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  To radio plays, common interests, mutual respect, and a five year friendship going on forever. Yeah, what the hell.
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  BOOK ONE ON EARTH


  DRAMATIS PERSONAE THE UNITED NATIONS FIRST CONTACT TEAM


  Prof. Sigcrson Rajavur: Icelandic diplomat in charge of the FCT.


  Brigadier General Wayne Bronson: American soldier assigned to the UN team.


  Dr. Yuki Wu: Chinese physicist, scientific advisor to the FCT.


  Dr. Mohad Malavade: India's top philologist, an expert in interspecies communication.


  Sir Jonathan Courtney: Scottish sociologist and self-made millionaire.


  Comrade General Nicholi Nicholi: Soviet soldier in charge of the Earth Defense Forces.


  THE BLOODY DECKERS THE ALIENS


  Hammer: ganglord. Idow: leader.


  Drill: his lieutenant. Gasterphaz: protector.


  Whipsaw: legbreaker. Boztwank: engineer.


  Crowbar: ex-biker. Squee: communicator.


  Chisel: knife expert. Trell: technician. Torch: alley mugger.


  THE GREAT GOLDEN ONES


  Avantor: the guardian of Sol III. The 17: her primary assistant.


  THE REST


  Amanda Jackson: lieutenant, New 'tbrk Police SWAT.


  Robert Weis: colonel, NATO forces.


  Delores Bolivar: receptionist.


  Francis McDougherty: Accounting Dept. manager.


  Hector Ramariez: an accountant.


  William Peterson: chief of police, Manhattan Central, NYPD.


  Emile Valois: secretary-general of the United Nations.


  NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organization.


  Agent Taurus: a living nuclear weapon.


  Agent Virgo: a nuclear counter-agent.
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  PROLOGUE


  CRACK, and the rocketing softball dwindled into the blue New York sky as the grinning batter dropped his stick on home plate and took off for first base like a man with his pants on fire.


  "I got it! I got it!" cried Hector Ramariez, his skinny legs backpedahng him furiously into the weedy grass of center field. His teammates, relaxing by the trees that edged the Central Park ballfield, stridently voiced their differing opinions on this matter, as Hector was the pariah of their team, a well-meaning, but ineffective weeny.


  like a leather radar dish, the cost accountant's never before used softball mitt tracked the white ball until it became lost in the glare of the August sun. This was the last game in the summer play-offs between the different departments of the Gun-derson Corporation, and to everyone's unmitigated surprise the Accounting Department (Hector's team) was in the lead' with the score at 2-0, the bases loaded . and two outs in the bot-torn of the ninth. The Accounting Team captain, Francis "Scrooge" McDougherty, had been so sure of a win that the old skinflint had already phoned in an order for their victory pizzas—using his own quarter.


  Then disaster struck, in the form of a fly ball to Hector.


  With a feeling of impending doom, Ramariez licked salty sweat from his lips and scanned the empty sky above him. Somehow, he could feel McDoughertyrs piggy eyes burning into him like twin lasers; it made the poor accountant's stomach churn with nervous acid. If Hector made this catch, his team won. If he didn't, they lost. It was that simple.


  And Ramariez knew just how badly his boss wanted that company trophy. With his own arthritic hands, McDougherty had retrieved a wooden display case from the dungeonlike basement of their office building, and painstakingly scrubbed, painted, and polished the box back into its original pristine condition. Gleaming like an oiled jewel, the wooden case now sat in front of McDougherty's office, eagerly awaiting the company's silver loving cup.


  Oh, my goodness gracious, thought Ramariez in genuine panic. Mr. McDougherty will blame me personally for this disaster and there is no telling what he might do. Why, he might even send me back to… Payroll! The accountant felt himself grow faint.


  The Payroll Department. A fate worse than death.


  Dancing about frantically in the dry weeds, Hector hopelessly tried to align himself under a falling ball that he couldn't even see. Where was the gosh-darn thing anyway? he thought to himself.


  The ball had vanished. It was nowhere in sight. A monumentally shy man, Ramariez had not been under such unrelenting pressure to perform since his mother had given him twenty-four hours to learn how to dress himself before he left for college.


  In his over-vivid imagination, Hector could feel the tension in the air as if it were a static electric charge. He half expected sparks to start crackling off him. Blood pounded in his temples and an agonizing knot formed in his chest. Ruefully, he smiled. Weren't those the symptoms of a heart attack? Perfect! Death before dishonor! Anything, rather than incur the wrath of Mr. McDougherty, and be the fool in front of Ms. Bolivar.


