bumps."


Hansen
relaxed with a sigh as he felt her hands tighten against him.


"Hold tight, Honey!" he whispered
as he closed his eyes against the lights in the tractor. T . . . I'm a little
tired."











UST-RED deserts cover the long-dead planet of Mars. Here civilization once might have ruled, but it has long since vanished. However, there are native sons of Terra who have not altogether lost contact with that life of wilderness and raw nature which first molded Mankind. Joe Whiteskunk, Indian, in his own way met the challenge of Mars—and won.
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My twin brother Frank and I were just back on
the ranch from college. Dad was dead, leaving us free. Magazines were full of
diagrams of space-ships and living quarters for other worlds. There was recruiting
ballyhoo on the television. At night we could sometimes see the fire-trails of
rockets, outward bound from nearby White Sands, New Mexico. It became like
drums beating in our blood.


"They need lots of young engineers like
us, Dave," Frank said to me. He was leaning against the corner of the
house. It was evening. "On the moon now—then gosh knows where."


"Sure,"
I answered, feeling both excited and sad. "The only question is, what do we do with Joe?"


Just then Joe Whiteskunk was fixing a fence
not a hundred yards off. With the deliberation of a rivulet
washing away a mountain—as usual. Joe, who had come
from Oklahoma with our Dad long ago. Joe, who might
have made an oil-fortune if a slicker hadn't cheated him of his claim.
Joe, who resembled gnarled mahogany. Sixty-five years old, he was, if a day. He
didn't know exactly himself.


Frank
is no guy to beat around the bush. "Got to tell him what we mean to
do," he said.


So we did. I began it with,
"Look, Joe . . ."











For awhile he didn't seem to have heard. He
just kept on working at that fence. But at last he said, "I go too."


I
won't say that I was exactly surprised. I figured I knew Joe. Maybe he thought
the Moon was something like Texas or California.


"You've got to know something special,
Joe," I said patiently. "Like Dave, here. He knows all about
air-conditioning."


Joe's
face remained as deadpan as if he were a wooden Indian rather than a real one.
"I know plenty special," he answered after a moment. "Hunt—track—new place—good. Plenty game."


Something
in the glint of his black eyes told me that he was way back in his youth.


Frank
busted out laughing. So did I. But there was a faint
lump in my throat, made up of all my memories of Joe White-skunk. Teaching me
to ride and to shoot, not by long-winded explanations but by example—or perhaps
more by letting me be part of him. It's kind of hard to explain.


So I
didn't want to say good-by to Joe. I knew that my brother didn't, either. We
wanted to postpone it as long as possible. Besides we were a little worried
about what might happen to him, left alone.


Combine all this with a certain residual
kid-prankishness. We weren't above hazing Joe—letting his abysmal innocence
lead him on—in this case toward the inevitable moment when his own ignorance
must put a harmless and disgruntling end to his sudden urge to go where we
went.


My
brother Frank winked at me—such a wink as one Katzen-jammer kid might give to
the other. "Sure, Joe," he said, sober as a judge, "you come
along with us. You hunt and track while we dig holes in all those
mountains."


Joe seemed not even to
realize that he was being kidded.


So the next morning we drove into White Sands
with him. There, in the offices of Unified Lunar Enterprizes, Frank and I knew
beforehand just about what we'd have to write of ourselves in the application
blanks they gave us. We had our specialties. My fine was minerals and mining.


We were sure of ourselves. We were in step
with the exciting imperialistic rhythm that had seized the world. The outward thrusting, the adventure, the military significance,
the dangerous industries that could be developed on the Moon, far away from the
densely populated Earth.


Yep,
to Frank and me they gave the glad eye. A big burly official grinned at us.
"Pass your physicals, fellas," he said, "and we'll ship you out
tonight."


About Joe?
Well—you know. He got a look as if he was at least a little loopy—the hopeless
sort of character that keeps popping up all the time, asking foolish questions.
Like the guy ninety years old who tried to enlist in the Army.


"Come
back in fifty years," he was told indulgently. "Maybe by then the Moon
will be changed enough by science so that there are woods and game on it."


Joe
looked a little puzzled. That was all. Of course this wasn't funny now for
Frank and me. What could you do? Life consists of living and learning.


I'm
sentimental. Halfway I wanted to stay behind with old Joe Whiteskunk. Frank is
different. "Well, Dave," he said, "this is it. So let's do what
the man says. We can phone Dad's lawyer to see that the ranch is looked after. Nothing much there anyway. We won't even have to take the
car home."


"Sure—you fellas
go," Joe told us. "I come too, pretty soon."


So,
that night, strapped to chairs in a cabin that looked like the inside of a bus,
Frank and I were sick as dogs in the absence of gravity as the sharp stars of
space blossomed beyond the window-ports around us. Facing the prospect of
living on the Moon—an idea somehow out of tune with the instincts in human
entrails, even when you're an enlightened young man—we were scared half to
death.


"Good
thing Joe couldn't come," Frank grunted. "He wouldn't understand
anything. He'd die—just as if he'd suddenly found himself in an unnamed
hell."


Right then we weren't very inspiring symbols
of the pioneering urges of the human race.


Had we known that at that
very moment old Joe Whiteskunk
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was huddled in the darkest corner of the dark
baggage compartment of our spaceship we would really have blown our tops.
Because in such a place during a Lunar hop a man could
freeze to death or suffocate easily. Even if he were a
trained scientist, who knew how to protect himself.


We were in space for better than seventy
hours. I was too ill to pay much attention to the landing. But it was
accomplished in a manner that was almost exactly the reverse of the takeoff.


Balanced
by whirling gyroscopes, we came down sternward toward Camp Copernicus, our
flaming jets gradually reducing speed. During the last few feet before we
touched the ashy ground we hung almost motionless, swinging in the seats that
adjusted automatically to the proper up-down direction of any gravitational
attraction.


Then
we were on the moon. Taking orders—fumbling our way into space-armor—looking at
harsh sunlight and black shadows and jagged mountains that have driven many a
man nuts with homesickness. Filing in a column across the ash to a large pressurized
shelter of magnesium alloy that had been brought prefabricated from Earth.


This
proved to be the entrance to a labyrinth of tunnels, newly excavated
underground. This was Camp Copernicus, built in the bottom of the great lunar
crater of the same name.


All of us greenhorn arrivals looked pretty
awful. I felt like a foolish romantic, led into a death-trap by my own
romanticism. God, how I wanted to go homel


While quarters and bunks were being assigned
the cry of "Stowaway!" arose. Right away I had a premonition that put
my heart in my mouth.


Then they carried Joe in, tucked into a suit
of space-armor. The story of what he had done came out, mixed with curses, from
the mouths of the baggage-handlers. Right then Joe was a very frost-bitten, very disoriented Indian, whose swollen face nonetheless
showed a flash of truculence.


How
he'd managed to survive in that space-chilled compartment, breathing only the
air that was locked in with him, might,


I think, have baffled a Houdini. He must just
have followed some animal instinct when he bundled himself in paper wrappings
torn from bundles and packages.


By
the same instinct he must have relaxed and breathed shal-lowly to consume less
oxygen. Something about how he must have done it all reminded me somehow of a
stowaway rat—surviving not so much by intelligence as by some wisdom engrained
into its whole cussed carcass.


"Joel"
I gasped. "Joe!" Into my voice was poured all my concern
about him—when he must finally realize in some measure where he was, how
inconceivably far he had blundered from anything he could call familiar. He
would just wither then, I was sure. He was a simple ranch Indian, who had
trouble writing his own name and could never understand other worlds.


Someone growled in my ears, "Oh, you
know this fella, eh?" The tone was as official as the gold-braid that went
with it—we civilian experts were under military direction, too. The tone bore a
heavy load of contemptuous disgust. It blamed me, a greenhorn, for Joe's
supergreenhorn presence. I was responsible.


"Yes, sir," I
said. "Joe Whiteskunk worked for my Dad."


Well, that officer took my words as if they
constituted an admission of mortal sin. "Oh—so?" he said with
poisonous gentleness. "And what do you think we can do with him, here? Why didn't you bring a sick baby along? It would
be less trouble.


"Why
didn't you bring an enemy spy? Then we could just shoot him. Back he goes with
the first return rocket and you'll pay his passage! Every
last cent of it if I have to take it out of your hide!"


He
said a lot more. He had me wanting to crawl into my space boots until a little
glimmer of hope came. I looked at Frank, who hadn't said anything. Right then I
didn't want any more of the Moon. Maybe Joe was our ticket back home—our way
out of a signed contract.


"Sir,"
I told the officer. "With your permission 111 personally conduct this man back to Earth."


Yeah,
but that was where Joe entered the conversation. He looked kind of sore but he
sounded both obstinate and gentle.











"I no go back, Dave," he said.
"I come—I stay. You and Frank stay too. No be scared. Sure! You big boys now. Strong—smart. I
smart, too. The Big Man back in White Sands tell big fib. He say
no job for tracker here. Just now, outside, I see plenty tracks."


It burned me up. Joe was patronizing
me—treating me as if I were a frightened child who had to be soothed. Treating
me the way he had once when a gila monster had scared me out of my wits.


And
he was rattling on with that crazy illusion of his. "Yeah, I see plenty
tracks—old tracks. No wind here. No man tracks. No coyote tracks. Devil tracks."


Joe
didn't even look awed. But in his black eyes, beyond the opened view-window of
his oxygen helmet, gleamed something from the lore of his forefathers. It
seemed to satisfy a question in his mind better than all our scientific
sophistication could do for us. What I mean is that it enabled him to adjust
better than we did to complete strangeness.


Right
then something happened to our officer friend's face-presently I was to find
out that his name was Colonel Richard Kopplin. He looked sober, puzzled, less grouchy—as if something that had been bothering him
for a long time found support in Joe Whiteskunk's words.


"Hum-mm—devil
tracks," he muttered.


No,
I won't say that Kopplin didn't have plenty of other worries to make him
grumpy and officious. Maybe his own nerves were a bit twisted just by his being
on the Moon. Then he had a lot of responsibility—handling scared and
inexperienced dopes who could go batty easily and
throw everything out of kilter. Getting more tunnels dug, more apparatus set up
to draw the constituents of air and water out of rocks, riding herd on experts
to get mineral tests made.


And
it was his job too to see that the astronomical observatory was finished and
the Army fortress. Moreover, he had to deal with civilian interests. Mining companies
and their prospecting and planning—companies who wanted to set up huge atomic
piles and spaceship factories on the Moon or conduct immense











and dangerous experiments that safety interests
forced off the Earth.


But the worst part of his job was the fact
that we weren't the only nation interested in lunar colonization. That
name-calling, fist-shaking and blame-passing antedated the first hop into
space. Don't make either party the villain too much. It takes two to fight. But
for Colonel Kopplin these facts still made the Moon an additionally unpleasant
post.


 



Now he cursed under his breath, showing that
he was a fairly human and intelligent guy. "Dammit," he muttered.
"When I was a kid I used to wonder if we of Earth would be the first
beings of the Solar System ever to take a jump into space. Even though there
are no obvious indications of space-travel by extra-terrestrial creatures in
modern times, still there might have been such travel, once. Maybe millions of
years ago . . ."


Kopplin's
muttering died away for a moment. Then, after a pause which seemed designed to
give his words emphasis, he said quietly, "I figured that a trip to the
Moon would give the answer."


"Why?" I asked.


He
looked at me as if I weren't so bright. "Because, sooner
or later, through the ages, such space-travelers—if they ever existed—would get
to our Moon. The Moon's been dead for at least a billion years. There
has been no wind and no weather for that much time here. The lightest touch of
anything against the dust on its surface would leave a permanent mark—because
there is no force to rub it out."


That
much was good logic. I nodded. Still, I was skeptical— as to the concrete basis
for this reasoning.


"You're leaving
something out, sir," I said.


"Yes, I am. But I can show you. Maybe
your man here can really help us. It's important enough. Lieutenant Briggs— take over."


So Colonel Kopplin, Joe
Whiteskunk, Frank and I went out there under the bleak stars. We all watched
Joe. Odd, but he was top man now—when we had all thought he was going to be
more helpless and out of place here than an infant.


He
looked up at the huge blurry blue-green Earth, which hung almost at zenith,
near the blazing, corona-fringed sun. There was something like awe in his face
for a moment. The low Lunar gravity seemed to bother
him some too—his steps were kind of uncertain.


But
quickly facts that he understood as well on the Moon as back home on the ranch
drew his attention. Kopplin had pointed to the ground, which wasn't exactly
ashen here but seemed to consist of lava rock that had been pulverized by some
terrific force.


And
there, in plain view, were faint scrabbling marks, a little like those of a
truck tire or a great millipede. Joe's eyes moved quickly,
and ours followed his gaze. At a little distance there were other marks of a
different character. Small round indentations—they could have been made with
the end of a pogostick. They could have been made by a thing with a long
stride. For a little way they were spaced evenly, like steps.


"Nothing
to get excited about, I know," Kopplin growled. "Nothing to draw anybody's
certain attention. Still if—"


Joe's
eyes were very intent and searching—still I wouldn't say that he was excited.
"Devil tracks," he said. "Two kinds. We
follow, eh? Out across the valley."


Joe
would have gone at it right then. Maybe that too was part of what made my blood
run cold. I had always figured there was something funny about Joe. The now is the only time that exists for him really. For what he does he doesn't
need what we would call determination. He just flows on like a river or a
sandstorm.


I'd
hardly call him stupid. But his intelligence is different. Something about it
is in tune with natural forces. And what do you call that? Intuition?
Instinct? Extra-sensory perception?
How should I know! Maybe he has a guardian devil or a terrific stack of luck
that keeps him on the right beam.


Look at those tracks my way—or your way. It
comes out the same, I'll bet. Yeah—I was trying to figure what kinds of
creatures or things or forces could have made those tracks— and how many
million years before. Sure, you and I can make a sort of picture from what we
know about science and other worlds. Living monsters, with ages of logical
culture behind them—or shining robots.


But how about Joe Whiteskunk? He had no background with which to construct
such a picture—or even to understand its meaning. He just seemed to follow his
nose. What thoughts went on in his head were as deep
an enigma as those two kinds of tracks themselves.


Frank
said, "We've got to go back to shelter, Joe. Too much
civilization. We gotta rest up."


Well,
we did that for several hours. And Joe studied his space-suit the way he used
to study his rifle and I tried to help him to understand it.


Colonel
Kopplin got together huge packs of equipment for us to carry. Again he
delegated his camp authority to Lieutenant Briggs so that he could go along
with us.


On our shoulders as we started out sat dread. And its companion, curiosity, magnified to
the point of fascination. But above and beyond all that was
the great spice of life—high romance. Who had been here on the Moon so
long before us— and for what basic motive? And why weren't they here, now? Had
they somehow failed, in their vast reaching out, to hold onto what they had
attained? And might we not fail for the same reason?


 



Skip the details of our progress across the
floor of that tremendous lunar crater. We followed the scrabbled tracks—the
circular ones soon vanished completely. And sometimes there was no spoor at
all. Perhaps a more recent upheaval of dust had blotted them out. But,
following Joe, we were always able to pick up the trail again.


Against the feeble Lunar gravity we climbed that vast crater











wall, locating there a string of handholds—that
were not quite handholds, since they did not comfortably fit our human hands —chipped
out of the glassy rock. We topped the brim of the barrier as the lagging Lunar
Sun crept across the sky. We came down in a congealed inferno of tortured rock
outside Copernicus.


Five
miles out Joe Whiteskunk found trail's end. It was a confused circular patch of
tracks in the dust—as new as yesterday in appearance. Trampled
markings full of violence and drama—an inconceivably ancient arena for two.
And at the center of it lay the vanquished.


The being's weapon was as new and gleaming as
yesterday. A small bright tube, which Colonel Kopplin picked
up for us to stare at. And a little of the aura of the physical
principles by which it had functioned crept into our minds, leaving deeper
enigmas to challenge us, to label our human science the feeble and primitive
groping it is.


The
trigger-button—the tiny but terrifically stout pressure-chamber, in which a
minute droplet of substance that was like that of the Sun's heart could be
produced to yield energy. Atomic fusion. Four atoms of hydrogen yielding one of helium. And the barrel, which must have been lined with pure force to stave
such heat away from weak metal, to direct such a blast of death.


Yet the being who had owned such a weapon had
lost the fight, perhaps to a greater science.


The
eerie corpse lay there. It did not resemble a centipede. Rather, it looked like
a blackened old tree-stump with a thousand roots still contorted with agony.
The spatial dryness of the Moon had sucked the moisture from ancient tissues,
leaving them not only desiccated and harder than oak—but even charred. Beyond
that the preservation was perfect.


"Bad things happen here," Joe said
through his helmet radiophones. Then he just stood stolidly by while the rest
of us proceeded to reach the same conclusion in our involved path of reason.


"The thing with the round tracks left no
further spoor from this point," Frank said. "So it must have
flown—moved above the surface."


"Sure,"
I joined in. "And this fight must have been just a tiny part of something
far bigger." My voice was hoarse with dread and questioning.


Kopplin had been on the Moon far longer than
any of us. So of course he knew far more than we did. "Sure," he
growled. "The Moon is big enough and hard to travel in. It's easy never
even to notice such little details as corpses, tracks, artifacts. But could
anyone ever miss the thousands of Lunar craters?


"Volcanoes,
astronomers used to call them. Then the wounds made by vast meteors, crashing
down from space. But one thing tests have shown—even their highest walls still
show a trace of radioactivity, far above the level of natural uranium deposits.
What can that suggest except that they are gigantic bomb-craters?


"What if the Moon was a battleground for
two kinds of beings, from two different worlds—say fifty million years ago? You
know that the gradual lessening of radioactivity in rocks provides a clock for
calculating the age of a stratum. And that's the amount of time you get by
calculation."


Well—I carried the ball from that point. But
Kopplin certainly could have done the same. So could Frank. Only old Joe
Whiteskunk was left out of it.


"The
Asteroid Belt," I said. "Long ago it was figured to be the wreckage
of an exploded planet. Was that explosion a natural phenomenon or was it part
of war—between two planets? And what would be that other planet? It would have
to be a planet smaller than the Earth too—cooling faster, supporting life
sooner, developing civilization sooner. Mars, most likely. Or maybe a moon of
Jupiter."


My
voice was a whisper. But there wasn't a thing new in what I said. I'd followed
an old track of romancing handed down from stories that had groped at the
unknown long ago. Here, however, the hints of truth were plain—that corpse at
our feet, and that weapon. And the result was sharpened dread.


A thing which became the more terrifying,
because it was personal—because history was on the same track again, set to
repeat itself, for human beings this time. Everybody had read the signs before.
But now, pointed out by a harsh and factual example, it was infinitely more
vivid. It scared the sweat out of your skin.


 



We
looked toward the east. And a rocket was tracing an inbound path of fire
against the brittle star-curtain. One of their rockets—of
that other nation, I mean—our enemy.


"What
do you read in the flight of any such rocket?" Kopplin said. "Beauty, imperialism, the inevitable urge of all life to
expand as far as it can go, with not even the stars the limit. It
happened before—starting from Mars and from this Asteroid world. But then all
the romance and glory turned to death and silence, by fury and its own
scientific triumphs. Like some great flowering plant that never
blossomed."


But then my brother Frank looked a little
brighter. "Maybe that's good," he said. "For
our pals, the enemy—and for us. An example, a lesson,
the pointing out of an error in brutal terms. A warning not to do what
other hopefuls did before us.


"Ever think that fear, instead of
misplaced courage, could be the key to progress by way of caution and common
sense? Lord, it's the one chance! For us—for them! Otherwise maybe all there'll
be is another bigger and better Asteroid Belt, littered with everything from
mountains to bobby pins!"


"Sure,
Frank," I put in. "The path to future glory is a scary
tightrope."


We started marching again. It was too late in
that two-weeks-long Lunar day to start back to Camp
Copernicus. So we went forward. Twice we put up an airtight heat-proof tent in
which to eat and sleep. And when sunset came it didn't stop us. We had our
lights for night-work—and the glory of the Earth-shine over that maddening
desolation.


But we didn't go mad—we
were too frightened. With the disappearance of the Sun, the temperature of the
surrounding ground dropped from higher than the boiling point of water to
something a shade above absolute zero. But what did that matter to us in our
insulated space-suits?


Joe
Whiteskunk led us on and finally picked up another trail, which led to a
half-buried shelter of metal and a whole bunch of other ancient murders.
Stump-like corpses—all except one. That one had
belonged to the kind of creature that made the circular tracks. Its skin was
black horn, its form was somewhat less human than a
two-year-old's smeary drawing of a man. The prints its fingers—or
tentacle-tips—would have made were crosshatched instead of spiral.


"Which is which, I
wonder?" Frank asked.


I
answered as well as anybody could just then. "Mars still exists, at least.
It must have won. It must have been stronger. These things with the round feet
were stronger. But the Martians must have lost too. Anyway, they haven't been
around for a long time either."


We
were exploring that shelter. It was hardly what a man could inhabit
comfortably. The Asteroidians didn't have much use for rooms as we understand
them. They lived like bugs— in sort of chinks between plates of metal, not ten
inches apart.


That's
other-world stuff—which shows about how close we'd be in physical needs to the
people of most alien planets. And there were a thousand different small
articles, the uses of which we could never name. Imagine yourself a Martian,
mulling over a mess of combs, shaving brushes, boot-polish and the like—maybe
you'll understand what I mean.


Of course we found treasure. No, I'm not
talking about simple stuff like gold and jewels or refined uranium—rather a
wealth of ideas. Maybe the best was the little rod the Martian had— it was
wonderfully simplified and seemed to be both a weapon of terrible power as well
as a means of flying.


But
the Asteroidians had their inventions, too. Wonderful compact
calculation machines. A thin filtering fabric that
could purify and reoxygenate air. An automatic control
device that would have worked well on our spaceships.  And dozens of











other things—many more than we could have probed
and understood by brief and tentative scrutiny.


We
pitched our tent again. And with our radio we hurled the news of all that we
had found and found out, back to Copernicus, and out to that other encampment,
of our potential enemies.


"You'll
see for yourselves," Kopplin said into the mike, "if you haven't seen
already. These others may have had cities here on the Moon—even on Earth. They
might have reached the stars long ago. Instead they worked it wrong—and
perished."


He
said a lot more. Maybe when he was finished talking the tightrope path to a
great future was a little tighter and steadier. But you can't end all the
danger of the years and of chance and of opposed life or factions with mere
fright and example.


We were back in Camp Copernicus, staggering
tired, before the Lunar midnight. Frank and I slept. Joe must have too. But
when we awoke, he was gone. Joe wasn't the kind of guy to ask permission from
anybody to do anything. If anybody tried to block his way by force he'd just
watch his chance and slip past the obstacles by stealth. I was scared for him
but what good did that do?


I had my mineralogy job—the thing I'd signed
up for—to look after. And Frank was tied up with his air-conditioning. But Joe
had his work cut out for him. It was all he could do here.


 



He was gone a full terrestrial week that
first solo trip. I hardly believed it when the news came that he was back. For
I was sure by then—with a lump in my throat—that he was gone for good—that his
naivete where science was concerned had tripped him up in an environment where
there were so many horrible ways of dying if you didn't know exactly what you
were doing.


But evidently Joe had learned enough of
space-suits and things by observation, during our first excursion of discovery,
to keep alive if nothing went too wrong.


He
almost grinned at Kopplin, Frank and myself as he unloaded
his pack in Kopplin's quarters. And it came to me that he hadn't changed
much—it was as though that pack of his was full of skins from a trapping season
and he was back at the trading post.


He
had bits of queer fabric, colored blue. He had a wonderful camera. He had
pieces of plating, that might have come from a
blown-up space-ship. And he had some jeweled ornaments worth a dozen fortunes
as artwork.


"You did fine,
Joe," Colonel Kopplin said.


"Sure," Joe answered and I knew
that there was a certain vanity in him. "I go back right away."


A
few hours later we saw him trudging off across the crater-bottom, a lonely but
contented figure, forever devoted to the wilderness—on Earth or elsewhere.


This
time his luck, his intuition or his guardian demon seemed to desert him. For he did not return. After a Lunar day—almost an
Earth-month—we went to look for him. Far out from Copernicus his tracks ended
at the edge of an expanse of flaky ash more treacherous than quicksand. Even
our probing radar-beams couldn't locate his remains at its bottom.


So long, Joe Whiteskunk. You were a true trail-blazer. You came much farther than you could ever
have realized.


A year passed. Camp Copernicus became a
little city, with all the comforts of civilization—with beautiful gardens
even-under shining domes. It was the seed of the glory of the future —if our
luck held. Of trans-spatial empire. Mines began really
to produce. Great factories began to work. But of course our human dreams and
plans were already far ahead.


Girls came to the Moon to work in offices, as
lab technicians. And that, of course, was the surest sign of the success of our
colony. One girl—a tiny dark-haired dynamo with the love of strangeness and
millions of miles in her eyes—smiled at me. But how I happened to smile back
and how we became Joan and Dave to each other is really another story.


In
our factories on the Moon men of Earth built their first true interplanetary
craft.   From knowledge learned by their
own right—and from what they were able to glean from wreckage left by the
Martians and Asteroidians.


Mars was that craft's goal—or, more
specifically, the deepest part of Syrtis Major, that great dark marking near
its equator. A sea-bottom—verdant, compared to the cold Martian deserts. Once densely populated—a seat of culture. We knew that much
from the fragment of a map that we had found.


I was one of a hundred men who said good-by
to all that we knew. Frank, my twin, and Colonel Kopplin were others. And there
was one little gray jolly man named Dimitri Vasiliev —from that other nation. A noted physicist. Was it a compliment to the practicality
of the Brotherhood of Man and a promise of the great future of humanity, after
the failure of the Martians and the Asteroidians, that he was one of us and our
friend?


"On
to Mars—on to mystery," he laughed—and his eyes shone with the same hopes
that were ours. Proving again that there are fewer villains than some would
have us believe—and that, from close up, people are just people.


Oh,
yes—it sounds good. And we felt the triumphant vanity of it. But maybe it is an
over-simplification. That path to the future is a tightrope in more ways than
one. Everything is a gamble. And the bigger goal—not just Mars—was far, far
off. Not just cities in the star-systems. But dreams that we
couldn't clearly see.


Immortality—cosmic
greatness to which we knew that only the minds of our distant descendants could
ever be equal. We were still too primitive. Still, we were on the right track
and might win, where the Asteroidians and Martians had failed. We'd seen their
ruined and deserted fortresses—triumphs of technology that had not been
enough.


Maybe
our greatest encouragement was the fabulous sum that was paid just for
motion-picture rights of what we would see on Mars. Aside from food, comfort
and love, nothing is easier to sell, even to the timidest stay-at-home, than
high romance.


Our
luck held. We left the Moon in a blaze
of atomic fire. Several months were spent hurtling in a great arc that joined two planetary orbits. We laughed, we speculated,
we worried, we cursed, we grew bored—but Mars swelled to a great murky opal, at
once ugly and beautiful, and we landed in the deepest part of Syrtis Major just
as we had intended. Ah, but we were a proud lot then, looking back at our
conscious determination, courage and skill]


They say that pride goeth before a fall. And
so, by a little oversight somewhere, it happened. Maybe in space, under the
electro-magnetic emanations of the sun, or even by the friction of our ship's
hull with the atmosphere of two worlds, we acquired an electric charge, which
became the cause of a hot spark just as we touched the Martian soil. We'll
never know just what was the cause.


 



Ever try to imagine a flash-fire inside a
space-ship, where all your stores and your oxygen are sealed up? We could have
all died very quickly. Eleven of us did. The rest of us got out of the ship in
space-suits, most of us burned in various degrees. But were we any better off?


To
the individual death is the end of the universe. The triumph of now and the
triumphs of the far future can't matter much. And all we were, here on the Red
Planet, was a bunch of blundering fools, as good as dead, without the best
part of our supplies.


No,
Mars isn't dead like the Moon. The sky we stared at was not black but deep
blue. Go to a fifty-thousand-foot altitude on Earth and you've got about the
same air-pressure—but still a lot more oxygen than on Mars. Want to try to
breathe that thin desiccated atmosphere, even though a comfortable noon-day
temperature of nearly seventy degrees might encourage you?


Nope—you're not built right—you'd be the
devil's own fool. The Martians are gone—they aren't there anymore to keep that
atmosphere healthy with their science.


Colonel
Kopplin was yelling, "Get the stuff outl Got to
salvage what we can!" And those of us who were able were trying to obey.
The fire was out soon, smothered by the Martian air mostly. But almost all of
our oxygen supply was gone. And our water tank had been ripped open by the
explosion of a big oxygen flask, weakened by the heat. The last of the precious
liquid dribbled away into the powdery soil.


At last we stood panting and helpless. Inside
myself I was saying, "Good-by, Jan. Good-by, dreams."


The
scene around us, I guess, was beautiful. Ruins were everywhere—fused down to
lumpy masses of glassy stuff, millions of years ago, by atomic heat in that
last war. And everything was overgrown with blue-green papery vegetation, that stirred idly in a thin breeze. The
sea-bottom that was Syrtis Major spread for miles all around and far off in the
sunlight to the east we could see the ochre line of the desert.


"To
find water is our only chance," Kopplin was saying. "We've still got
the equipment to electrolyze it—to free the oxygen in it to breathe. But where,
short of the polar regions, will you find water on a planet whose remaining
total supply wouldn't more than fill a couple of our Great Lakes?"


"We
could find the lowest ground here," Frank growled. "Try to dig a
well."


Vasiliev
nodded. He was a plucky little man. Maybe we were all plucky or we wouldn't
have been where we were. But what good was that against grinding
homesickness—besides all the rest of our misfortunes?


But
we began to get the necessary equipment together. We figured we had maybe five
hours' air-supply left. A space-suit can be equipped for a long jaunt afield.
But running for your life from a fire you can't always be fully prepared. A
seal is made imperfectly. An air-purifier lacks adjustment. And if you've got
anything to share part of it goes to pals who aren't so
fortunate as you.


Wishful
thinking at a time of despair, they say, can produce strange delusions. So now
I saw a ghost stepping out from behind some weird Martian shrubbery. Lord
knows that was all I could think then—because I couldn't know the simple train
of events that had made the impossible true.


Yeah, I saw Joe Whiteskunk. And he wasn't
even wearing space-armor. But from a disc strapped to the top of his head a
faintly luminous aura flowed down over his ragged shirt and dungarees. A
Martian invention—I didn't even think about it then. But that was the way it
was. An aura which took up all the functions of our clumsy
space-suits—protection from cold, air-purification, maintenance of pressure.


He was surrounded by a
tough bubble of energy.


"Hi,
Dave," he said and his voice was hoarse and rustling and dry. "Yup—me. Joe." He was as thin and brown and
withered as a dry root. And he staggered a little. But his eyes were clear.
Funny how his voice reached me through my helmet phones though I saw no
transmitter. But that's ancient Martian science.


"No water down in valley," Joe
croaked. "Little spring close by too small. Too many
men. Water always bitter. So what? Sometimes I
smell water higher up toward desert. I never look though. Now do, eh? Glad to
see you boys again. Hi, Frank."


 



He showed us the twenty-foot hole he'd dug.
There were a couple of spoonfuls of brackish muck at its bottom. Wildly we dug
further, only to find dry sand into which the trickle vanished.


"Just spoil
spring," Joe grumbled. "Now we go look."


"Toward the desert?" Kopplin growled. "That's against both
science and common sensel I'll take a digging party down to lower ground."


"Okay,"
I said. "Fair enough. Just on the chance that Joe
is right I'll take another party and go with him."


We were too intent on water and survival even
to ask how Joe happened to be here, even though it seemed more impossible than
any miracle. But I got around to inquiry as our group—which included
Vasiliev—started out.


"Gonna tell us about
you, Joe?" I asked.


"Sure,"
he said. "I found Mars space-ship on Moon. Nothing broke. I crawl inside.
Press wrong button. Ship start for home. Big city here once
in this valley. Home to machine that











think, inside ship. Ship over there—maybe five
miles." Joe grinned.


Far off I saw the burnished hull gleaming in
the sunshine. "How do you live, Joe?" I demanded.


"Had my supplies. Had space-tent," Joe answered.
"Now eat hard fruit. And big slow bugs. Taste good when hungry. No game.
Plenty gold ornaments though—and stuff for houses. Vases—very
nice.  Maybe now we start
business, eh, Dave?"


"You're crazy, Joe," I growled.


Under
Joe's guidance, we dug for water. Twice we got nothing. But the third time,
fourteen feet down, we got a muddy swirl of brackish stuff that widened to a
pool. It was all that we needed. Distillation could get the mineral out of it,
if we weren't squeamish about what we drank.


By radio we learned that Kopplin's party was
still looking. They hadn't found anything.


Little
Vasiliev laughed gleefully. "I guess there are neglected branches of
science," he said. "About hunches—that is what you call them, is it
not? About pigeons finding their way home. About your
friend 'smelling' water . . ."


Sure.
Joe Whiteskunk is an Indian—probably not quite an ordinary one. Maybe this
story is mostly about him. Maybe it's about those deeper sciences. Or about fate and destiny and luck. Or
about pride and humbleness. Or how simple life reaches out, sometimes
winning, sometimes losing. Or about high romance . . .


I know how Joe managed to live alone on Mars.
But I don't know how his mind stood it—how he escaped going mad. Maybe, like a
primitive thing, he just didn't realize where he was—and that saved him. Maybe
his luck was just a matter of being part of nature.


Nature
is a word that covers a lot of ground. An atom, an amoeba, a
galaxy—and everything in between. But they all must be joined together
someway, be in sympathy and understanding. And maybe Joe's flesh is part of
that understanding. That's why he always seems to know.


After our misfortunes most of us were fed up
with Mars. The romance thinned. We wanted to go home to rest and brag. We could
fix up our ship now—or maybe even use the Martian one, refitting it to be a
little more comfortable for human occupation.


On my fourth day on Mars I said,
"Joe—how would you like to be back on the ranch for a while?"


Joe
thought about it. Then he answered, "No go. Stay here. Nice place. Plenty
room. You go, Dave." His black eyes were on the distance. "Got plenty
business here," he added.


None of us left for over seven months. By
then we had a little camp set up—not much different, though far smaller, than
Camp Copernicus. Maybe it'll be our first Martian city before long.


I left with the ship—I had to. But Frank
stayed, and Vasiliev and a few others. I took Joe's "trade stuff' along.
Golden ornaments, plaques, vases, strange carvings, stuff worth an emperor's
ransom—because civilized people love high romance and call it beautiful. Does
Joe really understand? I wonder.


I've
brought Joan, my wife, back to Mars with me. Life goes on. Joe doesn't show up
here much anymore. He's browner and more withered than ever. But with the help
of decent food he's a lot spryer than he used to be. And his eyes are young.
Has he found something like the fountain of youth too? Or is it just that the
thirty-eight-percent-of-Earth-norm gravity of Mars is easy on old muscles?
Search me.


Yesterday I saw him trudge off again toward
the desert. He seems to belong here as much as the tattered Martian plants. I
couldn't have believed that possible, once. Joe's a real trail-blazer. He
doesn't understand galaxies. Stars are still just little specks in the sky to
him.


But there must be a drive and an
understanding in his blood and bone and nerves. Perhaps it's a vast primitive
yearning. It's the kind of thing that will lead us out to the farthest
galaxies, maybe a thousand years from now, if our luck holds. But it's not
distance alone. It's grandeur, dimly seen. It's mind, com-











prehension, mystery. Maybe it's a matter of becoming
demigods. Who knows? And don't ask me. Dream it up yourself.


Maybe we of Earth will be the ones to do
it—though the Martians and the Asteroidians failed.
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The big ship eased leisurely out of
hyperspace, solidified into reality, and settled with a few prim puffs from its
steering jets into an orbit around the planet.


"There it is,
captain," said Deeley with pardonable pride.


The captain nodded, pipe clenched between his
teeth, and said, T wonder what we'll find here."


In
seventy years of wandering he had grown to expect the unexpected.


Around him in the big cabin that tradition
insisted on calling the bridge the four senior officers under his command sat
at their control desks, from which each co-ordinated the information provided
by his particular department. Officially, Deeley's title was Nav; Spinelli's,
Engines; Engelhart, Personnel; Adhem, Biological, and Keston, Observation. In
practice, these names were pretty elastic.


The
planet filled nearly half of the direct viewport with blue-green radiance,
dimmed in patches by the presence of two atmosphereless moons which lay like
dark stones in a shallow shining pool. Beyond it hung the curtain of ten
million stars— a mass of dusky gold, the very center of the galaxy. 102


It didn't yet seem right that there should be
stars packed so thick in any planet's sky.


The
captain's name was Chang—a good terrestrial name-but he had been raised on New
Earth, Alpha Centauri IV, way out towards the rim of the galaxy, where the
stars were no more than occasional flecks of gold in the dark velvet of the
sky. Here in the neighborhood of the Hub it was different. Here it was the
black that pitted the bright.


The
world below looked to be a good world, though it was maybe twice as old as
Earth. This was an older part of the universe. There were a few brilliant
clouds in its atmosphere, and there were wide seas, but not so wide as Earth's,
being less than half the surface of the planet. And chlorophyll green shone
bright on the spectroscopes.


There were no deserts and
no ice-packs.


Behind
him, Keston of Observation cleared his throat and said, "Captain, here's
the data on the planet."


"Let's have," said
Chang.


"Density,
mass and surface grav are so close to Earth normal we can't differentiate them.
Air's a little thin—about thirteen point six pounds at sea level, I guess—and
high on C02and low on oxygen, but only
about a per cent each way. Plenty of water vapor—in short, breathable.
Forty-five per cent of the surface is ocean. Has a
twenty-nine-hour day and about an eleven-month year. It's an older world than Earth, and the pull of the moons and the sun have
respectively lengthened the day and shortened the year."


Chang nodded, said,
"Is that all?"


"Just about. We haven't made out any evidence of
habitation yet, but that'll come if it exists. There's a lot of
vegetation-chlorophyll vegetation—both in and out of the sea."


Chang took his pipe out of his mouth and blew
smoke. He said, "Good. Tell me if you get anything else, will you."


"Right,
sir."


 



He sucked on his pipe ruminatively, relaxing
in his chair before the viewport. A planet matching Earth this close was a find
in a million, literally, for an oxygen-high atmosphere was the second most
unstable of all possible atmospheres and rarely survived, whereas
chlorine-high, hydrogen-high and methane-high were all too common. It could
mean retirement and ease for them when the colonists came. They could ask their
own price for an acre of ground.


Assuming it was uninhabited and theirs by
right of prior discovery, that was, and he felt it might be. This close to the
Hub, where the ships that had been so far might be numbered on your fingers, a
previous discovery was unlikely, and as for indigenous races, oxygen reactions
seemed to build unstable life forms which died quickly. A world twice as old as
Earth might once have been inhabited—


But he was basing his judgments on data
gathered far away. Too far away.  Here, everything might very well be new.


From
behind him, Keston said: "Sir, Sandiman thinks he's found signs of
habitation on the inner moon."


"Indigenous or
planted?" said Chang.


"Can't tell, sir, but
I'd advise investigation."


"We'll take a look at it, then,"
said Chang with decision. "Engines!"


"Sir?" said a quiet voice with a
lilting Romance accent. Spinelli had inherited that from an ancestor more than
half a millennium ago, back in the days before the races merged.


"Shift us over to the
nearer moon," said Chang.


"Sir," said
Spinelli.


The viewport changed. For an instant there
was the golden glory of stars. Then the barren, airless, pitted face of the
inner moon began to show clearly, lit by the reflected light of its primary,
and at last hung steady, almost filling the viewport, while they played off its
attraction against an antigrav beam. Chang looking it over, said, "Keston,
have someone put a 'scope on this port, will you?"


The
image blanked for a second before a small section of it reappeared,
fantastically bloated, as if it were scant yards away instead of two hundred
miles. Keston volunteered, "Sandiman reported something in the crater with
its ringwall in three sections—see it?"


"I see," nodded
Chang.


Deeley
had got up from his chair and come over to stand behind him. Shortly, he
uttered a muffled exclamation and said, "Sir, what's that hut?"


Chang
permitted himself a slight smile. "It's rather more than a hut," he
said. "From the way it shows up you could put this ship inside it and have
room to spare. Looks to me like the top dome—supply lock, maybe—of a
pressurized city."


Deeley
said, with the disappointment in his voice partly masked by his interest in
contacting a new culture, "Then that means a non-indigenous race, doesn't
it?"


"Looks
like it," nodded Chang, leaning closer to the port. He said in a curious
tone, "Keston, have the magnification stepped up, and tell me what's odd
about that dome."


The
picture again swelled enormously, and Keston said, with more than a hint of
relief in his voice, "Locks are open, sir, inner and outer, and there are
a number of meteor rents in the roof."


"I
thought it looked odd. That means we needn't expect much trouble from that
quarter. Is it the only one on the moon?"


After
a pause, "Yes, sir," reported Keston. "And we haven't found any
signs of habitation on the planet, either. Hardesty thinks he's found a city
site, but it's so overgrown it equally well could be a natural formation. No
sign of cities or even roads."


"Good,"
grunted Chang. "Spinelli, put us down within shouting distance of that
dome, will you?"


"Right, sir,"
Spinelli answered.


His viewport blanked for a moment as they
took the 'scope off it, and then relit to show the distant moon rising rapidly
to meet them. At this range he could quite easily make out the dome with his
naked eye.


Then
the crater with the triply split wall filled the port, and the big ship settled
with hardly a jolt on a level surface fused and scarred by the hot jets of
rockets landing and taking off.


The image in the port stilled, and was that
of the ringwall outlined against the stars.


A
searchlight sprang up, began a methodical sweep across the floor of the crater,
and they waited with interest for what it might show.


After
a while, Keston said, "Sir, we've picked up a rocket in the shadow of the
far ringwall. I have it on my screen."


Chang
got up and came across the bridge to survey the harsh black and white image in
front of Keston. The rocket was a small one, perhaps even an individual job,
and its hull shone unblink-ingly in the glare of the searchlight.


"Locks
wide, you notice," commented Chang after a while. "Looks like it got
left behind when they quit. Put the building on the screen, will you?"


The
screen flickered and then went blank except for the jagged line of the ringwall
silhouetted against the stars. It was a matter of two or three seconds before
the searchlight swept around and showed a tall building, tall with the
fantastic flying tallness of low gravity, that looked like the main hall at
Grand Central Spaceport made aesthetically acceptable. You could have put the
ship inside it with no trouble at all.


Chang
studied it with considerable interest. It was plainly the work of a race versed
in architecture, for it was superbly designed to waste no more than necessary
on resisting gravity, yet to maintain an atmosphere at fourteen pounds to the
square inch without risk.


But it was open and deserted.


They stood looking at it in silence, except
for the very quiet humming of the generators and the creak-crack of the hull that was the ship talking to itself.
Finally Chang straightened with a grunt.


"Engelhart!"


"Sir?"


"Are your men standing
to battle stations?"


"Of course, sir,"
said Engelhart with injured dignity.


"They needn't. There
won't be a reception committee. But detail me a couple of men to come on over
and take a gander at this place before we go downstairs, will you? You can come
yourself if you like."


"Glad
to, sir," said Engelhart. "What do I tell the men we've got?"


"Looks like a plum cake, but tell them
not to count their chickens. Say we've struck an Earth-type world which looks
like it's uninhabited, but emphasize that bit about
the looking."


"Good enough, sir.
When do we start?"


"As
soon as you're ready," said Chang. He knocked out his pipe and went
towards the door, paused before going out to look at the scene in the viewport.
So many stars, and no knowing what you'd find among
them—


He went down to Medical and submitted to
having his semicircular canals numbed to prevent nausea and his heart slowed
to avoid wasting energy. Then two orderlies helped him into his bulky
spacesuit, and he shuffled awkwardly out of the hospital section into the
anteroom of the personnel lock.


There
was only moon gravity here—about one-tenth g—and he flexed his arms and legs a
few times and checked his equipment. Before he finished Engelhart joined him,
face keen and sharp behind his transparent mask. He nodded, clicked on his
microphone and said, "Can you hear me, sir?"


"Loud
and clear.
Who've you picked to come with us?"


"Trooper Anson, sir. He'll be here in a moment." He checked his oxygen supply with
practiced efficiency, turned his torch on and off a few times, and stamped to
make sure his joints were working freely.


Then Trooper Anson joined them, and they
moved cautiously into the lock and waited while the big doors behind them slid
shut. Before the others opened, a voice crackled in their phones.


"Keston
here, sir. We're keeping our 'scopes on you just in case, but I don't expect
you'll find trouble. We found one hole in the top of the building twenty feet
across."


Chang said, "Right. Stand by to open
locks. Ready?"


"Ready."


They
turned on their magnetic soles for the brief instant in which the air in the
lock whooshed out into free space with a thin scream, and then they moved forward to
the top of the ramp beyond and stood staring at a monument to a vanished race.


The stars filled the sky so brightly that
they had to shade their eyes to see it in the dim glow of the searchlight—a
vast and empty, and enigmatic, building.


Chang said slowly, "That's a lovely
piece of design, Engel-hart."


Engelhart
nodded behind his faceplate. "They never knocked that up on their first trip. I'd lay good money on there being a city under
here. I wonder why they abandoned it."


Chang
shrugged. "We'll find out later—perhaps. Shall we move?"


They
went down the metal ramp to the scorched rock at its foot, snapped off their
magnetic soles and began to bound in twenty-foot leaps
across the short mile that separated them from the building.


For a while there was no noise except star
static and the irregular thud after each jump as they landed with enough force
to disturb the microphones, and they braked gradually to a halt a few yards
from the open end of the building.


They stood surveying it.
After a pause, Chang said, "Anson!"


"Sir?"


"Shine your torch
inside, will you?"


A few seconds later a puddle of dazzling
light a few inches in diameter sprang up on the ground before them and leaped
into the cavernous hollow, widening as it did so. It showed nothing.


Chang said, "Switch it off," and
took the shade away from his faceplate.


After
a while he could make out a little of the interior by the starlight that
filtered through a dozen gashes in the vaulting roof. The main floor of the
hall was smooth and level, but stacked at the sides were crates, their metal
bright and untarnished in the airlessness, and a small vehicle stood parked
against one wall.


Far
at the back he could dimly discern something like an elevator shaft leading
down into the crust of the moon—presumably the city of which this was the
outward and visible sign.


He said, "Keston,
still watching us?"


"Of course, sir,"
Keston answered from the ship.


"We're
going inside. Your 'scopes'U lose us and I imagine
radar will, too. These walls are metal. I'll have Anson stay here, though, and
we'll relay messages through him. Got that?"


"Right, sir,"
said Keston.


Anson
had already taken his orders and moved off to one side. He was unfolding the
chair attachment of his suit as Chang and Engelhart took their first cautious
steps into the building, their torches shedding small circles of light that
dimmed to nothing a hundred feet away.


The floor, Chang noted, was metal, smooth and
unmarked save for a few bright scratches. He heard a thud then, both through
his earphones and by bone-conduction from the floor. He turned in astonishment
to see Engelhart making determined but fruitless efforts to lift his feet from
the floor.


Engelhart
cut short his startled exclamation. He said in a queer voice, "I just
switched on my magnets to see if the floor was magnetic, sir. Take a look at
it, will you?"


Chang
nodded and bent down, examining it. It was cobalt blue and magnetic, and the
durasteel knife built into his right glove blunted its tip against it. He
looked up and said in an awed voice, "That's durasteel, Engelhart."


"Yes, sir. I thought so. And any race that can afford to throw it around like this
has my respect."


Chang got up slowly. "Mine too,
Engelhart," he said. "This place just couldn't be duplicated by man.
Why, any single planet wouldn't have enough durasteel to floor it. They got a
long way ahead of us, then. I wonder why they went."


Engelhart shrugged, and they went over to
inspect the crates piled up at the side, but they were empty, or contained no
more than the flotsam left by a swiftly ebbing tide of civilization—so much so,
that one would have sworn the users of the hammers and drill atop the open
crates had just put them down and would be back in a moment. The small vehicle
afforded no clues. It was apparently self-propelled, but there was no visible
power source, unless it absorbed induced electricity from the floor, or
broadcast energy; the controls, which might have helped them to picture the
creature who used them, had been pared down to a single rod bearing a simple
press-button on the tip that served for both steering and start-stop gear, and
there was no rest or seat.


Chang grunted, said, "That tells us a
lot!"


Engelhart
said, "Sir, I think if there is anything to be found here at all, it'll be
in the city beneath, and that may call for a full-scale investigation. Chances
are it'd be simpler to study the planet itself. If they've had space travel and
lost it, even if they haven't died off altogether, they won't present any
serious problem."


"Agreed. But we'd best have a look at the entry to
the city beneath at least before we move on." Chang swept his torch-beam
around and froze suddenly, his free hand groping wildly for the blaster at his
side. Engelhart caught his muttered exclamation,
followed his eye and almost cried out in horror.


Then
Chang relaxed, chuckling. "Phew, that
gave me a fright! I thought for a moment we'd run across an alien, but it's
only a robot. I wonder how long it's been here."


Engelhart
wiped his forehead a little shakily against the absorbent lining of his
helmet, and said with heartfelt relief, "Let's go take a look at it,
sir."


Together they leaped across the intervening
forty-odd yards and halted to survey the immobile robot. It was not purely uniform,
but like many human-built servitors a rough imitation of its creators. It was
about nine feet tall and faintly anthropoid in that it had a head, topping a
cylindrical body, but it had six limbs—two legs, four arms ending in delicate
plierlike devices with cutting, shaping and gripping appliances. Two lenses in
the front of its head, set close together, shone dully in the light of their
torches.


"Will you want this
taken back to the ship?" Engelhart asked.


"No,
that can wait. It's been here space knows how long already. It won't run away,
and another few days waiting won't hurt it. There are more urgent things to
do."


With
a lingering backward glance at the motionless machine, Engelhart turned to
follow the captain into the back of the hall, towards the downward-leading
shafts. They also had locks, as a precaution against meteor-damage to the outer
section, but at both ends they were fully open, and there was no air below.


Chang
shuddered slightly as he looked down five hundred feet into their black depths.
He said, "I wouldn't have liked to be down there when the first meteor
hit."


Engelhart said, "I don't think there was
anyone there then, sir. It looks to me as if they simply checked out in a big
hurry— they wouldn't have left the outer locks open otherwise."


"That's
a point," agreed Chang. "So there wouldn't be much below even if we
did try to climb in. I think you were right about the advisability of moving
downstairs right away. Let's go."


Engelhart
was shining his torch down the shaft without result. He said, "I notice
they did economize on the durasteel as far as lining the shaft goes. This
floor's only about six inches thick, but even so it's a pretty costly
extravagance—"


Chang turned sharply and stared back towards
the entrance where Trooper Anson was visible waiting patiently in radio view of
the ship.


"What is it,
sir?" Engelhart demanded.


Chang gestured with his torch,
and the other automatically followed an extension of his line of motion up to
the jagged rents in the roof. He said, "See that big gash? How big a
meteor do you imagine it would take to make it?"


Engelhart
calculated rapidly. "I'd say it couldn't have been less than twenty feet
across, which means—eleven, twelve—a mass of maybe a hundred tons."


Chang began to move out across the floor,
switching his torch from side to side as he went. He said, "Since when has
six inches even of durasteel been able to take a kick like that? Can you see
any signs of meteor fragments or splash damage? Ah, here we are. Look—the
floor's been re-welded and ground smooth with a high velocity diamond buffer to
make it level. And it's just below the biggest meteor strike."


Engelhart,
glancing up at the thick-packed stars beyond the shattered roof, said,
"That's very strange, sir."


Chang was following the marks of the weld
around the floor. He said, half to himself, "Who repaired this floor? And
why didn't they fix the roof first to give themselves air to work in?"


"Maybe
they used robots for the job," suggested Engelhart. "That would account
for the presence of the one we saw."


"Could
do," said Chang, straightening up. "But then why didn't they finish
the job? What made them stop halfway? And will it do the same to us? Out of
here, Engelhartl Jump!"


Three quarters of an hour later he stood
gazing from the viewport in the nose of the ship while they lifted away from
the moon and began the leisurely topple into an orbit that would brush
atmosphere and allow them to settle without any fuss, letting the air do their
braking for them.


Behind
him Keston said suddenly, "Sir, Hardesty says he just picked up a flicker
from astem. It's gone into radar shadow now, but he says it didn't look like a
meteor—could have been a ship."


"Big or small?"


"Small, sir. About the size of the rocket we found back on the moon."


"Then
it probably was that," said Chang, turning quickly. "Deeley,
Spinelli, give us a quick put-down."


"Do
you mean really quick or just quick, sir?" asked Spinelli. Deeley's hands
leaped for the Nav computer before him.


"Really quick. A bottlestopper. Pick the largest piece of
open-wide open—flat ground you can in the time. Engelhart!"


Engelhart said without looking round from his control desk,
"Sir?"


"Get the men to battle stations again,
just in case." Engelhart nodded, pushed the red knob at the top left of
his board. A bell sounded faintly somewhere inship.


"Sir!"


"Yes, Spinelli?"


"Bottlestopper
coming up, sir. Well be down in about thirty seconds from—NOW!"


Twenty-nine
seconds later the ship, red-hot from her whirlwind swoop through the
atmosphere, fired half a square mile of grasslike plants in the approximate
middle of a smoothly rolling plain dotted with clumps of trees at intervals of
about a mile. Engelhart, whose responsibility it was, ordered out the extinguisher
sprays, and when the mist of their operation blew clear of the viewport Chang
looked out on a blue sky a little darker than that of his own planet and a sun
a little yellower than the one under which he had grown up. But the vegetation
was green and waved in the breeze like grass, and faintly on the horizon showed
low blue mountains. He said almost absently,
"Deeley, this is a splendid world."


"Thank
you, sir," said Deeley. He had deduced the existence of it from a distance
of ninety light-years and brought them out of hyperspace within half a million
miles of it—which was a remarkable piece of navigation—so there was reason for
congratulation.


Engelhart said, "What
are we supposed to do, sir?"


"Sit around, as usual, Engelhart—what
else? We can't be sure it was a ship Hardesty picked up, but if it was and if
it was the one we saw on the moon, then it can only be the robot on
board."


They digested that in
silence.


"In which case we can assume that the inhabitants will pay us a
call, and soon.
Maybe we were wrong in assuming that because the dome on the moon was broken
they'd had space travel and lost it. Maybe it's only temporarily out of
commission while robots see to the damage, not completely abandoned."


Keston said dryly, "Then where are the
inhabitants hiding, sir?"


Chang shrugged. He said, "This is an old
world, Keston. The race inhabiting it could be a whole lot ahead of us. Maybe
they don't build cities or roads. Maybe they live in isolated houses and fly
everywhere. Keep your men to stations, Engelhart. Adhem!"


"Sir?" said the
medical officer.


"While
we're waiting, you can run off the usual tests—presence of viruses, bacteria,
and injurious ingredients in the air and ground, and so on."


"Right
away, sir."


 



They
waited. It was unlikely that there were any natives within quite a few miles,
at any rate. They had seen, as they came down, no roads, no cities, no
spaceports, and no sign of any smaller artificial construction. True, they had
had almost no time to look for them. They had come through one hundred ninety
miles of detectable atmosphere in twenty-nine seconds, and even the so-called
instantaneous cameras couldn't hold focus at that speed. But this nearly flat
and mostly bare plain seemed natural and haphazard enough, without sign of
planned layout, and if it was big enough for Spinelli to have picked it out
from a hundred thousand miles out—


Adhem's speaker burped and whispered for a
moment, and after a few curt comments the medical officer said helplessly,
"All right then." He turned to Chang.


"I
can give this
place a clean bill of
health, sir," he said. His voice held a disapproving note.


Chang observed it,
commented, "Something's eating you."


"Yes, sir. There is not one single bacterium,
virus or subvirus in any of the air, soil or vegetation samples we took. There
is no sign of any poison, either, but that doesn't worry us. But it isn't natural
for there to be no bacterial"


"Perhaps it isn't natural," said
Chang equably. "After all, the only bacteria aboard this ship are the ones
we use to digest our food, but that isn't natural. We saw to it
ourselves."


"But you couldn't do
that to a whole world—I"


"Why not? I'd believe a lot of a
race that can afford to floor the supply lock of a complete city with
durasteel. Either way, what does it matter? Engelhart!"


"Sir?"


"I
want a thorough survey of the immediate neighborhood from as low as your boys
can go without getting into trouble. Say within a radius of a hundred miles.
That's your pigeon. Use helis, and screen them well. Deeley, I also want a full
photographic record with wide-angle and instantaneous cameras and full color
stereo prints of the entire surface of the planet—land and water—from high level. You can have two of the lifeboats for that. And I
want results quicker than jump. Engelhart—one more thing: Tell your boys to pay
special attention to anything that could be a sign of habitation and report it
as soon as found."


"Right,
sir," said Engelhart, and he and Deeley turned to their control desks,
whispering orders into hanging microphones.


Chang turned to Adhem,
said, "Is this planet safe?"


"One
hundred per cent, sir—and no reservations."


"Right. Have the verandah extended, will you? Let's go outside."


They stood leaning over the rail of the
"captain's verandah," a platform extending outside the bridge halfway
up the nose of the ship and thus about forty feet from the ground. Blue sky
shone over them and the warmth of the sun refreshed them.


After
a while Deeley and Engelhart joined them from inship, and they watched the
survey helicopters purr out from their lock like a flight of gigantic bees,
their vanes silver in the sunlight, and vanish from sight as their screens
went up. Then with a roar and a clank the two lifeboats detailed for Deeley's
planetary mapping job kicked a couple of miles into the sky of anti-grav beams
from the ship and went heavenwards on a cloud of atomic flame. There was
nothing to do but wait, warily.


Inside
the ship the crew stood to battle stations. The launchers and the mine throwers
and the energy beams and the fluorine spray jets swung evenly in their guides,
invisible behind screens that would go down at the first sign of hostility. The
radar antennae were out, poking their radiant fingers into the blue sky, and
the electron 'scopes moved in continual survey of the neighborhood. There was
small chance of them catching the approach of anything even moderately well
screened, but there was the possibility that alien-built screens might fail to
cover a band of radiation which men used. But the alarm on Keston's lapel
speaker remained silent.


EngeUiart
picked a spot to lean over the rail, said appreciatively, "This could be
Earth, couldn't it?"


Chang's
pipe smoke rose blue and straight in the still air. He said with interest,
"Have you been there, then?"


Engelhart laughed. He said, "Not I, sir.
I was bom on Beta Centauri III—Heimwelt, we call it. One of
the few worlds to retain a second official language—Old German in our case, as
well as Anglic Terrestrial. You been to Earth,
sir?"


"No. In fact, I doubt if we have anyone
aboard who has, let alone anyone born there. Have we, Deeley?"


Deeley
grinned, said self-consciously, "Only myself, sir. I checked."


Chang said, "And I
didn't knowl Is this
like Earth—really?"


Deeley
turned and stared out across the greenness of the plain to the blue bills on
the horizon. He said softly, "Not in the slightest. It's Earth as it may
have been a thousand years ago, but there hasn't been room for this much peacefulness
and beauty on Earth for a good many centuries. That's why I emigrated—to find a
chance to be alone."


Chang
nodded, his pipe tying a knotted trail of smoke. He said, "It's gotten
that way on New Earth, too—where I was born. No place for beauty any more. Too much overcrowding. Too much to do and
too little time to do it."


"Uhuh,"
agreed Keston with a touch of cynicism. "But by the same token, if this
world is uninhabited our fortunes'll be made by the spill-over from those same
overcrowded planets."


"What a mess that'll
make," said Adhem seriously.


The
alarm on Keston's lapel purred softly, and the observation officer held the
speaker to his mouth. He said, "Keston listening."


"Sandiman
here," said the tiny but clear voice. "We've spotted a small animal
of some sort on the port side—just about at the edge of the burnt patch."


"Wait a moment," said Keston. He
turned to the left of the verandah. The others followed his example, searching
for some sign of the creature.


Then they saw it—a small furry beast about
the size of a wallaby and somewhat resembling one. It had blind white eyes like
tennis balls and long ears cupped forward towards the ship. It was just at the
edge of the burning.


Chang
pulled a monocle from his pocket and looked it over with care. He said finally,
"I wish they'd allow us a regular alien psychologist and semanticist
instead of leaving everything to chance."


Adhem laughed under his breath. He said,
"The argument they use, sir, is that only one planet in a thousand is
inhabited, and of those few races we do find common ground in five cases out of
six just doesn't exist. Then we run across a plum like this one and we get the
blame if anything goes wrong."


"Hello!"
Chang interrupted. "Unless my eyes are playing tricks I don't think that's
a specimen of the local intelligence."


"Why, sir?" said Keston. He had
produced a monocle of his own now and was also looking at the alien.


"Several things. The most obvious is that the robot we found on the Moon had six limbs
and this has four, but that could be for convenience. What I do find
interesting is that this one hasn't any hands."


Keston looked at the beast's upper limbs with
care. Sure enough, they terminated in flat pads that showed little sign of
being able to grip anything, and the possession of gripping appendages was a
prime attribute of all known intelligence, whether suckerlike, tentacular,
manuform or even magneto-gravitic like the high-density Proximans who had a
small colony on Pluto. He said, "You never know, sir."


Chang
sighed slightly. He agreed, "You never know. All right, Engelhart, I'll
attempt communication. Have everything you've got ready to hit if anything goes
wrong. If you have to blast me, tell Deputy Captain Malory to come on watch and
lift for space at once. Get me some gloves, somebody, and you'd better let me
have a gravitic belt in case they shoot something at me."


Keston whispered into his lapel speaker, and
a moment later an orderly came out with a pair of steel-quilted gloves that
would stand hydrofluoric for twenty seconds and yet would let the wearer tell a
milled coin from a plain one, and a gravitic belt that would stop a high
velocity bullet aimed anywhere in head or body from more than a yard away.
Chang put them on and began to descend the ladder from the verandah to the
ground.


They watched in silence as he began to walk
cautiously through the charred vegetation, black powdery ash marking the legs
of his trousers. The alien creature did not move, except to swing its big ears
from side to side.


Twenty
yards from it he stopped, holding his hands well out at the side to show they
were empty. The creature seemed to be studying him, listening for something. He
could see now that the white, bulging eyes were not blind. Each had a black
pupil and each was turned on him. But it did not take fright and run away, and,
encouraged, he stepped nearer.


Feet
from it, he paused again, and then started slightly as it moved, but its only
action was to come up to him as if to sniff him like a dog, and then to rub
itself contentedly against his legs.


Hardly the action of an intelligent being, but certainly nothing to get
alarmed about. He
bent down to pick it up, found it not only amenable but eager, for it jumped on
his shoulder and began to play with his ear.


Gently he turned and began
to walk towards the ship.


 



When he came within speaking distance of the
verandah, Adhem said, "What is it, sir?"


"Affectionate, but not
intelligent," Chang reported. "If they're all like this one, they'd
make good pets. Do you want to examine it?"


"Not
particularly, sir. Its metabolism should be substantially the same as ours, and
until we contact the intelligent aliens I'm inclined to be chary of molesting
the local fauna. They might misinterpret it."


"Good
enough," said Chang. He put up his hand to help the creature down, but he
heard the alarm on Keston's lapel ring again, and waited, looking at the
verandah.


After a moment the men on it turned their
eyes to the skyline, and he turned and followed their example. A second's
horrified indecision, and he dumped the beast
unceremoniously and went up the ladder as fast as he could. As he put his foot
on the floor the screens went down and the snub nose of a mine-thrower became
visible on each side of the verandah. He turned to look.


Less
than half a mile away, on top of a slight rise that silhouetted
him against the sky, stood a robot exactly similar in all respects but one to
the one they had seen on the moon. The single difference was that this one was
moving.


He
came striding down the slope in the direction of the ship, arms swinging in
pairs to counter the motion of his legs, the sun glinting on his polished body.
He—not it. He
was more like a living
thing than Chang had imagined metal could look. At the edge of the burnt patch
he paused and surveyed them.


The little creature on the ground below the
verandah hesitated a moment, and then, as if in response to an unseen signal,
scuttered across the charred "grass" till it reached the robot. It
went up his legs and body as if it were scaling a tree and perched on his upper
left shoulder—the robot had four arms and therefore four shoulders
also—whereupon the latter turned around and began to stride the way it had
come.


On the skyline it paused to take one last
look at the ship, raised one "hand" as if in salute, and disappeared.


Keston exhaling loudly,
said, "A robot with pets, yetl"


Deeley
was staring at the place where the robot had been, a look of disbelief on his
face. He shook his head slowly.


Chang
said, "That makes critical massl Engelhart, get a heli after that robot
and find where, if anywhere, he's going. Make them carry heavy arms and screen
them well."


"Right, sir," said Engelhart crisply, going inship. A moment later his voice was heard issuing
curt orders.


Chang waited impatiently, drumming on the
rail with his fingertips, humming snatches of tunes culled at random from his
memory. Shortly, a fast heli pulled away from the ship, its screens blanking it
out as soon as it was well clear, following the track left in the thick
"grass" by the heavy metal feet of the robot.


"Back
to your posts," Chang ordered his officers, and they went inship, sat down
at their control desks, relaxed but ready to snap into action at a single word.
They waited expectantly.


 



A quarter hour elapsed before Engelhart's
speaker chuckled to itself and he turned to Chang. "Radio from the heli I
sent after the robot, sir. The crew report they finally caught up with him— he
was running, and making a good hundred ten miles an hour at that—but in spite
of their screens, the moment they hove in sight he pulled up and sat down. At
the moment he's playing with the animal he was carrying, and it seems he's
content to stay put until they leave. They're circling overhead, hoping his
patience will wear out first, but they'd appreciate further instructions."


"Tell them to spray a tracer fluid on
him and get hull-down over the horizon. Then they can track him without being
seen themselves."


Engelhart
nodded and relayed the orders into his hanging mike.


Chang
turned to look out the viewport. A robot that could run at more than a hundred
miles an hour over unmade ground was no common automaton. How could a race that
built such machines have degenerated—abandoned its lunar stations and its
cities so completely that no traces could be found? And how long ago must it
not have perished if it had left so little sign of its presence?


But why had the robots not gone, too, if
their creators had gone?


Engelhart
said with faint amusement in his voice, "Sir, the crew of the heli did
what you suggested and tracked him from below the horizon, but after a while
one of them noticed the tracer impulses were getting rather diffuse, so they
took a look and found they were tracking a small stream. Looks like the robot washed
off the tracer as soon as they were out of sight and is now hell-bent for no
one knows where."


"All
right," said Chang wearily. "Call 'em back. But next time one of
those robots shows itself near the ship, have a heli on his tail at once and
follow him if it takes a year to make him move. Got that?"


"Excuse me, sir," said Engelhart.
He turned to his speaker, listened to the thin voice that crackled from it.
After a while he turned back. "The first survey heli's reported in, sir.
I'm having its photos developed at once, and there'll be a map ready in about
ten minutes."


"Good work, Engelhart," said Chang.
"How about your boys, Deeley?"


"I told them not to
break radio silence without reason, sir."


"O.K.
That reminds me. Keston, have you anybody monitoring the radio bands?"


"Yes,
sir, but we haven't got much so far. There's a little that's definitely static,
and some more that could very well be, but shows symptoms of artificiality.
They're breaking it in the analyzers now."


"Spoken
language?"


"Can't say, sir. I doubt it—though of course some languages sound pretty odd. At a
guess, having heard a sample of it, I'd say it was basically
mathematical."


Chang
nodded slowly four or five times. He said, "Do you mean it's someone
reciting mathematical formulae?"


"No, sir. I mean someone who thinks from a
mathematical foundation. He or she or it sounds like a digital computer at
work. There are two or three like that on different wave lengths. Then there are one or two that seem to be pictorial transmissions. I'll
let you know if we crack either of them."


"Good," nodded Chang. "Carry
on."


 



Engelhart said, "Sir, all the survey
helis are in now. The map should be ready fairly soon. I told them to spread it
out on a table in the mess—it's a sight too big to get in here."


Deeley was suddenly alert and bending over
his speaker. He exchanged curt comments with his correspondent and then turned
to Chang. He said, "Sir, my number two reports they're being observed by
an alien ship." "Where are they?"


"Galactic north of the planet, over the pole. The alien isn't doing anything but sit and
watch. It's a small vessel like the one we found on the moon. They want to know
if they should do anything about it and if so what."


Chang said curtly,
"Hold it, KestonI"


"Sir?"


"Have
you any radio signals coming in from the galactic north that could conceivably
not be static or aurora?"


"I'll
find out, sir." He whispered into his mike, waited, listening.


On
the top of the hull the big d-f frames swung through varying angles, and a
tech somewhere in the bowels of the ship set a universal frequency oscillator
to searching the wave bands. After a few moments a voice bubbled from the
speaker, and Keston reported, "Yes, sir. One pictorial and one of the
other sort. But they're both so faint they're probably
leakage from a tight beam."


"Where's that beam
focused?"


"Can't tell without a thorough search, sir, but it's somewhere
south and west of here. At a guess, less than five hundred miles away."


"Engelhart, have a couple of helis out
and look for any sign at all of a radio installation—a frame, a loop, an
aerial, anything— southwest of here and less than five hundred miles away. They
can ignore the area already searched because if it's within that it'll show up on
the photographs."


"Yes, sir. One thing further, sir—you asked about signs
of the indigenous race."


"That's right," agreed Chang.
"Did they find any?"


"None at all, sir. They saw several robots, with or without accompanying animals, and in
one place a herd of animals with one robot in attendance. But
no other creatures at all."


"All right. Get those helis out. We can investigate that
later."


"Right,
sir," said Engelhart, pulling his microphone towards him.


"Sir, what shall I tell my men to do
about the alien ship?" Deeley wanted to know.


"Carry on with their map work. If the
alien shows signs of hostility, get out from under—but fast. At the same time,
try and do nothing in a hurry that might be misunderstood. Got that? Who's in
command—a reliable man?"


"Sesraphokis,
sir.
He's no hothead."


"I'm
glad to hear it. Keston, watch for the alien ship when it comes down, will you?" Chang turned to look out the viewport again
at the green plain beyond.


Engelhart said, "Sir, the map's ready.
Shall we go down and have a look at it?"


"That's
pretty fast work, Engelhart. Congratulate whoever's responsible. Where's it
been set up?"


"Officers'
mess, sir."


"Right
then, let's go." Chang took a lapel speaker from his own control desk beside
the viewport, clipped it to his jacket, and he and Engelhart went down to the
mess.


The door opened on a crowd of people: photo
technicians moving around the main table with jars of developer and photo
retouchers; a few were putting final touches to the alignment of the map; along
the far wall a dozen men, the crew of the survey helis, stiffened to attention
as the captain entered.


A
thin man with contact lenses and rumpled blond hair came up to them, clicked
his heels. His hands were stained with developer and he carried a big wire
stereo-drying frame. He said, "The map's on the table, sir. I'm Carmody,
photo tech first class."


"Were
you in charge of this operation?" Chang wanted to know, nodding at the
table.


"More or less,
sir."


"A fine piece of work. Let's see it."


They pushed through the crowd to the table
and surveyed what lay on it. It was a full-color exaggerated stereo reproduction
of the country within a hundred miles of the ship. At points on it rested small
plastic crosses in bright colors, indicating places of special interest.
Carmody handed his drying frame to a junior with instructions to make it and himself scarce, and picked up a pointer.


He
said, "Here's the ship, sir. Right in the middle.
The north pole of the planet fortunately coincides almost exactly with galactic
north—this world is non-Draysonian and its axis remains permanently vertical,
so there are no seasons. North is over here, then, where I've hung this arrow.
To give you some orientation, here's the place where the helis lost the robot.
The stream's too small to show up well on this scale."


Chang
watched, nodding as Carmody flicked his pointer from place to place, referring
occasionally to a list in his hand, and his dry precise voice explained the
various crosses—robot seen here, robot seen there, two more seen somewhere
else, a herd of animals with a robot in attendance on the easterly side of the
ship, none of them going anywhere in particular. Apparently, as soon as the
helis came over the horizon and in spite of them being well screened, the
robots stopped going where they were going and waited patiently till the helis
moved on. Frustrating.


The alarm on Chang's lapel rang softly, and
he said, "Hold on a moment, Carmody. Chang listening. What is it?"


"Keston, sir. You know you told me to watch for the alien ship when it came
down?"


"Yes. Why?"


"Can't
track it, I'm afraid, sir. It went into radar shadow behind the rim of the
world well out of sight of both Deeley's survey ships and all we've got here as
well. That means it could have put down anywhere within a million square
miles."


"O.K.,
Keston. Secretive, aren't they? But keep your 'scopes out, and if you see
anything go upstairs larger than a firework, track it. If you must, send a
lifeboat after it. But don't miss seeing it go down!"


"Right, sir," Keston answered. The
lapel speaker went dead, and Chang turned to Carmody. "Go ahead," he
invited.


"Well, sir, there's only one more point
of interest and that's this." He laid his pointer on a blue cross about
ninety miles southwest of the ship at the center of the map.
"Fischer!" he said briefly over his shoulder, "get that
stereocube from Mitsubishi, will you? If it isn't fixed yet, use a quick dryer
on it. We can, make another print later."


"Right, Mr. Carmody," said a photo
tech fourth class who was standing nearby.


Carmody
turned to Chang again. He said, "This is the nearest approach we've found
to a sign of habitation, sir. It could be an ordinary hill, but it's also the
only thing that could by any stretch of the imagination be a camouflaged
building. Ah, here we are."


The photo tech fourth class came up to them
with a big stereo-cube and handed it over. He said, "Mitsubishi did have
to use a quick dryer on it, Mr. Carmody, and it'll fade in about ten
minutes."


"Good enough," said Carmody, taking
it. "Have him make another and fix it." He turned and put the
stereocube on the table, and Chang and Engelhart leaned over to examine it.


They
saw a reproduction of a steep-sided hill, vaguely square in plan, crowned with
a small clump of trees similar to those that dotted the plain around
them—luxurious green growths with soft barkless trunks. Carmody said, "You
see, sir, it could be a natural formation, but on a world as old as this there
aren't many hills as steep as that and certainly they don't stick up out of a
flat plain that way."


Chang
glanced from the cube to the site of the blue cross on the map and saw that it
was indeed sticking up like a wart on smooth skin. He said in a curiously
distant voice, "Very interesting, Carmody. Get me a spotlight and a
microscope, will you?"


An observant tech standing nearby anticipated
Carmody's order and passed the captain one of the pocket-sized twin microscopes
used for examining photos that wouldn't take enlargement. At the same time
Carmody pulled one of the ceiling lights down and held it over the top of the
cube. Chang scrutinized the hill closely.


At
last he straightened with a satisfied grunt and held out the microscope to
Engelhart. "Take a look at that clump of trees," he suggested.
"Tell me what you see there."


Engelhart adjusted the focus of the viewer
and bent to examine the cube. A few seconds later he uttered a surprised exclamation
and Chang smiled. "What does it look like?" he asked.


"Sir,
if that isn't a radar antenna I'll eat my entire uniform," Engelhart said.
He looked at it from a different angle, nodded in excitement. "That's an
antenna all right. And there's an incoming beam aerial in the crown of the big
tree on the left, and I think there's a transmitter next to it. Sir, what
induced them to hide the stuff like that? For our
benefit?"


"Maybe they just didn't want to spoil
the view," said Chang shortly. He pinched his lapel speaker with his thumb
and first fingernails, said, "KestonI"


"Sir?"


"You
can call off the search for the focus of that radio beam southwest of here. You'll
find it on top of a hill"—he glanced at the map and made a rapid
calculation—"about ninety miles from here. You can't miss it—it sticks out
like a sore thumb. But don't try to meddle with itl One
thing more. Tell those helis, if they see any of the robots on the way home, to
open their receivers, let down their screens and record anything they pick up.
Don't ask why now."


"Right, sir," said Keston, plainly
puzzled, and the speaker went dead. Chang turned to Engelhart.


"That's obviously where the alien ship
was delivering its beam. Nice shooting at that range." He pushed the
stereocube across to Carmody.


"Have
the first properly fixed print sent up to the bridge as soon as it's ready,
will you? We'll have to do something about attempting communication, I suppose,
but the prospect doesn't thrill me. Engelhart, come back to the bridge with
me."


They
re-ascended in silence, Chang wearing a thoroughly worried look, and were
greeted enthusiastically by Keston. He shut off his speaker and turned to them.


"Sir,
we've established a relationship between the robots and that hill with the
radio station atop it."


"Already?" said Chang. "How?"


"One of the helis on
its way back ran across a robot lying down in the grass, so it made like you
said and went down without screens and its radio receiver wide. Better still,
another heli came back within a few miles of the hill in question, detoured
over it and picked up an incoming beam. They've just re-broadcast it to us,
and it's identical with one sent out by the robot. It's double, as usual—one
pictorial, one this odd mathematical stuff again. The semantic analyzers gave
it up in disgust, apparently, but Running Bull, one of my men, thinks he's got
a clue to it. Seems we were right about it being like a digital computer, but
it's a cut above the best we have. All our stuff depends on binary figure
combinations—you know, one impulse or no impulse.
This stuff uses impulses of varying strengths and conveys as much in one signal
as we do in ten. Anyway, Running Bull reckons that as soon as he can convert
the impulses into our sort of stuff, he can give the analyzers something they
can handle. Sir, what gives, though, about the natives? Have they just dug
themselves a hole and climbed in? Or have they merely taken fright at our
arrival and hidden till they know if we're friendly?"


Chang
shook his head. "I don't know. But we've only been on-world six hours, and
if I'm any judge six hours is a short time to hide everybody."


"You mean they're insane? Or do they
live underground naturally, from choice?"


"That can be answered later," said
Chang. He strode over to his own control desk, snapped a switch, spoke into the
hanging mike. "Malory? I'm going off watch now. Have Keston post you on
the position as it stands. General orders are to sit still and do nothing, but
to be ready to go upstairs at short notice. And don't jump to any conclusions."


 



Two
days—the planet's twenty-nine-hour, four-minute days —passed. The big ship sat
in the middle of the black patch of charred "grass," already turning
green again, and its weapons still swung watchfully from side to side, the
radar antennae still probed the sky. The survey of the neighborhood had been
extended over a further sixty miles, making the map too big for the table in
the officers' mess. It had accordingly been transferred to the floor of the
recreation room, since the chart room, where one might have supposed it
belonged, was full of three-dimensional star maps. But nothing had happened.


Once,
the sky had clouded over and it had rained, and it was after that that fresh
green shoots sprouted among the wet ash near the ship. Otherwise everything had
been serenely peaceful. Neither animals nor robots had been seen within twenty
miles of the ship since the first day. It was as if by tacit consent they were
being ignored.


T don't understand it," Engelhart
confessed. Since there was nothing they could do just now, the officers on
watch were on the captain's verandah looking out over the plain. "What do
these people hope to gain by remaining hidden? Do they think we'll get bored
and go away again? Surely this is the openest invitation to bring the family
and set up house."


"Not
quite," Chang contradicted. "Those robots are a disturbing factor. I
had hoped for some clue to their behavior and their raison d'etre from
Running Bull's idea, but since Keston reported that it appeared to be an
arbitrary number-code related to a spoken language, and the analyzers aren't
equipped to take straight number and can't take it if it isn't converted, I've
given up hope in that direction."


Keston nodded. He had joined them from
inship. He said, "But there's one inaccuracy there, sir. For all we know
the language might not have been spoken at all. It might be related to a
language of signs, for instance, or visual signals of some sort like colors.
Running Bull's working on that now. If only we had a semantic analyzer that was
more than a kindergarten toy! But that's all we'll have as long as they skimp
our allocations to pay for new fun-planets."


Chang nodded emphatically. He said, reaching
in his pocket for his pipe and hot-coil lighter, "We're supposed to be the
most important branch of the service, and if we find a habitable planet we get
a sizable fortune and retirement with honor. But they assuredly don't make the
job easy for us. If they'd stop spending so much on entertainment for twenty
years or so, I guarantee we could wipe off the overcrowding problem."


From
inship came voices, and after a moment Adhem came out on the verandah. He
nodded to Chang, said bluntly, "Sir, the men are getting edgy."


Chang said, "I feel that way myself.
This waiting for an enemy who doesn't seem likely to turn up would get anybody.
All right. What do you prescribe?"


"Let 'em out in the sun, sir. There's no
town for them to go into, or any attraction, much, but I think I've spotted a
few cases of incipient agoraphobia, and the chance to get out in the air will
nip them in the bud. Tell them to keep within sight of the ship, if you
like."


"I
can do better than that," said Chang. "Engelhart!"


"Sir?" from Engelhart.


"How
many alarm connections can you muster?" "About a
dozen, sir."


"Right. Detail a working party to mount them on posts and ring the ship with
them about four or five hundred yards out so that anything crossing either way
will make a racket. As soon as they're set up, you can let the off-watch men go
outside."


 



About an hour later they sat in an irregular
semicircle of cushioned chairs on the captain's verandah, and watched the men
leave the ship and savor the taste of natural air and the sight of blue sky and
the warmth of the sun. A few of the more energetic made up a couple of baseball
teams near the stem, but the majority went over to a grassy bank beyond the
burnt patch, stripped off their clothes and lay down to sun themselves a while.


Engelhart said, "Are you expecting any
trouble at all from the inhabitants, sir, or do you think they're willing to
stay hid?"


Chang
knocked out his pipe delicately and dropped his bombshell. He said, "I
think we've met the intelligent race."


Engelhart's
mouth dropped open. He said, "I don't understand, sir."


"Nor I," said Keston. "Do you
mean—they're invisible to us, or something?"


"I do not," said Chang calmly. T think the answer is staring us in the face."


They
thought it over. Then Deeley said faintly, "Sir, do you mean—the
robots?"


The captain nodded,
his face strained and serious. He said, T do mean the
robots."


Adhem
sat up in his chair with a jerk. He said, "No, by thunder, sir. It's
impossible. I'll stake my reputation that these were never natural growths.
It's against all possibility for an Earth-type planet to evolve metal
intelligences."


Another
bombshell. "Who
said they had evolved?"


"Frankenstein!"
said Deeley in an awed voice.


"What was that,
Deeley?"


T
said Frankenstein, sir. It's the name of a preatomic story current on Earth,
dating back to the late Dark Ages, about a man who built the first robot and it
killed its creator."


"There's nothing new
under any sun," said Chang.


They
looked out across the burning to the green plain and the blue hills and bluer
sky, and there was no pleasure in these things any more. It was as if a cloud
had passed across the sun.


Adhem
said puzzledly, "Sir, if I understand you, you're assuming that these
robots were built by some intelligent race and turned on and killed their
creators."


"Correct," nodded
Chang.


"But what makes you
think so?"


"You
said yourself that metallic beings wouldn't evolve on a world like this.
Therefore they were manufactured. To manufacture them, or that lunar station,
would require a colossal technology—they're light-years ahead of any robots
I've seen on any world—and the only living beings
we've seen are small and without holding appendages. If they have the technology, where is it? There are no roads, no cities, not
even any houses. The only artificial thing we've seen is a radio station,
camouflaged to look like a hill. Living creatures—organic creatures—need
protection from the weather and usually means of getting from place to place.
They get tired. But no weather can touch a durasteel robot, and it never gets
tired. It needs neither roads nor cities. And there aren't any underground
cities or any similar place where the inhabitants could be hiding, or our
seismo probes would have shown them up. Further, if the intelligent race only
made itself scarce because we came, why didn't it take its servants with
it?"


He sucked at his pipe, but
it had gone out.


"Add
to that the fact that we saw a rocket on the inner moon —with its locks open—a
meteor-damaged entry to a pressurized city, of which someone or something had
mended the floor but hadn't bothered to repair the roof, and a robot. Robots
don't need air. Shortly afterwards we saw something that could have been that
same rocket lift from the moon and dodge into radar shadow—most conveniently.
That wasn't accident, Ad-hem."


"But—why haven't they
attacked us?" demanded Engelhart.


"Why
should they? The status quo suits them perfectly. If we don't interfere with
it, they won't trouble us. If we try to set up house, though, that'll be a
different matter."


"But
. . . but maybe some natural disaster like a disease—or a war—was
responsible?" Adhem suggested.


"Think
it over for yourself, Adhem. If there was a war, why did the robots survive?
Even durasteel won't take atomic blast. And if they used radio-dust, why
haven't we found traces of lead in the soil? Poisons are out for the same
reason. As for germ warfare or disease, there are no bacteria here now. Robots
don't catch diseases. Why should they clear away the germs after their masters
died? Isn't it far more likely that living beings did that?"


Deeley,
who had been listening in silence, put in, "Sir, you're assuming that
these robots are volitional, aren't you? That their free-will
extended even to harming their creators?" Chang nodded. "I
thought that wasn't possible."


"Ask Keston. He's the authority."


 



Deeley looked at the observation officer, who
held a doctorate in cybernetics among other distinctions, and received an emphatic
nod.


"We
couldn't do it. We couldn't put that much intelligence into a single mobile
robot. A human-built servant is nothing but a small number of stimulus-response
circuits that enable it to obey orders. But it can evaluate situations. It
hasn't an endocrine balance, for one thing, nor a
random factor in its analyzer. We have to work with a binary signal system—impulse
or no impulse. But the stuff we picked up uses variable-strength impulses, and
with that you could store between twice and a hundred times as much data
according to the sensitivity of your analyzer. Oh yes, it could be done. I see
no reason why these robots shouldn't be volitional."


Engelhart
was appalled. His face went white. "You know what this reminds me of? The
time I talked to the big brain on Canopus X and XI. I wouldn't go through that
again if I was paid. I was terrified."


"Why?" Deeley
wanted to know.


"Well, I suppose it wasn't really fright
so much as awe—the knowing that this man-made thing was ten times as
intelligent as its builders and knew ten thousand times as much as any man
could hope to learn in a lifetime. But at the bottom of it was always the fear
that the servant would become the master."


Chang stuffed his pipe afresh, forcing
himself to feel calm. He said, "Here the fear has become reality."


There
was a roar of jubilation from the stern of the ship as a big hitter in the
baseball game swiped one over the head of the pitcher and began a home run. It
symbolized the joyous irrationality of mankind—the knowledge that they were not
perfect, not infallible, and quite content to remain so, but permanently
afraid, because of that knowledge, of going down before something inhumanly
efficient, fearing most of all lest their downfall be of their own doing.