  Delores Bolivar was the beautiful receptionist for the Gun-derson Corporation who had actually agreed to have a drink with the timid accountant after the game. But, would the sultry Ms. Bolivar still wish to share a soda with the bumbling fool who dropped the game-winning catch and brought shame and disgrace upon the Accounting Department? Hector seriously thought not.


  The annoying catcalls from his fellow employees got noticeably louder. Bravely trying to ignore them, Hector prayed for salvation… and there was the ball, plummeting toward him from the sun. Hastily, the accountant scrambled into position, his stiff leather glove raised for the game-winning catch. Watch this, world! he thought. A hero at last! Hector Ramariez saves the day. Ticker tape parades, lunch with the mayor, a date with Delores, nothing was too good for—


  Suddenly, the impolite noises from his coworkers changed into raw-throated screams of terror, and hurriedly both teams began fleeing the park like roaches from bug spray. Puzzled, Hector squinted skyward at the source of their disconcertion. There in the air above him, ever expanding in size, was the missing softball. He blinked, and the ball swelled to the size of a stove… a truck… a house! A harsh buzzing sound filled the air. The pale hair on his skinny arms stiffly rose. Then darkness enveloped Hector as the impossible sphere eclipsed the sun.


  Ramariez glanced down, and found that he was standing dead center in an ever-widening pool of black shadow. Quickly, he performed a short algebraic equation (v x d x N = Y are you still here?), and then began running for his life, sprinting for that thin line which separated merely contemplating Heaven from finding out about it in person. All thoughts of the game, his job, and even Delores were totally replaced by the primordial urge for self-preservation and the overwhelming desire not to be crushed to death by a giant flying softball in Central Park, New York.


  Unaccustomed to physical exertion, Ramariez was soon gasping for breath as he raced for the shadow's boundary, but it eluded him with nightmarish speed. In raw desperation, he cast his glove away and dashed forward in a last, frantic burst of speed. But it was too little, too late.


  like the fist of God, the titanic white globe slammed directly onto the pitcher's mound, displacing tons of dirt in an earthy tidal wave that swept the screaming accountant off his feet and hurtled him through the air, tumbling debts over assets, to jarringly crash in the top of an old elm tree more than four blocks away.


  Bruised, battered, and broken in spirit, Ramariez awoke dangling from a branch. Howling like an animal, the crazed accountant clawed his way through the crushed foliage and fell sprawling to the still trembling ground. Without a moment's hesitation, Hector Ramariez dashed pell-mell down one of the park's numerous bike paths, made it to the traffic-filled street, and disappeared into the concrete canyons of New "fork City, never to be seen or heard from again by the civilized world.


  *****


  Like a white Ping-Pong ball sitting in the grass, the gargantuan sphere towered over the tall Central Park trees, completely filling the space allocated to the recreational field. The highly polished hull of the ship glistened like a pearl in the bright afternoon sun. There it sat, this strange white invader, and did absolutely nothing for thirty terrestrial minutes. Slowly, a crowd began to form about the base of the staggeringly immense globe, the brave and the foolish leading the way.


  Ironically enough, it was Delores Bolivar who first discovered the invisible force shield encircling the alien craft. She did this empirically, by bouncing her face off of it. Tears flowed unchecked past her bruised nose, and comfort was offered to her by sympathetic members of the crowd. Sympathy that rapidly changed to moral outrage when they realized what she was pointing to on the other side of the transparent barrier—a mangled baseball mitt that lay pitifully half-buried in the rubble beneath the monstrous ball.


  The force shield had the feel of lightly padded steel and proved to be quite invulnerable to the delicate fists of Delores, the pounding baseball bats of Hector's teammates, and the . 38 bullet fired from a rookie patrolman's service revolver. 'tes, New "fork's finest had at last arrived, after some unsung genius dialed 911 and reported a very illegally parked vehicle.


  Soon the police swarmed in by the dozens, valiantly trying to control a crowd that poured in by the thousands. SWAT team helicopters battled with TV news choppers for air space supremacy above the killer spaceship. Forcibly the multitude was pushed back and a safety perimeter established around the ship to the great annoyance of the unauthorized onlookers. The crowd started to turn ugly and shouting matches began. But then the street venders arrived and quickly restored a semblance of order to the gathering with their overpriced hot dogs, ice cream, and I SAW THE ALIEN SPACESHIP T-shirts.