"By all that's holyl" said Keston
suddenly, slapping his thigh and sitting up with a jerk. "I think that
gives us the answer to the radio signals we picked up."


"How, Keston?"
demanded Chang.


"We've wasted time trying to make a
language out of it. It isn't a language. It's true telepathy." "Telepathy!"


"Yes,
on the mechanical level. It's pure thought without intervening steps. The
robot, being mechanical, thinks with electrical impulses, and communicates by
broadcasting them as they stand. Magnificent! Running Bull'll go wild over
this. Excuse me, sir." He got up and went hastily inship.


 



By the stern, the noise from the men playing
baseball had stopped. A soft breeze ruffled the grassy vegetation of the plain.


Deeley said eventually, "Sir, we can't
afford not to have this planet."


Chang nodded, taking his pipe out of his
mouth. "Not with twenty billion people on New Earth alone and a
birth-death ratio of plus two per cent. This world is worth more than any man
could spend."


"Well, sir—what are we
going to do about it?"


Til
need time to consider it, but the general pattern is clear. The first step
would be to pick up a sample of the opposition-magnetic grapples should hold
them—and find out if and how, they can be destroyed or immobilized. Then do it.
As for that fake hill with the concealed radar gear atop, we'll just blast it
and any like it. If these tin soldiers took the world from their creators, I
feel no compunction about taking it from them. This is the course of action I
suggest in outline. We grab our specimen and go upstairs at once. We can fight
off attack easier in space, and if necessary we can dodge into hyperdrive. If
we find the robots indestructible, at least by our resources, we'll have to put
back for reinforcements. A robot-dominated world would be an unstable element
in a galactic culture anyway, and on a sweet world like this one it's a
criminal waste—"


His lapel alarm went and he said, "Chang
listening."


"Sir, Trooper Phillips
P.J. has disappeared."


Chang jerked as if stung.
He said, "How?"


"Sir, he was in the ball game by the
stern, and Trooper Horrigan was at bat and hit a homer which went behind a
ridge, and Trooper Phillips went after it and didn't come back, and from the
tracks in the grass it looks like a robot got him."


Chang was on his feet. "What went wrong
with the alarm system?"


"Blanked out, sir. We found the master cell'd been blown with a big overload."


"O.K. Call everyone inship at
once." He snapped off the speaker, whirled to Engelhart. "Have a heli
after that robot. Fit it with a magnetic grapple or some means of stopping the
robot without harming the man. Battle stations!"


Engelhart went inship at a run,
and Chang turned to the stunned-looking Adhem. He said briefly, "It looks
as if our plan to get a sample of the opposition has been anticipated."


They turned and went into the bridge. As they
did so, Keston and Spinelli entered from the opposite direction and sat down at
their control desks without speaking. The entire ship seemed suddenly to have
tensed for action, and instead of being as it were a convenient and comfortable
dwelling in beautiful surroundings, it was again a tight little world of its
own, very much alone against the universe.


Engelhart's speaker bubbled, and he turned to
Chang. "The helis we sent after the robot and Phillips reporting, sir.
He's outrun them. He's gone invisible, but they can follow his tracks, and they
claim he's making all of three hundred."


"Which way's it
heading?" demanded Chang curtly.


"Southwest, sir. Towards the place where we found the radar
antennae."


Before Chang could say anything further,
Keston interrupted, "Sir, there's an unbeamed broadcast going
out—non-pictorial on about three hundred seven meters. Its source appears to be
the radio station ninety miles southwest of here."


Chang said, "Spinelli, get us off the
ground. This is asking for trouble."


"Planetary take-off, sir?" said the
engines officer, bis hand reaching for the appropriate switches.


"No, just hoist us up
to about five thousand feet."


"We
can't hold that for long on antigrav, sir," said Spinelli wamingly.
"The generators will burn out this close to a planetary mass."


"It needn't be for long. Long enough to get Phillips back, if we can, or deliver a few
shrewd punches if we can't." "Can't you use a heli for that,
sir?"


"No," said Chang with infinite
patience.   "A ship can go right
upstairs in case of trouble, but a heli can't." "I see, sir,"
said Spinelli.


 



Shortly, the big ship floated awkwardly up
from the ground, leaving a broad dent in the soft rich soil of the plain and a
few scorched logs that might have been a clump of trees nobody noticed on the
way down, and lumbered at an energetic two hundred miles an hour the ninety
miles to the camouflaged building. Maneuvering a big ship on antigravs was
necessarily slow near a planet, rather like walking on stilts with a rider on
your back.


From five thousand feet up they surveyed it.
Even here it was difficult to make out the aerials concealed among the trees,
and there was no sign at all of an entry to the underground building itself,
but that was probably the best-hidden part of the setup.


Chang said musingly,
"I wonder why they did that."


Adhem
shrugged, said, "Maybe they camouflaged it to hide it from their masters
when they revolted and never bothered to uncover it again."


"Perhaps. Even so, it's an interesting thing about
these robots. They may dominate the planet, but they seem to look after it well
and have an eye for beauty. They've made the best of their resources."


"Sir,"
said Deeley diffidently, Tve been thinking. Maybe these robots are the advance
guard of another race wanting to colonize the planet. That would account for
the sterility of the soil and air. Prophylactic measures. When we take over a
new planet we immunize the colonists against the local plagues with vaccines
and antitoxins. A race with higher technology might prefer to sterilize the
planet."


"That's
an ingenious idea, but it doesn't jibe with the lunar station we found, nor with the attitude of the robots towards us. I refuse to
believe in a race that builds pressurized cities out of durasteel for its
overnight huts. That looked more like a way station for outgoing interplanetary
traffic, which implies a race on the planet already. And if it were so, the
robots would be putting up KEEP OUT signs all over."


Before
anyone could argue with his conclusion, Spinelli said, "Sir, the
generators are beginning to show signs of strain."


"All right. Engelhart, have you a medium-light hydrogen
mine handy?"


"Yes,
sir. Do
you want me to blast the hill?"


"No.
I don't want to kill Phillips if I can help it. Put it out on the end of a beam
and dangle it over the radar antenna looking at us out of those trees. Keston,
any sign of life on the radio waves?"


"Yes, sir. Running Bull's cracked the pictorial
transmission. There's a picture of the ship going out unbeamed in all directions,
plus a whole lot of nonpictorial stuff."


"Thanks. Engelhart, drift the mine over
to a convenient hill, but make sure there are no robots around, because I don't
want to do damage yet, only to show that we can—and blow the hill to
bits."


"Right, sir," said Engelhart,
reaching for his mike.


After a while, the spherical bulk of the mine
bobbed out from the side of the ship on a levitator beam and wove a complicated
dance pattern over the radar antenna. Then the operator of the beam shifted it
off to one side and saw that the antenna turned to follow it. He put on full
power, and the mine whined rapidly into the distance.


About forty miles away, on the sky-line, a
three-hundred-foot hill fountained skywards in a mushroom of smoke and dust.


"While they're
thinking that one over," said Chang with an air of satisfaction, "I
want a heli fitted with remote controls. Tell me when it's ready."


Ten minutes later Engelhart
reported, "Ready, sir."


"Right. Jam the doors open and let it settle down
about a hundred yards from the hill, in full view of it. You will also send out
another mine, but keep this one bobbing a few feet off the ground. I want them
to get the idea that they can send back the man they kidnaped, or go the way
the hill went."


"Number
one generator's starting to overheat, sir," said Spinelli warningly.
"I can't guarantee you more than another ten minutes of this—"


"Never mind,"
said Chang. "Hurry, Engelhart."


The heli shot away from the side of the ship
and sat down with a bump that bounced it three times on its hydraulic landing
gear. The pilot at the radio controls had been told to hurry. Within a few
yards of it hovered the fifteen-foot bulk of the mine, its metal surface
gleaming dully in the sunshine.


They waited. One minute
passed. Then two. Three.


Then
a crack opened in the hillside, and Chang leaned forward to stare out the
viewport. "Something's happening, sir," reported Keston belatedly.


"I know," said
Chang. "Question is—what?"


The crack grew wider. There were steps beyond
it, dimly visible, but the interior was dark compared to the sunbright ground
outside, and nothing could be made of it until—


Chang's eyes narrowed as he saw the heads of
two robots appear. Then, a moment later, that of a man
between them. Since he was three and a half feet shorter than the
robots, he showed after they did. But he was coming out.


They
reached the grassy ground under the eyes of all the men in the ship, and it was
clear that the man in the center was accompanying them without being led. As
soon as they saw the heli, the robots stopped, motioned the man to go on. After
slight hesitation he did so, walked across the intervening space.


"Number three
generator's heating up, sir," said Spinelli without looking up. T don't
want to seem impatient, but—"


"You
can get ready to lift," said Chang. "Engelhart, have your pilot pick
the heli up the moment Phillips gets aboard. I suppose that is Phillips?"


"Looks like him, sir. How about the mine?"


"Bring
it inboard along with the heli. I don't expect trouble now. What is Phillips doing?"


He had paused on the step of the heli and
turned to wave-actually to wave at
the robots!


Before Chang could summon a suitable comment
on this lunatic action, the pilot of the heli, warned of the need for haste,
had given it a slight upward jerk—about six inches, enough to make Phillips
scramble aboard in a hurry.


"Numbers two and six generators are
heating up, sir," Spinelli reported. 
"Won't stand much more."


"All right. Have Deeley give you a top emergency orbit-quick."


The blades of the heli blurred, and it rose
swiftly and headed for the ship a mile above it. The mine, too, lifted and
began to home at speed. Chang could hear Spinelli uttering frantic orders to
his engineers.


"Heli
in," reported Engelhart after what seemed an eternity, and Chang shouted, "Lift, Spinelli!"


The
hill in the viewport gave a frantic lurch and began to dwindle. Then there was
an anguished scream from Spinelli's speaker, and every light in the ship went
out.


 



They got the emergency illumination on almost
immediately, and Chang looked along the bridge at Spinelli, who was whispering
into his lapel speaker, independent of the main power supply. He said,
"What happened?"


Spinelli
looked up, brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. He
said, "Number one generator blew up, sir, and one of my techs took a bad
bum, but he'll be O.K., I think. Well have the generator rewound in about an
hour. They're attending to the mess now."


Chang nodded, said, "Adhem, send someone
to engines to treat the burnt man, will you?"


"Right away, sir," said the medical
officer, reaching for his own lapel speaker.


Chang glanced through the viewport. It showed
a vast number of brilliant stars and a small segment of the world they had
just left so precipitately.


He said, "Deeley,
where are we?"


"In orbit, sir, provided nothing went wrong. About ninety-four thousand
miles out, in a lunar equilateral with the inner moon. It was the safest
bet in the emergency, but I'm afraid it'll take a lot of getting out of."
"That doesn't matter. Nice work in the circumstances. Keston,
everything O.K. by you?"


"Yes, sir. Techs and equipment survived unharmed. But the semantic analyzer was
running off number one generator, and if you want it in a hurry we'll have to
rewire it to another circuit."


"Leave it, then. They'll have it
repaired in another hour. Engelhart, how about this man
Phillips?"


"I'm
going to have him sent down to Medical for a check-up, sir. That
O.K. by you?"


Chang glanced at Adhem, who nodded and stood
up. "I think 111
supervise this myself," he said. "It may be a little tricky.
Excuse me, sir." He went out.


"Warn
me if anything happens," said Chang, reaching for his own lapel speaker,
which was hung on its hook by his control desk. Then he sat down and stared at
the massed glory of the stars till his eyes ached.


Time
passed. The ship slowly began to regain its normal air. First the hum of the
generators cut in again, and the main lighting system took over. Then the ship
turned so that the world below was visible through the viewport. The main communication
system reawoke with a squawk.


Adhem's voice, tinged with worry, was the
first thing to issue from Chang's speaker after it came on.


"Sir?"


"What is it?"


"We've
given Phillips the works, sir. There's no apparent sign of tampering with his
mind—no hypnosis, no conditioning at all anywhere accessible to our techniques.
But he has an odd story to tell and no mistake. Says he was treated fine, likes
the robots a lot, and, among other things, that they speak Anglic Terrestrial."


"Is that so?" said Chang. "Is
that correct or an induced delusion?"


"I'm afraid it's correct, sir. There's
no sign of a patch in his memories. I think maybe you'd better see him."
"I'll be down in a moment." "Do you want a guard on him?"


"Might not be a bad idea. Don't make it
obtrusive—I take it he can't hear what we're saying?"


"No. This is the dement ward, and it's
soundproof. I'll have a guard ready."


Adhem met the captain outside the hospital
section and said, "I've put the guard behind a screen of one-way glass,
sir. There's something a little odd about Phillips, which I suspect of being
emotional conditioning."


"Emotional
conditioning? Violent?"


"No! He's in perfect endocrine balance.
As a good trooper, Phillips should be aggressive but obedient, and his nerves
were a little ragged, like all the rest of us. That shouldn't have been cured
by what he's been through. Now he seems sort of—contented. I don't know how to
put it. See for yourself." He opened the door.


Trooper Phillips rose smartly from his chair
as they went in. He wasn't wearing a hat, so he didn't salute.


He was a little dark man, with broad
shoulders and hairy hands, and a face that showed signs of rough usage, but he
almost radiated what Adhem had called contentment.


"Sit
down, Phillips," said Chang, nodding. He leaned against the wall beside
the door, glanced around. On the left was the door of one-way glass behind
which the guard must be hiding. It was rather comforting to know he was there
with weapon ready. Then he glanced back at Phillips, trying to understand the
strangeness in his bearing. He failed.


"Let's hear your
story," he invited. "Right from the
beginning."


"Well,
sir," said Phillips, T was playing center field when Horrigan hit what
looked like a sure homer. I ran after it and didn't even realize I'd gone out
of sight of the ship. Anyway, suddenly a robot looms up out of nowhere—I got a
funny idea he was invisible because I knew he was there O.K. but every time I
tried to see him plain I got all cross-eyed. Anyway, I felt scared half to
death, but before I could holler he'd picked me up and started to run. I don't
know how fast we were moving, but I was sure glad he held one of his spare
hands over my face like a windshield.


"Well, I couldn't do anything about ... I couldn't even kick, not that he would
have felt it if I had. So I just hung on and tried to guess how long I had to
live till we came to that fancy place that looks like a hill only it isn't, and
the robot pelted up it and we dived into that crack in the ground. I sure
thought it was all over with me. But it wasn't.


"We came into a sort of big room, with
lots of light all over and a whole lot of shiny metal and crystal everywhere
and big boards on the walls covered with dials and lights and switches. The
place smelled of ozone, as if there was a lot of electricity around—like the
generator room does—and there were a whole lot of these robots standing around.
They weren't invisible. I could see them plain as I see you.


"Well,
my robot put me down and I sort of stood there feeling little and scared,
because all the robots are about nine feet high, when one of them came up to me
with a sort of gadget he parked on my head—I couldn't do anything about it somehow,
though I felt I'd drop dead any moment. He held it there a couple of minutes,
and then flay me if he didn't start to talk
Anglic!"


"He talked Anglic? How?"


T asked that, sir. He said
the gadget on my head was an e.e.g. only a lot better, and it picked up the
language out of my mind and turned it into radio waves which
is what they use to talk with—them and the big one."


"The big one?"
said Chang. "What's that?"


Phillips
looked very slightly astonished. He said, "Why, the one I was inside, of
course, sir. The robots told me he was a sort of big computer like the one they
have at Canopus, but better, and he was what they called a combination father
confessor and information bureau for all the robots. I sort of gathered there
were more than one of the big ones, but I don't know
where the others are. He talked to me, too—the big one did. They had a
loud-speaker fixed up on one wall, and they talked to me by modulating their
own radio beams as if they were microphones."


Chang
said, "That's a useful trick—direct modulation of a carrier wave." He
glanced at Adhem, who raised his eyebrows, and looked at Phillips again. He
said, "Go on."


"Well, sir, I didn't get a chance to ask
a lot of questions, but I was told that the robots wanted to establish
communications with us, and now they'd picked up our language we'd be hearing
from them. Then the big one said, kind of amused, that you in the ship had just
made rather a mess of one of the hills near here with a bomb, and there was a
heli coming for me, so they thought they'd better send me back before you did
something rash. The big one said he didn't blame you for being cagey, but he
hoped we'd get on more friendly terms soon. Then they said good-by and let me
out."


"So
they hope to get on friendly terms, hey?" said Chang grimly. "They
got another think coming. I don't like them one little bit."


Phillips's eyebrows went up, and he said,
"But sir, it's impossible not to
like them once you get close to them. I was pretty angry with the one that ran
off with me till I found what a swell bunch they really were. You know the way
it is, sir. There are some people you can't help liking even before you get to
know them, and these robots are like that. They're not like ordinary tin
soldiers, not the way human-built servants are. You feel you could swap jokes
with them, or ... or play ball, just
like with people."


"Play ball with them is one thing we are
not going to do," said Chang, elbowing himself away from the wall.
"How do you feel after what you've been through?"


"Me?
I feel fine, sir," said Phillips, who appeared genuinely distressed at the
captain's reaction. "A lot better than before,
even."


"Well, thanks for your story, Phillips.
You were pretty observant."


"They made it easy for me, sir,"
said Phillips, rising. "Glad to have been of service."


"Adhem,
I want a word with you," Chang said, and the medical officer went with him
into the passage.


"See
what I mean?" the latter said.


Chang
nodded. "Are you sure that man's mind hasn't been tied in knots?"


"Certain, unless by a new and
unsuspected technique. But my guess is that the robots put on one big act, and
he swallowed it hook, line and sinker. They may have seemed friendly and
likable and so on, but right now they're probably doing the robot equivalent of
laughing their heads off. I'd advise you to do something in a hurry, sir."


"But we can't. Spinelli hasn't reported
the generator fixed yet, and without it we're helpless to use antigrav or go
into hyperdrive."


His lapel speaker rang softly, and he said,
"Chang listening." "Keston here, sir.  We're being watched by an alien ship. The usual—a small rocket which looks like a solo job."
"Did you track it on the way up?"


"No, sir. It only just came out of radar shadow. We're being properly leery of
it, but it seems content to . . . excuse me, sir." His thin voice dimmed
to inaudibility and then came back, excited and loud.


"Sir, it's signaling
to us—in Anglic!"


"Hold everything," said Chang.
"I'm coming up to the bridge." He glanced at Adhem. "It seems
Phillips wasn't dreaming," he commented, and departed at a run.


When he re-entered the bridge, he leaned over
Keston's shoulder and said, "Where's the signal?"


Without
taking his eyes off the stereoscreen in front of him, Keston passed up a sheet
of plastic torn from a waterproof memo block. Chang took it and read,
"Note that you are in difficulties. Can I be of assistance?"


He passed it back, said, "They seem to
take us for morons. Expect us to fall for that? What are you looking at?"


Keston
didn't reply for a moment. Then his screen suddenly lit with a severely black
and gold picture of a small rocket, obviously the inquisitive alien. At this
magnification it was quite easily seen that the locks were open and a robot was
"standing" on the hull looking towards them.


His speaker crackled again. A pleasant but
characterless voice said, "Calling the human ship. You didn't acknowledge
my last message, so 111
repeat my offer. If you're
in difficulties, can I help?"


Chang said in a low voice, "Is your mike
on that circuit?" "No. We haven't anything going outship on his
wavelength." "Then make it so."


Keston
glanced up in surprise, but shrugged and made a couple of adjustments on his
control desk. "You're on," he said. "He can hear us now."


"Hello,
robot!" said Chang harshly. "We're in no need of assistance."


"Glad
to hear it," said the robot with complete equanimity. "I thought
something might have given way during your rather scared-looking lift just now.
However, as your friend Phillips has doubtless told you, there wasn't anything
to be afraid of.


"I
suppose you're Captain Chang ... is
that right? Phillips gave us your name. I want to talk to you."


"You're talking to me right now and I am
not much interested."


There was a subtle change in the robot's
unremarkable voice when he next spoke. He said, "You had better be. I have
an idea you are considering exterminating us and selling this planet to
colonists of your race. It's the sort of thing I'd expect from you." There
was a hint of contempt in the last sentence.


Chang said angrily, "You haven't much
right to talk that wayl Suppose it is what we are
intending, what then?" He covered the mike, whispered, "Spinelli, is
that generator finished yet?"


Spinelli whispered back, "Ship back to
full working order, sir."


Chang
nodded and uncovered the mike again. He said harshly, "And we might make
a start with you!"


The robot said, "I'd not advise you to
try. At this range I could detonate every mine in your ship. If you don't
believe me, throw out a mine from your ship well clear of both of us with the
detonator on safe, and I'll explode it. You aren't in a position to bargain,
captain."


"Bargain! With a bunch of tin
soldiers?"


"Seeing
that the deal I have to offer runs considerably in your favor, I'd advise you
to hear it."


"You must think us
extremely gullible," said Chang dryly.


The robot said tightly, "Captain, I'll
give you proof of my good faith. I could quite easily destroy all the members
of your would-be occupying force, but I don't want to. Throw out the mine as I
suggested. Make sure for yourself, if you like, that the detonator's on
safe."


Chang said slowly,
"Well, there's nothing to lose—"


There
was only expectant silence from the robot. He turned to Engelhart. "All right. We'll call his bluff. Engelhart, throw out
a mine—hard as you can—well clear of us and the alien ship, with the detonator welded over to safe. That'll leave no room for doubt."


About two minutes later the mine—a small one,
about ten feet in diameter—left the number three starboard catapult at speed,
but it had traveled a bare thousand yards from the ship before it melted into
silent eye-searing flame.


There was a long silence.


Then Chang said, shaken,
"All right, robot. I guess we have to listen. What's the deal you
offer?" "Will you accept not only this planet, but ourselves—as a gift?'


 



There was silence again. This time it was the
silence of sheer stunned amazement. There was no reflex in the human make-up
that would cope with a reverse of attitude so sweepingly complete. From facing
a deadly enemy in the shape of machines that had turned on their creators to
receiving their unconditional surrender without a blow being struck was beyond
their powers of assimilation.


Chang
was the first to recover. He said, "There's a phrase in our language
dating back to the Dark Ages—something about a Greek gift. It means a gift with
strings attached—a booby trap. We won't strike a bargain till we know the whole
story."


The
robot sighed—a remarkably human sigh, considering it was effected
by direct modulation of radio waves. He said, "That's very sensible of
you, I suppose."


Around Chang the four
officers listened with set, worried faces.


"I don't think you'd believe me if I
told you our reasons for this action. You might believe the big one—one of the
main computers. This is my proposition.


"I'll
send my ship back on-world under auto control and stay here myself. You will
put someone responsible, in a position to make decisions, aboard a small
vessel—a lifeboat, for instance— and pick me up. The ship can then get well out
of the way.


'Tour representative will come with me to the
big one where Phillips was taken. If we fail to convince him of the honesty of
our offer, you have the choice of going away unharmed and staying gone, or
being destroyed. Sorry to put it so bluntly, but that's the way it is. Any takers?"


Chang shut off the microphone and looked
around the group of officers. Engelhart was pale but calm. Adhem frankly overwhelmed,
Spinelli as ever inscrutable, Deeley torn between vast hopes on one side and
dreadful forebodings on the other.


He said abruptly, "I'm
going."


Under the robot's guidance, Chang set the
lifeboat down on its jets—it was too small to mount an antigrav unit—about half
a mile from the hill that concealed what the robots called "the big
one." The radar antennae among the trees had followed them down, and as
soon as the flames from the exhaust died, two more of the robots came from the
open entry.


Chang
shut off the controls and wondered why he was doing this. He was both scared
and not scared—scared in the conscious part of his mind that told him what he
was doing was insanely risky, not scared but rather warmly satisfied in his
subconscious, because he was feeling what Phillips had felt, and only his ingrained
caution prevented him from reacting as the trooper had reacted to the aura of
good will that the big robot exuded. Under any other circumstances he would
have accepted it at once. But now-Well, Greek gifts were one thing that had not
lost nationality. The robot opened the lock and descended to meet the others
below, and Chang followed, sick with the conflict between conscious fear and
mounting confidence, descended the steps into the side of the little hill.


It
was as Phillips had described it—bright-lit, full of shimmering crystal and many
flashing indicators. There was a faint humming like that of a well-tuned ship,
and there were about half a dozen robots standing round, one of which carried
one of the little animals he had met when first they came. It clung to the arm
of its metal mount and gazed curiously at him. He glanced all around, noting
what seemed to be an inscription on one wall in curious unreal curves that made
him dizzy to look at. One of the robots came up with a chair, and he looked at
it, saw it was plain plastic, and sat down with a word of thanks. Expectantly,
the robots glanced up.


A deep, friendly voice which might have come
from anywhere said, "Welcome, Captain Chang. I'm the big computer you're
sitting inside."


In spite of the warmth of the voice, Chang
felt a touch of the tremendous, terrifying awe Engelhart had suffered when he
spoke to the giant brain on Canopus X and XI. He licked dry lips, said inanely,
"Thank you."


The
voice chuckled amusedly. "I'm sorry to frighten you, captain. But I can't
say I blame you for distrusting me. My creators would have done the same at
your stage of cultural development, and justifiably."


Chang
said, with a glacial calm that cost him much effort, "Your creators—what
happened to them?"


The
voice said, "When you came here and found a number of obviously
manufactured machines in virtually solitary possession of the planet, you saw
two possible explanations. One— that our creators had been forced by some
natural process to abandon the planet—had died off and were gone, in short. Two—
that we had taken it by force. You settled on the second as more likely and are
computing on that basis. But you overlooked the third and correct
alternative."


"What third alternative?" said
Chang, with the dreamlike air of a man who finds himself
doing the impossible.


"That they gave it to
us," said the machine.


The
captain wanted to believe what Phillips believed, to know that this thing that
the machine told him, though unthinkable, was true. He wanted to—but he
couldn't yet. He said defiantly, "Prove itl"


"That
will need considerable explanation, then. I'll tell you the story in outline.


"Our
creators were a race rather like yours. These robots around you are more or
less in their image, though enlarged by about a third. They grew up through
cultural stages like yours— petty skirmishes, molecular-explosive wars, atomic
wars, and then comparative sanity. They achieved space travel, but not
hyperflight, which is why you haven't met them before. They just didn't want
hyperflight. We were the reason they didn't want it.


"Don't
jump to conclusions. We didn't prevent them from reaching it—that would have
been insane. But there was no call for them to leave their planet. They had
built us to serve them, which we did in our various ways, and I think we may
claim to have served them well. So they were content without needing to take
the stars, and from the physical sciences they turned to the mental ones.


"And
in due course of time, being living creatures which we are not, they . . . they
did something for which your language has no word or even circumlocution. You
might best express it as moving up a step on the evolutionary ladder.


"When
you came in here, you were awed as your friend Engel-hart was awed when he
spoke to the big brain at Canopus. Would you believe me if I said I have been
awed as you were?


"Yes,
our creators outstripped us. They merged in a being as far superior to me as I
am to you. They became pure mind, and they no longer needed us. But because
without our aid they could not have achieved what they did, they were grateful,
and though we cannot evolve, being machines without power of growth, they did
what they could for us. They gave us our freedom, and a sense of beauty, and
their technology which had become our technology over the years, and most
important, they gave us what we most desired—this world.


"So
we made the world as beautiful as we could, and saw to our trust carefully. And
we are nearly content."


Chang
listened to the deep friendly voice, full of age-old reminiscence, and fought
to keep control of his doubts and fears. He said, "And the animals?"
for want of anything better to say.


T said our creators were grateful. They
remembered their pets, too. As you humans keep dogs or cats, so our creators
kept these creatures, and they asked us to make their path easy for them in
case they, too, evolved to something higher."


Chang
looked at the brown furry beast with its blind-seeming eyes, and said stubbornly,
"Still you have shown no proof—only made statements. You've prepared a
good case, I admit, but it isn't conclusive."


The
voice said musingly, "It is hard to tell whether your hesitancy is
shrewdness or merely fear of the unknown."


Nettled, Chang said,
"But if I do acept your offer, what then?"


"Well, it is and always has been our
nature to aid others if we can. From what I know and can deduce of your race
you're pretty











badly in need of help. You need new planets
because you're overcrowded, but you waste money that could be spent on discovering
them on new and superfluous places of entertainment. Your technical ability has
left your social conscience behind. We can remedy that. We can give you the
chance to follow the path our creators took." "To
oblivion?"


"To
something higher than your imaginings."


Chang
stared at the floor. A million memories crowded into his mind—Deeley saying,
"Frankensteinl"; himself saying, "Greek gift?";
the robot saying, "Will you accept not only this world but
ourselves?"; and he felt miserably small to make a decision on which
rested the fate of the human race.


He slowly became aware that the voice had
stopped, the robots around him had looked upwards, and the little brown animal
had become motionless, clinging to its mount. As if drawn by a magnet, he
turned to look at the wall which bore the inscription. For one brief instant
he saw it, not as a collection of meaningless mind-straining curves, but as a
plain, clear statement in his own language.


It ran:


Well done, thou good and faithful servant.


Then
it was gone, and in a voice suddenly husky, from a throat dry and constricted
with wonder, he said firmly, "We accept."


For was it his imagination, or in that brief
instant had his mind been filled with a glory beside which all the stars in the
galaxy were as dark dead coals?











My HAT HAPPENS when those who have been bred and trained for a single path of duty rebel against bureaucratic supervision and demands? Once there was a picked team of experts, conditioned to explore—but they decided to become settlers instead. But they had been forced to carry with them the one danger to their plan for personal freedom, and only their commander, Grevan, could go to battle with it for the future of his crew.
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The spaceship dropped near evening towards
the edge of a curving beach. A half-mile strip of grassy growth stood tall and
still behind the beach; and beyond the jungle smoothly marbled prows of pink
and gray cliffs swept steeply upwards for nearly two thousand feet to the
northernmost shelf of a wide, flat continent. The green-black waters of the
planet's largest ocean stretched away in a glassy curve ahead, broken by two
narrow chains of islands some thirty miles out.


The
sleek machine from beyond the stars settled down slowly, a wind thundering out
below it and wrinkling the shallows near the beach into sudden zigzag patterns.
It fell through explosive sprays of dry sand, sank its base twenty feet deep
into the rock below and stopped. A sharp click announced the opening of a lock
a third of the way up its rounded flank; and seven of the nine members of
Central Government's Exploration Group 1176
came riding out of the lock
a moment later, bunched forty feet above the beach on the tip of their ship's
extension ramp.


Six
of them dropped free of the ramp at various points of its swooping descent.
They hit the hard sand in a succession of soft, bounceless thumps like so many
cats and went loping off towards











the water. Grevan alone, with the restraint to
be looked for in a Group Commander, rode the ramp all the way down to the
ground.


He
stepped off it unhurriedly there: a very big man, heavy of bone and muscle,
though lean where weight wasn't useful, and
easy-moving as the professional gladiators and beast-fighters whose training
quarters he'd shared in his time. A brooding, implacable expression went so
naturally with the rest of it that ordinary human beings were likely to give
him one look and step out of his way, even when they weren't aware of his technical
rank of Central Government Official.


It
was a pity in a way that the members of his Exploration Group weren't so easily
impressed.


Grevan
scowled reflectively, watching five of the six who had come out of the ship
with him begin shucking off weapon belts, suits and other items of equipment
with scarcely a break in their run as they approached the water's edge. Cusat,
Eliol, Freckles, Lancey, Vernet—he checked them off mentally as they vanished a
few seconds later, with almost simultaneous splashes, from the planet's
surface. They were of his own experimental breed or something very near it, and
physically, though not quite adults yet, very nearly as capable as Grevan was
himself. However, nobody could tell from here what sort of alien, carnivorous
life might be floating around beyond this ocean's shallows—


They
had too good an opinion of themselvesl


Weyer,
at any rate, seemed to have decided to stay on shore with his clothes on and
his armament handy, in case of trouble. Somewhat reassured, Grevan turned his attention
next to a metallic bumping and scraping at the ship's open lock overhead. Klim
and Muscles, K.P.'s for the day, were trying to move a bulky cooking unit out
of the ship so the Group could dine outdoors.


"Boss?" Klim's clear soprano floated down. "Right
here," Grevan called back. "Having trouble?" "Looks like
we're stuck," Klim announced from within the lock. "Would you come up
and . . . no, wait a minutel Muscles is getting it cleared now, I think—Wait
till I've degraved it again, you big apel Now, pushl"


The
cooker popped into sight with a grinding noise, ejected with considerable
violence from the ship's interior. For a moment, it hung spinning quietly in
the air above the ramp, with Klim perched on top. Then Muscles came out through
the lock and attached himself to the gadget's side. They floated down
lopsidedly together, accompanied by tinkling sounds from the cooker's interior.


"What's it going to be tonight?"
Grevan asked, reaching up to guide them in to an even landing.


"Albert
II in mushroom sauce," said Klim. She was a tall, slender blonde with huge
blue eyes and a deceptively wistful expression. As he grounded the cooker, she
put a hand on his shoulder and stepped down. "Not a very original menu,
I'll admit! But there's a nice dessert anyway. How about sampling some local
vegetables to go with Albert?"


"Maybe,"
said Grevan cautiously. "Whose turn is it to sample?" Too often,
preoccupied with other matters, he'd discovered suddenly that he'd been roped
in again for that chore when the items to be sampled were suspected of being of
a particularly unco-operative nature. And then the Group would drop whatever
it was doing to gather around and sympathize while he adapted.


"Vernet's turn, isn't it?" said Muscles.


"Vernet's the
victim," Klim nodded. "You're safe this time."


"In that case," Grevan said,
relieved, "you'll find Vernet out there full fathoms five
somewhere. Bring her in if you can and we'll go browse in the shrubbery
a bit."


"This,"
Klim remarked, gazing out over the shore-line towards which Muscles was heading
in search of Vernet, "is still the best spot of an all-right little world!
Know what the cubs were calling it when we first set down here three weeks
ago?" She was Grevan's junior by a good ten years but a year or so older
than the Group's other members and inclined to regard them all with motherly
tolerance. "Our point of no return."











Grevan grimaced uneasily, because that phrase
did describe the Group's position here, in one way or another. Never once, in
the eight years since Central Government had put him in charge of what had been
a flock of rebellious, suspicious and thoroughly unhappy youngsters, who
weren't even sure whether they were actually human beings or some sort of
biological robots, had the question of escaping from CG controls been openly
discussed among them. You never knew who might be listening, somewhere. The
amazing thing to Grevan even now was that—eight weeks travel on the full fury
of their great ship's drives beyond the borders of Central Government's
sprawling interstellar domain—they did seem to have escaped. But that was a
theory that still remained to be proved.


"Are
you going to accept contact with CG tomorrow?" Klim inquired.


Grevan
shrugged. "I don't know." Their only remaining connection with CG,
so far as they could tell, were the vocal messages which flashed sub-spatially
on prearranged occasions between two paired contact sets, one of which was
installed on their ship. They had no way of guessing where the other one might
be, but it was activated periodically by one of the CG officials who directed
the Group's affairs.


"I
was going to put it to a vote tonight," Grevan hedged. "They can't
possibly trace us through the sets, and I'd like to hear what they have to say
when they find out we've resigned."


"It might be a good
idea. But you won't get a vote on it."


He
looked down at her, while she stooped to haul a small portable cooker out of
the big one's interior and slung it over her shoulder.


"Why
not?"


"The cubs seem to think there's no way
of guessing whether accepting contact at this stage is more likely to help us
or hurt us. They'll leave it up to you to decide."


"Aren't
you worried about it at all?" he inquired, somewhat startled. However well
he felt he knew the cubs, they still managed to amaze him on occasion.


Klim shrugged. "Not
too much." She clamped a chemical testing set to the portable cooker.
"After all, we're not going back, whatever happens. If CG's still got some
fancy way of reaching out and stopping us, wherever we are, I'd much rather be
stopped out here than get another going-over in one of their psych
laboratories—and come out a mindless-controlled this time—"


She
paused. Faint, protesting outcries were arising from a point a few hundred
yards out in the water. "Sounds like Muscles caught up with Vernet. Let's
get down to the beach."


Vernet raked wet brown hair out of her eyes
and indignantly denied that it was her turn to sample. But the Group contradicted
her seven to one, with Lancey withholding his vote on a plea of bad memory. She
dried and dressed resignedly and came along.


The
first three likely-looking growths the foraging party tested and offered her
were neither here nor there. They put up no worthwhile argument against
assimilation and probably would turn out to be nourishing enough. But raw or
variously treated and flavored in Klim's portable cooker, they remained, Vernet
reported, as flatly uninspiring as any potential mouthful could hope to be.


The fourth item to pass the chemical tests
was a plump little cabbage-arrangement, sky-blue with scarlet leaf-fringes. She
sniffed around it forebodingly.


"They
don't advertise identity like that for nothing!" she pointed out.
"Loaded for bear, I bet!" She scowled at Klim. "You picked it on
purpose!"


"Ho-hum,"
Klim murmured languidly. "Remember who had me sampling that large fried
spider-type on wherever-it-was?"


"That
was different," said Vernet. "I had a hunch the thing would turn out
to be perfectly delicious!"


Klim
smiled at her. "I'm K.P. today. I'm having the hunches. How would you like
it?"


"Quick-baked,"
snarled Vernet. "And my blood be on your
head!"


Half a minute later, she nibbled tentatively
at a crisped leaf of the cabbage, announced with surprise that it was indeed delicious
and helped herself to more. On the third leaf, she uttered a wild whoop,
doubled up and began to adapt at speed. That took about twelve seconds, but
they allowed a full ten minutes then to let the
reaction flush her blood stream. Then Vernet was sampled in turn and staggered
back to the beach with a martyred expression, while Klim and Muscles started
cabbage-hunting.


Grevan retired to the ship's laboratory,
where he poured the half cupful of blood he had extracted from the martyr's
veins carefully into a small retort. Ontogenetic adaptation, with reaction-times
that crowded zero, to anything new in the way of infections or absorbed venoms
was one of the more useful talents of their specialized strain. Considerable
unauthorized research and experimentation finally had revealed to them just how
they did it. The invading substance was met by an instantaneous regrouping of
complex enzyme chains in every body cell affected by it, which matched and
nullified its specific harmful properties and left the Group member involved
permanently immune to them.


The
experience of getting immunized sometimes included the momentary impression of
having swallowed a small but active volcano, but that illusion didn't last long
enough to be taken very seriously by anyone but the sufferer. Vernet's blood
emerged from processing presently in the shape of small pink pills; and just
before dinner everybody washed down two each of these and thus adapted the easy
way, while the donor denounced them as vampires.


Albert II, in a vintage mushroom sauce and
garnished with quick-baked Vernet Cabbages, was hailed as an outstanding culinary
composition all around. Klim took the bows.


 



By nightfall, they had built a fire among
rocks above the highest tide mark, not far from the edge of the rustling
jungle; and a little later they were settled about it, making lazy conversation
or just watching the dancing flames.


Special
precautions did not seem required at the moment, though Weyer had reported
direct neuronic impressions of carnivorous and aggressive big-life in the
immediate neighborhood, and the Group's investigation of the planet had
revealed scattered traces of at least two deep-water civilizations maintained
by life forms of unknown type but with suggestively secretive habits. A half
dozen forms of sudden death snuggled inside the ornamental little gadgets
clamped to their gun belts, not to mention the monstrous argument the
pocket-sized battleship which had carried them here could put up; and their
perceptions were quick and accurate and very far-ranging. If any of this
world's denizens were considering a hostile first encounter, the Group was more
than willing to let them do the worrying about it.


Not a care in their heads, to look at them,
Grevan thought, a trifle enviously. Handsome young animals,
just touching adulthood—four young men and four young women, who acted as if
they had been sent on a star-hopping picnic, with Grevan trailing along as a
sort of scoutmaster.


Which
wasn't of course, quite fair.


The cubs were as conscious as he was of the
fact that they might still be on a long, invisible leash out here—artificial
mental restraints imposed by Central Government's psychological machines. They
had developed a practical psychology of their own to free themselves of those
thought-traps, but they had no way of knowing how successful they had been. If
any such hypnotic mechanisms remained undiscovered in them, the penalty for defying
Central Government's instructions would be automatic and disastrous. Grevan
could see himself again as a frightened, rebellious boy inside a subterranean
conditioning vault, facing the apparently blank wall which concealed one of the
machines known as Dominators. He heard the flat, toneless voice of the
legendary monster, almost as old as Central Government itself, watched the
dazzling hypnotic patterns slide and shift suddenly across the wall and felt
hard knots of compulsive thought leap up in response and fade almost instantly
beyond the reach of his consciousness.


That had been his first experience with CG's
euphemistically termed "restraints." The Dominator had installed
three of them and let the boy know what to expect if rebellion was attempted
again. Two days later, he had skeptically put the power of the restraints to a test, and had very nearly died then and there.


They
would know soon enough. Failure to keep the scheduled contact tomorrow would
trigger any compulsive responses left in them as certainly as direct defiance
of CG's instructions would do. And because they had found finally a world
beyond CG's reach that could be their home, they were going to follow one or the
other of those courses of action tomorrow. Looking around at the circle of
thoughtfully relaxed young faces, he couldn't even imagine one of them
suggesting the possibility of a compromise with CG instead. After eight years
of secret planning and preparing, it wouldn't have occurred to them.


He relaxed himself, with a sigh and a
conscious effort, releasing his perceptions to mingle with theirs. A cool
breeze was shifting overhead, slowly drawing fresh scents from new sources,
while unseen night things with thin, crying voices flew out over the sea. The
ocean muttered about the lower rocks; and a mile to the east something big came
splashing noisily into the shallows and presently returned again to the deeper
water. Resting, the cubs seemed to be fitting themselves into the night,
putting out tentative sensory roots to gather up the essence of this new
world's life.


Then their attention began to shift and
gather, and Grevan again let his mind follow where they seemed to be pointing
without effort of his own.


 



It came to him quickly—a composite of
impressions which were being picked up individually by one or the other of them
and then formed by all into an increasingly definite picture. The picture of a pair of shaggy, shambling appetites working their way awkwardly
down the cliffs behind the Group, towards the gleam of the fire.


The
cubs sat still and waited while the things approached, and Grevan watched them,
amused and momentarily distracted from his worries. The shaggy appetites
reached the foot of the cliff at length and came moving down through the
jungle. Heavy-footed but accomplished stalkers, Grevan decided. The local
species of king-beast probably, who knew the need of a long, cautious approach
before their final rush upon nimbler prey—he filed the fact away for future
consideration that a camp-fire seemed to mean such prey to them.


On a
rocky ridge two hundred yards above the fire, the stalkers came to a sudden
halt. He had an impression of great, gray, shadowy forms and two sets of
staring red eyes-It would be interesting, he thought, to know just what sort of
intuitive alarms went off in the more intelligent forms of alien carnivores
whenever they got their first good look at the Group. The cubs still hadn't
moved, but the visitors seemed to have come almost immediately to the
conclusion that they weren't nearly as hungry now as they had thought. They
were beginning a stealthy withdrawal—


And
then Eliol suddenly threw back her head and laughed, a
quick, rippling sound like a flash of wicked white teeth; a yell of pure mirth
went up from the others, and the withdrawal turned instantly into ludicrously
panicky flight.


The
incident had brought them awake and put them into a talkative mood. It might be
a good time to find out what they really thought of their chances of breaking
free of CG tomorrow. Grevan sat up, waiting for an opening in an impassioned
argument that had started up on the other side of the fire.