  * * * * *


  Meanwhile, deep within the bowels of the mountainous craft, weird machines of crystal and silver began to stir. Hot power poured through molecular cables, complex circuit cubes instantly relayed multiple commands, unnameable alien devices did unnameable alien things, and finally a robot sensor awoke to focus its attention on the tumultuous assemblage outside. A translucent energy ray lanced out from the top of the starship, and the alien machine proceeded to scan that emotional human sea much the same way that a lighthouse fans the ocean with its beacon of light.


  Unseen and unfelt, the ethereal sensor probed the nearest humans, paying scant attention to the sobbing Delores, the grim police, the aghast pizza deliver boy, the shocked, the frightened, and the astonished. Steadily, the beam extended its zone of inquiry, testing hundreds after hundreds of human beings, but all were found wanting. Then at last, the probe came to a group of six individuals who viewed the great ship dispassionately, apparently without fear. A small island of calm in the bubbling emotional soup. Dutifully, the machine paused on them, allowing its beam to seep into their living minds and read their secret innermost thoughts. When satisfied, the alien machine withdrew its unfelt probe and sent a priority message to its masters, who had been impatiently waiting for its report.


  "These?" asked the robot of Those-Who-Command.


  A conversation was held.


  A question asked.


  A decision made.


  "'tcs," came the answer. "Them."


  Instantly, the six humans were bombarded with space-twisting forces—compared to which a nuclear explosion would be a candle to the sun—and they vanished in a burst of light that seared ghostly afterimages into the retinas of everyone near them.


  Most of the distant crowd mistook the flash to be a reporter's camera, but those closer knew better, and Central Park became a madhouse as thousands tried to flee at the exact same time. Clothes were ripped. Women cursed. Strong men fainted. Fist-fights broke out left and right. The park degenerated into a riot. Pandemonium ruled!


  Serenely indifferent to the screaming hordes just outside its force shield, the starship began to broadcast a message on every frequency of the electromagnetic spectrum. A signal of such tremendous strength that it was received by televisions and radios even if they were not turned on. A message so startling, so fantastic, that most of the listening world began to chuckle, believing this to be a juvenile rehash of an old classic science fiction radio program.


  But then the incredible broadcast repeated… repeated… repeated…
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  In imposing silence, the committee sat around the heavy oak table reviewing plastic-coated documents of extreme importance. At the head of the table was a scholarly gentleman, a gray-haired diplomat from Iceland in a neat navy blue suit, the permanent leader of this special task force. To his left was an American general, splendid in his decorated uniform, with only a hint of ash on his right lapel, deposited there from his ever-present cigar. Across from him was his Soviet counterpart, possessing the solid body of a peasant heritage and a brilliant military mind that had earned him this position on the council. Next to him was a Scotsman, impeccably dressed in a tailored, gray three-piece suit that fit his bearing as a self-made millionaire and prominent sociologist.


  Adorning the end of the table was a beautiful Chinese physicist in a soft summer dress decorated with a floral design, her long black hair worn loose about her shoulders. It was she who spoke first, breaking their somber concentration.


  "Gimme two."


  "Nothing for me."


  "Give me the limit."


  "I'm pat."


  Comrade General Nicholi Nicholi sneaked a peek at his fellow players from behind his cards. Their attention was where it should be, on their poker cards, and not him. The three of them were calmly sitting there waiting for Nicholi to start the betting. Coolly, the Soviet general pretended to rearrange his cards while he studied their faces. Had they guessed? Did anyone know, that he, Nicholi Nicholi, had the ultimate in poke, hands? A royal flush!


  Always a cautious player, the gray-haired Prof. Rajavur had already folded from this game and was over by the kitchen unit of the command bunker, making himself a cup of the bitter Icelandic coffee he loved so much. Nicholi grimaced. And some people complained about Russian food!


  The lovely Dr. Wu, though, was smiling contentedly at her cards. That meant Yuki was going to bluff again. Nicholi knew her tricks. Brigadier General Wayne Bronson was, as usual, unreadable, and Sir John Courtney was contentedly stroking that ridiculous little moustache of his. A bad sign that. The Scotsman must have an excellent hand indeed for him to be so complacent.