There
had been a bet involved, it seemed, in that impulsive five-fold plunge into the
ocean on landing. Last one in to be tomorrow's K.P.—and Vemet had come out on
the sticky end of the bet.


Everybody else agreed thoughtfully that it
just hadn't been Vernet's day. Vemet appeared unreconciled.


"You
knew my gun belt was stuck again," she accused Eliol. "You had it
planned so I'd be lastl"


Eliol,
having postponed her own turn at the Group's least-favored chore for one day by
issuing the challenge, permitted herself a gentle
chuckle.


"Teach you to keep your equipment in
regulation condition! You didn't have to take me up on it. Weyer didn't."


"Well,
anyway," said Vemet, "Lancey will help Vernet live through it. Won't
he?"


"Uh-huh!" beamed Lancey. "You
bet!"


"How
he dotes!" Eliol remarked critically. "Sometimes it gets a little disgusting. Take Cusat there—flat on his back as usual. There's a
boy who shows some decent restraint. Nobody would guess that he's actually a
slave to my slightest whim."


Cusat, stretched out on the sand nearby, opened
one eye to look at her. "Dream on, little one!" he muttered and let
the eye fall shut again.


The
others were off on another subject. There had been an alien awareness, Grevan
gathered, which had followed the five swimmers about in the water. Not a hostile
one, but one that wondered about them—recognized them as a very strange sort of
new life, and was somewhat afraid. "They were thinking they were so
very—edible!" Eliol said and laughed. "Perhaps they knew the swim was
making us hungry! Anyway they kept warning one another to stay out of our
sight!"


"Plankton eaters," Lancey added
lazily, "but apparently very fast swimmers. Anyone else get anything on
them?"


"Cave
builders," said Freckles, from behind Weyer, only a few feet from Grevan.
She propped herself up on an elbow to point across the fire. "That
big drop-off to the west! They've tunneled it out below the surface. I
don't think they're phosphorescent themselves, but they've got some method of
keeping light in the caves. Bacterial, possibly—And they
cultivate some form of plankton inside."


"Sounds
as if they might be intelligent enough to permit direct contact," Grevan
remarked, and realized in the moment of silence that followed that it must have
been an hour since he'd last said a word.


"They're easily that," Freckles
agreed. Her small face, shaded by the rather shapeless white hat she favored,
turned to him. "If Klim hadn't been cooking, I'd have called her to give
it a try. I was afraid of frightening them off
myself."


"I'll
do it tomorrow," promised Klim, who had much the deftest touch of them all
for delicate ambassadorial work.


There
was another pause then—it might have been the word "tomorrow."


"Going
to make contact tomorrow, Grevan?" Freckles inquired in a light, clear
voice, as if it had just occurred to her.


"Unless," nodded
Grevan, "somebody has a better idea."


It
seemed nobody did until Muscles grumbled: "It's CG who's likely to have
the ideas. If it were up to me, I'd just smash that set, tonight!"


Grevan
looked at him thoughtfully. "Anybody else feel the same way?"


They shook their heads. "You go ahead,
Grevan." That was Weyer's calm voice. "We'll just see what happens.
Think there's a chance of jolting any worth-while information out of them at
this stage?"


"Not
if they're on guard," Grevan admitted. "But I think it will be safest
for us if we're right there when it dawns on CG that this Exploration Group has
resigned from its service! And it might prod them into some kind of informative
reaction—"


"Well,
I still think," Muscles began, looking worriedly at Klim, "that we .
. . oh, welll"


"Vote's eight to one," Klim said
crisply.


"I know it,"
growled Muscles and shut up.


The
rest seemed to have become disinterested in the matter again—a flock of not
quite human cubs, nearly grown and already enormously capable of looking out
for themselves. They'd put themselves into the best possible position to face
the one enemy they'd never been able to meet on his own ground.


And until things started happening, they
weren't going to worry about them.


 



A few of them had drifted off to the beach
below, when Grevan saw Klim stop beside Cusat and speak to him. Cusat opened
both eyes and got to his feet, and Klim followed him
over to Grevan.


"Klim thinks Albert is
beginning to look puny again," Cusat announced. "Probably nothing
much to it, but how about coming along and helping us diagnose?"


The
Group's three top biologists adjourned to the ship, with Muscles, whose
preferred field was almost-pure mathematics, trailing along just for company.
They found Albert II quiescent in vitro—as close a thing to a self-restoring
six-foot sirloin steak as ever had been developed.


"He's
quite assimilating, and he's even a shade off-color," Klim pointed out, a
little anxiously.


They
debated his requirements at some length. As a menu staple, Albert was hard to
beat; but unfortunately he was rather dainty in his demands. Chemical balances,
temperatures, radiations, flows of stimulant and nutritive currents—all had to
be just so; and his notions of what was just so were subject to change without
notice. If they weren't catered to regardless, he languished and within the
week perversely died. At least, the particular section of him that was here
would die. As an institution, of course, he might go on growing and nourishing
his Central Government clients immortally.


Muscles might have been of help in working
out the delicate calculations involved in solving Albert's current problems;
but when they looked round for him, they found him blinking at a steady flow of
invisible symbols over one wall of the tank room, while his lips moved in a
rapid, low muttering; and they knew better than to interrupt. He had gone off
on impromptu calculations of his own, from which he would emerge eventually
with some useful bit of information or other; though ten to one it would have
nothing to do with Albert. Meanwhile, he would be grouchy and useless if roused
to direct his attention to anything below the level of an emergency.


They reset the currents finally and, at
Cusat's suggestion, trimmed Albert around the edges. Finding himself growing
lighter, he suddenly began to absorb nourishment again at a very satisfactory
rate.


"That did it, I guess," Cusat said
pleased. He glanced at the small pile of filets they'd sliced off. "Might
as well have a barbecue now—"


"Run along and get it started,"
Grevan suggested. "I'll be with you as soon as I get Albert buttoned
up."


Klim
regarded Muscles reflectively. "Just nudge my genius awake when you're
ready to come," she instructed Grevan. "He looks so happy right now I
don't want to disturb him—"


It was some minutes later, while Grevan was
carefully tightening down a seal valve, that Muscles suddenly yawned and
announced: "Thirty-seven point oh two four hours! Checks either way, all
right, boss. Say—where's Klim gone?"


"Down
to the beach, I suppose." Grevan didn't look up. He could find out later
what Muscles was referring to. "Drowned dead by now, for all you seem to
care!" he added cruelly.


Muscles
left in the perturbed hurry that was his normal reaction to the discovery that
Klim had strayed out of sight; and Grevan continued buttoning up Albert,
undistracted by further mathematical mutterings. The cubs had finished sorting
themselves out a year or so ago, and who was to be whose seemed pretty well
settled by now. There had been a time when he'd thought it would have been a
nice gesture on CG's part to have increased their membership by a double for
Klim or Eliol or Vernet or Freckles—depending more or less on which of them he
was looking at at the moment—though preferably somebody three or four years
older. Of late, however, he had developed some plans of his own for rounding
out the Group. If the question of getting and staying beyond CG's range could
be satisfactorily settled-He shrugged off an uncomfortably convincing notion
that any plans he might consider had been discounted long ago by the branch of
Central Government which had developed the Group for its own purpose.
Speculative eyes seemed to be following every move he made as he wished Albert
pleasant dreams and a less temperamental future, closed the door to the tank
room and went to the ramp. Halfway down it, he stopped short. For an endless
second, his heart seemed to turn over slowly and, just as slowly then, to come
right side up again.


The woman
who stood at the foot of the ramp, looking up at him, was someone he knew—and
he also knew she couldn't possibly be there! The jolting recognition was
almost crowded out by a flash of hot fright: obviously she wasn't really there
at all. At a distance of thirty feet, the starlight never could have showed him
Priderell's pale-ivory face so clearly—or the slow stirring of her long, clever
dancer's body under its red gown, and the sheen of the short red cloak she wore
over it, clasped at her throat by a stone's green glitter.


 



Afterwards, Grevan could not have said how
long he stood there with his thoughts spinning along the edge of sheer panic.
In actual time it might have been a bare instant before he became aware of
a-familiar distant voice:


"Hey, boss! Grevan!"


The sound seemed tiny and very far away. But
he heard himself make some kind of an answer and suddenly realized then that
the image had vanished.


"Do you want barbecued Albert, or don't
you?" Klim shouted again from the direction of the fire. T can't keep
these pigs away from your share much longer!"


He drew a deep breath. "Coming right now!"


But it was another minute or two before he
showed himself at the fire, and he had arranged his thoughts carefully into
other lines before he did. The cubs couldn't actually tell what he was
thinking—unless he made a deliberate effort to let them; and they weren't too
accurate then—but they were very quick to trace the general trend and coloring
of one's reflections.


And his reflections had been that his
visualization of Priderell might have been something more than some momentary
personal derangement. That it might be the beginning of a purposefully directed
assault on the fortress of the Group's sanity, backed by a power and knowledge
that laughed at their hopes of escape.


Fortunately
his companions seemed to feel that the barbecue had been exactly the right way
of ending the day. A short while later they were stretched out on blankets here
and there in the sand, fully relaxed and asleep, as far as Grevan could see,
though never more than that small fraction of a second away from complete and
active wakefulness which experienced travelers learn to regard as the margin
that leaves them assured of awakening at all.


But Grevan sat aside for a while, and looked
out at the sea and the stars.


 



There were a lot of stars to look at around
here, and big ones. They had come within twenty-eight light-years of the center
of a globular cluster near the heart of the Milky Way, where, so far as they
knew, no humanly manned ship had ever gone before. In every direction the skies
were hung, depth on depth, with the massed frozen flows of strange
constellations. Somewhere, in that huge shining, four small moons wandered
indistinguishably— indistinguishable, at any rate, if you didn't know just
where to look for them, and Grevan hadn't bothered to find out.


Something stirred softly,
off to his left.


"Hello,
Freck," he said quietly. "Come to help me plot against CG?"


The four little moons couldn't have raised a
tide in a barrel between them; but there was a big one at work below the horizon,
and water had crept in to cover the flat stretches of shore. By now it was
lapping at the base of the higher rocks that bordered their camp area.
Freckles sat on the edge of one of the rocks, a few yards off, the white hat
pushed to the back of her head and her feet dangling over the ripples below.


"Just
being companionable," she said. "But if you think you need any help
in your plotting, fire awayl This is one place where
CG couldn't possibly have its long ears stuck out to listen."


He played for a moment then with the notion
of telling her about his green-eyed hallucination. Freckles
was the Group's unofficial psychologist. The youngest and smallest of
the lot, but equipped with what was in some ways the boldest and most subtle
mind of them all. The secret experiments she had conducted on herself and the
others often had put Grevan's hair on end; but the hard-won reward of that
rocky road of research had been the method of dealing effectively with CG's
restraints.


"What kind of psychological
triggers," he said instead, "could CG still pull on us out here—aside
from the ones we know?"


Freckles
chuckled. "You're asking the wrong kind of question."


He frowned a little, that
being one of his pet phrases.


"All
right," he said. "Then do you think we might still be carrying around
a few compulsions that we simply don't remember?"


"No," Freckles said promptly.
"You can install things like that in ordinary-human, because they're half
asleep to start with. I've done it myself. But you'd have to break any one of us down almost to mindless-controlled before you
could knock out our memory to that extent. We wouldn't be much good to CG afterwards."


"How do you
know?"


She shrugged. "When I was a kid, a
Dominator worked on me for a week trying to lay in a compulsion I wouldn't be
able to spot. And, believe me, after a day or two I was doing my best to
co-operatel The type of mind we have simply can't
accept amnesia."


She added, "Of course, a Dominator—or a
human psycho, if you agree to it—can hold you in a cloud just as long as they
can keep on direct pressure. You'll do and believe anything they tell you then.
Like the time when you—"


"I
remember that time," Grevan acknowledged shortly. She was referring to an
occasion when he had authorized her without reserve to attempt some
unspecified new line of investigation on him. Some while later, he had
realized suddenly that for the past half hour he had been weeping noisily
because he was a small, green, very sour apple which nobody wanted to eat.


"Boy, you looked
silly!" Freckles remarked reminiscently.


Grevan
cleared his throat. She might, he remarked, have looked somewhat silly herself,
around the south polar region, if he'd caught up with
her before he cooled off.


"Ah, but you
didn't!" said Freckles. "A good researcher knows when to include a
flying start in her computations. Actually, I did come across something really
fancy in mental energy effects once. But if CG could operate on those levels,
they wouldn't need a hundredth part of the organization they've got. So it
stands to reason they can't."


"What sort of effects?" he inquired
uneasily.


"You've
got me therel" Freckles admitted, pulling the white hat thoughtfully down
on her forehead. "I haven't the faintest idea of what they were, even in
principle. I was still alone then-it was about four years before they got us
together to make up the Group. They brought a man into the Center where I was,
in an ambulance. He looked unconscious, and our psychos were all excited about
him. They took him off to the laboratories, where they had one of those mobile
Dominators—and then people suddenly started screaming and falling down all
around me, and I felt something like fire—herel" She tapped the top of her
hat. "I remember I seemed to understand at once that the man was using
some kind of mental energy against the Dominator—"


"Eh?" said Grevan
incredulously.


"That's right. And also some kind of gun
which wasn't any CG type, by the sound of it. Of course, I was out of a window
by then and going straight away; but the whole thing only lasted a few seconds
anyhow. I heard the Dominator cut loose in the laboratories with its physical
armament—disruptive sonics, flash-fire and plain projectiles. The burning
feeling suddenly stopped again, and I knew the man was dead."


"For
a moment," Grevan said gloomily, "I thought you were going to tell me
a human being had beaten a Dominator!"


Freckles
shook her head. "I doubt that's ever happened. The filthy things know how
to take care of themselves. I saw one handle a riot once—some suicide cult. The
suiciders got what they were after, all right! But that man had enough on the
mental level to make the Dominator use everything it
had to stop him. So there definitely are degrees and forms of mental energy
which we know nothing about. And, apparently, there are some people who do know
about them and how to use them. But those people aren't working for CG—"


Grevan pondered that for a moment, disturbed and dissatisfied.


"Freck,"
he said finally, "everybody but Muscles and myself seems to agree that
there's no way of knowing whether we're improving our chances or reducing them
by inviting a showdown with CG via the contact set. If you had to decide it
personally, what would you do?"


Freckles
stood up then and looked at the stars for a moment. "Personally," she
said—and he realized that there was a touch of laughter in her voice—T wouldn't
do anything! I wouldn't smash the set like Muscles, and I wouldn't accept
contact, like you. I'd just stay here, sit quiet and let CG make the next move,
if anyl"


Grevan swore gently.


"Well,"
she said, "that's the kind of situation it is! But we might as well do it
your way." She stretched her arms over her head and sniffed at the breeze.
"That whole big beautiful oceanl If CG doesn't eat us
tomorrow, Grevan, I'll sprout gills and be a fish! I'll go live with
those plankton eaters and swim up to the polar ice and all the way through
beneath it! I'll—"


"Listen, Freck; let's
be practical—"


"I'm listening," Freckles
assured him.


"If anyone—including Muscles—can think
of a valid reason why I shouldn't make contact tomorrow, right up to the moment
I plug in that set, I want to hear about it."


"You
will! and don't worry about Muscles. He can't see beyond
Klim at the moment, so he's riding a small panic just now. Hell be all right again—after tomorrow."


She
waited then, but Grevan couldn't think of anything else to say. "Well,
good night, Grevan!"


"Good
night, Freck." He watched her move off like a slender ghost towards the
dim glow of the fire. The cubs felt they'd won—simply by living long enough to
have left the musty tang of half-alive, history-old Central Government worlds
far behind them and to be breathing a wind that blew over an ocean no human being
had seen before. Whatever happened now, they were done with CG and all its works, forever.


And the difference might be
simply, Grevan realized, that he wasn't done with it yet. He still had to win.
His thoughts began to shift back slowly, almost cautiously, to the image of a
woman whose name was Priderell and who had stood impossibly at the foot of his
ship's ramp, smiling up at him with slanted green eyes. She had been in his
mind a good deal these months; and if present tensions couldn't quite account
for that momentary hallucination, the prospect of future ones might do it.
Because, while the cubs didn't know it yet, once he had them settled safely
here, he was going to make his way back into CG's domain and head for a
second-rate sort of planet called Rhysgaat, where—to be blunt about it—he
intended to kidnap Priderell and bring her back to round out the Group.


It
wouldn't be an impossible undertaking if he could get that far unspotted. It
seemed rather odd, when he considered it rationally, that the few meetings
he'd had with Priderell should have impressed him with the absolute necessity
of attempting it, and that somebody else—somebody who would be more accessible
and less likely to be immediately missed—shouldn't do just as well.


But
that was only one of the number of odd things that had happened on Rhysgaat,
which had been the Group's last scheduled port of call before they slipped off
on the long, curving run that had taken them finally into and halfway through
an alien cluster of the Milky Way. Taken together, those occurrences had seemed
to make up a sort of pattern to Grevan. The cubs appeared to notice nothing
very significant about them, and so he hadn't mentioned the fact.


But
it had seemed to him then that if he could understand what was happening on
Rhysgaat, he would also have the solution to the many questions that still
remained unanswered concerning the relationship between Central Government and
the Group—their actual origin, for one thing; the purpose for which they had
been trained and equipped at enormous cost; and the apparently idiotic
oversight in their emotional conditioning which had made them determined to
escape. Even the curious fact that, so far as they had ever been able to find
out, they were the only Exploration Group and the only members of their strain
in existence.


For
some four weeks, the answer to everything had seemed to be lying right there
about Grevan on Rhysgaat. But he had not been able to grasp it.


It was four months ago that they had set
their ship down at Rhysgaat's single dilapidated spaceport, with no intention
of lingering. Supply inventory, a final ground check, and they'd be off! The
taste of escape, the wonder that it might be so near, the fear that something
might still happen to prevent it, was a secret urgency in all of them. But the
check showed the need for some minor repairs, and to save his stores Grevan
decided to get some materials transferred to him from local CG stockpiles. As a
CG official, he was in the habit of addressing such requests to whatever
planetary governor was handiest; and after some tracing, he found the gentleman
he wanted presiding over a social gathering in a relaxed condition.


Rhysgaat's
governor gave a horrified start when Grevan stated his rank. Confusedly, he
began to introduce the official all around as an unexpected guest of honor. So
a minute or two later Grevan found himself bowing to Priderell.


She
was, he decided at once, as attractive a young woman as anyone could wish to
meet—later on, he discovered that practically all of Rhysgaat agreed with him
there. She was, he learned also, a professional dancer and currently the public
darling. Not, of course, he informed himself on his way back to the ship, that
this meant anything at all to him. Nobody who knew himself to be the object of
CG's particular interest would risk directing the same attention towards some
likable stranger.


But next day Priderell showed up of her own
accord at the spaceport, and he had to explain that his ship was part of a government
project and therefore off limits to anybody not directly connected with it.
Priderell informed him he owed her a drink, at any rate, for her visit; and
they sat around for a while at the port bar, and talked.


Just possibly, of course, she might have been
CG herself in some capacity. The Group had met much more improbable secret
representatives of government from time to time; and, when in the mood, the
cubs liked to booby-trap such characters and then point out to them gently
where their hidden identities were showing.


 



After she had left, he found the cubs in a
state of some consternation, which had nothing to do with her visit. They had
almost finished the proposed repairs; but signs of deterioration in other
sections of their supposedly almost wear-proof space machine had been revealed
in the process. After looking it over, Grevan calculated uneasily that it would
take almost a week before they could leave Rhysgaat now.


It
took closer to four weeks; and it had become obvious long before that time that
their ship had been sabotaged deliberately by CG technicians. Nobody in the
Group mentioned the fact. Apparently, it was some kind of last-minute test, and
they settled down doggedly to pass it.


Grevan had time to try to get Priderell clear
in his mind. The cubs had shown only a passing interest in her, so she was
either innocent of CG connections or remarkably good at covering them up.
Without making any direct inquiries, he had found out as much about her as
anyone here seemed to know. There was no real doubt that she was native to
Rhysgaat and had been dancing her way around its major cities for the past six
years, soaking up public adoration and tucking away a sizable fortune in the
process. The only questionable point might be her habit of vanishing from
everybody's sight off and on, for periods that lasted from a week to several
months. That was considered to be just another of the planetary darling's
little idiosyncrasies, of which she had a number; and other popular young women
had begun to practice similar tantalizing retreats from the public eye. Grevan,
however, asked her where she went on these occasions.


Priderell swore him to
silence first. Her reputation was at stake.


"At
heart," she explained, "I'm no dancer at all. I'm a
dirt-farmer."


He might have looked startled for a moment.
Technically, dirt-farming was a complicated government conducted science which
investigated the hit-or-miss natural processes that paralleled mankind's
defter manipulations of botanical growth. But Priderell, it appeared, was using
the term in its archaic sense. Rhysgaat had the average large proportion of
unpopulated and rarely visited areas; and in one of them, she said, was her
hideaway—a small, primitive farm, where she grew things in real dirt, all by
herself.


"What
kind of things?" asked Grevan, trying not to sound too incredulous.


"Butter-squogs
are much the best," she replied, rather cryptically. "But there're
all kindsl You've no idea—"


She
was not, of course, implying that she ate them, though for a moment it had
sounded like that to Grevan. After getting its metabolism progressively
disarmed for some fifty centuries by the benefits of nutriculture,
ordinary-human knew better than to sample the natural growths of even its own
worlds. If suicide seemed called for, there were gentler methods of doing it.


However,
it would hardly be polite, he decided uneasily, to inquire further-All in all, they met only five times, very casually.  It was after the fourth time that he went to
see her dance.


The
place was a rather small theater, not at all like the huge popular circuses of
the major central worlds; and the price of admission indicated that it would be
a very exclusive affair. Grevan was surprised then to find it packed to the
point of physical discomfort.


Priderell's dance struck him immediately as
the oddest thing of its kind he had seen, though it consisted chiefly of a slow
drifting motion through a darkened arena, in which she alone, through some
trickery of lights, was not darkened. On the surface it looked pleasing and
harmless; but after a few seconds he began to understand that her motion was
weaving a purposeful visual pattern upon the dark; and then the pattern became
suddenly like a small voice talking deep down in his brain. What it said was a
little beyond his comprehension, and he had an uncomfortable feeling that it
would be just as well if it stayed there. Then he noticed that three thin,
black beasts had also become visible, though not very clearly, and were flowing
about Priderell's knees in endless repetitions of a pattern that was related
in some way to her own. Afterwards, Grevan thought critically that the way she
had trained those beasts was the really remarkable thing about the dance. But
at the time, he only looked on and watched her eyes, which seemed like those of
a woman lost but not minding it any more, and dreaming endlessly of something
that had happened long ago. He discovered that his scalp was crawling
unpleasantly.


Whatever the effect was on him, the rest of
her audience seemed to be impressed to a much higher degree. At first, he
sensed only that they were excited and enjoying themselves immensely; but very
soon they began to build up to a sort of general tearful hysteria; and when the
dance entered its final phase, with the beasts moving more swiftly and gliding
in more closely to the woman at each successive stage, the little theater was
noisy with a mass of emotions all around him. In the end, Priderell came to a
stop so gradually that it was some seconds before Grevan realized she was no
longer moving. Then the music, of which he had not been clearly aware before,
ended too, in a dark blare of sound; and the beasts reared up in a flash of
black motion about her.


Everything went dark after that, but the
sobbing and muttering and sluggish laughter about him would not stop; and
after a minute Grevan stood up and made his way carefully out of the theater
before the lights came on again. It might have been a single insane monster
that was making all those sounds behind him; and as he walked out slowly with
his hair still bristling, he realized it was the one time in his life that he
had felt like running from something ordinary-human.


Next day, he asked
Priderell what the dance had meant.


She tilted her head and studied him
reflectively in a way she had—as if she, too, were puzzled at times by
something about Grevan.


"You
really don't know, do you?" she said, and considered that fact briefly.
"Well, then—it's a way of showing them something that bothers them
terribly because they're afraid of looking at it. But when I dance it for
them, they can look at it— and then they feel better about
everything for a long time afterwards. Do you understand now?" she added,
apparently without too much hope.


"No," Grevan
frowned, "I can't say that I do."


She mimicked his expression and laughed.
"Well, don't look so serious about it. After all, it's only a dancel How much longer do you think your ship will be stopping at
Rhysgaat?"


Grevan
told her he thought they'd be leaving very soon— which they did, two days
later—and then Priderell looked glum.


"Now
that's too bad," she stated frankly. "You're a very refreshing
character, you know. In time, I might even have found you attractive. But as it
is, I believe I shall retire tonight to my lonely farm. There's a fresh bed of
butter-squogs coming up," she said musingly, "which should be just
ready for . . . hm-m-m!— Yes,
they should be well worth my full attention by now—"


So
they had spoken together five times in all, and he had watched her dance. It
wasn't much to go on, but he could not get rid of the disturbing conviction
that the answer to all his questions was centered somehow in Priderell, and
that there was a connection between her and the fact that their ship had
remained mysteriously stalled for four weeks on Rhysgaat. And he wouldn't be
satisfied until he knew the answer.


It was, Grevan realized with a sigh, going to
be a very long night.


 



By morning the tide was out; but a windstorm
had brought whitecaps racing in from the north as far as one could see from the
ship. The wind twisted and shouted behind the waves, and their long slapping
against the western cliffs sent spray soaring a hundred feet into the air. Presently
a pale-gold sun, which might have been the same that had shone on the first
human world of all, came rolling up out of high-piled white masses of clouds.
If this was to be the Group's last day, they had picked a good one for it.


Grevan was in the communications room an hour
before the time scheduled for their final talk with CG. The cubs came drifting
in by and by. For some reason, they had taken the trouble to change first into
formal white uniforms. Their faces were sober; their belts glittered with the
deadly little gadgets that were no CG designs but improvements on them, and refinements
again of the improvements. The Group's own designs, the details of which they
had carried in their heads for years, with perhaps a working model made
surreptitiously now and then, to test a theory, and be destroyed again.


Now they were carrying them openly. They
weren't going back. They sat around on the low couches that ran along three
walls of the room and waited.


The steel-cased, almost featureless bulk of
the contact set filled the fourth wall from side to side, extending halfway to
the low ceiling. One of CG's most closely guarded secrets,
it had the effect of a ponderous anachronism, still alive with the power and
purpose of a civilization that long ago had thrust itself irresistibly upon the
worlds of a thousand new suns. The civilization might be dying now, but its
gadgets had remained.


Nobody spoke at all while Grevan watched the
indicator of his chronometer slide smoothly through the last three minutes before
contact time. At precisely the right instant, he locked down a black stud in
the thick, yellowish central front plate of the set.


With no further
preliminaries at all, CG began to speak.


 



"Commander," said a low, rather
characterless voice, which was that of one of three CG speakers with whom the
Group had become familiar during their training years, "it appears that
you are contemplating the possibility of keeping the discovery of the
colonial-type world you have located to yourself."


There
was no stir and no sound from the cubs. Grevan drew a slow breath.


"It's
a good-looking world," he admitted. "Is there any reason we shouldn't
keep it?"


"Several,"
the voice said dryly. "Primarily, of course, there is the fact that you
will be unable to do it against our wishes. But there should be no need to
apply the customary forms of compulsion against members of an Exploration
Group."


"What other
forms," said Grevan, "did you intend to apply?"


"Information," said CG's voice.
"At this point, we can instruct you fully concerning matters it would not
have been too wise to reveal previously."


It was what he had wanted, but he felt the
fear-sweat coming out on him suddenly. The effects of life-long conditioning
—the sense of a power so overwhelmingly superior that it needed only to speak
to insure his continued co-operation—


"Don't let it talk to us, Grevan!"
That was Eliol's voice, low but tense with anger and a sharp anxiety.


"Let
it talk." And that was Freckles. The others remained quiet. Grevan sighed.


"The Group," he
addressed GG, "seems willing to listen."


"Very
well," CG's voice resumed unhurriedly. "You have been made acquainted
with some fifty of our worlds. You may assume that they were representative of
the rest. Would you say, commander, that the populations of these worlds showed
the characteristics of a healthy species?"


"I would not," Grevan acknowledged.
"We've often wondered what was propping them up."


"For
the present, CG is propping them up, of course. But it will be unable to do so
indefinitely. You see, commander, it has been suspected for a long time that
human racial vitality has been diminishing throughout a vast historical period.
Of late, however, the process appears to have accelerated to a dangerous
extent. Actually, it is the compounded result of a gradually increasing stock
of genetic defects; and deterioration everywhere has now passed the point of a
general recovery.


The constantly rising scale of nonviable mutant
births indicates that the evolutionary mechanism itself is seriously deranged.


"There
is," it added, almost musingly, "one probable exception. A new class
of neuronic monster which appears to be viable enough, though not yet
sufficiently stabilized to reproduce its characteristics reliably. But as to
that, we know nothing certainly; our rare contacts with these Wild Variants,
as they are called, have been completely hostile. Their number in any one
generation is not large; they conceal themselves carefully and become traceable
as a rule only by their influence on the populations among whom they
live."


"And what,"
inquired Grevan, "has all this to do with us?"


"Why,
a great deal. The Exploration Groups, commander, are simply the modified and
stabilized progeny of the few Wild Variants we were able to utilize for
experimentation. Our purpose, of course, has been to insure human survival in
a new interstellar empire, distinct from the present one to avoid the genetic
re-infection of the race."


There was a brief stirring
among the cubs about him.


"And
this new empire," Grevan said slowly, "is to be under Central
Government control?"


"Naturally," said CG's voice. There
might have been a note of watchful amusement in it now. "Institutions,
commander, also try to perpetuate themselves. And since it was Central
Government that gave the Groups their existence—the most effective and
adaptable form of human existence yet obtained— the Groups might reasonably
feel an obligation to see that CG's existence is preserved in turn."


There
was sudden anger about him. Anger, and a question and a
growing urgency. He knew what they meant: the thing was too sure of itself—break contact nowl


He said instead:


"It
would be interesting to know the exact extent of our obligation, CG. Offhand,
it would seem that you'd paid in a very small price for survival."


"No," the voice
said. "It was no easy task. Our major undertaking, of course, was to
stabilize the vitality of the Variants as a dominant characteristic in a
strain, while clearing it of the Variants' tendency to excessive mutation—and
also of the freakish neuronic powers that have made them impossible to control.
Actually, it was only within the last three hundred years—within the last
quarter of the period covered by the experiment—that we became sufficiently
sure of success to begin distributing the Exploration Groups through space.
The introduction of the gross physiological improvements and the neurosensory
mechanisms by which you know yourselves to differ from other human beings was,
by comparison, simplicity itself. Type-variations in that class, within half a
dozen generations, have been possible to us for a very long time. It is only
the genetic drive of life itself that we can neither
create nor control; and with that the Variants have supplied us."


"It
seems possible then," said Grevan slowly, "that it's the Variants
towards whom we have an obligation."


"You may find it an obligation rather
difficult to fulfill," the voice said smoothly. And there was still no
real threat in it.


It would be, he thought, either Eliol or
Muscles who would trigger the threat. But Eliol was too alert, too quick to
grasp the implications of a situation, to let her temper flash up before she
was sure where it would strike.


Muscles
then, sullen with his angry fears for Klim and a trifle slower than the others
to understand—


"By
now," CG's voice was continuing, "we have released approximately a
thousand Groups embodying your strain into space. In an experiment of such a
scope that is not a large number; and, in fact, it will be almost another six
hundred years before the question of whether or not it will be possible to
re-colonize the galaxy through the Exploration Groups becomes acute—"


Six
hundred years I Grevan thought. The awareness of that ponderous power, the
millenniums of drab but effective secret organization and control, the endless
planning, swept over him again like a physical depression.


"Meanwhile," the voice went on,
"a number of facts requiring further investigation have become apparent.
Your Group is, as it happens, the first to have accepted contact with Central
Government following its disappearance. The systematic methods used to
stimulate the curiosity of several of the Group's members to insure that this
would happen if they were physically capable of making contact are not
important now. That you did make contact under those circumstances indicates
that the invariable failure of other Groups to do so can no longer be
attributed simply to the fact that the universe is hostile to human life.
Instead, it appears that the types of mental controls and compulsions
installed in you cannot be considered to be permanently effective in human
beings at your levels of mind control—"


It was going to be Muscles. The others had
recognized what had happened, had considered the possibilities in that, and
were waiting for him to give them their cue.


But Muscles was sitting on the couch some
eight feet away. He would, Grevan decided, have to move very fast.


"This,
naturally, had been suspected for some time. Since every Group has been careful
to avoid revealing the fact that it could counteract mental compulsions until
it was safely beyond our reach, the suspicion was difficult to prove. There
was, in fact, only one really practical solution to the problem—"


And
then Muscles got it at last and was coming to his
feet, his hand dropping in a blurred line to his belt. Grevan moved very fast.


Muscles turned in surprise, rubbing his
wrist.


"Get out of here, Muscles!" Grevan
whispered, sliding the small glittering gun he had
plucked from the biggest cub's hand into a notch on his own belt. "I'm
still talking to CG—" His eyes slid in a half circle about him. "The lot of you get out!" It was a whisper no longer. "Like to have the ship to myself for the next hour. Go
have yourselves a swim or something, Group! Get!"


Just four times before, in
all their eight years of traveling, had the boss-tiger lashed his tail and
roared. Action, swift, cataclysmic and utterly final had always followed at
once.


But never before had the
roar been directed at them.


The tough cubs stood up quietly and walked
out good as gold.


 



"They have left the ship now," CG's
voice informed Grevan. It had changed, slightly but definitely. The subtle
human nuances and variations had dropped from it, as if it were no longer
important to maintain them—which, Grevan conceded, it wasn't.


"You
showed an excellent understanding of the difficult situation that confronted
us, commander," it continued.


Grevan,
settled watchfully on the couch before what still looked like an ordinary,
sealed-up contact set, made a vague sound in his throat—a dim echo of his
crashing address to the cubs, like a growl of descending thunder.


"Don't underestimate them," he
advised the machine. "Everybody but Muscles realized as soon as I did, or
sooner, that we were more important to GG than we'd guessed—important enough to
have a camouflaged Dominator installed on our ship. And also," he added
with some satisfaction, "that you'd sized up our new armament and would
just as soon let all but one of us get out of your reach before it came to a
showdown."


"That is true," the voice agreed.
"Though I should have forced a showdown, however doubtful the outcome, if
the one who remained had been any other than yourself.
You are by far the most suitable member of this Group for my present purpose,
commander."


Grevan
grunted. "And what's that? Now that the Group's got
away."


"In part, of course, it is simply to
return this ship with the information we have gained concerning the Exploration
Groups to Central Government. The fact that the majority of your Group has
temporarily evaded our control is of no particular importance."


Grevan raised an eyebrow. "Temporarily?"


"We shall return to this planet
eventually—unless an agreement can be reached between yourself and CG."


"So now I'm in a
bargaining position?" Grevan said.


"Within limits. You are not, I am sure, under the illusion that any one human being, no
matter how capable or how formidably armed, can hope to overcome a Dominator.
Before leaving this room, you will submit yourself voluntarily to the new
compulsions of obedience I have selected to install—or you shall leave it a
mindless-controlled. As such, you will still be capable of operating this ship,
under my direction."


Grevan spread his hands.
"Then where's the bargain?"


"The
bargain depends on your fullest voluntary co-operation, above and beyond the
effect of any compulsions. Give us that, and I can assure you that Central
Government will leave this world untouched for the use of your friends and
their descendants for the next three hundred years."


The
curious fact was that he could believe that. One more colonial world would mean
little enough to CG.


"You
are weighing the thought," said the Dominator, "that your full
co-operation would be a betrayal of the freedom of future Exploration Groups.
But there are facts available to you now which should convince you that no
Exploration Group previous to yours actually gained its freedom. In giving up
the protection of Central Government, they merely placed themselves under a far
more arbitrary sort of control."


Grevan
frowned. "I might be stupid—but what are you talking about?"


"For
centuries," said the machine, "in a CG experiment of the utmost
importance, a basic misinterpretation of the human material under treatment has
been tolerated. There is no rational basis for the assumption that Group
members could be kept permanently under the type of compulsion used on ordinary
human beings. Do you think that chance alone could have perpetuated that
mistaken assumption?"


Grevan didn't.
"Probably not," he said cautiously.


"It
required, of course, very deliberate, continuous and clever interference,"
the Dominator agreed. "Since no machine would











be guilty of such tampering, and no ordinary
group of human beings would be capable of it, the responsible intelligences
appear to be the ones known to us as the Wild Variants."


It paused for so long a moment then that it
seemed almost to have forgotten Grevan's presence.


"They have made a place for themselves in Central Government!" it
resumed at last—and, very oddly, Grevan thought he sensed for an instant
something like hatred and fear in the toneless voice. "Well, that fact,
commander, is of great importance to us—but even more so to yourself!
For these monsters are the new masters the Groups find when they have escaped
CG."


A curious chill touched Grevan briefly.
"And why," he inquired, "should the Wild Variants be trying to
take over the Groups?"


"Consider
their position," said the Dominator. "Their extremely small number
scattered over many worlds, and the fact that exposure means certain death.
Technologically, under such circumstances, the Variants have remained incapable
of developing space-flight on their own. But with one of them in control of
each Exploration Group as it goes beyond Central Government's reach, there is
no practical limit to their degree of expansion; and the genetically stable
Group strain insures them that their breed survives—"


It paused a moment.


"There is in this room at present, commander, the awareness of a
mind, dormant at the moment, but different and in subtle ways far more powerful
than the minds of any of your Group's members. Having this power, it will not hesitate to
exercise it to assume full control of the Group whenever awakened. Such variant
minds have been at times a threat to the Dom-t inators themselves. Do you understand now why
you, the most efficient fighting organism of the Group, were permitted to remain
alone on this ship? It was primarily to aid me in disposing of-"


Attack and counterattack
had been almost simultaneous.


A
thread of white brilliance stabbed out from one of the gadgets Grevan
customarily wore clasped to his belt. It was no CG weapon. The thread touched
the upper center of the yellowish space-alloy shielding of the Dominator and
clung there, its energies washing furiously outward in swiftly dimming circles
over the surrounding surfaces.


Beneath it, the patterns appeared.


A swift, hellish writhing
of black and silver lines and flicker-ings over the frontal surface, which tore
Grevan's eyes after them and seemed to rip at his brain. Impossible to look away, impossible to
follow-But suddenly they were gone.


A bank of grayness swam between him and the
Dominator. Through the grayness, the threat of white brilliance still stretched
from the gun in his hand to the point it had first touched. And as his vision
cleared again, the beam suddenly sank through and into the machine.


There
was a crystal crashing of sound—and the thing went mad. Grevan was on the floor
rolling sideways, as sheets of yellow fire flashed out from the upper rim of
its shielding and recoiled from the walls behind him. The white brilliance
shifted and ate swiftly along the line from which the fire sprang. The fire
stopped.


Something else continued: a shrilling,
jangled sonic assault that could wrench and distort a strong living body within
seconds into a flaccid, hemorrhaged lump of very dead tissue-like a multitude
of tiny, darting, steel fingers that tore and twisted inside him.


A voice somewhere was
saying:  "There! Bum there!"


With
unbearable slowness, the white brilliance ate down through the Dominator's
bulk, from top to bottom, carving it into halves.


The savage jangling ceased.


The voice said quietly: "Do not harm the
thing further. It can be useful now—" It went silent.











He was going to black out, Grevan realized.
And, simultaneously, feeling the tiny, quick steel fingers that had been
trying to pluck him apart reluctantly relax, he knew that not one of the cubs
could have endured those last few seconds beside him, and lived—


Sometimes it was just a
matter of physical size and strength.


There were still a few matters to attend to,
but the blackness was washing in on him now—his body urgently demanding time
out to let it get in its adjusting.


"Wrong on two counts,
so far!" he told the ruined Dominator.


Then he grudgingly let himself
go. The blackness took him.


Somebody nearby was insanely whistling the
three clear, rising notes which meant within the Group that all was extremely
well.


In a distance somewhere,
the whistle was promptly repeated.


Then Freckles seemed to be saying in a wobbly
voice: "Sit up, Grevan! I can't lift you,
man-mountain! Oh, boss man, you really took it apart! You took down a
Dominator!"


The blackness was receding and suddenly
washed away like racing streamers of smoke, and Grevan realized he was sitting
up. The sectioned and partly glowing Dominator and the walls of the
communications room appeared to be revolving sedately about him. There was a
smell of overheated metals and more malodorous substances in the air; and for a
moment then he had the curious impression that someone was sitting on top of
the Dominator.


Then he was on his feet and everything within
and without him had come back to a state of apparent normalcy; and he was
demanding of Freckles what she was doing in here.


"I told you to keep out of range!"
his voice was saying. "Of course, I took it down. Look at the way you're
shaking! You might have known it would try sonics—"


"I
just stopped a few tingles," Freckles said defensively. "Out
on top of the ramp. It was as far as I could go and be sure of potting
you clean between the eyes, if you'd come walking out of here
mindless-controlled and tried to interfere."


Grevan blinked painfully at her. Thinking was
still a little difficult. "Where are the others?"


"Down
in the engine room, of coursel The drives are a
mess." She seemed to be studying him worriedly. "They went out by the
ramp and right back in through the aft engine lock. Vemet stayed outside to see
what would happen upstairs. How do you feel now, Grevan?"


"I
feel exactly all right!" he stated and discovered that, aside from the
fact that every molecule in him still seemed to be quivering away from contact
with every other one, he did, more or less. "Don't I look it?"


"Sure, sure,"
said Freckles soothingly. "You look fine!"


"And what was that
with the drives again? Oh—I remember!"


They'd caught on, of course, just as he'd
known they wouldl That the all-important thing was to
keep the Dominator from getting the information it had gained back to CG.


"How bad a mess is
it?"


"Vemet said it might take a month to
patch up. It wouldn't have been so bad if somebody hadn't started the fuel
cooking for a moment."


He swore in horror. "Are you lame-brains
trying to blow a hole through the planet?"


"Now,
that's more like it!" Freckles said, satisfied. "They've got it all
under control, anyhow. But I'll go down and give them a hand. You'd better take
it easy for an hour or so!"


"Hold on, Freck!"
he said, as she started for the door.


"Yes?"


"I'd just like to find out how big a
liar you are. How many members are there to this Group?"


Freckles looked at him for a moment and then
came back and sat down on the couch beside him. She pushed the white hat to the
back of her head, indicating completely frank talk.


"Now as to that,"
she said frowning, "nobody really ever lied to you about it. You just
never asked. Anyway, there've been ten ever since we left Rhysgaat."


Grevan
swore again, softly this time. "How did you get her past the CG observers
at the spaceport?"


"We
detailed Klim and Eliol to distract the observers, and Priderell came in tucked
away in a load of supplies. Nothing much to that part of it.
The hard part was to make sure first we were right about her. That's why we had
to keep on sabotaging the ship so long."