  Nicholi grinned secretly. What matter? His royal flush was unbeatable.


  The final member of their group, Dr. Mohad Malavade, a noted linguist from India who seemed to dress purely as a matter of convention, was on duty watch right now in the operations room, and thus unavailable to partake in the game they knew so well. For these six—Nicholi, Rajavur, Bronson, Wu, Courtney, and Malavade—were the United Nations First Contact Team: that august group of people designated to be Earth's official representatives when, if, or ever beings from another star system came to our fair, green orb.


  Their fortified command bunker was located twenty-stories below the furnace room of the United Nations building in


  Manhattan, New %rk. Despite its somewhat undignified position, the underground complex had a strong spacecraft feel to it, with cool metal walls, indirect lighting, and softly humming life-support machinery. This wasn't very surprising, since NASA had designed and built the place, using its proposed lunar base as a model.


  Theoretically H-bomb-proof, the subterranean bunker was divided into three basic sections: a storage room fronted by a central corridor with private sleep rooms on each side; a full kitchen with a dining/recreation area; and beyond an iron pipe railing, down a short flight of steps, an operations room, with a TV monitor the size of a movie screen spanning the front wall. Grouped before the monitor were five desklike control consoles, the center console twice as large as the others. Over in the distant corner, sat a lone sixth console that jarringly faced back into the room, almost as if it had been placed there as an afterthought, or as if the console had a radically different function from the others.


  Spacious and homey, the underground complex was equipped with everything the FCT needed to remain constantly on their "saucer watch." Which they did, on a three-out-of-four-week rotating schedule, with a floating pool of replacement personnel to cover whoever was absent. Today, by chance, the six original team members were present.


  The bunker had cost millions to build, and the FCT had twice the national income of Belgium invested in them via training, training, and more training. They were deemed fully capable of handling any possible situation—from the crash-landing of an alien lifeboat atop Mt. Everest with its crew in dire need of medical assistance, to the invasion of Earth by radioactive mutant Chihuahuas. Nothing was considered too far-fetched. The FCT was overtrained to handle it. Yes sir.


  But, in the fifteen years since the team's founding, despite countless sightings of UFOs, the First Contact Team consistently never found anyone to contact. They were fast becoming like the first aid kit you carry in the trunk of your car: as good as ever, but starting to gather a little dust, and sometime^ you just plain forget it exists. The team found that they needed something to keep from going crazy(ier), and that something was poker. Straight, stud, draw, anaconda, and one hundred thirty-seven other versions that they had invented over the years.


  In point of fact, the FCT held the Guinaess Book of World Records entry for the longest-running non-stop poker game: eight straight years, easily beating the four-year-long crap shoot of the Buckingham Palace cleaning staff, and dwarfing into insignificance the 18-month-old baccarat game of the Hong Kong Freelance Bodyguard & Assassins Union.


  Nicholi tucked his cards together to hide them from any stray glances. "Twenty dollars," said the Soviet, confidently betting the maximum.


  Suspicious, General Bronson glared at the communist general across the table from him and shifted the position of the unlit cigar in his mouth. Twenty, eh? the American thought. Now what did that crafty Red bastard have up his sleeve? Siger-son was on the sidelines brewing coffee, Yuki was going to bluff, and Courtney had nothing, so this hand is solely between the two of us. But Nicholi is indecipherable; his craggy Russian face never shows anything he doesn't want it to. Thoughtfully, Bronson chewed on the end of his panatela. What the hell, he decided. It's time to separate the men from the boys.


  "Okay by me," drawled the American. "And another twenty." Ha! That'll teach Comrade Showoff who's in charge here.


  "Fold," said Dr. Wu, putting down her cards. The scientist had been planning to bluff again, but Yuki could see that her two generals were working up a head of steam, so she prudently got out of the way of their forthcoming collision, saving herself four thousand yen in the bargain. Besides, there was always the next hand.


  Tantalizingly, the smell of coffee tickled her nose and Wu glanced at the kitchen behind her. Nattily dressed in a two-piece blue suit and crisp white shirt, Prof. Rajavur was at the bunker's electric stove brewing a pot of his outrageously potent coffee. Before joining the FCT and engaging in their twenty-four-hour poker-fests, Wu had only thought of caffeine as an inferior medical stimulant. Now, it was like the staff of life.