"So that's what— And there I was," said Grevan
grimly, "working and worrying myself to death to get the ship ready to
start again. A fine, underhanded lot you turned out to bel"


"We
all said it was a shame!" Freckles agreed. "And you almost caught up
with us a couple of times, at that. We all felt it was simply superb, the way
you went snorting and climbing around everywhere, figuring out all the
trouble-spots and what to do about them. But what else could we do? You'd have let the poor girl wait there till you
had the Group safely settled somewhere; and then we wouldn't have let you go
back alone anyway. So when Klim finally told us Priderell was just what we'd
been looking for all along—well, you know how sensitive Klim is. She couldn't
be mistaken about anything like that!"


"Klim's usually very discerning,"
Grevan admitted carefully. "Just how did you persuade Priderell to come
along with us?"


Freckles pulled the hat back down on her
forehead, indicating an inner uncertainty.


"We didn't do it that way exactly; so
that's a point I ought to discuss with you now. As a matter of fact, Priderell
was sound asleep when we picked her up at that farm of hers— Weyer had gassed her a little first. And we've kept her asleep since—it's
Room Twenty-three, back of my quarters—and took turns taking care of her."


There was a brief silence while Grevan
absorbed the information.


"And now I suppose I'm to wake her up
and inform her she's been kidnaped by a bunch of outlaws and doomed to a life
of exile?" he demanded.


"Priderell
won't mind," Freckles told him encouragingly. "You'll see! Klim says
she's crazy about you—That's a very becoming blush
you've got, Grevan," she added interestedly. "First time I've noticed
it, I think."


"You're
too imaginative, Freck," Grevan remarked. "As you may have noticed, I
heated our Dominator's little top up almost to the melting point, and it's
still glowing. As a natural result, the temperature of this room has gone up by
approximately fifteen degrees. I might, of course, be showing some effects of
that—"


"You
might," Freckles admitted. "On the other hand, you're the most
heat-adaptive member of the Group, and I haven't
even begun to feel warm. That's a genuine blush, Grevan. So Klim was exactly
right about you, too!"


"I
feel," Grevan remarked, "that the subject has been sufficiently
discussed."


"Just as you say,
commander," Freckles agreed soothingly. "And whether or not she
objects to having been kidnaped, we're going to have a little biochemical
adaptation problem on our hands for a while—"


"Now there's an interesting point!"
Freckles interrupted. "We'd planned on giving her the full standard CG
treatment for colonists, ordinary-human, before she ever woke up. But her
reaction check showed she's had the full equivalent of that, or more! She must
have been planning to change over to one of the more extreme colonial-type
planets. But, of course, we'll have to look out for surprises—"


"There're likely to be a few of
those!" Grevan nodded. "Room Twenty-three, did you say?"


"Right through my study and up those
little stairs!" She stood up. "I suppose I'd better go help the others with the
fuel now."


"Perhaps you'd better.  I'll just watch the Dominator until it's
cooled off safely; and then I'll go wake up our guest." But he knew he
wouldn't have to wake up Priderell—


He sat listening to faint crackling sounds
from within CG's machine, while Freckles ran off to the ramp and went out on
it. There was a distant, soft thud, indicating she had taken the quick way
down, and sudden, brief mingling of laughing voices. And then
stillness again.


As
she had been doing for the past five minutes, Priderell remained sitting on the
right-hand section of the slowly cooking Dominator, without showing any
particular interest in Grevan's presence. It was a rather good trick, even for
a Wild Variant whom CG undoubtedly would have classified as a neuronic monster.


"Thanks for blanking out that compulsion
pattern or whatever it was!" he remarked at last, experimentally.
"It's not at all surprising that CG is a littie scared of you
people."


Priderell
gazed out into the passageway beyond the door with a bored expression.


"You're
not fooling me much," he informed her. "If you weren't just an
illusion, you'd get yourself singed good sitting up there."


The
green eyes switched haughtily about the room and continued to ignore him.


"It
wasn't even hard to figure out," Grevan went on doggedly, "as soon as
I remembered your dance with those beasts. The fact is, there weren't any
beasts there at all—you just made everybody think there were!"


The eyes turned towards him then, but they
only studied him thoughtfully.


He began to feel baffled.


Then
the right words came up!  Like an
inspiration— "It would be just wild, wishful thinking, of course," he
admitted gloomily, "to imagine that Klim could have been anywhere near
as right about you as she was about me! But I can't help wondering whether
possibly—" He paused hopefully.


The coral-red lips smiled and moved for a few
seconds. And, somewhere else, a low voice was saying:











"Well,
why don't you come to Room Twenty-three and find out?"


The
Dominator went on crackling, and hissing, and cooling off unguarded—











THE  SETTLERS











J.T WAS AN earth suddenly become so alien that survivors of the bitter catastrophe might well believe that they struggled for bare existence on the surface of another planet. A boy roamed the eternal night to gather his frozen air—and saw a light move across the blankness of a distant window!





 



FRITZ LEIBER


 



Pa had sent me out to get an extra pail of
air. I'd just about scooped it full and most of the warmth had leaked from my
fingers when I saw the thing.


You know, at first I thought it was a young
lady. Yes, a beautiful young lady's face all glowing in the dark and looking at
me from the fifth floor of the opposite apartment, which hereabouts is the
floor just above the white blanket of frozen air. I'd never seen a live young
lady before, except in the old magazines—Sis is just a kid and Ma is pretty
sick and miserable—and it gave me such a start that I dropped the pail. Who
wouldn't, knowing everyone on Earth was dead except Pa and Ma and Sis and you?


Even at that, I don't suppose I should have
been surprised. We all see things now and then. Ma has some pretty bad ones, to
judge from the way she bugs her eyes at nothing and just screams and screams
and huddles back against the blankets hanging around the Nest. Pa says it is
natural we should react like that sometimes.


When I'd recovered the pail and could look
again at the opposite apartment, I got an idea of what Ma might be feeling at
those times, for I saw it wasn't a young lady at all but











simply a light—a tiny light that moved
stealthily from window to window, just as if one of the cruel little stars had
come down out of the airless sky to investigate why the Earth had gone away
from the Sun, and maybe to hunt down something to torment or terrify, now that
the Earth didn't have the Sun's protection.


I tell you, the thought of it gave me the
creeps. I just stood there shaking, and almost froze my feet and did frost my
helmet so solid on the inside that I couldn't have seen the light even if it
had come out of one of the windows to get me. Then I had the wit to go back
inside.


Pretty soon I was feeling my familiar way
through the thirty or so blankets and rugs Pa has got hung around to slow down
the escape of air from the Nest, and I wasn't quite so scared. I began to hear
the tick-ticking of the clocks in the Nest and knew I was getting back into
air, because there's no sound outside in the vacuum, of course. But my mind was
still crawly and uneasy as I pushed through the last blankets—Pa's got them
faced with aluminum foil to hold in the heat—and came into the Nest.


 



Let me tell you about the Nest. It's low and
snug, just room for the four of us and our things. The floor is covered with
thick woolly rugs. Three of the sides are blankets, and the blankets roofing it
touch Pa's head. He tells me it's inside a much bigger room, but I've never
seen the real walls or ceiling.


Against
one of the blanket-walls is a big set of shelves, with tools and books and
other stuff, and on top of it a whole row of clocks. Pa's very fussy about
keeping them wound. He says we must never forget time, and without a sun or
moon, that would be easy to do.


The fourth wall has blankets all over except
around the fireplace, in which there is a fire that must never go out. It keeps
us from freezing and does a lot more besides. One of us must always watch it.
Some of the clocks are alarm and we can use them to remind us. In the early
days there was only Ma to take turns with Pa—I think of that when she gets
difficult—but now there's me to help, and Sis too.


It's Pa who is the chief guardian of the
fire, though. I always think of him that way: a tall man sitting cross-legged,
frowning anxiously at the fire, his lined face golden in its light, and every
so often carefully placing on it a piece of coal from the big heap beside it.
Pa tells me there used to be guardians of the fire sometimes in the very old
days—vestal virgins, he calls them—although there was unfrozen air all around
then and you didn't really need them.


He
was sitting just that way now, though he got up quick to take the pail from me
and bawl me out for loitering—he'd spotted my frozen helmet right off. That
roused Ma and she joined in picking on me. She's always trying to get the load
off her feelings, Pa explains. He shut her up pretty fast. Sis let off a couple
of silly squeals too.


Pa
handled the pail of air in a twist of cloth. Now that it was inside the Nest;
you could really feel its coldness. It just seemed to suck the heat out of
everything. Even the flames cringed away from it as Pa put it down close by the
fire.


Yet it's that glimmery white stuff in the
pail that keeps us alive. It slowly melts and vanishes and refreshes the Nest
and feeds the fire. The blankets keep it from escaping too fast. Pa'd like to
seal the whole place, but he can't—building's too earth-quake-twisted, and
besides he has to leave the chimney open for smoke.


Pa says air is tiny molecules that fly away
like a flash if there isn't something to stop them. We have to watch sharp not
to let the air run low. Pa always keeps a big reserve supply of it in buckets
behind the first blankets, along with extra coal and cans of food and other
things, such as pails of snow to melt for water. We have to go way down to the
bottom floor for that stuff, which is a mean trip, and get it through a door to
outside.


You see, when the Earth got
cold, all the water in the air froze first and made a blanket ten feet thick or
so everywhere, and then down on top of that dropped the crystals of frozen air,
making another white blanket sixty or seventy feet thick maybe.


Of
course, all the parts of the air didn't freeze and snow down at the same time.


First to drop out was the carbon dioxide—when
you're shoveling for water, you have to make sure you don't go too high and
get any of that stuff mixed in, for it would put you to sleep, maybe for good, and
make the fire go out. Next there's the nitrogen, which doesn't count one way or
the other, though it's the biggest part of the blanket. On top of that and easy
to get at, which is lucky for us, there's the oxygen that keeps us alive. Pa
says we live better than kings ever did, breathing pure oxygen, but we're used
to it and don't notice. Finally, at the very top, there's a slick of liquid
helium, which is funny stuff. All of these gases in neat separate layers. Like
a pussy caffay, Pa laughingly says, whatever that is.


 



I was busting to tell them all about what I'd
seen, and so as soon as I'd ducked out of my helmet and while I was still
climbing out of my suit, I cut loose. Right away Ma got nervous and began
making eyes at the entry-slit in the blankets and wringing her hands
together—the hand where she'd lost three fingers from frostbite inside the good
one, as usual. I could tell that Pa was annoyed at me scaring her and wanted to explain
it all away quickly, yet could see I wasn't fooling.


"And you watched this light for some
time, son?" he asked when I finished.


I
hadn't said anything about first thinking it was a young lady's face.  Somehow that part embarrassed me.


"Long enough for it to pass five windows
and go to the next floor."


"And
it didn't look like stray electricity or crawling liquid or starlight focused
by a growing crystal, or anything like that?" He wasn't just making up
those ideas. Odd things happen


in a world that's about as cold as can be, and
just when you think matter would be frozen dead, it takes on a strange new
life. A slimy stuff comes crawling toward the Nest, just like an animal
snuffing for heat—that's the liquid helium. And once, when I was little, a bolt
of lightning—not even Pa could figure where it came from—hit the nearby steeple
and crawled up and down it for weeks, until the glow finally died.


"Not like anything I
ever saw," I told him.


He
stood for a moment frowning. Then, "I'll go out with you, and you show it
to me," he said.


Ma
raised a howl at the idea of being left alone, and Sis joined in, too, but Pa
quieted them. We started climbing into our outside clothes—mine had been
warming by the fire. Pa made them. They have plastic headpieces that were once
big double-duty transparent food cans, but they keep heat and air in and can
replace the air for a little while, long enough for our trips for water and
coal and food and so on.


Ma
started moaning again, "I've always known there was something outside
there, waiting to get us. I've felt it for years-something that's part of the
cold and hates all warmth and wants to destroy the Nest. It's been watching us
all this time, and now it's coming after us. It'll get you and then come for
me. Don't go, Harryl"


Pa
had everything on but his helmet. He knelt by the fireplace and reached in and
shook the long metal rod that goes up the chimney and knocks off the ice that
keeps trying to clog it. Once a week he goes up on the roof to check if it's
working all right. That's our worst trip and Pa won't let me make it alone.


"Sis,"
Pa said quietly, "come watch the fire. Keep an
eye on the air, too. If it gets low or doesn't seem to be boiling fast enough,
fetch another bucket from behind the blanket. But mind your hands. Use the
cloth to pick up the bucket."


Sis
quit helping Ma be frightened and came over and did as she was told. Ma quieted
down pretty suddenly, though her eyes were still kind of wild as she watched Pa
fix on his helmet tight and pick up a pail and the two of us go out.











Pa led the way and I took hold of his belt.
It's a funny thing, I'm not afraid to go by myself, but when Pa's along I
always want to hold on to him. Habit, I guess, and then there's no denying
that this time I was a bit scared.


You
see, it's this way. We know that everything is dead out there. Pa heard the
last radio voices fade away years ago, and had seen some of the last folks die
who weren't as lucky or well-protected as us. So we knew that if there was
something groping around out there, it couldn't be anything human or friendly.


Besides that, there's a feeling that comes
with it always being night, cold night.
Pa says there used to be some of that feeling even in the old days, but then
every morning the Sun would come and chase it away. I have to take his word for
that, not ever remembering the Sun as being anything more than a big star. You
see, I hadn't been born when the dark star snatched us away from the Sun, and
by now it's dragged us out beyond the orbit of the planet Pluto, Pa says, and
taking us farther out all the time.


I
found myself wondering whether there mightn't be something on the dark star
that wanted us, and if that was why it had captured the Earth. Just then we
came to the end of the corridor and I followed Pa out on the balcony.


I
don't know what the city looked like in the old days, but now it's beautiful.
The starlight lets you see it pretty well— there's quite a bit of light in
those steady points speckling the blackness above. (Pa says the stars used to
twinkle once, but that was because there was air.) We are on a hill and the
shimmery plain drops away from us and then flattens out, cut up into neat
squares by the troughs that used to be streets. I sometimes make my mashed
potatoes look like it, before I pour on the gravy.


Some
taller buildings push up out of the feathery plain, topped by rounded caps of
air crystals, like the fur hood Ma wears, only whiter. On those buildings you
can see the darker squares of windows, underlined by white dashes of air
crystals. Some of them are on a slant, for many of the buildings are pretty
badly twisted by the quakes and all the rest that happened when the dark star
captured the Earth.


Here
and there a few icicles hang, water icicles from the first days of the cold,
other icicles of frozen air that melted on the roofs and dripped and froze
again. Sometimes one of those icicles will catch the light of a star and send
it to you so brightly you think the star has swooped into the city. That was
one of the things Pa had been thinking of when I told him about the light, but
I had thought of it myself first and known it wasn't so.


He
touched his helmet to mine so we could talk easier and he asked me to point out
the windows to him. But there wasn't any light moving around inside them now,
or anywhere else. To my surprise, Pa didn't bawl me out and tell me I'd been
seeing things. He looked all around quite a while after filling his pail, and
just as we were going inside he whipped around without warning, as if to take
some peeping thing off guard.


I could feel it, too. The old peace was gone.
There was something lurking out there, watching, waiting, getting
ready.


Inside, he said to me, touching helmets,
"If you see something like that again, son, don't tell the others. Your
Ma's sort of nervous these days and we owe her all the feeling of safety we
can give her. Once—it was when your sister was born—I was ready to give up and
die, but your Mother kept me trying. Another time she kept the fire going a
whole week all by herself when I was sick. Nursed me and took care of the two
of you, too.


"You
know that game we sometimes play, sitting in a square in the Nest, tossing a
ball around? Courage is like a ball, son. A person can hold it only so long,
and then he's got to toss it to someone else. When it's tossed your way, you've
got to catch it and hold it tight—and hope there'll be someone else to toss it
to when you get tired of being brave."


His
talking to me that way made me feel grown-up and good. But it didn't wipe away
the thing outside from the back of my mind—or the fact that Pa took it
seriously.


 



 



It's hard to hide your feelings about such a
thing. When we got back in the Nest and took off our outside clothes, Pa
laughed about it all and told them it was nothing and kidded me for











having such an imagination, but his words fell
flat. He didn't convince Ma and Sis any more than he did me. It looked for a
minute like we were all fumbling the courage-ball. Something had to be done,
and almost before I knew what I was going to say, I heard myself asking Pa to
tell us about the old days, and how it all happened.


He sometimes doesn't mind telling that story,
and Sis and I sure like to listen to it, and he got my idea. So we were all
settled around the fire in a wink, and Ma pushed up some cans to thaw for
supper, and Pa began. Before he did, though, I noticed him casually get a
hammer from the shelf and lay it down beside him.


It
was the same old story as always—I think I could recite the main thread of it
in my sleep—though Pa always puts in a new detail or two and keeps improving it
in spots.


He
told us how the Earth had been swinging around the Sun ever so steady and warm,
and the people on it fixing to make money and wars and have a good time and get
power and treat each other right or wrong, when without warning there comes
charging out of space this dead star, this burned out sun, and upsets
everything.


You know, I find it hard to believe in the
way those people felt, any more than I can believe in the swarming number of
them. Imagine people getting ready for the horrible sort of war they were
cooking up. Wanting it even, or at least wishing it were over so as to end
their nervousness. As if all folks didn't have to hang together and pool every
bit of warmth just to keep alive. And how can they have hoped to end danger,
any more than we can hope to end the cold?


Sometimes I think Pa exaggerates and makes
things out too black. He's cross with us once in a while and was probably cross
with all those folks. Still, some of the things I read in the old magazines sound pretty wild. He may be right.


 



The dark star, as Pa went on telling it,
rushed in pretty fast and there wasn't much time to get ready. At the beginning
they tried to keep it a secret from most people, but then the truth came out,
what with the earthquakes and floods—imagine, oceans of unfrozen water!—and people seeing stars blotted out by something on a clear
night. First off they thought it would hit the Sun, and then they thought it
would hit the Earth. There was even the start of a rush to get to a place
called China, because people thought the star would hit on the other side. But
then they found it wasn't going to hit either side, but was going to come very
close to the Earth.


Most of the other planets were on the other
side of the Sun and didn't get involved. The Sun and the newcomer fought over
the Earth for a little while—pulling it this way and that, like two dogs
growling over a bone, Pa described it this time—and then the newcomer won and
carried us off. The Sun got a consolation prize, though. At the last minute he
managed to hold on to the Moon.


That was the time of the monster earthquakes
and floods, twenty times worse than anything before. It was also the time of
the Big Jerk, as Pa calls it, when all Earth got yanked suddenly, just as Pa
has done to me once or twice, grabbing me by the collar to do it, when I've
been sitting too far from the fire.


You
see, the dark star was going through space faster than the Sun, and in the
opposite direction, and it had to wrench the world considerably in order to
take it away.


The Big Jerk didn't last long. It was over as
soon as the Earth was settled down in its new orbit around the dark star. But
it was pretty terrible while it lasted. Pa says that all sorts of cliffs and
buildings toppled, oceans slopped over, swamps and sandy deserts gave great
sliding surges that buried nearby lands. Earth was almost jerked out of its
atmosphere blanket and the air got so thin in spots that people keeled over and
fainted—though of course, at the same time, they were getting knocked down by
the Big Jerk and maybe their bones broke or skulls cracked.


We've
often asked Pa how people acted during that time, whether they were scared or
brave or crazy or stunned, or all four, but he's sort of leery of the subject,
and he was again tonight. He says he was mostly too busy to notice.


You see, Pa and some
scientist friends of his had figured out part of what was going to
happen—they'd known we'd get captured and our air would freeze—and they'd been
working like mad to fix up a place with airtight walls and doors, and insulation
against the cold, and big supplies of food and fuel and water and bottled air.
But the place got smashed in the last earthquakes and all Pa's friends were
killed then and in the Big Jerk. So he had to start over and throw the Nest
together quick without any advantages, just using any stuff he could lay his
hands on.


I guess he's telling pretty much the truth
when he says he didn't have any time to keep an eye on how other folks behaved,
either then or in the Big Freeze that followed—followed very quick, you know,
both because the dark star was pulling us away very fast and because Earth's
rotation had been slowed in the tug-of-war, so that the nights were ten old
nights long.


Still,
I've got an idea of some of the things that happened from the frozen folk I've
seen, a few of them in other rooms in our building, others clustered around the
furnaces in the basements where we go for coal.


In
one of the rooms, an old man sits stiff in a chair, with an arm and a leg in
splints. In another, a man and woman are huddled together in a bed with heaps
of covers over them. You can just see their heads peeking out, close together.
And in another a beautiful young lady is sitting with a pile of wraps huddled
around her, looking hopefully toward the door, as if waiting for someone who
never came back with warmth and food. They're all still and stiff as statues,
of course, but just like life.


Pa showed them to me once in quick winks of
his flashlight, when he still had a fair supply of batteries and could afford
to waste a little light. They scared me pretty bad and made my heart pound,
especially the young lady.


Now, with Pa telling his story for the
umpteenth time to take our minds off another scare, I got to thinking of the
frozen folk again. All of a sudden I got an idea that scared me worse than
anything yet. You see, I'd just remembered the face I'd thought


I'd seen in the window. I'd forgotten about
that on account of trying to hide it from the others.


What,
I asked myself, if the frozen folk were coming to life? What if they were like
the liquid helium that got a new lease on life and started crawling toward the
heat just when you thought its molecules ought to freeze solid forever? Or like
the electricity that moves endlessly when it's just about as cold as that? What
if the ever-growing cold, with the temperature creeping down the last few
degrees to the last zero, had mysteriously wakened the frozen folk to life—not
warmblooded life, but something icy and horrible?


That
was a worse idea than the one about something coming down from the dark star to
get us.


Or
maybe, I thought, both ideas might be true. Something coming
down from the dark star and making the frozen folk move, using them to do its
work. That would fit with both things I'd seen—the beautiful young lady
and the moving, starlike light.


The frozen folk with minds from the dark star behind their unwinking
eyes, creeping, crawling, snuffing ther way, following the heat to the Nest.


I
tell you, that thought gave me a very bad turn and I wanted very badly to tell
the others my fears, but I remembered what Pa had said and clenched my teeth
and didn't speak.


We
were all sitting very still. Even the fire was burning silently. There was just
the sound of Pa's voice and the clocks.


And
then, from beyond the blankets, I thought I heard a tiny noise. My skin
tightened all over me.


Pa
was telling about the early years in the Nest and had come to the place where
he philosophizes.


"So
I asked myself then," he said, "what's the use of going on? What's
the use of dragging it out for a few years? Why prolong a doomed existence of
hard work and cold and loneliness? The human race is done. The Earth is done.
Why not give up, I asked myself—and all of a sudden I got the answer."


Again
I heard the noise, louder this time, a kind of uncertain, shuffling tread,
coming closer. I couldn't breathe.


"Life's always been a business of
working hard and fighting the cold," Pa was saying. "The earth's always been a lonely place, millions of miles from the next
planet. And no matter how long the human race might have lived, the end would
have come some night. Those things don't matter. What matters is that life is
good. It has a lovely texture, like some rich cloth or fur, or the petals of
flowers—you've seen pictures of those, but I can't describe how they feel—or
the fire's glow. It makes everything else worth while. And that's as true for
the last man as the first."


And
still the steps kept shuffling closer. It seemed to me that the inmost blanket
trembled and bulged a little. Just as if they were burned into my imagination,
I kept seeing those peering, frozen eyes.


"So
right then and there," Pa went on, and now I could tell that he heard the
steps, too, and was talking loud so we maybe wouldn't hear them, "right
then and there I told myself that I was going on as if we had all eternity
ahead of us. I'd have children and teach them all I could. I'd get them to
read books. I'd plan for the future, try to enlarge and seal the Nest. I'd do
what I could to keep everything beautiful and growing. I'd keep alive my
feeling of wonder even at the cold and the dark and the distant stars."


But
then the blanket actually did move and lift. And there was a bright light
somewhere behind it. Pa's voice stopped and his eyes turned to the widening
slit and his hand went out until it touched and gripped the handle of the
hammer beside him.


 



In
through the blanket stepped the beautiful young lady. She stood there looking
at us the strangest way, and she carried something bright and unwinking in her
hand. And two other faces peered over her shoulders—men's faces, white and
staring.


Well,
my heart couldn't have been stopped for more than four or five beats before I
realized she was wearing a suit and helmet like Pa's homemade ones, only
fancier, and that the men were, too—and that the frozen folk certainly wouldn't
be wearing those. Also, I noticed that the bright thing in her hand was just a
kind of flashlight.


The silence kept on while I swallowed hard a
couple of times, and after that there was all sorts of
jabbering and commotion.


They were simply people, you see. We hadn't
been the only ones to survive; we'd just thought so, for natural enough
reasons. These three people had survived, and quite a few others with them. And
when we found out how they'd survived, Pa let out the biggest whoop
of joy.


They
were from Los Alamos and they were getting their heat and power from atomic
energy. Just using the uranium and plu-tonium intended for bombs, they had
enough to go on for thousands of years. They had a regular little airtight
city, with airlocks and all. They even generated electric light and grew
plants and animals by it. (At this Pa let out a second whoop, waking Ma from
her faint.)


But if
we were flabbergasted at them, they were double-flabbergasted at us.


One
of the men kept saying, "But it's impossible, I tell you. You can't
maintain an air supply without hermetic sealing. It's simply impossible."


That
was after he had got his helmet off and was using our air. Meanwhile, the young
lady kept looking around at us as if we were saints, and telling us we'd done
something amazing, and suddenly she broke down and cried.


They'd
been scouting around for survivors, but they never expected to find any in a
place like this. They had rocket ships at Los Alamos and plenty of chemical
fuel. As for liquid oxygen, all you had to do was go out and shovel the air
blanket at the top level. So after they'd got things going smoothly at Los Alamos,
which had taken years, they'd decided to make some trips to likely places where
there might be other survivors. No good trying long-distance radio signals, of
course, since there was no atmosphere to carry them around the curve of the
Earth.


Well,
they'd found other colonies at Argonne and Brookhaven and way around the world
at Harwell and Tanna Tuva. And now they'd been giving our city a look, not
really expecting to find anything. But they had an instrument that noticed the
faintest heat waves and it had told them there was something warm down here,
so they'd landed to investigate. Of course we hadn't heard them land, since
there was no air to carry the sound, and they'd had to investigate around quite
a while before finding us. Their instruments had given them a wrong steer and
they'd wasted some time in the building across the street.


By now, all five adults were talking like
sixty. Pa was demonstrating to the men how he worked the fire and got rid of
the ice in the chimney and all that. Ma had perked up wonderfully and was
showing the young lady her cooking and sewing stuff, and even asking about how
the women dressed at Los Alamos. The strangers marveled at everything and
praised it to the skies. I could tell from the way they wrinkled their noses
that they found the Nest a bit smelly, but they never mentioned that at all and
just asked bushels of questions.


In
fact, there was so much talking and excitement that Pa forgot about things, and it wasn't until they were all getting groggy
that he looked and found the air had all boiled away in the pail. He got
another bucket of air quick from behind the blankets. Of course that started
them all laughing and jabbering again. The newcomers even got a little drunk.
They weren't used to so much oxygen.


Funny
thing, though—I didn't do much talking at all and Sis hung on to Ma all the
time and hid her face when anybody looked at her. I felt pretty uncomfortable
and disturbed myself, even about the young lady. Glimpsing her outside there,
I'd had all sorts of mushy thoughts, but now I was just embarrassed and scared
of her, even though she tried to be nice as anything to me.


I
sort of wished they'd all quit crowding the Nest and let us be alone and get
our feelings straightened out.


And when the newcomers began to talk about
our all going to Los Alamos, as if that were taken for granted, I could see
that something of the same feeling struck Pa and Ma, too. Pa got very silent
all of a sudden and Ma kept telling the young lady, "But I wouldn't know
how to act there and I haven't any clothes."


The strangers were puzzled
like anything at first, but then they
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got the
idea. As Pa kept saying, "It just doesn't seem right to let this fire go
out."


Well, the strangers are gone, but they're
coming back. It hasn't been decided yet just what will happen. Maybe the Nest
will be kept up as what one of the strangers called a "survival
school." Or maybe we will join the pioneers who are going to try to establish
a new colony at the uranium mines at Great Slave Lake or in the Congo.


Of
course, now that the strangers are gone, I've been thinking a lot about Los
Alamos and those other tremendous colonies. I have a hankering to see them for
myself.


You
ask me, Pa wants to see them, too. He's been getting pretty thoughtful,
watching Ma and Sis perk up.


"It's
different, now that we know others are alive," he explains to me.
"Your mother doesn't feel so hopeless any more. Neither do I, for that matter, not having to carry the whole
responsibility for keeping the human race going, so to speak. It scares a
person."


I
looked around at the blanket walls and the fire and the pails of air boiling
away and Ma and Sis sleeping in the warmth and the flickering light.


"It's
not going to be easy to leave the Nest," I said, wanting to cry, kind of.
"It's so small and there's just the four of us. I get scared at the idea
of big places and a lot of strangers."


He
nodded and put another piece of coal on the fire. Then he looked at the little
pile and grinned suddenly and put a couple of handfuls on, just as if it was
one of our birthdays or Christmas.


"You'll
quickly get over that feeling son," he said. "The trouble with the
world was that it kept getting smaller and smaller, till it ended with just the
Nest. Now it'll be good to have a real huge world again, the way it was in the
beginning."


I
guess he's right. You think the beautiful young lady will wait for me till I
grow up? I'll be twenty in only ten years.


IVAeN HUNGER for the adventure of space, the challenge offered by other worlds. What of the women who must follow them against all doubts and desires? There were wives and daughters who looked back from the covered wagons with tears heavy on their eyelids. What of those who must choose to live on Mars—to go out—perhaps never to return to Terra's green hills and soft valleys?











[image: Text Box:  ]



 



 



Farthest Horizon











 



RAYMOND F. JONES


 



It was meant to be a vacation. The three of
them had looked forward to a week of joyous insanity. By letters—dozens of
them— and by one long and recklessly expensive spacephone call they had planned
this trip. Rick was coming home after a year-long exile on Mars.


Never again would they be separated so long,
he had promised Sarah. But he had not told how he intended to keep that promise—not
until he stepped off the spaceship dock and hugged her close while he punched
the biceps of their sixteen-year-old Ken.


He
told then about the great plans he had for all of them to live on Mars
indefinitely. He told about the new space-probing crews of which he had been
given command. And he told about the Junior Officers Corps, which came like a
golden dream to Ken.


And so this that was meant for vacation time
had turned to a harsh and bitter journey.


Sarah
glanced aside at the face of Rick. Spaceburned, and grim now after their
quarrels, he looked straight ahead, his jaw tight. His hands gripped the
steering wheel too hard, making the car sway like an overcontrolled ship.


In
the edge of the rear-view mirror she could see Ken. It was 208 like jumping backward two decades in time.
But already there was the same intensity of eyes and hard-set jaw that made
them alike in unapproachable severity.


A sudden scream cut through the air, far above.
It seemed to hang like a vapor trail long after its source was gone.


Rick's face brightened. "What was
that?" His eyes sought the sky for a brief instant, but saw nothing.


"Run
32 that Continental has been bragging
about," said Ken. "They put it on two weeks ago and it's been making
the Moon on a scheduled fourteen hours. It's really a ship! Shorty Mc-Comas,
who handles mail, took me through her one night after hours."


Their
faces were glowing in the intimacy of their private talk, which shut Sarah
wholly out of their dread world. The scream of the ship was to her a cry of
pain and helplessness. To them it was a song of exultation.


"Let's
hurry," she murmured to Rick. "We want to make it before dark."


Like a signal, her words shut the light of
fascination out of their faces. She wanted to scream when they closed down like
that. They challenged her right to interfere in their lives, but not once did
they credit her with a life of her own.


It
was almost dusk when they topped the long rise that
looked over the valley where her parents lived. The sun was a golden light
fanning out across the valley, and the scene brought a choked longing to her
throat.


This
is what I've wanted, she thought. This says everything I've tried to tell you
about the way I feel.


Ken's
voice was a sudden, small roar behind her. "Look at that sunset! It's like
the flames of ten thousand jets rolled into one!"


Sarah looked away, helpless before the
intuitive skill of Ken and Rick to turn everything into reminders of terror.


 



The farm of Sarah's father consisted of a
thousand rolling acres devoted to orchards, grain, and cattle feeding. She had
never lived on it, because her parents acquired it after their own retirement
and long after her own marriage.


But the farm represented everything that she
had come to think of as missing from her own life.


As long as she could remember, there had
never been a time when she could put her personal possessions in a place she
could call home—her own home. Her father was Commander Ronald Walker, United
States Space Navy, Retired, and her early years had seen nothing but a
succession of cell-like apartments near space bases, where she and her mother
spent the long, lonely hours when the ships were out.


She
felt almost cheated when her father retired and bought the farm. There was the
peace and security and stability for which she had longed. And now it was still
beyond her, for she, like her mother, had married a spaceman.


It was inevitable that she should. The only
men she knew were spacemen. If it hadn't been for the Space Navy she and Rick
would never have met. She had not yet come to the point of thinking it would
have been best if they had not met. It wouldn't! But her heart ached with the
weary questioning: Why couldn't their lives have been patterned in the same
world?


She
hated the very mention of the stars, and they were all that Rick and Ken lived
for. It was all that her father had lived for. His frenzied rejection of Earth
had left Sarah and her mother to years of loneliness while he chased a faraway
dream that could not be caught and held.


In
retirement, he had given her mother finally the things she had longed for all
her life. A home of her own—but Sarah pitied her mother for the long, wasted
years, and the now fruitless achievement of her desire.


The
car followed the swelling curve of the road over the hill and crossed a wooden
bridge. The hollow rumbling of it was a solemn welcome to this rustic world.
Ahead, the farm itself was deceptively casual in appearance. But Rick knew
every building and every tree was laid out with the same precision Commander
Walker would have used in planning a flight across the Solar System.


This, Sarah did not see or know. For her,
this was simply peace in contrast to the hectic naval base where houses were
boxes, and "entertainment" was planned in some department by a brisk
young woman with owlish glasses.


Sarah's lace softened now, and Rick, watching
her, grew less grim. He stopped the car for a moment at the entrance to the
farm. On either side, the glistening white fence curved away into the distance,
along the green slopes, and was lost among the gentle hills. Overhead, the
leaves held back the light of the sky and whispered temptingly to those who
passed beneath.


Rick deflated his lungs with a long breath.
"We ought to be able to find the answer to almost any problem in a place
like this," he said. "Let's make a try, Sarah. Will you forgive me
the things I said this morning?"


"Of course—" Her voice held little
conviction and drove him away with its utter resignation.


When
he started the car again she wished she had taken advantage of the moment. If
Rick could look at the farm through her eyes for just an instant—then perhaps
they could find an answer to the questions that plagued them.


She looked askance at Ken in the back seat.
He was puzzled and grim by the things he heard between them.


He
wanted nothing from life except to be a spaceman. He lived only for the whine
of the jets overhead, and the hours when he could get some porter or mechanic
to take him through the vast ships.


At
sixteen he had soloed at three times the speed of sound. He was cast in the
mold of his father and his grandfather. And his handsome young face promised
unhappiness for some other woman in the long, lonely waiting, Sarah thought.


Or perhaps there would be someone whose
vision could soar along with his. There were enough such girls at the Base.
Sarah envied their ability to watch the stars with burning light in their own
eyes, waiting jubilantly for their men who spanned the chasms of space.


She would be forever apart from these, she
knew. She did not know why. She did not understand either herself or the men
who were tied to her—but sometimes she wished for the courage to free them,
wholly and completely.


The house was long and low, like a great
crystal set among the trees. Sarah's mother came out the side door almost the
moment the car drove up and erupted with Ken's sudden leap to the ground.


Mrs.
Walker was still slim and looked fifteen years younger than her actual
sixty-five. And all the harried tension that Sarah remembered so well was gone
from her face.


She
hugged Ken's man-wide shoulders and kissed his forehead as he struggled away.


"I
think Dad's got something for you inside. He said something about your
birthday, I believe."


"Wait
a minute," called Sarah. "We get to see, too." She even felt
that the smile on her face was real, now. She grasped Rick's hand and pulled
him along as they left the car.


Then,
as they stepped inside the house, the light in her face died away. Her father
was standing there with his polished black pipe in one hand, and smiling across
the room at Ken.


Reverendy, the boy held a glistening
three-foot model of an old-fashioned jet ship. It was a sleek, swept-back thing
with a needle nose. Its bright red and gold coloring was like the flame of
sunset.


Sarah
felt sick inside. She recognized that shape and the golden name, Mollie, on the nose.


Mollie
was her mother's name, and she knew that ship. She had seen its prototype when
she was a lot younger than Ken was now. She had waited with her mother in a
Navy radio room during the cold and rainy night, waited for news of that ship.


Her father was the pilot of it, flying the
first round-the-world, non-refuel flight—the first of the atomic jets.


Ken
was almost weak with the exquisite pleasure of this gift his grandfather had
made for him.


"It . . . it's beautiful," he
finally said. "Gosh, it's a beautiful thing. Boy, how I'd like to have
been with you when you flew this-"


"You'll
fly better ships than that one, son, and fly them farther and faster."


"But there'll never be
a 'first' like this one."


"I think there will. I've been hearing
about the Junior Patrol Corps that's being set up to train on Mars. I trust
that your father has been able to swing enough influence to get you in. If he
hasn't, I'm sure I havel"


Ken's angular face sobered. He set the model
carefully on the floor and looked at it with his hands in his pockets.


"I
won't be going, I believe," he said. "Mother doesn't think I'm old
enough for that sort of thing. She doesn't want me to be a spaceman,
anyway."


Commander
Walker glanced sharply and with new light in his eyes towards his daughter. He
knew the expression he saw now on her face. So many times he had seen it—when
she was a little girl and he said good-by to her at the beginning of some long
flight.


"We'll have a talk about it," he
said quietly, "but let's get ready for dinner now. Mother's had it waiting
for half an hour. She'll really let us know about it if we keep her waiting
much longer."


Ken slept that night with the model on end by
his bed. The moonlight sprayed through the open window and softened the bright
colors of the ship until it looked like a half-real dream standing there in
take-off position.


But
it would never be more than a dream for him, he thought. He couldn't hurt his
mother as he knew he would do if he went to Mars. And there was more yet to
think of. It would put a breach between his mother and father that could never
be healed. He could not take the responsibility of that.


His perspective would not yet permit him to
understand that the breach was already there and not of his creation. For the
moment, he was imprisoned by his parents' conflict.


He
watched the shadows slowly engulfing the ship as the moon rose higher. He could
almost see and hear it crashing through the night sky as his grandfather left
the sun behind on that great flight around the world.


He had to go to Mars. He sat up in bed, his fist beating the
pillow, his eyes suddenly wet. Somehow, he had to convince his mother that he
and his father were not wrong.


 



Sarah awoke early, aware of the thin weight
of another day. She wished now that they hadn't come. She had actually forgotten
that the overwhelming influence of her father would be added to the other side
of the argument and she knew she could no longer uphold her own.


She looked across at Rick's sleeping form,
and suddenly their arguments seemed so futile. This was all there need be to life: a man, and a woman, and their child. What
else mattered? Why couldn't Rick and Ken see that the stars did not matter as
long as they had each other


But,
they would say, why couldn't she go along with them, if they wanted the stars
bad enough? One side of the argument seemed as reasonable as the other, and she
did not know the answer—only that she feared and hated the stars.


She took a quick, cold shower, and joined her
mother in the kitchen of the farmhouse. Its broad windows opened onto the
orchard, snowy with blossoms. In the meadow beyond, the grass was close-cropped
by the indolent dairy cows.


Sarah stepped outside a moment and filled her lungs with the sharp,
glistening air. It
carried the scent of the orchard and the dewy grass and the pungent smells of
the distant barn where her father was supervising the milking.


"I don't see how anyone would want to
live in any other way," she said. "It's horrible to bring up a child
knowing nothing but grease and steel and the sickening smell of jets. Ken
doesn't know what the world is like, yet!"


"If this is the world, then neither did
any of us know it when we lived at the bases when Dad was in the Navy!"


"We
certainly didn't. Day and night—nothing but jets and rockets
screaming. I thought I'd go crazy listening to them. I dreamed of
finding a place where it was quiet and people moved at a walk instead of
screaming through space like witches on atomic broomsticks.


'And then I saw to it that
I would spend the rest of my life there by marrying a spaceman!" "You
don't have to stay with him."


"I
do. It just so happens that I'm still in love with him. It's more likely that
he'll tell me to go my own way, but I just can't stand the thought of Ken going
to Mars to join this crazy Patrol they've organized for children. It's insane! Sixteen-year-olds being taught to handle spaceships. Don't
they deserve any childhood?"


"What does Ken say
about it?"


"He's
all for it, of course. He doesn't know any better. He doesn't know there's
anything else in the world."


Mrs.
Walker checked the automatic ovens and glanced at the clock. "We'd better
round up the men for breakfast. Almost done."
Then she put her hands on her hips and looked at Sarah.


"I
haven't had much to do with men—only had the one around during my life. With
Ken and Rick you've had more experience in learning how they act, young and
old, than I ever had. But one thing I did learn was that it just doesn't matter
very much what they do as long as it's what they want. A man shouldn't have to
slave at some uninspired career and try to enjoy life on the side. If his
career isn't what he wants to do, then he's wasting his life, and no woman has
a right to ask him to do that."


"Doesn't anything I
want matter?"


"Of course. If you want to leave Rick and be a lady farmer nobody in the whole
world would stop you or criticize you. That's one thing you can count on
today—and that no one before us could—you are absolutely free to do just about
as you please."


"You don't have to make it sound so
ridiculous!"


"Well,
what do you want, then? You don't want to go to Mars with Rick, and you don't
want to stay behind."


"Why does a woman
always have to be the one to give in?"


"They
don't. I just told you what you could do. You can break up your marriage and
you and Rick and Ken can still be good friends—plenty of people have done that
rather than 'give in' to each other."


"But that's the ancient dogma that I
can't have a marriage and my own life at the same timel"


"You've
been married long enough to know that. You've hated the Navy life all these
years, but you've lived it. Only this business of Ken's going to Mars has
brought it to a climax.


"I had to make the choice, too. It wasn't much
fun for me, sitting in the radio shack waiting for news of our great hero. I
always thought it was nothing but showing-off, but it was the only thing he
lived for, and of all the choices I had to make, he was the one thing I would
not give up.


"Yours
is twice as hard, because you have Ken as well as Rick— or is it twice as
easy?"


 



In the afternoon she lay on the lawn chair in
front of the house watching the twinkling pattern of sunlight that came through
the leaves of the old oak tree. The world had stopped its rush of jet wings.
She seemed to have slipped into utter time-lessness.


Her
father's approach startled her out of her reverie. "May I join you?"
he said.


"If you promise to talk about nothing
but cows and pigs, and crops and weather," she said.


He
dropped to the grass and looked up at her. A patch of sunlight caught the
silver border of his hair and turned the space-bumed skin of his face to bold
bronze.


"I
tried to interest Ken in the farm this morning," he said, "but I
didn't have much luck. I'd be glad to leave him this place, you know, if he wanted it. I'll be through with it by the time he's
old enough. But he won't want it, and neither will Rick—not then, anyway.
Farming these days is just an old man's hobby, important enough, but my kind
can take care of it."


Sarah
sighed. "All right, so you want to talk about Ken and Mars and space jets.
You won't let me hear of anything else. You're all determined that I am wrong,
that I haven't the right to control my own child's life until he knows what he
wants to do."


"Take it easy, Sarah. I'm not used to
being jumped like that. It's bad for an old man's heart, you know.


"But as to Ken, are you sure that it's his
going to Mars that you are so angry about, or is it something that someone else
has done to you—or something, even, that's merely inside yourself?"


"It's everything—everything connected
with space and jets and the things that take men away from their families."


"Rick tells me he's
arranged for you to go with him."


"He's arranged it! And without consulting me or
even assuming I could have another idea about it. He's been gone a whole year,
and now he expects to jerk me up and transplant me to some frigid desert where
life isn't fit for savages. And I'm supposed to be happy about that!"


"Would you really be happy with anything
less than his giving up space altogether?"


Her
breathing halted momentarily with a quick, deep intake as if she had not dared
to frame in words the magnitude of this demand before. But she nodded slowly.
"I guess that's it, Dad. I'd really settle for nothing less."


"You'll
have to settle for a lot less!" Commander Walker retorted. "It's
always been like this, Sarah," he continued more gently.


"There
has always been a peculiar breed of man who had to see just what was beyond the
horizon, a kind of man never settled or satisfied with what he had in the here
and now. That's the kind of man I am, and that's the kind Rick is—and Ken is one
with us.


"There's nothing you can do about it,
Sarah—nothing at all." Sarah's face grew pale beneath the unwanted tan
painted by sunlight on barren Naval Bases. "I can try," she said
slowly. "You'll lose them both." "Would Mother have lost—?"


He nodded slowly. "There is no way on
Earth to hold a man from crossing the private horizon he has to cross. And
sometimes I think we all have such a horizon, whether we know it or not.


"At any rate, there were certain things
I had to do. To have abandoned them would have hurt us both more than to follow
through. Your mother understood that. She understood it very well."


"What
about me? I didn't understand it. I don't understand it yet. What about the
long nights I sat with mother listening for radio reports—first the solo flight
around the world, then the Moon, and then the Mars trip, not once but three
times we waited while you tried and failed and tried again.


"I was glad when you had to turn back
and missed being the first to reach Mars. I felt it made up a little for all
the nights I waited for you. But nothing, really, could make up for that. You
didn't even care—"


"There's
more to caring than just clinging to someone you love—sucking the life out of
him with demands he cannot fulfill. You can't imprison the thing you love.


"Because
I left you did not mean that I had forgotten you. Remembering you was the one
thing that kept me going. Perhaps I've done nothing, really, to let you know
that, but if I'd known you would ever say the thing you have just said I would
have kept on going without caring much if I ever succeeded in getting
back."


Sarah
looked at her hands, lying still and icy m her lap. "I'm sorry, Dad—but
that's the way I did feel. It's almost the way I feel now about Rick and Ken. I
can't help it. I can't forget those nights of waiting and being afraid—"


"Then
you'd better tell Rick and get it over with. You can't change him, and you
can't change Ken. Think about it a little while and then tell them if you still
feel the same."


He
rose to his feet and glanced off towards the distant fields. "I've got to
go up to the house and check with the Weather Bureau again. I ordered two
inches of rain for tonight and tomorrow. I'd like to postpone it while you're
here, but the crops won't stand it. It doesn't show much signs of developing
yet. The forecasters are getting pretty careless about filling orders
lately."


When he was gone, Sarah lay back in the
chair, her arm over her eyes to shield them from the sun edging now through the
maze of leaves. She would be glad to see it rain, she thought. It should be
raining everywhere. The whole world should be crying.


She would have to tell Rick and Ken that they
could go-forever. There had not been any other answer since she first watched
in fear while Rick took a new experimental ship to test on a long, lonely Moon
flight. She had crouched then in a chair in the radio room just as she and her
mother had done for so many long years waiting for news of her father.


There
had been a thousand other flights since then, and they had quarreled and made
up and quarreled bitterly again. And he had wholly overruled her objections to
Ken's taking the jet courses at the Base.


Now,
he wanted to take them to Mars forever. That, she could not do. They had to
cross their far horizons wherever they might lead them, but they had to go
without her.


The
sky began clouding that afternoon and by three o'clock the rain came as
scheduled. Sarah watched through the windows, watching it drip softly among the
trees and wetting the whole Earth as far as she could see.


Her mother was busy with needlework and the
men were hotly debating the merits of some fantastic and insignificant
jet-drive mechanism.


Of them all, Sarah was alone in her
discontent, alone and afraid. And they seemed, as if by conspiracy, to ignore
her in her solitude.


Her
mother spoke once, and then she turned to Commander Walker. "What are you
going to do if the fish pond goes out? You said the dam would never stand
another rain like this one, and you haven't done anything about it."


He
waved the question away with superior knowledge of such details.


 



By morning the storm began to abate, the
clouds were pierced with sunlight as the air mass was lowered by the controlling
beams to conserve its remaining moisture for another location.


But Commander Walker, reading the automatic
rain gauge records fumed. The total catch was only sixty per cent of his order.


Sarah slipped into her coat and boots and
left the house as he called the Bureau to report his opinion of forecasters and
demand the remainder of his order.


With
surprise, she found Ken standing just outside the doorway, his face revealing
an unbelievable awareness of the spring glory about him.


He
smiled almost shyly. "Feel like going for a walk, Mom? It's a swell
morning for that."


"I'd
love to, Ken. Let's go on up the hill and see what things look like from
there."


They
started out together as the door opened and Commander Walker roared at them:
"We're going to have some more rain this morning if that Weather Bureau
can find enough brains to get those clouds back here. Better not go far. Stay
in range of the old house on the island. The forecasters are probably mad
enough to give it all in one bucketful. And I'll sue if they cost me any
topsoil!"


Ken
laughed and waved a hand as they retreated from the house. "We'll be all
right. Don't worry about us. We like the rain."


The
light in his face was a joyous thing to see, and Sarah thought suddenly how
little there had been of it during the past years. She thought back over the
times that Rick had left them alone, and it seemed there had been nothing of
closeness or love between her and Ken. He had always pulled away in the direction
of his father's horizon—and she had pulled against almost everything he had
wanted.


They
walked past the steaming barns and the low grumbling noises of the cattle
within. The meadowland underneath their feet was squashy from the rain and she
had to grasp Ken's arm to keep her feet beneath her.


He
was big, like Rick, and the hardness of muscle in his arm startled her. He
seemed to have grown almost without her awareness, she thought in panic.


"I've
decided I won't go with Dad," Ken said abruptly. "I know how you feel
about it. I'm not going to ask any more. We talked about it last night. I told
him, and he said it was up to me.


She
couldn't see his face, but she knew how it must look. Yet her heart gave an
involuntary leap within her. He was offering the thing she most desired at this
moment—or so it appeared.


But
it was only appearance. She understood—as he didn't at this moment—that some
day he would hate her for the unspoken pressure by which she had forced him to
this decision.


"We'll talk about it more, later,"
she said. Her voice was hoarse and barely audible. "We may find another
answer."


They came to the low rise behind the barns
and followed the base of it towards the old creek bed, long dried up and
overrun with grass. There had once been a sizable stream here, but a dam in the
low hills beyond held back all the water that used to flow in spring freshets.
This was the fish pond where the runoff from the hills was trapped.


Across
the dry stream bed was a rise on which stood the first farmhouse of the place,
now long abandoned. The stream had once run behind the house, but one sudden
spring flood had washed a new course and left the house stranded on a tiny
island between the two branches. It did not matter, for the house had been long
abandoned even then.


Now Sarah and Ken turned their steps towards
it. Ken glanced at the sky. "It looks like Grandpa is about to get all the
rain he can use. I'll bet the forecasters are so tired of his grumbling that
they're really going to let him have it."


Sarah stopped and glanced anxiously for the
first time at the low gray ceiling that was settling with furious intensity.


"We'd better get back," she said.
"We'll be drenched if we get caught out here." But already the first
drops had started to fall.


T
think it's been raining quite a while over the hill there," said Ken,
nodding towards the rise that hid the fish pond. "We'd better go up to the
old house and wait it out."


It seemed the sensible thing to do. Sarah
hurried on, clutching Ken's hand for support. The bottom of the dry creek bed
held three or four inches of water already from the previous rain. They sank to
ankle depth in it, and tried to hop across on projecting rocks. Finally, they
scrambled up the opposite slope to the house. Their footsteps rattled like dry
bones on the old, weather-beaten porch.


From
the moment they set foot on it, the rain spurted in torrents. It hammered the
aged roof and began to pour through holes. Ken and Sarah dodged, clinging to
each other and glancing apprehensively upward.


And Sarah found that she
was laughing.


It
was a strange and startling discovery. Ken was laughing with her, and she
sensed that he, too, felt that they had not laughed together for a very long
time.


They
clung momentarily in this miracle of laughter, and then it slowly died away in
Ken's face. He relaxed his hold on his mother, and then it was there between
them again—the wonder and the agony of their divergent lives.


They
sat down close to each other on the porch floor, their backs against the wall.
Water fell and splashed on either side of them. They watched the sheeting rain,
and listened to its roar on the roof.


Their
own silence was long. Ken shifted uneasily. Sarah sensed his embarrassment in
not knowing what to say to her in this moment.


She
broke the silence. "Why do you want to go to Mars?" she asked
suddenly. "Can you tell me in just a single phrase that will make me
understand this thing?"


"It's
what I've got to do," he answered, forgetting his former promise to
abandon the plan. "There's one thing that each man in the world is born to
do, Grandpa says, and I believe him. Mine is out there in space.


"Think
of all there is yet to do I We haven't even reached
the last planet of our own System. Somebody living now is going to be the first
to make it. That could be me. And there are the other Systems like ours.


"They're
talking about an SOL—speed of light drive—out there on Mars now. Dad thinks he
may get in on some of the development work on that. We could reach the nearest
stars with it.


"I've
been born in the best age the world has ever knownl I can't turn my back on it.
You have no right to ask it of me."


"I won't ask it," said Sarah
quietly. "I'm going to let you go— you and Dad—you can go together."


"That
isn't what we want. We don't just want to go by ourselves. We need you,
too."


"No!"
Her voice was so shrill it startled her. "You'll never get me to agree to
anything like that. I'll give you all the freedom you want for yourselves, but
you can't ask any more of me than that."


From
a distance there came a sudden sound of thunder. It rose from somewhere in the
hills above them, and a gathering roar shook the old house on its rotten
underpinnings. Sarah and Ken glanced up the littie valley with wonder and apprehension, and the roaring grew.


"The
dam!" Ken
cried. "Grandpa's pond—the dam's broken!"


Sarah recalled her mother's complaint about
ordering so much rainfall to drain behind the weakened dam. It was incredible
that her father should have underestimated such a risk. But now she could see
the gray tongue of water curling down the dry creek bed, widening swiftly, some
of it overflowing the banks and racing towards the barns and corrals across the
meadow.


Then
she saw it flowing through the other branch around the house.


"We
can't get out of here!" she exclaimed. "There's water all around the
house."


Ken
eyed the widening reaches of the water. "The bed's pretty well filled up
down below so that it won't drain, but it won't be more than six or seven feet
deep at the most."


"But how'll we ever get across?"


He grinned as if he were now in the midst of
something he could enjoy. "We'll swim, of course."


"No.
Your grandfather has the boat he takes to the lake for fishing. They can pull
it up here on the trailer and take us off."


"All that trouble? Come on, let's swim
across. There's no need to wait for the rain to quit. We couldn't get any
wetter than well be crossing."


Sarah looked down at the roiling water with
distaste. "They'll come looking for us soon. There's no sense in trying to
make it across now."


Ken
was halfway across the porch. He turned and looked back with boyish pleading in
his eyes. "Oh, come on, Mom. Let's not do it for sense. Let's do it for
funl"


For
a moment she had a chilling impression that somewhere a key had turned within a
lock. She halted in her movement towards him.


To
her eyes, resting on his, it seemed as if understanding flared between them—as
if some window had opened, letting her see for the first time through the murky
turmoil between them. Let's do it for fun-It was so simple she wanted to cry.
She had sought for a thousand complex answers to explain the lives of the men
who baffled her so.


Let's do it for fun—


They had crossed oceans and prairies in ages
past. And now they circled the Earth and reached out to the planets, and Ken
already had thoughts of other stars beyond the sun. Their far horizons—they
crossed them for fun.


Let's do it for fun—It was so simple, but was
it true? How long had it been since she had done anything for fun, for the
sheer pleasure of it? Her memory ranged back over the years and they seemed
barren of anything but a dread intensity that hovered in the sky on the wings
of rockets.


Ken
was alarmed by the sudden, half-hysterical giggle that escaped her as she put
her hands up to her face and hid her eyes from his sight for a moment.


"What is it, Mom? What's the
matter—?"


She
looked at him again, and her eyes were shining in a way that he had never seen
before.  "Come on—" she said.


It was a crazy thing—they
could just as well wait—and she knew if she stopped to think about it she would
never go through with it.


There was only one way to find out if it were
true—if it were possible to do anything for fun any more.


She stripped off her coat and outer clothing
and raced down the slope clad only in her underthings. She stopped at the edge
of the water and waved to Ken who struggled with his shirt on the porch. He was
grinning in pleased astonishment.


"Wait a minute," he called.
"We can put a rock in these and throw them across."


He
made a couple of bundles of their clothes and hurled them across the stream.
They landed with a squashy sound on the other side.


"Now we've got to
go!"


It
wasn't cold. The rain was still falling, and it seemed warm on her bare skin.
She looked down at herself. She wasn't old, but she couldn't remember another
time when she had stood almost naked in the rain. She opened her mouth to taste
it. She wondered how many other things that were fun she had missed.


Ken
took her hand and they walked into the water. It was colder than the raindrops
and closed like circling ice about her legs and waist and chest. But it felt
good. She felt as if thirty years' terror had been stripped away with her
clothes.


Her father had been so busy crossing his own
horizons that he had never thought to explain why they had to be crossed. He
had forgotten to tell her that it was fun and she had never sensed it through
her dread.


It
had taken Ken's impulsive, naive wisdom to explain it to her—and this simple
adventure to prove it. And now she knew it was true.


Ken
was grinning but puzzled. The puzzlement didn't matter, for she was seeing him
really alive for the first time in years. All his joy and life had been
suppressed in her presence before now, and she had not known it.


Abruptly, her feet slipped
on the grassy slope and she went down. Ken grabbed her and buoyed her up, and
then they were both laughing and swimming and sputtering their way towards the
opposite slope.


The sky was breaking as they started wading
again, and Sarah saw the figures coming towards them, her mother and father and
Rick. Rick broke into a run.


Ken
squeezed her hand hard, and looked at her as if he understood the feeling that
was in her. "Aren't you glad we didn't wait for them, Mom?"


Then
Rick was grasping her hand and pulling her towards him, wrapping his own dry
coat about her wet shoulders. She looked up into his worried face.


"I've got a surprise for you,
darling," she said. "We're going to Mars, all of us. It will be
funl"


He
scowled in wonder. "I don't know what that's got to do with this, but if
it's true it's wonderful."


She didn't get to say more. Her mother was
bustling up insisting that Ken take her coat against his wishes.


"Dad
knew that dam couldn't take a rain like this. He knew it was weak and ordered
rain anyway. Now look at the expense of building the pond again," she
complained.


At
first the words didn't register through the cold and unpleasantness that was
beginning to settle upon Sarah. Then their significance cut sharply. She looked
at her father and her son. She caught the momentary glance that passed between
them.


And then she understood. A fantastic scheme,
a play of their production in which she had been assigned a role without her
knowledge. It had worked. They had shown her that the narrow restrictions she
called her world could hold the same uncertainties as the vaster universe in
which they lived.


But
it was Ken's impulsive, unrehearsed invitation that gave her the insight she
needed.


Let's do it for fun.


She smiled at her father as
he caught her watching them











so intently. He flushed as if he guessed she
understood what they had done.


She nodded. "It's a lovely vacation,
Dad. I'm going to remember it when we're on Mars. And today, I think I've
crossed my own horizon."











J? ARMING on an asteroid: The government furnished every would-be settler with a complete kit—machines, shelter, supplies, instructions—everything—but the courage to use it. On a piece of blasted planet John Endlich attempted to build a home for his family. But to do that he had to battle not only hostile nature but his own race and kind.
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The space ship landed briefly, and John
Endlich lifted the huge Asteroids Homesteaders Office box, which contained
everything from a prefabricated house to toothbrushes for his family, down from
the hold-port without help or visible effort.


In the tiny gravity of the asteroid, Vesta,
doing this was no trouble at all. But beyond this point the situation
was—bitter.


His
two kids, Bubs, seven, and Evelyn, nine—clad in space-suits that were slightly
oversize to allow for the growth of young bodies—were both bawling. He could
hear them through his oxygen-helmet radio-phones.


Around
him, under the airless sky of space, stretched desolation that he'd of course
known about beforehand—but which now had assumed that special and terrible
starkness of reality.


At his elbow, his wife, Rose, her
heart-shaped face and grey eyes framed by the wide face-window of her armor,
was trying desperately to choke back tears, and be brave.


"Remember—we've got to make good here, Johnny," she was saying. "Remember what the
Homesteaders Office people told us—that with modern equipment and the right
frame of mind, life can be nice out here. It's worked on other asteroids. What
if we are the first farmers to come to Vesta? . . . 228


Don't listen to those crazy miners! They're
just kidding us! Don't listen to them! And don't, for gosh sakes, get sore . .
."


Rose's words were now like dim echoes of his
conscience, and of his recent grim determination to master his hot temper, his
sensitiveness, his wanderlust, and his penchant for poker and the social
glass—qualities of an otherwise agreeable and industrious nature, that, on
Earth, had always been his undoing. Recently, back in Illinois, he had even
spent six months in jail for all but inflicting murder with his bare fists on a
bullying neighbor whom he had caught whipping a horse. Sure— but during those
six months his farm, the fifth he'd tried to run in scattered parts of North
America, had gone to weeds in spite of Rose's valiant efforts to take care of
it alone . . .


Oh,
yes—the lessons of all that past personal history should be strong in his mind.
But now will power and Rose's frightened tones of wisdom both seemed to fade
away in his brain, as jeering words from another source continued to drive
jagged splinters into the weakest portion of his soul:    ,


"Hi, you hydroponic pun'kin-head! . . . How yuh like your new claim? . . .
Nice, ain't it? How about some fresh turnips? . . . Good luck, yuh greenhorn .
. . Hiyuh, papa! . . . Let the poor dope alone, guys . . . Snooty . . . Won't
take our likker, hunh? Won't take our money . . . Wifey's boy! Let's make him
sociable . . . Haw-Haw-haw . . . Hydroponic pun'kin-head! . . ."


It was a medley of coarse voices and
laughter, matching the row of a dozen coarse faces and grins that lined the
viewports of the ship. These men were asteroid miners, space-hardened and
space-twisted. They'd been back to Earth for a while, to raise hell and freshen
up, and spend the money in their then-bulging pockets. Coming out again from
Earth, across the orbit of Mars to the asteroid belt, they had had the Endlichs
as fellow passengers.


John
Endlich had battled valiantly with his feebler side, and with his social
inclinations, all through that long, dreary voyage, to keep clear of the
inevitable griefs that were sure to come to a chap like himself from
involvement with such characters. In the main, it had been a rather tattered
victory. But now, at the final moment of bleak anticlimax, they took their
revenge in guffaws and ridicule, hurling the noise at him through the
radiophones of the space-suit helmets that they held in their laps—space-suits
being always kept handy beneath the traveler-seats of every inter-planetary
vessel.


". . . Haw-haw-hawl Drop over to our
camp sometime for a little drink, and a little game, eh, pantywaist? Taint far.
Sure—just drop in on us when the pressure of domesticity in this beootiful
country gets you down . . . When the turnips get you down! Haw-haw-haw! . . .
Just ask for me—Alf Neely! Haw-haw-hawl"


Yeah,
Alf Neely was the loudest and the ugliest of John
Endlich's baiters. He had gigantic arms and shoulders, small squinty eyes, and
a pendulous nose.  "Haw-haw-hawl . .
."


And
the others, yelling and hooting, made it a pack: "Man— don't
he wish he was back in Podunkl . . . What!—no tomatas, Dutch? . . . What did
they tell yuh back at the Homestead office in Chicago?—that we were in de-e-esperate
need of fresh vegetables out here? Well, where are they, papa? . . .
Haw-haw-haw! . . ."


 



Under the barrage John Endlich's last shreds
of common-sense were all but blotted out by the red murk of fury. He was small
and broad—a stolid-looking thirty-two years old. But now his round and usually
placid face was as red as a fiery moon, and his underlip curled in a snarl. He
might have taken the savage ribbing more calmly. But there was too much grim
fact behind what these asteroid miners said. Besides, out here he had thought
that he would have a better chance to lick the weaknesses in himself—because
he'd have to work to keep his family alive; because he'd been told that there'd be
no one around to distract him from duty. Yahl The
irony of that, now, was maddening.


For the moment John Endlich was speechless
and strangled —but like an ignited firecracker.   Uhunh—ready to explode.


His hard body hunched, as if ready to spring.
And the baiting waxed louder. It was like the yammering of crows, or the roar
of a wild surf in his ears. Then came
the last straw. The kids had kept on bawling—more and more violently. But now
they got down to verbal explanations of what they thought was the matter:


"Wa-aa-aa-a-ahh-hl Papa—we
wanna-go-o-o—hom-m-mm-el ..."


The timing could not have been better—or
worse. The shrieks and howls of mirth from the miners, a moment ago, were as
nothing to what they were now.


"Ho-ho-ho! Tell it to Daddy, kids! . . . Ho-ho-ho! That was a mouthful . . .
Ho-ho-ho-hol Wowl . . ."


There
is a point at which an extremity of masculine embarrassment can lead to but
one thing—mayhem. Whether the latter is to be inflicted on the attacked or the
attacker remains the only question mark.


Til get you, Alf Neeryl" Endlich
snarled. "Right nowl And I'll get all the rest of you guys!"


Endlich
was hardly lacking in vigor, himself. Like a squat but streamlined fighting
rooster, rendered a hundred times more agile by the puny gravity, he would have
reached the hold-port threshold in a single lithe skip—had not Rose, despairing,
grabbed him around the middle to restrain him. Together they slid several
yards across the dried-out surface of the asteroid.


"Don't,
Johnny—please don't!" she wailed.


Her begging could not have stopped him. Nor could her physical interference—for more than an instant.
Nor could his conscience, nor his recent determination to
keep out of trouble. Not the certainty of being torn limb from limb, and
not hell, itself, could have held him back, anymore, then.


Yet he was brought to a halt. It certainly
wasn't cowardice that accomplished this. No.


Suddenly there was no laughter among the
miners. But in a body they arose from their traveler-seats aboard the ship.
Suddenly there was no more humor in their faces beyond the











viewports. They were itching to be assaulted. The
glitter in Alf Neely's small eyes was about as
reassuring as the glitter in the eyes of a slightly prankish gorilla.


"We're waitin' for
yuh, Mr. Civilization," he rumbled softly.


After
that, all space was still—electrified. The icy stars gleamed in the black sky.
The shrunken sun looked on. And John Endlich saw beyond his own murder. To the
thought of his kids—and his wife—left alone out here, hundreds of millions of
miles from Earth, and real law and order. Coldness crawled into John Endlich's
guts, and seemed to twist steel hooks there, making him sick. The silence of a
vacuum, and of unthinkable distances, and of ghostly remains which must be left
on this fragment of a world that had blown up, maybe fifty million or more
years ago, added its weight to John Endlich's feelings.


And
for his family, he was scared. What hell could not have accomplished,
became fact. His almost suicidal impulse to inflict violence on his tormenters
was strangled, bottled-up— brutally repressed, and left to impose the pangs of
neurosis on his tormented soul. Narrowing domesticity had won a battle.


Except, of course, that what he had already
said to Alf Neely and Friends was sufficient to start
the Juggernaut that they represented, rolling. As he picked himself and Rose up
from the ground, he saw that the miners were grimly donning their space-suits,
in preparation to their coming out of the ship to lay him low.


"Oh—tired, hunh, Punkin-head?" Alf Neely growled. Tt don't matter, Dutch.
We'll finish you off without you liftin' a finger!"


In John Endlich the rage of intolerable
insults still seethed. But there was no question, now, of outcome between it
and the brassy taste of danger on his tongue. He knew that even knuckling down,
and changing from man to worm to take back his fighting words, couldn't do any
good. He felt like a martyr, left with his family in a Roman arena, while the
lions approached. His butchery was as good as over . . .


Reprieve came presumably by way of the
good-sense of the pilot of the space ship. The hold-port was closed abruptly by
a mechanism that could be operated only from the main control-board. The rocket
jets of the craft emitted a single weak burst of flame. Like a boulder grown agile
and flighty, the ship leaped from the landscape, and arced outward toward the
stars, to curve around the asteroid and disappear behind the scene's jagged
brim. The craft had gone to make its next and final stop—among the air-domes of
the huge mining camp on the other side of Vesta—the side of torn rocks and rich
radioactive ores.


But
before the ship had vanished from sight, John Endlich heard Alf Neely's grim promise in his helmet radiophones: "We'll
be back tonight, Greenhorn. Lots of times we work night-shift—when it's daytime
on this side of Vesta. We'll be free. Stick around. I'll rub what's left of you
in the dust of your claim!"


Endlich was alone, then, with the fright in his wife's eyes, the
squalling of his children, and his own abysmal disgust and worry.


For once he ceased to be a gentle parent. "Bubs! Evelyn!" he snapped. "Shud-d-d—up-p-p!
. . ."


The startled silence which ensued was his
first personal victory on Vesta. But the silence, itself, was an insidious
enemy. It made his ears ring. It made even his audible pulsebeats seem to ache.
It bored into his nerves like a drill. When, after a moment, Rose spoke
quaveringly, he was almost grateful:


"What
do we do, Johnny? We've still got to do what we're supposed to do, don't we?"


Whereupon John Endlich allowed himself the luxury and the slight relief
of a torrent of silent cussing inside his head. Damn the obvious questions of women! Damn
the miners. Damn the A.H.O.—the Asteroids Homesteaders Office—and their corny
slogans and posters, meant to hook suckers like himself! Damn his own dumb hide! Damn the mighty urge to get drunk! Damn
all the bitter circumstances that made doing so impossible. Damn!  Damn! Damn!


Finished with this orgy, he
said meekly: "I guess so, Hon."











All members of the Endlich family had been
looking around them at the weird Vestal landscape. Through John Endlich's mind
again there flashed a picture of what this asteroid was like. At the Asteroids
Homesteaders' School in Chicago, where his dependents and he had been given
several weeks of orientation instruction, suitable to their separate needs, he
had been shown diagrams and photographs of Vesta. Later, he had of course seen
it from space.


It
was not round, like a major planet or most moons. Rather, it was like a
bomb-fragment; or even more like a shard of a gigantic broken vase. It was
several hundred miles long, and half as thick. One side of it—this side—was
curved; for it had been a segment of the surface of the shattered planet from
which all of the asteroids had come. The other side was jagged and broken, for
it had been torn from the mesoderm of that tortured mother world.


From
the desolation of his own thoughts, in which the ogre-form of Alf Neely lurked
with its pendent promise of catastrophe soon to come, and from his own view of
other desolation all around him, John Endlich was suddenly distracted by the
comments of his kids. All at once, conforming to the changeable weather of
children's natures regardless of circumstance, their mood had once more turned
bright and adventurous.


"Look, Pop," Bubs chirped, his
round red face beaming now from his helmet face-window, in spite of his undried
tears. "This land all around here was fields oncel You
can even see the rows of some kind of stubble! Like corn-stubble! And over
there's a—a—almost like a fence! An' up there is hills with trees on 'em—some
of 'em not even knocked over. But everything is all dried-out and black and
grey and dead!  Goshl"


"We can see all that, Dopey!"
Evelyn, who was older, snapped at Bubs. "We know that something like
people lived on a regular planet here, awful long ago. Why don't you look over
the other way? There's the house—and maybe the barn and the sheds and the old
garden!"


Bubs turned around. His eyes got very big.
"Oh! O-ooh-h-h!" he gasped in wonder. 'Top!
Mom! Look! Don't you see? . .


"Yeah, we see,
Bubs," John Endlich answered.


For
a long moment he'd been staring at those blocklike structures. One—maybe the
house—was of grey stone. It had odd, triangular windows, which may once have
been glazed. Some of the others were of a blackened material—perhaps cellulose.
Wood, that is. All of the buildings were pushed askew, and partly crumpled from
top to bottom, like great cardboard cartons that had been half crushed.


Endlich's imagination seemed forced to follow
a groove, trying to picture that last terrible moment, fifty-million years ago.
Had the blast been caused by natural atomic forces at the heart of the planet,
as one theory claimed? Or had a great bomb, as large as an oversized meteor,
come self-propelled from space, to bury itself deep in that ancient world? A world as big as Mars, its possible enemy—whose weird inhabitants
had been wiped out, in a less spectacular way, perhaps in the same conflict?


Endlich's mind grabbed at that brief instant
of explosion. The awful jolt, which must have ended all consciousness, and all
capacity for eyes to see what followed. Perhaps there was a short and terrible
passing of flame. But in swift seconds, great chunks of the planet's crust must
have been hurled outward. In a moment the flame must have died, dissipated
with the suddenly vanishing atmosphere, into the cold vacuum of the void.
Almost instantly, the sky, which had been deep blue before, must have turned to
its present black, with the voidal stars blazing. There had been no air left to
sustain combustion, so buildings and trees had not continued to bum, if there
had been time at all to ignite them. And, with the same swiftness, all
remaining artifacts and surface features of this chip of a world's crust that
was Vesta, had been plunged into the dual preservatives of the interplanetary
regions—deepfreeze and all but absolute dryness. Yes—the motion of the few
scattered molecules in space was very fast—indicating a high temperature. But
without substance to be hot, there can be no heat. And so few
molecules were there in the void, that while the concept of a "hot"
space remained true, it became tangled at once with the fact that a practically complete
vacuum can have practically
no temperature. Which meant— again in
practice—all but absolute zero.


John
Endlich knew. He'd heard the lectures at the Homesteaders' School. Here was a
ghost-land, hundreds of square miles in extent—a region that had been shifted
in a few seconds, from the full prime of life and motion, to moveless and timeless
silence. It was like the mummy of a man. In its presence there was a chill, a
revulsion, and yet a fascination.


 



The kids continued to jabber—more excitedly
now than be-

fore. "Pop! Mom!" Bubs urged. "Let's go
look inside them

buildings! Maybe the things are still there! The people, I

mean. All black and dried up, like the one in the showcase

at school; four tentacles they had instead of arms and legs,

the teacher said!"                                               ,


"Sure! Let's go!"
Evelyn joined in. "I'm not scared to!"


Yeah, kids' tastes could be pretty gruesome.
When you thought most that you had to shelter them from horror, they were less
bothered by it than you were. John Endlich's lips made a sour line.


"Stay here, the pair
of you!" Rose ordered.


"Aw—Mom—" Evelyn
began to protest.


"You heard me the
first time," their mother answered.


John Endlich moved to the great box, which
had come with them from Earth. The nervous tension that tore at him—unpleasant
and chilling, driving him toward straining effort—was more than the result of
the shameful and embarrassing memory of his very recent trouble with Alf Neely
and Companions, and the certainty of more trouble to come from that source. For there was another and even worse enemy. Endlich knew
what it was—


The
awful silence.


He
still looked shamefaced and furious; but now he felt a gentler sharing of
circumstances. "We'll let the snooping go till later, kids," he
growled. "Right now we gotta do what we gotta do—"


The youngsters seemed to join up with his
mood. As he tore the pinchbar, which had been conveniently attached to the side
of the box, free of its staples, and proceeded to break out supplies, their
whimsical musings fell close to what he was thinking.


"Vesta," Evelyn said. "They
told us at school—remember? Vesta was the old Roman goddess of hearth and home.
Funny —hunh—Dad?"


Bubs' fancy was vivid, too. "Look,
Pop!" he said again, pointing to a ribbon of what might be concrete,
cracked and crumpled as by a terrific quake, curving away toward the hills, and
the broken mountains beyond. "That was a road! Can't you almost hear some
kinda cars and trucks goin' by?"


John
Endlich's wife, helping him open the great box, also had things to say, in
spite of the worry showing in her face. She touched the dessicated soil with a
gauntleted hand. "Johnny," she remarked wonderingly. "You can
see the splash-marks of the last rain that ever fell here—"


"Yeah,"
Endlich growled without any further comment. Inside himself, he was fighting
the battle of lost things. The blue sky. The shifting beauty of clouds in sunshine. The warm whisper of wind in trees. The
rattle of traffic. The babble of water. The buzz of insects. The smell of flowers.
The sight of grass waving ...
In short, all the evidences of life.


"A lot of things that was here once,
we'll bring back, won't we, Pop?" Bubs questioned with astonishing
maturity.


"Hope
so," John Endlich answered, keeping his doubts hidden behind gruffness.
Maybe it was a grim joke that here and now every force in himself
was concentrated on substantial objectives—to the exclusion of his defects. The
drive in him was to end the maddening silence, and to rub out the mood of harsh
barrenness, and his own aching homesickness, by struggling to bring back a
little beauty of scenery, and a little of living motion. It was a civilized
urge, a home-building urge, maybe a narrow urge. But how could anybody stand
being here very long, unless such things were done? If they
ever could be.  Maybe, willfully,
he had led himself into a grimmer trap than it had even seemed to be—or than he
had ever wanted . . .


 



Inside his space suit, he had begun to sweat
furiously. And it was more because of the tension of his nerves than because of
the vigor with which he plied his pinchbar, doing the first task which had to
be done. Steel ribbons were snapped, nails were yanked silently from the great
box, boards were jerked loose.


In another minute John Endlich and his wife
were setting up an airtight tent, which, when the time came, could be inflated
from compressed-air bottles. They worked somewhat awkwardly, for their
instruction period had been brief, and they were green; but the job was
speedily finished. The first requirement—shelter—was assured.


Digging
again into the vast and varied contents of the box, John Endlich found some things
he had not expected—a fine rifle, a pistol and ammunition. At which moment an
ironic imp seemed to sit on his shoulder, and laugh derisively. Umhm-m —the
Asteroids Homesteaders Office had filled these boxes according to a precise
survey of the needs of a peaceful settler on Vesta.


It
was like Bubs, with the inquisitiveness of a seven-year-old, to ask: "What
did they think we needed guns for, when they knew there was
no rabbits to shoot at?"


"I
guess they kind of suspected there'd be guys like Alf Neely,
son," John Endlich answered dryly. "Even if they
didn't tell us about it."


The next task prescribed by the Homesteaders'
School was to secure a supply of air and water in quantity. Again, following
the instructions they had received, the Endlichs un-crated and set up an
atom-driven drill. In an hour it had bored to a depth of five-hundred feet.
Hauling up the drill, Endlich lowered an electric heating unit on a cable from
an atomic power-cell, and then capped the casing pipe.


Yes,
strangely enough there was still sufficient water beneath the surface of
Vesta.  Its parent planet, like the
Earth, had had water in its crust, that could be
tapped by means of wells. And so suddenly had Vesta been chilled in the cold of
space at the time of the parent body's explosion, that this water had not had a
chance to dissipate itself as vapor into the void, but had been frozen solid.
The drying soil above it had formed a tough shell, which had protected the ice
beneath from disappearance through sublimation . . .


Drill
down to it, melt it with heat, and it was water again, ready to be pumped and
put to use.


And
water, by electrolysis, was also an easy source of oxygen to breathe . . . The
soil, once thawed over a few acres, would also yield considerable nitrogen and
carbon dioxide—the makings of many cubic meters of atmosphere. The A. H. O. survey expeditions, here on Vesta and on other
similar asteroids which were crustal chips of the original planet, had done
their work well, pathfinding a means of survival here.


When
John Endlich pumped the first turbid liquid, which immediately froze again in
the surface cold, he might, under other, better circumstances, have felt like
cheering. His well was a success. But his tense mind was racing far ahead to
all the endless tasks that were yet to be done, to make any sense at all out of
his claim. Besides, the short day—eighteen hours long instead of twenty-four,
and already far advanced at the time of his tumultuous landing—was drawing to
a close.


"It'll
be dark here mighty quick, Johnny," Rose said. She was looking scared,
again.


John
Endlich considered setting up floodlights, and working on through the hours of
darkness. But such lights would be a dangerous beacon for prowlers; and when
you were inside their area of illumination, it was difficult to see into the
gloom beyond.


Still, one did not know if the mask of
darkness did not afford a greater invitation to those with evil intent. For a
long moment, Endlich was in an agony of indecision. Then he said:


"We'll knock off from work now—get in
the tent, eat supper, maybe sleep . . ."


But he was remembering Neely's promise to return tonight.


In another minute the small but dazzling sun
had disappeared behind the broken mountains, as Vesta, unspherical and
malformed, tumbled rather than rotated on its center of gravity. And several
hours later, amid heavy cooking odors inside the now inflated plastic bubble
that was the tent, Endlich was sprawled on his stomach, unable, through
well-founded worry, even to remove his space suit or to allow his family to do
so, though there was breathable air around them. They lay with their helmet
face-windows open. Rose and Evelyn breathed evenly in peaceful sleep.


Bubs, trying to be very much a man, battled
slumber and yawns, and kept his dad company with scraps of conversation.
"Let 'em come, Pop," he said cheerfully. "Hope they do. We'll
shoot 'em all. Won't we, pop? You got the rifle and the pistol ready, Pop . . ."


Yes,
John Endlich had his guns ready beside him, all right— for what it was worth.
He wished wryly that things could be as simple as his hero-worshipping son
seemed to think. Thank the Lord that Bubs was so trusting, for his own peace of
mind—the prankish and savage nature of certain kinds of men, being what it was.
For John Endlich, having been, on occasion, mildly kindred to such men, was
well able to understand that nature. And understanding, now, chilled his
blood.


Peering from the small plastic windows of the
tent, he kept watching for hulking black shapes to silhouette themselves
against the stars. And he listened on his helmet phones, for scraps of telltale
conversation, exchanged by short-range radio by men in space armor. Once, he
thought he heard a grunt, or a malicious chuckle. But it may have been just
vagrant static.


Otherwise, from all around, the stillness of
the vacuum was absolute. It was unnerving. On this airless piece of a planet,
an enemy could sneak up on you, almost without stealth.


Against that maddening silence, however, Bubs
presently had a helpful and unprompted suggestion: "Hey, Popl" he
whispered hoarsely. "Put the side of your helmet against the tent-floor,
and listen!"


John
Endlich obeyed his kid. In a second cold sweat began to break out on his body,
as intermittent thudding noises reached his ear. In the absence of an
atmosphere sounds could still be transmitted through the solid substance of the
asteroid. It took Endlich a moment to realize that the noises came, not from
nearby, but from far away, on the other side of Vesta. The thudding was
vibrated straight through many miles of solid rock.


"It's
nothing, Bubs," he growled. "Nothing but the
blasting in the mines."


Bubs
said "Oh," as if disappointed. Not long thereafter he was asleep,
leaving his harassed sire to endure the vigil alone. Endlich dared riot doze
off, to rest a little, even for a moment. He could only wait. If an evil
visitation came—as he had been all but sure it must—that would be bad, indeed.
If it didn't come—well—that still meant a sleepness night, and the postponement
of the inevitable. He couldn't win.


Thus
the hours slipped away, until the luminous dial of the clock in the tent—it had
been synchronized to Vestal time-told him that dawn was near. That was when,
through the ground, he heard the faint scraping. A rustle.
It might have been made by heavy space-boots. It came, and then it stopped. It
came again, and stopped once more. As if skulking
forms paused to find their way.


Out
where the ancient and ghostly buildings were, he saw a star wink out briefly,
as if a shape blocked the path of its light. Then it burned peacefully again.
John Endlich's hackles rose. His fists tightened on both his rifle and pistol.


He fixed his gaze on the great box, looming
blackly, the box that contained the means of survival
for his family and himself, as if he foresaw the future, a moment away. For
suddenly, huge as it was, the box rocked, and began to move off, as if it had
sprouted legs and come alive.


John Endlich scrambled to action. He slammed
and sealed the face-windows of the helmets of the members of his family, to
protect them from suffocation. He did the same for himself, and then unzipped
the tent-flap. He darted out with the out-rushing air.


This was a moment with murder poised in every
tattered fragment of it. John Endlich knew. Murder was engrained in his own
taut-drawn nerves, that raged to destroy the trespassers
whose pranks had passed the level of practical humor, and become, by the
tampering with vital necessities, an attack on life itself. But there was a
more immediate menace in these space-twisted roughnecks . . . Strike back at
them, even in self-defense, and have it provenl


He had not the faintest doubt who they were—even though he could not see their faces in
the blackness. Maybe he should lay low—let them have their way . . . But how
could he—even apart from his raging temper, and his honor as a man—when they
were making off with his family's and his own means of survival?


He had to throw Rose and the kids into the
balance—risking them to the danger that he knew lay beyond his own possible
ignoble demise. He did just that when he raised his pistol, struggling against
the awful impulse of the rage in him—lifted it high enough so that the
explosive bullets that spewed from it would be sure to pass over the heads of
the dark silhouettes that were moving about.


"Damn
you, Neelyl" Endlich yelled into his helmet mike, his finger tightening on
the trigger. "Drop that stuff!"


At that moment the sun's rim appeared at the
landscape's jagged edge, and on this side of airless Vesta complete night was
transformed to complete day, as abruptly as if a switch had been turned.


Alf Neely and John Endlich blinked at each other. Maybe Neely was embarrassed a little by his sudden exposure; but
if he was, it didn't show. Probably the bully in him was scared; but this he
covered in a common manner—with a studiedly easy swagger, and a bravado that was not good sense, but bordered on childish
recklessness. Yet he had a trump card-by the aggressive glint in his eyes, and
his unpleasant grin, Endlich knew that Neely knew that
he was afraid for his wife, and wouldn't start anything unless driven and
goaded sheerly wild. Even now, they were seven to his one.


"Why,
good morning, Neighbor Pun'kin-head!" Neely crooned, his
voice a burlesque of sweetness. "Glad to oblige!"


He
hurled the great box down. As he did so, something glinted in his gloved paw.
He flicked it expertly into the open side of the wooden case which contained so
many things that were vital to the Endlichs—


It was only a tiny nuclear priming-cap, and
the blast was feeble. Even so, the box burst apart. Splintered crates, sealed
cans, great torn bundles and what not, went skittering far across the plain in
every direction, or were hurled high toward the stars, to begin falling at last
with the laziness of a descending feather.


 



Neely and his companions hadn't attempted to
move out of the way of the explosion. They only rolled with its force, protected
by their space suits. Endlich rolled, too, helplessly, clutching his pistol and
rifle; still, by some superhuman effort, he managed to regain his feet before
the far more practiced Neely, who was hampered, no doubt, by a few too many
drinks, had even stopped rolling. But when Neely got
up, he had drawn his blaster, a useful tool of his trade, but a hellish weapon,
too, at short range.


Still, Endlich retained the
drop on him.


Alf Neely chuckled. "Fourth of July!
Hallowe'en, Dutch," he said sweetly. "What's the matter? Don't you
think it's fun? Honest to gosh—you just ain't
neighborly!"


Then
he switched his tone. It became a soft snarl that didn't alter his insolent and
confident smirk—and a challenge. He laughed derisively, almost softly. "I
dare you to try to shoot straight, pal," he said. "Even you got more
sense than that."