  "Care for some?" offered Rajavur, gesturing carefully with his brimming mug, an extra-large tan ceramic cup marked: "TAKE ME TO YOUR LITER." When the secretary-general of the UN had last visited them on his yearly inspection tour, Sigerson had been forced to explain the joke to the pompous Frenchman.


  The woman smiled gratefully. "Thank you, yes."


  Politely, the physicist excused herself from the table and left for the ladies' room before joining the professor in a cup of his acidic brew. In private, Prof. Rajavur thought it a sin that Yuki added milk and sugar to the coffee; but since no other member of his team would even go near it, he forgave her that tiny perversion of Icelandic cuisine.


  "Twenty is fine," said Courtney, only a faint Scottish burr rounding his words. "And I raise you twenty more."


  A millionaire even before he had inherited his uncle's estate, high stakes meant nothing to Sir John; but taking these soldier boys down a peg or two did. The sociologist had a blockbuster of a hand—four nines, and he was highly doubtful that either of his associates could beat that. Confidently, he pulled crisp bills from a money clip bearing his family crest and added them to the growing pile of cash on the dining/poker table.


  Recreational space was at a premium in the bunker, and almost everything had to serve two functions. Even the precious poker cards often became twirling spaceships that invaded somebody's inverted hat during an impromptu strategy meeting.


  Blatantly, the Scotsman left his money clip there on the table, signifying that he was in for the duration. Bronson ignored the bit of bravado, and Nicholi tried to do the same, but failed miserably. Sir John saw the Soviet struggle with inner turmoil and incorrectly read the emotion as fear. Had he treed the old bear again?


  "Well, my friend?" grinned the sociologist, positive that he smelled a kill.


  Nicholi pretended to think about the bet, while internally he was cackling with glee. Czar's Blood! They think I am bluffing. Me! Bluffing! I can probably squeeze one more raise out of them before lowering the boom, but this has to be done carefully. No amateurs these.


  Coyly, General Nicholi shuffled his cards around and loosened his People's Army issue necktie. It was a good thing that he was here in the United States with these cards, for back in the motherland this hand would have had him sweating blood. Three times before Nicholi had possessed a royal flush, and each had ended in disaster.


  The first time was as a private, new to army life, but old in the way of cards. As he drew the card he needed to complete his winning hand his entire platoon had been ordered out to build a stupid, useless wall. Nicholi had hated Berlin ever since. Next was as a lieutenant playing poker with his men over a combat lantern, when the winning cards had been shot out of his hands by enemy fire. He escaped that night physically unscratched, though his soul was deeply wounded. The last time had been in Moscow, where, as a major waiting for notification of his promotion to colonel, he had been unceremoniously busted back to a lieutenant for playing cards on duty. His royal flush confiscated for evidence.


  Ah, but here it would be different. Nothing could stop him. At last, sweet victory would be his and Nicholi Yuriavich Nicholi would finally get to show someone his perfect poker hand. This was it!


  "Da, Jonathan," he happily agreed, unconsciously humming Wagner's Ride of the Valkyries. "And I raise you another."


  Courtney and Bronson exchanged anguished glances. Ambushed! They should have known better than to trust a Red.


  "Sir?" a voice addressed the room.


  Everybody chorused yes.


  Down in the operations room, visually bisected by the iron pipe railing, a swarthy man in a badly fitting suit duly pointed' at Prof. Rajavur.


  "What is it, Mohad?" asked the Icelandic diplomat, taking a sip from his coffee mug.


  "I have been receiving some very unusual radio transmissions on the New Yotk police channel," said Dr. Malavade, holding a tiny wireless earphone to his head.


  Ice formed on Nicholi's spine and his crew cut hair threatened to leave his scalp. Oh no, he thought. The only thing in the world that could interrupt this game was—Czar's Blood, did they have to land today?


  "Quiet, please!" barked the Soviet, his left hand fumbling in his uniform pocket. "Do not interrupt game. Sir John, I meet that and bet another twenty." And Nicholi hurriedly slapped his own money down, raising his own raise.


  "Interesting," muttered the American, the strange double bet not going unnoticed. "Well, I'll see that. How about you, Courtney?"


  "In for a penny, in for a pound," philosophized the Scot, winking to Bronson on the sly. The general shrugged in return. "Okay, Nick, what have you got?"