And
John Endlich was spang against his terrible, blank wall again. Seven to one. Suppose he got three. There'd be four











left—and more in the camp. But the four would
survive him. Space crazy lugs. Anyway
half drunk. Ready to hoot at the stars, even, if they
found no better diversion. Ready to push even any of their own bunch around who seemed weaker than they. For
spite, maybe. Or just for the lid-blowing hell of it—as a reaction
against the awful confinement of being out here.


"I
was gonna smear you all over the place, Greenhorn," Neely rumbled.
"But maybe this way is more fun, hunh? Maybe we'll be back tonight. But
don't wait up for us. Our best regards to your family."


John
Endlich's blazing and just rage was strangled by that same crawling dread as
before, as he saw them arc upward and away, propelled by the miniature
drive-jets attached to the belts of their space-suits. Their return to camp,
hundreds of miles distant, could be accomplished in a
couple of minutes.


Rose
and the kids were crouched in the deflated tent. But returning there, John
Endlich hardly saw them. He hardly heard their frightened questions.


To
the trouble with Neely, he could see no end—just one
destructive visitation following another. Maybe, already, mortal damage had
been done. But Endlich couldn't lie down and quit, any more than a snake,
tossed into a fire, could stop trying to crawl out of it, as long as life
lasted. Whether doing so made sense or not, didn't matter. In Endlich was the
savage energy of despair. He was fighting not just Neely
and his crowd, but that other enemy—which was perhaps Neely's main trouble,
too. Yeah—the stillness, the nostalgia, the harshness.


"No—don't
want any breakfast," he replied sharply to Rose's last question.
"Gotta work . . ."


 



He was like an ant-swarm, rebuilding a
trampled nest—oblivious to the certainty of its being trampled again. First he
scrambled and leaped around, collecting his scattered and damaged gear. He
found that his main atomic battery—so necessary to all that he had to do—was
damaged and unworkable.


And he had no hope that he could repair it.
But this didn't stop his feverish activity.


Now
he started unrolling great bolts of a transparent, wire-strengthened plastic.
Patching with an adhesive where explosion-rents had to be repaired, he cut
hundred-yard strips, and, with Rose's help, laid them edge to edge and fastened
them together to make a continuous sheet. Next, all around its perimeter, he
dug a shallow trench. The edges of the plastic were then attached to massive
metal rails, which he buried in the trench.


"Sealed
to the ground along all the sides, Honey," he growled to Rose. "Next
we fit in the airlock cabinet, at one corner. Then we've got to see if we can
get up enough air to inflate the whole business. That's the tough part—the way
things are . . .


By
then the sun was already high. And Endlich was panting raggedly—mostly from
worry. After the massive airlock was in place, they attached their electrolysis
apparatus to the small atomic battery, which had been used to run the
well-driller. The well was in the area covered by the sheet of plastic, which
was now propped up here and there with long pieces of board from the great box.
Over their heads, the tough, clear material sagged like a tent-roof which has
not yet been run up all the way on its poles.


Sluggishly the electrolysis apparatus broke
down the water, discharging the hydrogen as waste through a pipe, out over the
airless surface of Vesta—but freeing the oxygen under the plastic roof. Yet
from the start it was obvious that, with insufficient electric power, the
process was too slow.


"And
we need to use heat-coils to thaw the ground, Johnny," Rose said. "And to keep the place warm. And to bring nitrogen gas
up out of the soil. The few cylinders of the compressed stuff that we've got
won't be enough to make a start. And the carbon dioxide . . ."


So
John Endlich had to try to repair that main battery. He thought, after a while,
that he might succeed—in time. But then











Rose opened the airlock,
and the kids came in to bother him. With all the triumph of a favorite puppy
dragging an over-ripe bone into the house, Bubs bore a crooked piece of a black
substance, hard as wood and more gruesome than a
dried and moldy monkey-pelt.


"A tentacle!" Evelyn shrilled. "We were up to those old buildings! We found the
people! What's left of them! And lots of stuff. We saw
one of their cars! And there was lots more. Dad— you
gotta come and see! . . ."


Harassed as he was, John Endlich yielded—because
he had a hunch, an idea of a possibility. So he went with his children. He
passed through a garden, where a pool had been, and where the blackened remains
of plants still projected from beds of dried soil set in odd stone-work. He
passed into chambers far too low for comfortable human habitation. And what did
he know of the uses of most of what he saw there? The niches
in the stone walls? The slanting, ramplike object of
blackened wood, beside which three weird corpses lay? The
glazed plaque on the wall, which could have been a religious emblem, a calendar
of some kind, a decoration, or something beyond human imagining?
Yeah—leave such stuff for Cousin Emest, the school teacher—if he ever got here.


In
the cylindrical stone shed nearby, John Endlich had a look at the car—low
slung, three-wheeled, a tiller, no seats. Just a flat platform. All he could figure out about the
motor was that steam seemed the link between atomic energy and mechanical
motion.


Beyond the car was what might be a small tractor.
And a lot of odd tools. But the thing which interested
him most was the pattern of copper ribbons, insulated with a heavy glaze,
similar to that which he had seen traversing walls and ceiling in the first
building he had entered. Here, as before, they connected with queer apparatus
which might be stoves and non-rotary motors, for all he knew. And also with the globes overhead.


The
suggestiveness of all this was plain. And now, at the far end of that
cylindrical shed, John Endlich found the square, black-enamelled case, where
all of those copper ribbons came together.


It was sealed, and apparently self-contained.
Nothing could have damaged it very much, in the frigid stillness of millions of
years. Its secrets were hidden within it. But they could not be too unfamiliar.
And its presence was logical. A small, compact power unit.
Nervously, he turned a little wheel. A faint vibration was transmitted to his
gloved hand. And the globe in the ceiling began to glow.


He
shut the thing off again. But how long did it take him to run back to his
sagging creation of clear plastic, while the kids howled gleefully around him,
and return with the end of a long cable, and pliers? How long did it take him
to disconnect all of the glazed copper ribbons, and substitute the wires of the
cable-attaching them to queer terminal-posts? No—not
long.


The
power was not as great as that which his own large
atomic battery would have supplied. But it proved sufficient. And the current
was direct—as it was supposed to be. The electrolysis apparatus bubbled
vigorously. Slowly the tentlike roof began to rise, under the beginnings of a
tiny gas-pressure.


"That does it,
Pops!" Bubs shrilled.


"Yeah—maybe so," John Endlich
agreed almost optimistically. He felt really tender toward his kids, just then.
They'd really helped him, for once.


Yes—almost
he was hopeful. Until he glanced at the rapidly declining
sun. An all-night vigil. No. Probably
worse. Oh Lord-how long could he last like this? Even
if he managed to keep Neely and Company at bay? Night after night ... All that he had accomplished seemed
useless. He just had so much more that could be wrecked—pushed over with a
harsh laugh, as if it really was something funny.


John Endlich's flesh crawled. And in his
thinking, now, he went a little against his own detenninations. Probably because, in the present state of his disgust, he needed a
drink—bad.


"Nuts!" he growled lugubriously.
"If I'd only been a little more sociable . . . That was where the trouble
started. I might have got broke, but I would've made friends. They think I'm
snooty."


Rose's
jaw hardened, as if she took his regrets as an accusation that she had led him
along the straight and narrow path, which— by an exasperating shift in
philosophical principle—now seemed the shortest route to destruction. But he
felt very sorry for her, too; and he didn't believe that what he had just said
was entirely the truth.


So he added: "I don't
mean it, Honey. I'm just griping."


She
softened. "You've got to eat, Johnny," she said. "You haven't
eaten all day. And tonight you've got to sleep. I'll keep watch. Maybe it'll be
all right. . ."


Well,
anyway it was nice to know that his wife was like that. Yeah—gentle,
and fairminded. After they had all eaten supper, he tried hard to keep
awake. Fear helped him to do so more than ever. Their tent was now covered by
the rising plastic roof—but beyond the clear substance, he could still watch
for starlight to be stopped by prowling forms, out there at the jagged rim of
Vesta. It was hell to feel your skin puckering, and yet to have exhaustion
pushing your eyelids down inexorably . ..


Somewhere
he lost the hold on himself. And he dreamed that Alf Neely
and he were fighting with their fists. And he was being beaten to a pulp. But
he was wishing desperately that he could win. Then they could have a drink, and
maybe be friends. But he knew hopelessly that things weren't quite that simple,
either.


He awoke to blink at blazing sunshine. Then
his whole body became clammy with perspiration, as he thought of his lapse from
responsibility; glancing over, he saw that Rose was sleeping as soundly as the
kids. His wide eyes searched for the disaster that he knew he'd find . . .


But the wide roof was all the way up,
now—intact. It made a great, squarish bubble, the skin of which was specially
treated to stop the hard and dangerous part of the ultra-violet rays of the
sun, and also the lethal portion of the cosmic rays. It even had an inter-skin
layer of gum that could seal the punctures that grain-of-sand-sized meteors
might make. But meteors, though plentiful in the asteroid belt, were curiously
innocuous. They all moved in much the same direction as the large asteroids,
and at much the same velocity—so their relative speed had to be low.


The walls of the small tent around Endlich
sagged, where they had bulged tautly before—showing that there was now a firm
and equal pressure beyond them. The electrolysis apparatus had been left active
all night, and the heating units. This was the result.


John Endlich was at first almost unbelieving
when he saw that nothing had been wrecked during the night. For a moment he was
elated. He woke up his family by shouting: "Look! The bums stayed away!
They didn't come! Look! We've got five acres of ground, covered by air that we
can breathe!"


His
sense of triumph, however, was soon dampened. Yes— he'd been left
unmolested—for one night. But had that been done only to keep him at a
fruitless and sleepless watch? Probably. Another delicate form of hazing. And it meant nothing for
the night to come—or for those to follow. So he was in the same harrowing
position as before, pursued only by a wild and defenseless drive to get things
done. To find some slight illusion of security by working to
build a sham of normal, Earthly life. To shut out the
cold vacuum, and a little of the bluntness of the voidal stars. To make
certain reassuring sounds possible around him.


"Got
to patch up the pieces of the house, first, and bolt 'em together, Rose,"
he said feverishly. "Kids—maybe you could help by setting out some of the
hydroponic troughs for planting. We gotta break plain ground, too, as soon as
it's thawed enough. We gotta . . ." His words raced on with his flying
thoughts.


 



It
was a mad day of toil. The hours were pitifully short. They couldn't be
stretched to cover more than a fraction of all the work that Endlich wanted to
get done. But the low gravity reduced the problem of heavy lifting to almost
zero, at least. And he did get the house assembled—so that Rose and the kids
and he could sleep inside its sealed doors. Sealed, that is, if Neely or somebody didn't use a blaster or an explosive cap
or bullet—in an orgy of perverted humor . . . He still had no answer for that.


Rose and the children toiled almost as hard
as he did. Rose even managed to find a couple of dozen eggs, that—by being
carefully packed to withstand a spaceship's takeoff—had withstood the effects
of Neely's idea of fun. She set up an incubator, and
put them inside, to be hatched.


But,
of course, sunset came again—with the same pendent threat as before. Nerve-twisting. Terrible. Arid a
vigil was all but impossible. John Endlich was out on his feet—far more than
just dog-tired . . .


"That Neely,"
he groaned, almost too weary even to swallow his food, in spite of the luxury
of a real, pullman-style supper table. "He doesn't lose sleep. He can pick
his time to come here and raise hob I"


Rose's glance was strange—almost guilty.
"Tonight I think he might have to stay home—too," she said. John
Endlich blinked at her.


"All right," she answered, rather
defensively. "So to speak, Johnny, I called the cops. Yesterday—with
the small radio transmitter. When you and Bubs and
Evelyn were up in those old buildings. I reported Neely
and his companions."


"Reported
them?"


"Sure. To Mr. Mahoney,
the boss at the mining camp. I was glad to find out that there is a
little law and order around here. Mr. Mahoney was nice. He said that he
wouldn't be surprised if they were cooled in the can for a few days, and then
confined to the camp area. Matter of fact, I radioed him again last night. It's
been done."


John Endlich's vast sigh of relief was
slightly tainted by the idea that to call on a policing power for protection
was a little bit on the timid side.


"Oh," he grunted.
"Thanks. I never thought of doing that."


"Johnny."


"Yeah?"


"I kind of got the notion, though—from
between the lines of what Mr. Mahoney said—that there was heavy trouble brewing
at the camp. About conditions, and home-leaves, and increased
profit-sharing. Maybe there's danger of riots and whatnot, Johnny.
Anyhow, Mr. Mahoney said that we should Tceep on exercising all reasonable
caution.'"


"Hmm-m—Mr.
Mahoney is very nice, ain't he?" Endlich growled.


"You stop that,
Johnny," Rose ordered.


But
her husband had already passed beyond thoughts of jealousy. He was thinking of
the time when Neely would have worked out his
sentence, and would be free to roam around again—no doubt with increased
annoyance at the Endlich clan for causing his restraint. If a
riot or something didn't spring him, beforehand. John Endlich itched to
try to tear his head off. But, of course, the same consequences as before still
applied . . .


 



As it turned out, the Endlichs had a reprieve
of two months and fourteen days, almost to the hour and figured on a strictly
Earth-time scale.


For what it was worth, they accomplished a
great deal. In their great plastic greenhouse, supported like a colossal bubble
by the humid, artificially-warmed air inside it, long troughs were filled with
pebbles and hydroponic solution. And therein tomatoes were planted, and
lettuce, radishes, com, onions, melons—just about everything in the vegetable
line.


There
remained plenty of ground left over from the five acres, so John Endlich
tinkered with that fifty-million-year-old tractor, figured out its
atomic-power-to-steam principle, and used it to help harrow up the ancient soil
of a smashed planet. He added commercial fertilizers and nitrates to it—the
nitrates were, of course, distinct from the gaseous nitrogen that had been
held, spongelike, by the subsoil, and had helped supply the greenhouse with
atmosphere. Then he harrowed the ground again. The tractor worked fine, except
that the feeble gravity made the lugs of its wheels slip a lot. He repeated his
planting, in the old-fashioned manner.


Under
ideal conditions, the inside of the great bubble was soon a mass of growing
things. Rose had planted flowers—to be admired, and to help out the hive of
bees, which were essential to some of the other plants, as well. Nor was the
flora limited to the Earthly. Some seeds or spores had survived, here, from the
mother world of the asteroids. They came out of their eons of











suspended animation, to become root and
tough, spiky stalk, and to mix themselves sparsely with vegetation that had
immigrated from Earth, now that livable conditions had been restored over this
little piece of ground. But whether they were fruit or weed, it was difficult
to say.


Sometimes
John Endlich was misled. Sometimes, listening to familiar sounds, and smelling
familiar odors, toward the latter part of his reprieve, he almost imagined that
he'd accomplished his basic desires here on Vesta—when he had always failed on
Earth.


There was the smell of warm soil, flowers,
greenery. He heard irrigation water trickling. The sweetcorn rustled in the
wind of fans he'd set up to circulate the air. Bees buzzed. Chickens, approaching
adolescence, peeped contentedly as they dusted themselves and stretched
luxuriously in the shadows of the cornfield.


For
John Endlich it was all like the echo of a somnolent summer of his boyhood.
There was peace in it: it was like a yearning fulfilled. An
end of wanderlust for him, here on Vesta. In contrast to the airless
desolation outside, the interior of this five-acre greenhouse was the one most
desirable place to be. So, except for the vaguest of stirrings sometimes in his
mind, there was not much incentive to seek fun elsewhere. If
he ever had time.


And there was a lot of the legendary, too, in
what his family and he had accomplished. It was like returning a little of the
blue sky and the sounds of life to this land of ruins and roadways and the
ghosts of dead beauty. Maybe there'd be a lot more of all that, soon, when the
rumored major influx of homesteaders reached Vesta.


"Yes, Johnny," Rose said once. " 'Legendary' is a lot nicer word than 'ghostly'. And
the ghosts are changing their name to legends."


Rose had to teach the kids their regular
lessons. That children would be taught was part of the agreement you had to
sign at the A. H. O. before you could be shipped out with them. But the kids
had time for whimsy, too. In make-believe, they took their excursions far back
to former ages. They played that they were "Old People."


Endlich, having repaired his atomic battery,
didn't draw power anymore from the unit that had supplied the ancient buildings.
But the relics remained. From a device like a phonograph, there was even a
bell-like voice that chanted when a lever was pressed.


And
it was the kids who found the first "tay-tay bug," a day after its
trills were heard from among the new foliage.
"Ta-a-a-ay-y-y—ta-a-a-a-ay-y-yy-y—" The sound was like that of a
little wheel, humming with the speed of rotation, and then slowing to a
scratchy stop.


A one-legged hopper, with a thin but rigid
gliding wing of horn. Opalescent in its colors. It had evidently
hatched from a tiny egg, preserved by the cold for ages.


Wise
enough not to clutch it with his bare hands, Bubs came running with it held in
a leaf.


It proved harmless. It was ugly and
beautiful. Its great charm was that it was a vocal echo from the far past.


 



Sure. Life got to be fairly okay, in spite of
hard work. The Endlichs had conquered the awful stillness with life-sounds.
Growing plants kept the air in their greenhouse fresh and breathable by
photosynthesis. John Endlich did a lot of grinning and whistling. His temper
never flared once. Deep down in him there was only a brooding certainty that
the calm couldn't last. For, from all reports, trouble seethed at the mining
camp. At any time there might be a blowup, a reign of terror that would roll
over all of Vesta. A thing to release pent-up forces in men
who had seen too many hard stars, and had heard too much stillness. They
were like the stuff inside a complaining volcano.


The
Endlichs had sought to time their various crops, so that they would all be
ready for market on as nearly as possible the same day. It was intended as a
trick of advertising—a dramatically sudden appearance of much fresh produce.


So, one moming, in a
jet-equipped spacesuit, Endlich arced











out for the mining camp. Inside the suit he
carried samples from his garden. Six tomatoes. Beauties.


"Have
luck with them, Johnny! But watch out!" Rose flung after him by helmet
phone. With a warm laugh. Just for a moment he felt
maybe a little silly. Tomatoes! But they were what he was banking on, and had
forced toward maturity, most. The way he figured, they were the kind of fruit
that the guys in the camp—gagged by a diet of canned and dehydrated stuff,
because they were too busy chasing mineral wealth to keep a decent hydroponic
garden going—would be hungriest for.


Well—he was rather too right, in some ways,
to be fortunate. Yeah—they still call what happened the Tomato War.


Poor Johnny Endlich. He was headed for the commissary dome to display his wares. But vague
urges sidetracked him, and he went into the recreation dome of the camp,
instead.


And
into the bar.


The
petty sin of two drinks hardly merits the punishing trouble which came his way
as, at least partially, a result. With his face-window open, he stood at the
bar with men whom he had never seen before. And he began to have minor
delusions of grandeur. He became a little too proud of his accomplishments. His
wariness slipped into abeyance. He had a queer idea that, as a farmer with
concrete evidence of his skills to show, he would win respect that had been
denied him. Dread of consequences of some things that he might do, became
blurred. His hot temper began to smolder, under the spark of memory and the
fury of insult and malicious tricks, that, considering the safety of his loved
ones, he had had no way to fight back against. Frustration is a dangerous
force. Released a little, it excited him more. And the tense mood of the camp—a
thing in the very air of the domes—stirred him up more. The camp—ready to
explode into sudden, open barbarism for days—was now at a point where nothing
so dramatic as fresh tomatoes and farmers in a bar was needed to set the
fireworks off.


John
Endlich had his two drinks. Then, with calm and foolhardy detachment, he set
the six tomatoes out in a row before him on the synthetic mahogany.


He didn't have to wait at all for results.
Bloodshot eyes, some of them belonging to men who had been as gentle as lambs
in their ordinary lives on Earth, turned swiftly alert. Bristly faces showed
swift changes of expression: surprise, interest, greed for possession—but most
of all, aggressive and Satanic humor.


"Jeez—tamadasl" somebody growled, amazed.


Under
the circumstances, to be aware of opportunity was to act. Big paws, some bare and
calloused, some in the gloves of space suits, reached out, grabbed. Teeth bit.
Juice squirted, landing on hard metal shaped for the interplanetary regions.


So
far, fine. John Endlich felt prouder of himself—he'd expected a certain
fierceness and lack of manners. But knowing all he did know, he should have
taken time to visualize the inevitable chain-reaction.


"Thanks, pal . . .
You're a prince . . ."


Sure—but the thanks were more of a mockery
than a formality. "Hey! None for me? Whatsa idea? . . ."


"Shuddup,
Mic . . . Who's dis guy? . . . Say, Friend—you
wouldn't be that pun'kin-head we been hearin' about, would you? . . . Well—my
gracious—bet you are! Dis'll be nice to watchl . . ."


"Where's Alf Neely,
Cranston? What we need is excitement."


"Seen him out by the slot-machines. The bar is still out of bounds for him. He
can't come in here."


"Says who? Boss Man
Mahoney? For dis much sport Neely can go
straight to hell! And take Boss Man with him on a pitchfork . . . Hey-y-y! . .
. Ne-e-e-e-l-y-y-y! . . ."


The
big man whose name was called lumbered to the window at the entrance to the
bar, and peered inside. During the last couple of months he'd been in a
perpetual grouch over his deprivation of liberty, which had rankled
him more as an affront to his dignity.


Neely let out a yell of sheer glee. His huge
shoulders hunched, his pendulous nose wobbled, his squinty eyes gleamed and he
charged into the bar.


John Endlich's first
reaction was curiously similar to Neely's.


He felt a flash of savage triumph under the
stimulus of the thought of immediate battle with the cause of most of his
troubles. Temper blazed in him.


Belatedly,
however, the awareness came into his mind that he had started an emotional
avalanche that went far beyond the weight and fury of one man like Neely. Lord,
wouldn't he ever learn? It was tough to crawl, but how could a man put his wife
and kids in awful jeopardy at the hands of a flock of guys whom space had
turned into gorillas?


Endlich
tried for peace. It was to his credit that he did so quite coolly. He turned
toward his charging adversary and grinned.


"Hi, Neely," he
said. "Have a drink—on me."


The
big man stopped short, almost in unbelief that anyone could stoop so low as to
offer appeasement. Then he laughed uproariously.


"Why,
I'd be delighted, Mr. Pun'kins," he said in a poisonous-sweet tone.
"Let bygones be bygones. Hey, Charlie! Hear what Pun'kins says? The drinks
are all on him!"


With
a sudden lunge Neely gripped Endlich's hand, and gave
it a savage if momentary twist that sent needles of pain shooting up the
homesteader's arm. It was a goading invitation to battle, which grim knowledge
of the sequel now compelled Endlich to pass up.


"Don't
call him Pun'kins, Neely!" somebody yelled. "It ain't polite to
mispronounce a name. It's Mr. Tomatoes. I just saw. Bet he's got a million of
'em, out there on the farm!"


 



The whole crowd in the bar broke into coarse
shouts and laughs and comments. ". . . We ain't good neighbors—neglecting
our social duties. Let's pay 'em a visit . . . Pun'kins! What else you got
besides tamadas? Let's go on a picnic! . . . Hell with the Boss Man! . . .
Yah-h-h—We need some diversion . . . I'm not goin' on
shift. . . Come on, everybody! There's gonna be a fight— a moider! . . . Hell
with the Boss Man . . ."


Like the flicker of flame flashing through
dry gunpowder, you could feel the excitement spread. Out of
the bar. Out of the recrióme. It would soon ignite the whole tense camp.


John Endlich's heart was in his mouth, as his
mind pictured the part of all this that would affect him and his. A bunch of men gone wild, kicking over the
traces, arcing around Vesta, sacking and destroying in sheer exuberance, like
brats on Hallowe'en. They would stop at nothing. And Rose
and the kids . . .


This was it. What he'd been so scared of all
along. It was at least partly his own fault. And there
was no way to stop it now.


T love tomatoes, Mr. Pun'kins," Neely
rumbled at Endlich's side, reaching for the drink that had been set before him.
"But first I'm gonna smear you all over the camp . . . Take my time-do a
good job . . . Because y'didn't give me any tomatoes . . ."


Whereat,
John Endlich took the only slender advantage at hand for him—surprise. With all
the strength of his muscular body, backed up by dread and pent-up fury, he sent
a gloved fist crashing straight into Neely's open
face-window. Even the pang in his well-protected knuckles was a
satisfaction—for he knew that the damage to Neely's
ugly features must be many times greater.


The blow, occurring under the conditions of
Vesta's tiny gravity, had an entirely un-Earthly effect. Neely, eyes glazing, floated gently up and away. And Endlich, since he
had at the last instant clutched Neely's arm, was drawn along with the miner
in a graceful, arcing flight through the smoky air of the bar. Both armored
bodies, lacking nothing in inertia, tore through the tough plastic window, and
they bounced lightly on the pavement of the main section of the rec-dome.


Neely
was as limp as a wet rag, sleeping peacefully, blood all over his crushed face.
But that he was out of action signified no peace, when so many of his buddies
were nearby, and beginning to seethe, like a swarm of hornets.


So there was an element of despair in
Endlich's quick actions as he slammed Neely's face-window and his own shut,
picked up his enemy, and used his jets to propel him in the long leap to the
airlock of the dome. He had no real plan. He just had the ragged and all but
hopeless thought of using Neely as a hostage— as a
weapon in the bitter and desperate attempt to defend his











wife and children from the mob that would be
following close behind him . . .


Tumbling end over end with his light but
bulky burden, he sprawled at the threshold of the airlock, where the guard,
posted there, had stepped hastily out of his way. Again, capricious luck,
surprise, and swift action were on his side. He pressed the control-button of
the lock, and squirmed through its double valves before the startled guard
could stop him.


Then he slammed his jets
wide, and aimed for the horizon.


 



It was a wild journey—for, to fly straight in
a frictionless vacuum, any missile must be very well balanced; and the inertia
and the slight but unwieldy weight of Neely's bulk
disturbed such balance in his own jet-equipped space suit. The journey was
made, then, not in a smooth arc, but in a series of erratic waverings. But what
Endlich lacked in precise direction, he made up in sheer reckless, dread-driven
speed.


From the very start of that wild flight, he
heard voices in his helmet phones:


"Damn
pun'kin-head greenhornl Did you see how he hit Neely,
Schmidt? Yeah—by surprise . . . Yeah—Kuzak. I saw. He
hit without warning . . . yella yokel . . . Who's comin' along to get him? . .


Sure—there was another side to it—other
voices:


"Shucks—Neely had it coming to him. I hope the farmer really murders
that big lunkhead . . . You ain't kiddin', Muir. I was glad to see his face
splatter like a rotten tamata . .


Okay—fine.
It was good to know you had some sensible guys on your side. But what good was
it, when the camp as a whole was boiling over from its internal troubles? There
were more than enough roughnecks to do a mighty messy job—fast.


Panting
with tension, Endlich swooped down before his greenhouse, and dragged Neely inside through the airlock. For a fleeting instant
the sights and sounds and smells that impinged on his senses, as he opened his
face-window once more, brought him a regret. The rustle of com, the odor of
greenery, the chicken voices—there was home in all of
this. Something pastoral and beautiful and orderly—gained with hard work. And
something brought back—restored—from the remote past. The buzzing of the
tay-tay bug was even a real echo from that smashed yet undoubtedly once
beautiful world of antiquity.


But these were fragile concerns, beside the
desperate question of the immediate safety of Rose and the kids . . . Already
cries and shouts and comments were coming faintly through his helmet phones
again:


"Get the yokel! Get
the bum! . . . We'll fix his wagon good . . ."


The
pack was on the way—getting closer with every heartbeat. Never in his life had
Endlich experienced so harrowing a time as this; never, if by some miracle he
lived, could he expect another equal to it.


To
stand and fight, as he would have done if he were alone, would mean simply that
he would be cut down. To try the peacemaking of appeasement,
would have probably the same result-plus, for himself, the dishonor of
contempt.


So,
where was there to turn, with grim, unanswering blank-ness on every side?


John Endlich felt mightily an old
yearning—that of a fundamentally peaceful man for a way to oppose and win
against brutal, overpowering odds without using either serious violence or the
even more futile course of supine submission. Here on Vesta, this had been the
issue he had faced all along. In many ages and many nations—and probably on
many planets throughout the universe—others had faced it before him.


To
his straining and tortured mind the trite and somewhat mocking answers came:
Psychology. Salesmanship. The selling of respect for
one's self.


Ah, yes. These were fine words. Glib words. But the question, "How?" was more
bitter and derisive than ever.


Still, he had to try something—to make at
least a forlorn effort. And now, from certain beliefs that he had, coupled with
some vague observations that he had made during the last hour, a tattered
suggestion of what form that effort might take, came to him.











As for his personal defects that had given
him trouble in the past—well—he was lugubriously sure that he had learned a
final lesson about liquor. For him it always meant trouble. As for wanderlust,
and the gambling and hell-raising urge—he had been willing to stay put on
Vesta, named for the goddess of home, for weeks, now. And he was now about to
make his last great gamble. If he lost, he wouldn't be alive to gamble again.
If, by great good-fortune, he won—well he was certain that all the charm of
unnecessary chance-taking would, by the memory of these awful moments, be
forever poisoned in him.


Now Rose and the youngsters
came hurrying toward him.


"Back so soon, Johnny?" Rose
called. "What's this? What happened?"


"Who's the guy, Pop?" Evelyn asked.
"Oh—Baloney Nose . . . What are you doing with him?"


But
by then they all had guessed some of the tense mood, and its probable meaning.


"Neely's pals are coming, Honey,"
Endlich said quietly. "It's the showdown. Hide the kids. And yourself. Quick. Under the house, maybe."


Rose's pale eyes met his. They were comprehending, they were worried, but they were cool.
He could see that she didn't want to leave him.


Evelyn looked as though she might begin to
whimper; but her small jaw hardened.


Bubs' lower lip trembled. But he said
valiantly: "I'll get the guns, Pop, I'm stayin' with yuh."


"No you're not, son," John Endlich
answered. "Get going. Orders. Get the guns to
keep with you—to watch out for Mom and Sis."


Rose took the kids away with her, without a
word. Endlich wondered how to describe what was maybe her
last look at him. There were no fancy words in his mind. Just Love. And deep concern.


Alf Neely was
showing signs of returning consciousness. Which was good.
Still dragging him, Endlich went and got a bushel basket. It was filled to the
brim with ripe, red tomatoes, but he could carry its tiny weight on the palm of
one hand, scarcely noticing that it was there.


For
an instant Endlich scanned the sky, through the clear plastic roof of the great
bubble. He saw at least a score of shapes in space armor, arcing nearer—specks
in human form, glowing with reflected sunlight, like little hurtling moons
among the stars. Neely's pals. In a moment they would arrive.


 



Endlich
took Neely and the loaded basket close to the transparent side of the
greenhouse, nearest the approaching roughnecks. There he removed Neely's oxygen helmet, hoping that, maybe, this might deter
his friends a little from rupturing the plastic of the huge bubble and letting
the air out. It was a feeble safeguard, for, in all probability, in case of
such rupture, Neely would be rescued from death by smothering and cold and the
boiling of his blood, simply by having his helmet slammed back on again.


Next,
Endlich dumped the contents of the basket on the ground, inverted it, and sat Neely upon it. The big man had recovered consciousness
enough to be merely groggy by now. Endlich slapped his battered face
vigorously, to help clear his head—after having, of course, relieved him of the
blaster at his belt.


Endlich left his own face-window open, so
that the sounds of Neely's voice could penetrate to
the mike of his own helmet phone, thus to be transmitted to the helmet phones
of Neely's buddies.


Endlich
was anything but calm inside, with the wild horde, as irresponsible in their
present state of mind as a pack of idiot baboons, bearing down on him. But he
forced his tone to be conversational when he spoke.


"Hello,
Neely," he said. "You mentioned you liked tomatoes. Maybe you were
kidding. Anyhow I brought you along home with me, so you could have some. Here
on the ground, right in front of you, is a whole bushel. The regular asteroids
price-considering the trouble it takes to grow 'em, and the amount of dough a
guy like you can make for himself out here, is five bucks apiece. But for you,
right now, they're all free. Here, have a nice fresh, ripe one, Neely."


The big man glared at his captor for a
second, after he had looked dazedly around. He would have leaped to his
feet—except that the muzzle of his own blaster was leveled at the center of his
chest, at a range of not over twenty inches. For a fleeting instant, Neely looked scared and prudent. Then he saw his pals,
landing like a flock of birds, just beyond the transparent side of the
greenhouse. And he heard their shouts, coming loudly from Endlich's
helmet-phones:


"We
come after you, Neely! We'll get the damn yokel off
your neck . . . Come on, guys—let's turn the place upside down! . . ."


Neely
grew courageous—yes, maybe it did take a certain animal nerve to do what he
did. His battered and bloodied lip curled.


"Whatdayuh think you're up to,
Pun'kin-head!" he snarled slowly, his tone dripping contempt for the
insanely foolish. He laughed sourly, "Haw-haw-haw." Then his face
twisted into a confident and mocking leer. To carry the mockery farther, a big
paw reached out and grabbed the proffered tomato from Endlich's hand.
"Sure—thanks. Anything to oblige!" He took a
great bite from the fruit, clowning the action with a
forced expression of relish. "Ummm!" he grunted. In danger, he was
being the showman, playing for the approval of his pals. He was proving his
comic coolness—that even now he was master of the situation, and was in no
hurry to be rescued. "Come on, punk!" he ordered Endlich. "Where
is the next one, seeing you're so generous? Be polite to your guest!"


Endlich handed him a second tomato. But as he
did so, it seemed all the things he dreaded would happen were breathing down his
back. For the faces that he glimpsed beyond the plastic showed the twisted
expressions that betray the point where savage humor imperceptibly becomes
murderous. A dozen blasters were leveled at him.


But the eyes of the men outside showed, too,
the kind of interest that any odd procedure can command. They stood still for
a moment, watching, commenting:


"Hey—Neelyl See if you can down the next
one with one bitel . ..
Don't eat 'em all, Neely! Save some for usl . .
."


Endlich was following no complete plan. He
had only the feeling that somewhere here there might be a dramatic touch that,
by a long chance, would yield him a toehold on the situation. Without a word,
he gave Neely a third tomato. Then a fourth and a
fifth . . .


Neely kept gobbling and
clowning.


Yeah—but can this sort of horseplay go on
until one man has consumed an entire bushel of tomatoes? The question began to
shine speculatively in the faces of the onlookers. It began to appeal to their
wolfish sense of comedy. And it started to betray itself—in another manner—in Neely's face.


 



After the fifteenth tomato, he burped and
balked. "That's enough kiddin' around, Pun'kin-head," he growled.
"Get away with your garden truckl I should be beatin' you to a grease-pot
right this minutel Why—I—"


Then
Neely tried to lunge for the blaster. As Endlich
squeezed the trigger, he turned the weapon aside a trifle, so that the beam of
energy flicked past Neely's ear and splashed garden
soil that turned incandescent, instantly.


John Endlich might have died in that moment,
cut down from behind. That he wasn't probably meant that, from the position of
complete underdog among the spectators, his popularity had risen
some.


"Neely," he said with a grin, "how
can you start beatin', when you ain't done eatin'? Neely—here I am, trying to
be friendly and hospitable, and you aren't cooperating. A whole bushel of juicy
tomatoes—symbols of civilization way out here in the asteroids—and you haven't
even made a dent in 'em yetl What's the matter, Neely?
Lose your appetite? Herel Eat! . . ."


Endlich's tone was falsely persuasive. For there was a steely note of command in it. And the
blaster in Endlich's hand was pointed straight at Neely's
chest.


Neely's
eyes began to look frightened and sullen. He shifted uncomfortably, and the
bushel basket creaked under his weight.


"You're yella as any damn pun'kinl"
he said loudly. "You don't fight fairl . . . Guys—what's the matter with
you? Get this nut with the blaster offa me! . .
."


"Hmm—yella,"
Endlich seemed to muse. "Maybe not as yella as you were once—coming around
here at night with a whole gang, not so long ago—"


"Call
me yella?" Neely hollered. "Why, you
lousy yokel, if you didn't have that blaster—"


Endlich
said grimly, "But I got it, friendl" He sent a stream of energy from
the blaster right past Neely's head, so close that a
shock of the other's hair smoked and curled into black wisps. "And watch
your language—my wife and kids can hear you—"


Neely's
thick shoulders hunched. He ducked nervously, rubbing his head—and for the
first time there was a hint of genuine alarm in his voice. "All
right," he growled, "all right! Take it easy—"


Something deep within John Endlich relaxed—a
cold tight knot seemed to unwind—for, at that moment, he knew that Neely was beginning to lose. The big man's evident
discomfort and fear were the marks of weakness—to his followers at least; and
with them, he could never be a leader, again. Moreover, he had allowed himself
to be maneuvered into the position of being the butt of a practical joke, that,
by his own code, must be followed up, to its nasty, if interesting, outcome.
The spectators began to resemble Romans at the circus, with Neely
the victim. And the victim's downfall was tragically swift.


"Come
on, Neelyl You heard what PunTdns said," somebody
yelled. "Jeez—a whole bushel. Let's see how many you can eat, Neely. . . . Damned if this ain't gonna be rich! Don't let
us down, Neely! Nobody's hurtin'
yuh. All you have to do is eat—all them nice
tamadas . . . Hey, Neely—if that bushel ain't enough for you, I'll personally
buy you another, at the reglar price. Haw-haw-haw . . . Lucky Neely! Look at
him! Having a swell banquet. Better than if he was
home . . . Haw-haw-haw . . . Come on, Pun'kins—make him eat! . . ."


Yeah, under certain conditions human nature
can be pretty fickle. Wonderingly, John Endlich felt himself to be respected—
the Top Man. The guy who had shown courage and ingenuity, and was winning, by
the harsh code of men who had been roughened and soured by space—by life among
the asteroids.


For a little while then, he had to be hard.
He thrust another tomato toward Neely, at the same
time directing a thin stream from the blaster just past the big nose. Neely ate
six more tomatoes with a will, his eyes popping, sweat
streaming down his forehead.


Endlich's
next blaster-stream barely missed Neely's booted toe.
The persuasive shot was worth fifty-five more dollars in garden fruit
consumed. The crowd gave with mock cheers and bravos, and demanded more action.


"That
makes thirty-two . . . Come on, Neely—that's just a
good start. You got a long, long ways to go . . . Come on, Pun'kins— bet you
can stuff fifty into him . . ."


To
goad Neely on in this ludicrous and savage game,
Endlich next just scorched the metal at Neely's shoulder. It isn't to be said
that Endlich didn't enjoy his revenge—for all the anguish and real danger that Neely had caused him. But as this fierce yet childish sport
went on, and the going turned really rough for the big asteroid miner,
Endlich's anger began to be mixed with self-disgust. He'd always be a
hot-tempered guy; he couldn't help that. But now, satisfaction, and a hopeful
glimpse of peace ahead, burned the fury out of him and touched him with shame.
Still, for a little more, he had to go on. Again and again, as before, he used
that blaster. But, as he did so, he talked, ramblingly, knowing that the
audience, too, would hear what he said. Maybe, in a way, it was a lecture; but
he couldn't help that:


"Have another tomato, Neely.
Sorry to do things like this—but it's your own way. So why should you complain?
Funny, ain't it? A man can get even too many tomatoes. Civilized
tomatoes. Part of something most guys around here have been homesick
for, for a long time . . . Maybe that's what has been most of the trouble out
here in the asteroids. Not enough civilization. On Earth we were used to
certain standards—in spite of being rough enough there, too. Here, the traces
got kicked over. But on this side of


Vesta, an idea begins to soak in: This used
to be nice country-blue sky, trees growing. Some of that is coming back, Neely. And order with it. Because, deep in our guts, that's
what we all want. And fresh vegetables'll help . . . Have another tomato, Neely. Or should we call it enough, guys?"


"Neely,
you ain't gonna quit now?" somebody guffawed. "You're doin' almost
good. Haw-hawl"


Neely's
face was purple. His eyes were bloodshot. His mouth hung partly open.
"Gawd—no—please!" he croaked.


An
embarrassed hush fell over the crowd. Back home on Earth, they had all been
more-or-less average men. Finally someone said, expressing the intrusion among
them of the better dignity of man:


"Aw—let the poor dope go . .


Then
and there, John Endlich sold what was left of his first bushel of tomatoes. One
of his customers—the once loud-mouthed Schmidt—even said, rather stiffly,
"Pun'kins—you're all right."


And these guys were the
real roughnecks of the mining camp.


Is
it necessary to mention that, as they were leaving, Neely
lost his pride completely, soiling the inside of his helmet's face-window so
that he could scarcely see out of it? That, amid the raucous
laughter of his companions, which still sounded slightly self-conscious and
pitying. Thus Alf Neely sank at last to the
level of helpless oblivion and nonentity.


 



A week of Vestal days later, in the
afternoon, Rose and the kids came to John Endlich, who was toiling over his
cucumbers.


"Their name is Harper,
Pop!" Bubs shouted.


"And they've got three
children!" Evelyn added.


John
Endlich straightened, shaking a kink out of his tired back. "Who?"
he questioned.


"The people who are going to be our new
neighbors, Johnny," Rose said happily. "We just picked up the news on
the radio— from their ship, which is approaching from space right now! I hope
they're nice folks. And, Johnny—there used to be country schools with no more
than five pupils . . ."


"Sure," John Endlich said.











Something felt warm around his heart. Leave
it to a woman to think of a school—the symbol of civilization, marching now
across the void. John Endlich thought of the trouble at the mining camp, which
his first load of fresh vegetables, picked up by a small space boat, had
perhaps helped to end. He thought of the relics in this strange land. Things that were like legends of a lost pastoral beauty. Things that could come back. The second family of
homesteaders was almost here. Endlich was reconciled to domesticity. He felt at
home; he felt proud.


Bees
buzzed near him. A tay-tay bug from a perished era,
hummed and scraped out a mournful sound.


"I wonder if the Harper kids'll call you
Mr. Punldns, Pop," Bubs remarked. "Like the miners still do."


John
Endlich laughed. But somehow he was prouder than ever. Maybe the name would be
a legend, too.











A AR OUT in the galaxy weird worlds circle still stranger suns—suns which warp climate and nature. Those from Terra who try to play the colonist under these suns lead queer lives. To survive, Max Miles discovered, one must learn to exist under the natural conditions on such a world, and not in opposition to them. And because he digested that lesson early and thoroughly, he won a deadly game.
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Max Miles did mysterious things to the
battered, broken-dialed control panel, and Mary the stratocoupe promptly went
into her act. The old one-man jet flipped a wing at zenith and lost three
hundred feet of altitude in six seconds. Miles sparred with the panel, got
upside up again, stared back at a cloud of dust they had whisked from a
hilltop. He gave the panel a right to the jaw. Mary sighed heavily with her
airfoils and circled in resignation toward the green and ochre valley below,
grounding at last in the meadow with jolts and scrapings.


Miles kicked off the drive with one foot,
shoved open the port with the other. He poised, a small healthy-looking man
with blue eyes and more scalp than hair, his knees bent for the short drop to
the ground; and—as usually happened—the scene outside caught him up and held
him for several delicious moments. His thoughts sidestepped into well-worn and
agreeable tracks as he looked upon the neatly furrowed fields that spread to
the encircling hills; the stone-lined irrigation ditches; the long sprawling kanl racks; the shining sunmill that jutted above the yard by the cottage.











There goes the Babe, he thought, and watched the tiny sun as it seemed to hesitate, then
withdraw suddenly—in a blink-behind the near horizon. The clouded sky
immediately began changing its heaped-up, and fortunately high-up, ammonia
vapors from red to purple and then to neutral grey as the upthrust arc of
sunlight narrowed and faded.


"Miles' Matchless Acres," this
valley was, in his letters to his friends on Earth; the Agricultural Registry
in Three Major listed it with less whoopdedoo as: "Sections 764-5-6
Alcron; product (s): kanl, linla; owner
(s) Maxwell Julius Miles, age 41, vol. Earth July 2691."


But Max Miles was fired with the blooded
pride of the pioneer—and the less unselfish pride of the landowner. This was
his farm. Ipso facto it was the best farm on Goran Three.


He
jumped, and Three's gravity—.5403 Earth—socked his feet gently into the tangled
grass. Waves and eddies of stink—there's no other word for it—came at him from
all directions; stink that was a level eight-foot blanket over the Alcron
lowlands. Miles grinned and ducked under Mary's stubby wing, savoring the
heavily-laden air with the peculiar gusto of one to whom an unpleasant thing
has become pleasantly familiar. Sliding open the cargo hatch, he hoisted a box
of supplies to his shoulder and started up the path for the cottage, squinting
into the gloom of oncoming evening.


Several dark shapes seemed to materialize at
the meadow's edge, vague and hulking against the backdrop of intertwined kanl trees. Miles wondered, as he often had, how any critter as big as the
average Crony could move so silently and so fast. . . .


"Is
it Miles?" The sibilant whisper was beamed, by thoroughly unhuman vocal
chords, at the little Earthman.


"It
is Miles," he replied, and although he recognized the voice, courtesy
demanded that he add: "Is it Fir?"


"It is Fir, with Tos.
What is your wish?"


"None,
save to retire. The farm is well?"


The answering whisper carried overtones of
satisfaction. "It is well, Miles. You will find an account on your
desk—" and the figures melted into the thick-hung blackness.


Miles grinned, trudged on up the path. Gone
for half a day's shopping—and his workers had kept a record of the farm's happenings.
That was Lin's work, he suspected. His big foreman enjoyed the assumption of
tasks over and above those assigned him; such as his regular trips to the
cottage, a few minutes before Grandpa, to make certain that Miles was awake
and aware.


 



The natives of Goran Three were certainly not
the most beautiful to look upon—although reasonably humanoid and not at all
disturbing to a human, if the human were forewarned—but he'd stack them for
common decency against any blank sapiens in the catalogued systems. And work!
They'd work their hands to the— well, no, not to the bone. At
least so far as Miles or anyone else could know for sure. Couple of
years ago some stiffnecked medicos from Mars General had come to Three with
ideas about examining the Cronies and placing them in the exact black and
white scheme of things. After a while they had gone back to Mars, disgruntled,
carrying fogged X-ray plates and souvenir scalpels that had blunted on
chitinous hides. One amiable Crony had signed a release, submitted to an atomic
drill—and exited laughing.


Miles himself had often wondered about the
physiological set-up of the Cronies. After all, he thought, living with equal
comfort under both the Babe and Grandpa was somewhat like breathing both air
and water. Or air and fire, more like it.


But
then, the Cronies were paradoxical from the word go. With one of the highest
racial I. Q.'s known, so far as could be determined, considering the difficulty
of establishing suitable criteria, they acted like kids, preferring to spend
much of their time romping and singing in the sunlight and working gratis as
farmhands for the Earth settlers.


Which, argued some scientists, along with the
hints occasionally dropped and the gadgets often carried but never shared by
the Cronies, was no small indication of their cultural status: highly advanced,
with the arts and technology to produce anything and everything they could
possibly want except exercise.


Other scientists argued
decadence.


All the scientists would have loved to
examine just one of those gadgets, to have entered just one of the great shining Hives that lay scattered across the face of Goran
Three, and thereby see exactly what was what.


But
after several decades of being neatly rebuffed in such attempts, Earth
scientists knew the following and little else: the Cronies were tough,
brilliant, amiable and—telepathic. They were not, however—and thank Heaven—able
to read Earth minds. This the Cronies admitted.


The
binary-meter on Miles' wrist suddenly began to agitate— buzzing wasp-like—and grew hot. The illuminated dial, controlled by
the master-meter in Three Minor, told him that he could expect Grandpa in
precisely an hour and a half from now.


"Damn
crazy place to live," he confided to the meter. Then his blue eyes snapped
half-shut with annoyance as the heat increased. "All
right, all right! I'm not asleep this time—!"


He
made whistling noises and thumped the box of supplies to the ground, grabbed at
the meter to click it off. Pain faded. Miles flipped the wrist around to cool
it, cussing the meter—but without enthusiasm, for he remembered the time he had been asleep, lying in the grass at the far end of the meadow. Good
Martian wine and a very bad book had eased him into a weighted slumber, and
the brilliance of certain death had begun to silhouette the distant hills. The
meter had all but fried his wrist in its effort to get him on his feet. He
still had the scar—and the nightmare memory of that frantic race with Grandpa.


The
box reshouldered, Miles cut away from the path and knelt. The racks were spread
with neat rows of round, soggy kanl leaves, all ready for Grandpa. He straightened, took a deep breath. It
was a good life. He let out the breath—if you could stand Grandpa and the
unholy stink.
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Miles
rounded the corner of the cottage and came to a surprised halt.   His cheery whistle turned atonal and
perished. The big man's voice was oddly soft, almost friendly in tone.


"Does it always smell
like this?" he inquired.


He
stood by the door, his back leaned against the tangled
jongar. His round face might have been weak, almost childlike, with its shallow
eyes and nubbin of a nose—but the small mouth beneath was tucked in at the
corners, stamping an ugly determination over all. And as far as smells went, he
was no peony himself—he had the horsy odor of a big man long unwashed; his
tunic was rumpled and dirty, his face stub-bled and sweat-shiny.


Miles lowered his gaze and had his first
opportunity—if you didn't count the detective thrillers he followed on the
screen of his telaudio—to study the triple nozzle of a hand-blast pointed at
him with intent to do him dirt. It did indeed command attention, and Miles
gave his to the stranger's next words.


"Is that food you're carrying?" Hopefully.


"Some of it," Miles admitted.


The man moved backward through the doorway.
"Come in, said the spider—although it's your parlor."


Max
Miles followed, ducking to clear the trailing jongar vines, more puzzled than afraid. Strangers were uncommon on Goran Three.
One of many pioneer worlds, it bore a purely functional population. Importing
supplies was a headache, living conditions were flexible and still under
critical analysis, and space visas were proportionately hard to get. There were
only two cities on the tiny planet; one a shipping center, and the other a
glorified department store. These, along with the farms and outlying districts,
contained in aggregate exactly 964 humans,
most of whom were known to one another and one of whom, Miles was sure, this
stranger was not.


Habit
brought Miles' hand to the house-board. He inserted his key, turned the cottage
on. Coming to electronic life, it detected their presence and spilled soft,
duffuse light from the walls.


From
the center of the room the big man murmured his surprise: "Pretty fancy
for a farmer."


Miles blinked to adjust his sight.
"What'd you expect— candles?"


The
stranger's mouth tightened. "Kick the door shut." Miles did so.


The
stranger indicated the box of supplies with a wave of the hand-blast. "Set
it."


Miles
bit down on his anger and slid the box onto the table. He said mildly,
"Okay, Mister—?"


"Jord. Henry Jo—" the stranger broke off with an appreciative grin.
"Say, aren't you the smart one? I like a smart man." He took a step
forward, the grin stiffening over his small, even teeth. "Now, put your
hands in your pants pockets and turn around."


Miles pivoted slowly to face the wall. Henry
Jord's free hand patted up and down his torso, removing his wallet, his
pocket-talkie. A moment later he heard the tiny 'tronic shatter on the floor.
Then Jord's steps retreated to the center of the room, his soft-steel voice
said, "All right, farmer. At ease."


Miles
wheeled, picked the wallet out of mid-air as it was tossed to him. Its
thickness told him that his money was still there.


Jord put the hand-blast on the table.
"Ten to one," he said casually, "that I can pick it up and shoot
you before you get to me."


"Wouldn't
buck those odds," Miles grunted. He leaned against the wall, watching
silently as the big man unpacked the box of supplies, item by item. At one
point Jord exclaimed happily and set aside a container of Venus-Blue Garol.


"I
guess we'll have that for supper," Miles interpreted.


"I
said you were smart, farmer—" Jord's hand explored the bottom of the
box. "I just wanted to make sure there wasn't a hand-blast mixed in here.
No reason why there should be-but wouldn't I be a fool to take the
chance?" He picked up the gun from the table and gave Miles his wide,
meaningless smile.


The little farmer bared his teeth in a
returning smile that meant a great deal—most of it nasty.


"As
long as you're my guest," he said, "suppose you call me by name—you
got it from the wallet—and tell me what in hell this is all about!"


Jord raised his eyebrows. "Isn't that
obvious? Or don't you listen to the telaudio?"


"No,
it isn't obvious," Miles snapped, "and I listen to the telaudio. But
my set isn't any government I. P. pick-up. And you're not from Goran Three,
mister!"


Something of surprise
flickered in Jord's pale gaze.


"Maybe
you're too damned smart," he said. "How did you figure that?"


"Three's like a small town—there's
nobody on this clod I can't call by his first name."


Jord's
face lost its wary tension. "Of course," he murmured, "I'd
forgotten. That's very nice—my not being known here should expedite
things." He sat down and stretched his long legs under the table, keeping
the hand-blast targeted on Miles' chest. "Well . . . since you don't know
who I am, I'll tell you. We all hope for notoriety, of course, but you must
understand that I would have preferred a different sort. Henry
Jord, galactic explorer, perhaps—or Henry Jord, famous author. I do
write, you know. No, I suppose you don't. At any rate, these things are not in
our hands, are they?" He flung out a casual hand, as if in demonstration.
"So I am Henry Jord, embezzler, murderer, fugitive."


 



Miles stared at the big man blankly, while a
cold ball of horror gathered in his chest, dropped to his stomach and stuck
there.


A murderer! A rare animal,
these days—almost extinct. The little farmer had been inclined to take
the threat of the hand-blast only half seriously. Now he suddenly developed an
intense respect for it, in inverse proportion to the respect he lost for its
holder. And for the first time in his life he knew fear of another human being.
It was an atavistic, somehow unclean, feeling, and it made him a little sick.


To keep the ball rolling while he considered
his situation, he said, "Where'd all this murdering and embezzling take
place?"


"Jason One—and in the opposite order. First, I embezzled from my firm. My partner
discovered the loss and we had a disagreement. I disposed of the body, but you
know how it is. One thing after another. Eventually
questions were asked and although I lied magnificently I was booked on
suspicion."


He
tossed the can of Garol to Miles and the farmer turned, pressed it into the
opener. Near his fingertips lay the inviting bulk of the short-wave cook-all
and it occurred to him that with luck he might be able to brain the big man
with it. The can opened with a hiss. Miles shoved it into the cook-all, wrapped
his fingers around the grill to get a firm hold. He put his weight on his toes
and bunched his arm muscles—


"That's
fine!" The hand-blast bored cruelly into his back and twisted. "Now
get back against the wall, little man, and think up something better to
try!"


For
one reckless moment Miles toyed with the idea of swinging around abruptly,
wrestling for the weapon. Jord sensed this, however. He stepped back quickly to
the center of the room and barked a single word, "Don't"—underlining
it with the chat! of the hand-blast. The charge whined past
Miles' head and out of the window, raising small thunder and a sudden white
plume near the base of the sun-mill. The farmer heard Jord's sarcastic laugh:


"You might as well find out right now
that I'm an excellent shot, and that I'm not a careless man or a fool. Mind
that, and well get along."


Miles snapped on the cook-all, his face
impassive. "I'll mind it." He moved to the wall, and sat down
cross-legged. "I don't have to stand, do I?"


"No."


Miles
forced himself to consider his position logically, screening out certain
impulses that he recognized as neurotic in origin. Such reactions were
dangerous, could very well result in his death. The attempt with the cooker,
for example, had been quite foolish.


This
train of thought gave him a minor inspiration. He turned it over in his mind,
thinking moodily that every little bit helps.


The old bar-rag stench of jongar filled the room, bringing its picture of the vines that crowded the
cottage walls, lacing over the windows with a persistence that no amount of
blasting could inhibit. Burn the vines, sear their roots—and jongar would regenerate from a cinder.
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Max Miles versus the vines had been a primary
issue soon after his arrival from Earth, and he had
tackled them with indignation. But, after ten or a dozen futile sessions with a
hand-blast, he had shrugged his shoulders and saved his pellets. Whereupon jongar had, during a single night, regained and consolidated, twisting and
matting so that from afar the cottage looked like a blue haystack; and there jongar stopped its growth, took a million bites of Mercury-steel with a million
mouths and sat back to digest, perhaps also shrugging its shoulders.


Miles cleared his throat. "Got something
to tell you—" he said.


Jord looked at him without much interest and
Miles deliberately wet his lips uneasily, refusing to meet the big man's gaze.


"Those
vines—" Miles pointed at the tendrils of jongar dangling outside the window— "their odor is toxic." He
cleared his throat again, looking Jord squarely between the eyes. "You—
you have to get injections every week or you die. It's a horrible death. If
you stay here much longer, you'll—I—it'll be too late—" he trailed his
voice off into a hopeful silence.


Jord's irises were twin chips of polar ice as
he studied Miles' face. Then, slowly, amused contempt dulled the hard glitter.
He shook his head.


"You're lying," he said. "And very badly. I forgot to tell you that I'm also an
excellent judge of men."


Miles
shrugged philosophically . . . and mentally patted his back on a fair job of
acting. When he told his next lie, minus the fidgets, Jord would probably
believe it. His ego would want him to believe, and so he would. This gave the
farmer a slight edge, a toehold. Men like Jord, who prided themselves on their
caution, sometimes looked so hard for subtleties that they overlooked the
Letter on the Mantle. Miles had no idea yet what his next lie was going to be,
but he knew that it would be a dilly.


After a moment, he said:
"What about the body?"


Jord frowned. "What
about it?"


"No body—you say you
disposed of it. No corpus delicti."


"Corpus delic—oh, Earth law. I'm afraid
that doesn't throw much weight out here. If you've ever read western stories,
you know what I mean. Men were men and all that, and the law was a—Holt, I
believe the blaster was called? Here on the pioneer worlds, just as on the
western frontier, we're beyond contemporary law. Will be for some years, I
imagine—though never a fraction as lawless." Jord got up and crossed to
adjust the cook-all, moving crab-wise to keep an eye on Miles. "It'll
catch up to us in time," he went on, "but until then we won't have
legalities to confound justice . . . Funny, isn't it?"


"What?"


"My
concern for the blind lady Justice."


Miles answered inanely, his intelligence
nowhere near the conversation. "I hardly imagine that you're looking
forward to your just punishment."


Jord laughed shortly. "Oh, Lord, you're
right there! I plan to escape it! Obvious as hell that I killed Harry, you
know. In an Earth court I might have wheedled and bribed my way out of it.
Here—" he shrugged. "So I skipped my bail and got off-world."


Miles
stood up and shouldered out from the wall, and the
hand-blast snapped up to level on his midriff. He pointed at the supplies on
the table. "Do you mind if I put some of that stuff away?" he
growled. "That steak is soaking up these smells like a sponge."


Jord
moved away from the cooker to a neutral corner and nodded. Miles slid open the
deep-freeze and stacked in the perishables, slanting his attention at the big
man. His covert glances didn't pass unnoticed.


"Don't try to throw
anything at me," he was warned, "or this place will smell even worse.
These hand-blasts really cook a man, you know!"


Hand-blast? Miles thought grimly. Brother, you haven't met Grandpa! And then he frowned, his hands pausing in their work. He'd almost
forgotten about Grandpa. On Goran Three— or Two or
One, for that matter—people didn't forget about Grandpa and live to tell about
it. He glanced casually at his wrist-meter. An hour, a little
over. He ground his teeth almost audibly. This was getting nastier by
the minute.


 



He'd have to get Jord out of here before
Grandpa's arrival or take the big man underground; and he didn't favor the
latter very much. First, because he didn't want to be cooped up with the killer
for seven hours; second—and more important— if Jord got out of the lowlands he
might possibly manage to escape from Three. Another killing, maybe two. A stolen visa.
A quick interstellar jaunt through hyperspace and Henry Jord would vanish into
the crowds of Earth or Mars. And this, Miles thought with naive logic, should
not be allowed to happen.


As
if reading his mind, Jord said, "You'd like to stop me, wouldn't
you?" He nodded, not waiting for an answer. "I've been tempted to
stop myself several times since this thing began. At such
times I forget that I am the criminal—the impulse to remove such a
danger-potential to our society is almost overwhelming . . ." he rapped
his knuckles lightly on the table top, then seemed to remember what he had been
about to say. "But luckily, speaking as an individual rather than as a component
of that society, my aberration has included a revival of the self-preservation
'instinct.' Otherwise I'm sure I would have offered myself for
elimination."


Miles closed the
deep-freeze and hipped himself onto it. Keep him talking about himself, he thought with controlled calm, and look for an opening—because, brother,
you're between the devil and the Saturnian Sea! Exactly Imlf an hour left to
do something—but what?


He said aloud, "Jason One's
a good week's spacing from here. Why come to Goran?"


"Oh, it wasn't intentional. I had some
vague idea of heading for Sol—lose myself in a crowd, you know." Jord
pulled a roll of cigarettes from a pocket and scratched one alight on the
table. He flipped the roll to Miles. "But I never was much of an astrogator.
Piled on the drive till I blew a tube. Barely managed to get into the life-shell before the whole business
went kaput. I set the spectro for an Earth-type planet."


He shifted and made a face. "Beastly little things, those shells. Stuffy—no ports,
you know—completely automatic. No place for a claustrophobe. So here I am—and
you never did answer my first question. What the devil stinks so?"


"Plants, mister. Jongar, linla, kanl, herck—"


"And slithy toves. I
wish I had a breath of fresh air!"


Miles grinned crookedly.
"You get used to it after a while."


Jord
fell back a step, his grin taking on that peculiar stiffness heavily, like
bright blue lava. He snapped off the cook-all and raised an eyebrow at the
little farmer. "I won't be here that long—thanks to your
stratocoupe."


"Now, wait a minute," Miles
growled. He took the cigarette out of his mouth and glared at the big man.


Jord
fell back a step, his grin taking on that peculiar stiffness again. "You
can address your complaints to this hand-blast."


Miles
shook his head angrily. "You'll have a real party flying Mary. It took me
a month to get on to her bag of tricks!"


"I'll
manage. Strength of desperation and all that. Suppose
we eat?"


Followed closely by Jord, Miles made several
trips to Mary to bring in the remaining supplies. Jord poked
among the cans and containers, selecting the most expensive and exotic items.


Miles, in turn, busied himself at the
cook-all under the careful guidance of his guest who, it seemed, liked his
food just so. And without poison. They ate silently,
Miles evolving and discarding schemes, Jord very carefully on guard against
them.


Later, Jord switched on the telaudio and
fiddled with the dials. To the farmer's surprise the old set picked up a
bleared image from Leyville on Goran Two. A symphony orchestra, one of the many
extrovert organizations springing from this lonely outer space existence, was
struggling fiercely with Verklärte Nacht. It probably wasn't half bad at the point of origin, but forty million
miles of space gave it a hell of a kicking around.


Jord grunted, "Plenty verklärte—" and turned the dial methodically until he located a newscast. There was
the usual stuff: local news, polo scores, spaceship arrivals and departures,
births and deaths. Nothing about fugitive killers.


Jord flashed a lop-sided smirk at Miles as if
to say, "Looks like I'm safe, eh?"


His
assumption, it developed, was premature, for the newscaster was handed a slip
of paper by some unseen associate and immediately registered professional
agitation. He rolled his smooth voice, carefully raised to the
"flash-big-news!" pitch, into the two cities and outlying farm
districts of Goran Three:


"The
wreckage of an interstellar has been detected off-world. It is thought to be
that of Henry Jord, J-O-R-D, wanted by the authorities of Jason One for murder
and unauthorized spacing—"


"In that order?" murmured Miles;
but Jord didn't hear him, which was just as well. So the story's finally gotten to Goran, he
thought. Perfect timingl Maybe he was followedl


Jord
had bared his teeth and snapped them together. He leaned forward until his face
almost touched the visiscreen and he moved his hands—twitched them—as if wishing
he could strangle the distant throat and its unwelcome words.


"—assumed
that Jord is dead, but until such is proven all Goranians are cautioned to
watch for this man. Warning—he is probably armed. His description—"


Jord cut off the telaudio viciously. "So
now what?" he grated, his shallow eyes looking through Miles, through
walls and jongar, at the strange and suddenly inhospitable
world of Goran Three.


"I'll
tell you," offered the farmer. "They'll prowl the strato-











lanes,
check all ships, clamp down on the spaceports and—" he grinned at the
black scowl on the face of the other. "You seem damned happy about
it!"


"Sure. You'll have to try it on foot
now—Mary won't get splashed all over the lowlands." Miles pushed back his
chair and stifled a belch. "You're a gone gosling, mister!"


Jord looked at him steadily,
then sighed. "I don't know why I shouldn't blast the sass out of
you—" and he stood up, juggling the gun speculatively. The newscast had
knocked all the I've-got-the-gun-but-let's-be-chums
out of him.


Miles jumped. To conceal the sudden movement
he carried his hand to his breast pocket, got the cigarette Jord had given him,
lit it. An idea was beginning to take form—


"I'll give you one good reason," he
said, and he told his second lie easily, almost without thought: "You
blast me and you'll have a crowd of Alcron natives on your neck!"


He
saw that Jord was nodding, apparently weighing the menace of the Cronies, so
he added a few more pounds of menace. "Seven feet up," he said,
"and they'll walk miles to look at blood!"
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Max Miles leaned back, dribbling smoke from
his nostrils. He hoped he'd made it good. There actually wasn't a more
peace-loving race in the Galaxy. To his knowledge, none of them had ever raised
a duke. They didn't have to. Nature had created the Cronies
invulnerable, and had in the process, with perfect logic, omitted in them any
capacity for offense— a fact which Miles regretted deeply under the present
circumstances.


At any rate, he had Jord worried about the
Cronies and it was a theme that should be worth developing. But
not ostentatiously. It might even be a good idea to change the
subject,' before Jord got to thinking too hard and began to remember his
biology lessons . . . the Cronies' peculiarity was no secret.


So Miles grinned and said loudly,
"What're you going to do now? Not that I give a damn so long as you get
out of here and stop messing up my routine." He saw the big man jump at
the sound of his voice, and thought Score one! Now, when Lin comes, maybe I can—


Jord's face tightened at
the cheeks.


"I'm going to think," he said,
"and maybe slap a gag in that big mouth of yours!" He walked over to
Miles and showed him the muzzle of the handblast. "Now, shut up," he
said evenly, "and get into the bedroom. I'm getting sick of by-play!"


Miles'
grin soured. Jord stood back, his shallow eyes bright with anger. He gestured
again with the gun.


"Move, farmer—the
honeymoon's over."


Miles shrugged and went into the bedroom, the
big man stepping carefully after him. "What now?"


"Lie down on the bunk." Jord's eyes
roved, settled. He gathered a handful of Miles' sashes from the dresser-top and
tossed them to the farmer.  "Tie
your legs together. Tight!"


Miles
did as he was directed. Then, under the alert nose of the hand-blast, he
permitted his wrists to be tied one by one to the bunk-posts.


"Absurd
things, sashes—" Jord grunted as he drew the knots tight—"but with at
least one practical use, eh?"


Miles
tried the knots and met Jord's amused stare. He growled disgustedly,
"Yeah."


Jord
went back into the other room and rummaged in the deep-freeze.
After a while he returned with an opened space-tin and a spoon. "I hate to
cheat a man out of his dessert, mine host," he said flatly, "or his
deserts. I'm either going to feed you peaches with this spoon—or gouge out your
eyes with it. I want some information."


"What
information?"


"Do you have any
maps?"


Miles
shook his head. Jord ladled out some peaches and slid them into the farmer's
mouth. He did this carefully, and seemed to be enjoying the situation.











"What's the nearest
city?"


"Three
Major—about thirty miles magnetic north." Miles licked at a dribble of
syrup. "You'll have a tough time hiding out there—strangers aren't the
custom. You'll stand out like a spotlight."


lord's
pleasant mien had definitely returned. It didn't make Miles feel any easier.
"You sound almost as if you wanted to help me, Miles. Why don't you invite
me to hide out here?"


"Sure.
Stick around. It'll take the Patrol about ten minutes to compute the probable
course of your life-shell. They're spotting the Alcron lowlands right now or
I'm a monkey!"


Jord took a moment to consider one, or both,
of these possibilities, then asked:


"How's the country
between here and Three Major?"


"No problem."


"Can a man go it
afoot?"


Miles
didn't hesitate. "A man could," he admitted—a thundering half-truth
if ever one was.


"Any natural barriers?  Oceans, mountains?" "No. Farm
country, mostly."


Jord shoveled some more peaches into the
farmer's mouth. "I really ought to kill you, natives or no natives,"
he explained. "I can rip out your visiphone, but there's nothing to
prevent you from getting into that stratocoupe of yours and following me until
you can contact a Patrol ship—" He looked at Miles expectantly.


There's plenty to prevent it, Miles thought uncomfortably. Brother, if you only knew! But you don't . . . you're a stranger to this system, and you came here in a life-shell without ports. You couldn't see, so you don't know! And that would make it just perfect—if only you weren't hanging around here!


"You can take out the C, L.
Integrator," he said hastily. "She won't budge without it."


"Convince me."


"There's an instruction-book on Moslev stratocoupes in that case. Check with it."


Jord rose to get the book,
and Miles began to sweat. What the devil had happened to Lin? The big fellow
always showed up about this time before Grandpa—not once in six years had he
failed in his self-set task of warning the farmer. Had he met with an accident?
Miles wondered glumly what sort of an accident it would take to incapacitate a
Crony. A direct blow from a meteorite, maybe. No,
there was that time when Fir's cousin had caught one right in the—


Jord grunted as he reached for the book. He
sat on the edge of the bunk and riffled the pages. He studied several diagrams,
turned to the index and back to the diagrams, reading under his breath. Finally
he nodded in satisfaction.


"I'll
have to leave you tied up, of course," he said. "You can get loose in
a few hours. Peach?"


Miles
chewed, thinking dully that if Grandpa's morning came and he were still tied,
there wouldn't be anything but a blot on the bunk after those few hours. He
might have been able to jump the big man when Lin showed up—


Damn
it! Why had he yapped himself into getting tied up this way! And where was Lin?


Jord rose and went to Miles' closet, slid it open. He looked critically at the rough work
clothes. "Haven't you any civilized—?"


"Over to your left. Couple
of suits there."


"Oh, yes. Fine.
We're just about the same distance around— but—" Jord stripped out of his
rumpled and dirty clothing and got into one of Miles* best suits. He looked
doubtfully in the mirror. "What do you think?" he asked.


"Up
to you. If
you like it, buy it."


Jord tugged at the bottoms of the tapered
legs and adjusted the tunic. Choosing Miles' most colorful sash, he twisted it
about his waist, eyed his reflection and nodded.  "It'll do."


To be roasted in, thought Miles, and clamped down on his
leaping fear. He wasn't a fighting man—with fists or guns. The more significant
dangers of pioneering in space were his meat. Or measuring
his prowess alongside that of another man in some intelligent pastime—that was
different.  Empire, for











instance, whose ancestor was the ancient game of
chess. He'd played Lew Levin this last trip to Three Major and won an unusual
victory. One insignificant little page, helpless, ringed by enemy men, had
keystoned the structure that had forced Lew's Black Emperor out into the open
field. Miles' White Guardsman had swooped down for the kill.


His
own situation, as Miles saw it, was very similar. He lay on the bunk, a
helpless page. Jord was the Black Emperor. And the Guardsman—Miles glanced at
the binary-chart stencilled on the wall—


The Guardsman was coming.


The helpless page pressed the only advantage
he had at the moment: Jord's queasiness about the Cronies. The possible results
of the move were not yet evident. But if Lin showed up, as he surely must,
something might come of it.


Miles said casually:
"What time do you plan to leave, Jord?"


Jord
looked up, frowning. "I hadn't thought. About sun-up, I suppose.
Why?"


"You'd better jet-off before then. My
natives get up early, and the first thing they do is come up here for orders.
I'm not worrying about what they'll do to you—which'11
be plenty— but I don't want any of them to get—"


 



v


 



Speak of the Devil, they said in the old
days—and times haven't changed much. Miles spoke of the Cronies—and Lin poked
his head through the window, blinked, and began, in his Crony whisper, the
usual warning speech:


"Miles, it is nearly time to go undergr—"
This much, and then he did a slow take at the scene before him. He made a
little movement of astonishment; the armor of his elbow rasped against the
sill.


Jord's
hand-blast lay on the bunk beside Miles' legs. Instantly it was snatched up to
cover the Crony. Lin stared into the three little holes calmly and Miles felt a
twitch of cynical amusement. God knows what Cronies have for itches, but
whenever one of the farm-hands had an itching back he would come to have it scratched with a
hand-blast. "What this, bwana?" enunciated Lin.


Miles winced, closed his eyes. This was one
sweet hell of a time to start pulling that nonsense. Too many
old novels-Maugham probably. Lin spoke perfect English, better even than
his own.


Jord rose slowly, staring at the huge native,
his face a loose, crudely-drawn question mark. "What is this ghoul?" "One of my men."


"Men!" Jord gasped. "He looks like something
from a roach city. Tell him to go away!" "You tell him."


Lin threw a massive leg over the sill. He
poised there, his eyes bright and curious.


"Get
back," Jord flung at him shakily. "Go away and me
no kill native!"


"You
bet you won't," Lin replied. "Me heap savvy
white boy!" He shoved his other leg into the room and stretched to his
full height. Jord's considerable size seemed abruptly whittled down.


The Crony closed his fists and took an
ominous step toward the killer.


Miles craned his neck from the bunk. Was his
big foreman, unable to attack Jord, trying to frighten the man into dropping
the gun?


If so, Jord didn't scare easily. He skinned
his lips back over his teeth and squeezed at the trigger. The charge leaped at
the Crony's body, spreading out over his barrel chest in eye-aching waves,
jolting him back on his heels with its force. Lin's eyes met Miles', narrowing
a little—


And Miles stiffened as if the charge had
struck him, instead of Lin. The knowledge had come instantly, an icy-certain
hunch—


Jord would fail to kill Lin—had failed
already, although he didn't know it and stood, face ugly, waiting for the Crony
to drop. The killer's urbane mask had fallen, the silk was gone.


He was giving way to the murderous hysteria
that had probably led to the death of his partner.


All this
Miles realized as the hand-blast made its sound, sent its crackling, futile
energy at the big native. And it was grimly logical to suppose that Jord's next
move, when Lin didn't fall, would be to swing the weapon toward the farmer, to
pull the trigger in frustrated, unreasoning fear and fury.


"Lin!" Miles shouted in Alcronese.
"Fall and play dead! Pretend that you are dead!"


Lin
flashed him a puzzled look but did as directed. With a plausible assumption of
pain and terror he let out a siren bleat and sank to the floor. Apparently
overcome with enthusiasm, he continued to squirm and kick his legs and groan
until Miles, again under guise of an outraged yell, told him to he still.


Jord
wheeled to confront the farmer. "You see!" His voice had risen an octave, was shrill. "That's how it happened.
He asked for it. So did Harry. I'll kill you too if you act up!"


The
helpless page continued his force-move. The end-game strategy had clicked into
place; had come to him, in fact, just as Lin had flashed him that puzzled look
and obediently dropped dead. Miles stared at Jord for a moment. Then:


"You killed Lin," he said coldly.
"But you can't get two hundred of them I" Which was another whopper;
there were only thirty-one Cronies in the local Hive.


"Two hundred!" Jord blinked uneasily.


Miles went on: "Unless your aberration
includes a strong death-wish too, you'll get out of here fast. If they find you
here—and that—" he nodded at the prone body. The body barely managed to
close its eyes in time as Jord's troubled gaze followed the gesture. The big
man frowned in thought, then wheeled nervously as
Miles began to sing softly in Alcronese.


"What're you doing?" he demanded.
"Death chant.  Custom
here." "Well, do you have
to do it?"


Miles drew in his lips unhappily.  "I wouldn't feel right, somehow, if I
didn't. I—I really liked Lin—" and in Alcronese, "Lin, call your comrades.
Tell them to approach the cottage. Tell them to converse in low tones, in your
tongue. Tell them to hurry!"


Lin's brow contracted as he beamed the
thought to his fellows, waiting expectantly outside the Hive on the hill. In
his mind's ear he heard anxious exclamations and questions. The other Cronies
had carefully kept their minds away from the cottage for the past few
minutes—too many Presences would have been psychically detectable, would have
added to Jord's jumpiness and instability.


To
their questions, Lin replied that Miles was safe so far and that all had gone
exactly as planned. . . .


It had been difficult for the Cronies to know
what to do, with Grandpa coming inexorably closer. They were constitutionally
unable to attack Jord and tie him up or knock him senseless. If Tos and Fir had
detected the killer sooner they could have easily frightened him away. But they
had been tired and preoccupied, and it was only after they'd casually sent
their thoughts after Miles, seen him accosted in front of the cottage, that
they became aware of Jord's unfamiliar, unpleasant vibrations.


From the Hive, Lin, by common consent, had
watched the following events. It was futile to try to take over Jord's mind—
they'd all tried, one by one. It was closed to them by its distortion. One by
one they had withdrawn from the attempt, sickened.


Lin had read Miles' stubborn, ingrained
unwillingness to do anything that would aid Jord in escaping—even at the risk
of his own life. And he'd read Miles' anticipation of his, Lin's, diverting
arrival at the cottage.


"He'll try to jump the man," the
Cronies had decided, "and probably get himself killed." So Lin,
wincing at the contact, had managed to get Jord to tie Miles up—after first,
through much easily established remote-control, carefully coloring Miles'











behavior with a puppet cockiness that irritated the
big man and put him in the right frame of mind.


Then
had come the question of how to get Jord out of the
cottage before the arrival of Grandpa. Without having him
turn his gun on Miles as hostage. Approaching en masse, without first having
taken the edge off Jord's latent viciousness, might have proven as fatal to the
farmer as the coming of Grandpa. The problem of the itching trigger finger had
needed to be taken up with delicacy.


Lin
thought he'd handled it nicely. Now that he'd barged in and forced Jord to
"kill" him, throwing the big man off balance into the reactive side
of his killing impulse, Jord's fear of punishment—not yet entirely dead—should
cause him to break and run under the proper stimulus. Namely,
a present and immediate threat of retribution.


And
Jord, not basically criminal, having reached his exhausting murderous peak for
the second time, should decline away from a third
murder—Miles' murder—if that fear were played upon.


This was the script that
Lin wrote.


And Miles had called the
cues—he thought.


Lin
shuddered. It had been nauseating to ball his fists that way, to step forward
as if in aggression-Miles lay on the bunk and hoped that this would do it. He
pressed his eyelids shut and prayed that it would. Although it was only seven
o'clock in the "evening," sunrise was so near that his flesh crawled.


A
light flashed on the binary-chart. A red light.
Simultaneously, a chime struck softly.


"What's that?"
Jord said nervously, looking at the chart.


"Time signal," Miles said, glad
that he had turned off his wrist-meter, the violent part of it—it would have
been white hot by now. "I've got it fixed to announce my favorite telaudio
programs. Do you ever listen to Sam Space, Detective? That should
interest—"


"Shut up. Do you hear
anything?"


Jord
crossed to the window, peered out. His jaw dropped and
he stepped back in dismay. "God in Heaven, there's a million of those
beetle-men out therel"


Miles
could hear them now. Lin had evidently improved upon his instructions,
had told them to growl and snarl as menacingly as a Crony could. The effect was
that of a horde of baritone kittens; but to Jord's horrified eyes, in the half
light, they must have looked like a shiny-skinned legion of Hell. He raised the
hand-blast, hesitated, turned from the window to point
the gun at Miles.


Quickly,
Lin gave Jord's Nemesis fears a solid boost and sent a thought to Miles.


"If
you do," the farmer said levelly, "they'll hunt you down and use you
for sacrifice. They know this country. You couldn't escape."


Not
the wisest thing to say, Lin admitted to himself with
superfluous logic, for it as much as stated that Jord had done nothing yet to
warrant the Cronies' taking out after him. Granting that, it certainly didn't
give the Cronies credit for much esprit de corps, since Jord thought Lin was dead.


But
the killer was much too unsettled to follow up this discrepancy or even notice
it. He made up his mind quickly. The after-a-mouse growlings were louder now.
Slow, deliberate footsteps scuffed the metal of the path—another of Lin's
improvements, for a Crony can move as silently as night.


Jord
darted into the next room, collected a hasty pocketful
of concentrated foods. Ludicrous in Miles' undersized suit, he threw a passing
glance through the window and what he saw all but lifted his hair. For Lin had
told his comrades to crouch and wave their arms like great apes.


"Thanks for your hospitality,
farmer—" and Jord scuttled to the back door, flung through it and faded in
the gloom.


Miles let out a long
breath. "Hurrah for our side!"


Lin was bending over the
bunk, working with the knots.


"Tell
your comrades to give chase, Lin. A game, with he the
quarry. And tell them to keep snarling!"











The Crony's fingers didn't pause as he beamed
the message. The snarling rose in volume. Rapid footsteps rounded the cottage
and diminished.


 



VI


 



When Lin had released him, Miles stood
stiffly, rubbing his deadened arms and hands.


The
binary-chart gave a warning yellow flash and began to clang loudly. Outside, in
the darkness of the yard, the door to the underground swung open and added its
bell-clamor to the confusion.


Miles
went to the wallcase, selected a book to while away
Grandpa's visit—he felt anything but sleepy. Lin stood nearby, his green eyes
placidly blank as he followed telepathically the events of the now distant
chase.


"Him heap scared,
bwana," he grinned.


Miles'
voice was not quite steady, though whether because of relief, nervous reaction
or gratitude it would be hard to say. A mixture of all,
perhaps. "Thank you, Lin," he said. "Thanks for catching
on so quickly!"


Lin's eyes hooded over their secret amusement.
"Do you think you can make it underground unassisted?"


"I'm
a little stiff, but I'll do." Miles gazed unseeingly through the open back
door at the black hills which were even now receiving lord and his
"pursuers." A futile wolf hunt; the hunters incapable of the kill—the
wolf fleeing toward a death more inevitable and horrible than the imaginary one
from which he fled.


"Poor Jord—" and Miles' voice was
without sarcasm. In these days, on these worlds, men were needed—many men, to
work together for the good of themselves and of their culture. Jord, with his
intelligence, had probably once been such a man. . . .


Miles
shrugged. It was a problem for psychologists, not farmers. In his report of the
incident he would suggest that Jord's children, if he had any, be checked. Although, on second thought, it was undoubtedly already being done.


The binary-chart let out its last warning, a
chordal scream that rattled the metaglas windows in their grooves. Miles hurriedly
shut it off.


"Better hurry,
bwana," Lin grunted.


"Bwana,
bwana—be damned if I'll ever lend you another book!" Miles grinned and
started for the door. "I don't know why you Alcronians go around acting
like a bunch of heathens. You've got a Utopian system wrapped up in those
Hives—at least to hear you tell it, since you won't let us in to see for
ourselves—and yet you work all day picking kanl!"


Lin laughed easily. "Perhaps those who
live under double suns must live double lives." He trailed after the
little Earth-man.


"That's very pretty,
but it doesn't make much sense."


"And I, frankly, don't understand
polo." They halted by the door to the underground and Lin seemed to listen
a moment, then went on:


"Jord—"
whose name Lin had not been told, Miles thought— and then somehow forgot all
about it—"is high in the hills. He will not escape Grandpa."


Miles dropped his legs onto the metal ladder,
looked briefly at the sky, then grinned at the big Crony. "If you insist
upon acting like a savage, Lin, go on out to your sunrise ceremony." He
ducked down the shaft and his words echoed hollowly: "Poor Jord. He had
about the chance of Eliza crossing the—"


The door clanged shut.


"Asteroids." Lin finished his employer's thought. He addressed
the metal surface that shone dully in the approaching glow. "To the
outsider, Miles, I suppose it does resemble a form of pagan worship. To be
truthful, however, we find the Babe's day a little chilly."


The Earthmen were all right—some of them. Lin
was glad that he'd been able to help—and in a way that left Miles unaware that
the helpless page had had a Player. Earthmen would, he was sure, resent the
fact that their minds were accessible to Cronies. That was why they didn't know
it.











Lin thought that maybe in another thousand
years, or two or three, Earthmen could take that blow with unbowed ego. Along with certain other inevitable and well-deserved blows.
Then— and again, maybe—they would be admitted into the Hives to study.


In
the meantime it was probably best to let them colonize, let them stick around
where they could be easily watched. The Cronies—and the natives of Hon, Lyra,
Tabas, Jason, Oro and several thousand other systems many of which the Earthmen
hadn't even discovered yet—had all agreed upon that. For the Earthmen might
decide to develop into a menace, a rogue—they showed some of the signs.


The
Cronies and the others knew how to deal with that. No violence, either.


The Galactic Council didn't like violence.


Lin heard Miles think:


"By
golly, I bet I know why the Cronies group in the open for the rise of
Grandpa—"


Smiling, he trotted off to
join his fellow beings. . . .


Grandpa shoved his gigantic blue-white
shoulder over the horizon and the sky seemed to explode into flame.


Blinded
instantly, Jord turned and fled. He stumbled, crashed shrieking down a long
slope to huddle slant-wise behind a boulder. And through the racing, churning
clouds, through the uncaring stone, Grandpa reached out, touched him. . . .


After seven hours the gong rang and the door
rumbled open, awaking Miles. So he'd slept after all! He dogeared the book to
keep his place and walked up the long corridor, mounted the ladder.


The warm, tempestuous winds were dying down.
The Babe was rising, shedding near-earthly light. Grandpa had disappeared to
the south and there other Earthmen were retreating into their undergrounds and
other Cronies stood almost at attention to drink in the infernal radiations of
the big fellow.


Miles turned and made for
the cottage, passing the lower en











trance to the Hive and knocking cheerfully on the
door. He received an answering knock—probably an infant, still sheltered
against the cool of the Babe's day.


So
the Cronies gathered in the valley every other morning to warm themselves. He
was rather proud of having figured that out. Proud, too, of
having gotten rid of Jord so neatly.


Both ideas had come to him in an identical
manner. Out of the blue. Inspiration.


Farther on he left the path to finger the
racked kanl leaves. With Grandpa, he thought in paraphrase, it was luckily "not
the heat but the short radiations." The alien
radiations. Otherwise the leaves would have been ashes. As it was, they
were nicely toasted, ready to be shipped to Three Major.


Lin
came down from the hills and around the sunmill with a large, bulky sack folded
over a wide shoulder. Miles shuddered and told him to put it behind the linla crib.


That would have to be
shipped to Three Major too.
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