  Returning from the washroom, Dr. Wu paused in the act of drying her hands on a government issue paper towel. Something had happened in her absence. Rajavur was hurrying toward Malavade, who was crouched over his communications console, and the remaining poker players were in animated conversation. Curious, the scientist descended into the operations Toom, the hem of her cotton dress billowing about the trim calves of her nyloned legs.


  "Is anything wrong?" she inquired of her colleagues as they began to jointly listen to an earphone.


  "There has been a landing in Central Park," announced Malavade crisply. "It has been confirmed by the traffic department of the NYPD. A unit of the National Guard has been dispatched for crowd control."


  Without hesitation, Dr. Wu rushed to her console and hasti-ly began flipping switches. Prof. Rajavur was already at his desk. Sluggishly, the liquid crystal TV monitor on the wall before them started to pulse with light as it warmed to operational temperature.


  Rajavur pressed a button and a pair of small video monitors raised up from inside his control board. "Has there been any word from the—"


  "Ship," supplied Dr. Malavade, hands busy on his own board. "One, round, white, approximately four hundred meters in diameter." Somebody whistled. "Yes, it is big. Reports suggest that the craft is protected by an energy screen of some kind; no one can get close. At present, there has been no announcement from the occupants." With a forefinger, he minutely adjusted a volume slide. "Just a moment, please…"


  "Then let's finish gamel" roared Nicholi, surprising everyone.


  In the operations room, Wu, Rajavur, and Malavade jerked their heads about and stared in astonishment, while Bronson and Courtney halted on the steps to see the Soviet general still sitting at the poker table.


  "Are you mad?" Sir John admonished. "There's a bloody spaceship in Central Park! Good Lord, man, this is what we've been waiting fifteen years for!"


  "And this is what I've been waiting whole life for!" raged Nicholi, pounding the table with his fist. "Sit down! Will only take minute to finish game." His friends obviously could not believe what they were hearing, so Nicholi changed to a more persuasive tone. "Please? As favor to me?"


  General Bronson sighed. "Well, if it's that damn important to you…" He returned to the poker table and flipped over his cards. "I fold. The pot's yours." like a gentleman, Sir John did the same.


  "NO!" Nicholi howled in anguish. "Wait! Here, look at this!" Frantically, he spread out the poker cards on the table for his friends to see. They stepped closer.


  "The alien ship has begun shooting people," Malavade calmly announced in his dictionary-perfect English. "Five… six dead. Maybe more."
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  Poker cards blizzarded into the air and fell unnoticed to the floor as Nicholi shoved the gaming table aside and sprinted for his post, with Courtney and Bronson leading the way.


  Reaching his console first, the American soldier dropped into his chair, slipped on a set of earphones and deftly activated his equipment.


  Each of the FCT's consoles were designed for different functions, and were alike only in general build. Basically in the shape of a horseshoe, the curved metal desks had two sets of three drawers on either side of the chairwell, and the desktop was covered with a plethora of electrical equipment. Broken into three sections, the controls were: a series of hush phones and a laser printer for hard copy on the left; a video/computer monitor and keyboard in the middle; the speciality controls, meters, switches, and dials filling the right side. If not so when they joined, every member of the FCT was by now virtually ambidextrous.


  Winking telltales on the right side of the desktop informed Bronson of the status of the United Nations building above them, and of their own command bunker. He tapped a complex code onto the keyboard before him, got a warning beep, and checked the video screen to see the empty hallway outside the bunker. All clear. He then inserted a key into a slot on the desktop and turned it, setting the double pair of armored doors to their quarters cycling shut. Soon, the FCT would be physically isolated from the outside world by a meter of laminated steel, making entry into the bunker impossible, and exiting forbidden without the general's specific knowledge and consent. Voices in his ear told him that the UN was in an absolute state of panic, with the delegates alternately demanding information, not believing what they were told, and then discounting the whole incident. Bronson grunted. Damn civilians. They were about as useful as lips on a brick.


  "Communications on line," said Dr. Malavade, formally following the long lost, and semi-legendary procedure manual that had "mysteriously disappeared" the day after the FCT had been given copies of the 18,000-page document.


  Dr. Malavade's console was a vidiots dream come true; he could broadcast and receive messages on every level of the electromagnetic spectrum, from radio waves down to hard radiation. An expert in cryptography and codes, what languages Mohad wasn't fluent in, his computers were—from Mayan hieroglyphics, through the squeals of porpoises, to pig Latin. In a pinch the team's linguist was also a lip reader and did crossword puzzles in ink.


  "Information on line," stated Courtney, sliding on his hated reading glasses, a sad result of reading too many stock portfolios and books on UFOs. His father, who thought glasses effeminate, had ordered the lad to spend more time dating women when he first got them. This the young Jonathan had gladly done. But only with rich women who belonged to the local UFO club.


  Already, the teleprinter on the sociologist's right was feeding him duplicate reports from ABC, AP, TASS, NPR, the BBC,


  ComStat, the New York Times, the National Enquirer, and Grit. His teammates may laugh, but as an expert in his field, he knew that you never could tell where the truth might be found.


  "Science on line," contributed Wu, enabling her computer and linking it to the NASA, NATO, and NBC sensors en route to the park.


  Yuki's equipment was so sensitive that it could track an astronaut on the moon, or analyze a ballpark hotdog—which she had done once as a test. She had immediately telexed her findings to the city's Health Department.


  "Security on line," said Bronson needlessly, as everyone in the bunker felt the muffled vibrations in the floor as their only door locked shut. In grim humor, the soldier opened the drawer on the lower left side in his console and lifted out an HK 9mm pistol. Automatically, he checked the gun's clip, holstered it, and proceeded to strap the weapon about his waist. Gimme a damn gold helmet, he thought sourly, and I could pass for George S. Patton. But, regulations were regulations.


  "Command on line and running," announced Prof. Rajavur brusquely, as he slipped on a throat mike and finished activating both of his mainframe computers.


  As the person in charge of the First Contact Team, his console was twice the size of his associates', and infinitely more versatile. He could talk privately to any, or all of them, simultaneously. He could countermand their decisions and, if necessary, run their consoles for them, should anyone become incapacitated or unreasonable.


  For psychological as well as technical reasons, Rajavur was situated prominently in front of the wall monitor. The video cameras were focused on him, with the rest of his team clustered about him like so many small moons. That is, except for Nicholi.


  Comrade General Nicholi Nicholi, and not General Bronson, was the soldier in charge of the Earth Defense Forces. The American protected the FCT, the Soviet protected the world.


  From the very beginning of the team, it had been decided that, purely as a safety precaution, no alien would ever get to know of Nicholi's existence, much less see him, until their peaceful intentions had been proved beyond a reasonable doubt. Therefore, the Soviet's defense console was hidden in a corner of the command bunker parallel to the wall monitor and well outside the range of its video cameras. Nicholi had a monitor of his own, a personal life support system, autonomous lines of communication, monogrammed bath towels, and a cassette deck. He was, in fact, as independent of the FCT as they were from the rest of the world.


  Hissing like an antique steam radiator, a thick sheet of bulletproof glass rose from the terrazzo floor of the bunker and locked into the acoustical tile ceiling, hermetically sealing the general in place. Only a single phone line connected him with the rest of the team.


  Nicholi was the unhappy stick to the First Contact Team's carrot. If a situation fell apart so badly that there was nothing diplomatic left to try, if push came to shove, then—and only then—would Nicholi act, using whatever measure of violence he deemed proper to correct the problem—from having a sniper shoot a wine glass out of someone's hand, to the total nuclear annihilation of New %rk, London, Paris, or even Moscow itself. Nicholi hated his job with a passion, which was why he still had it.


  Finished with his initial preparations, the Soviet gave Rajavur a ready sign, and without hesitation the professor keyed in the 'go' code on his console.


  Electronically, the huge mainframe under their bunker awoke, yawned, stretched, did a few warm-up trigonometric calculations, and in the next microsecond reached out to seize control of the United Nations computer system.


  With a magnetic lurch, every keyboard in the mammoth building above them froze, motionless, all non-essential programs were simply erased, and the machines subatomically bowed to their new master. Everything in the thirty-six separate and shielded computer systems became instantly available to the FCT's mainframe to do with as it pleased. Deliberately looking over the vast array of material, the machine took almost a full second to locate the correct files, access them, and process the desired data.


  The transatlantic phone lines were cleared of all phone calls and NATO headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland, received an ultra-top-priority message. The lightning exchange of passwords and countersigns took another ten seconds before the military mainframe verified the information and saluted its new commanding officer. Two milliseconds later, NATO's emergency global telecommunications network exploded with signals that were the purest gibberish to anyone but the designated computer system.


  Within the cavernous basement of the Kremlin, the incoming signal was shunted to a review station specifically built to prevent such a computer takeover. Already the installation had proved its worth by stopping four such acts of piracy: two from China, one from Germany, and one from the Junior Hackers' Club of Duluth, Minnesota. But this signal passed through unhindered as the construction of the review station had been supervised by a Colonel Nicholi and a young computer genius named Malavade. It was, therefore, a total surprise to their respective governments when the Eastern Block of Nations declared their allegiance to an unknown group of nobodies in the basement of the UN building.


  In America, the computers of NORAD instantly complied with the proper and legal request to usurp the Pentagon, and seconds later the Army, Navy, and Air Force received duly authorized commands to go to Defense Condition One. An unprecedented move that caused moans, shrieks, groans, two heart attacks, and a promotion.


  Across the globe, country after country became locked into the growing computer grid. China was the last to join, due solely to a faulty subjunction in Beijing, but join it did.


  Incredibly, the problem child turned out to be Greece, as the computer operator assigned to monitor any maximum security messages that involved the safety of his nation, and perhaps the world, was locked in the supply closet sleeping off his lunchtime rendezvous with the entire secretarial pool and a bottle of ouzo.


  With the activation of the FCT, many politicians became seriously displeased and threw what could only politely be called tantrums. But despite their every effort, all of the vaunted power each of them had lied, cheated, stole, and (depending upon the country) murdered to get, simply flowed through their fingers like a bride's tears. However, after a shot of brandy and a hurried reading of the FCT's original charter, most politicos accepted the inevitable and did what they could to assist.


  Most, but not all.


  Five minutes after pressing the button, a green light winked on Rajavur's keyboard and with the flick of a switch, he irrevocably transferred the military might of the world to Comrade General Nicholi.


  Headphones on, controls live, voices began whispering to the Russian general about the launch status of NATO missiles, combat troop readiness, and the present locations of Navy-Air Force strike teams. Nicholi sub-vocalized into his throat mike, allocating five more NATO submarines to the New 'tbrk harbor and scrambling an additional flight of Delta-class fighter/ bombers. He already had enough atomic weapons pointed at Manhattan Island to blow it out of the history books, but rfe told his American CBW units to stay on the alert, and ordered his homeland to begin the careful assembly of their prototype Hellfire Bomb.


  In the solitude of his truncated room, Nicholi bitterly cursed the day he learned to play poker.


  "Let's hear the alien's message, please, Mohad," said Prof. Rajavur, laying aside his hotline to the White House. This was no time to chat with the president. He appreciated the man's offer of assistance, but Rajavur had infinitely greater resources at his command then the local politician.


  With a nod, the linguist pressed the playback switch on his console's built-in video tape recorder.


  "… EOPLE OF DIRT, ATTENTION… PEOPLE OF


  DIRT, ATTENTON…"


  "Dirt?" asked Bronson, putting a wealth of questions into the single word.


  "Semantically correct," explained Dr. Malavade didactically. "Though hardly flattering, I agree."


  "WE ARE SCOUTS FROM THE GALACTIC LEAGUE," the strange echoing voice continued, "HERE TO DETERMINE IF YOUR PLANET, DIRT, IS SUFFICIENTLY ADVANCED TO JOIN THE COALITION OF YOUR NEIGHBORING STARS."


  The rippling TV screen melted into a whirl of colors that became the picture of a blue-skinned humanoid wearing a dusky white uniform of classic military style. He (she? it?) had a formidable brow, pie plate eyes, and two mouths; although only one was in use at present. Dr. Wu touched her throat mike, commenting briefly on the oddity and the possibility of copper sulfate life-forms. Sir John made a notation on the military cut to its clothing, and requested detailed information on anything blue in nature; topaz, birds of paradise, and the music of Blind Lemon Jefferson.


  "FROM THE CROWD THAT HEMS OUR SHIP


  The facial movements of the being in no way matched the words coming from the speakers. Dr. Malavade sub-vocalized into his throat mike about translation devices.


  "… WE HAVE TELEPORTED ABOARD SEVERAL REPRESENTATIVES OF YOUR RACE. THEY ARE UNHARMED. I REPEAT, THEY ARE UNHARMED, AND ARE WITH US SIMPLY TO HELP US ASCERTAIN YOUR ELIGIBILITY FOR MEMBERSHIP IN THE GALACTIC LEAGUE."


  "They're alive!" cried Sir John, his nightmares of alien invaders who eat our flesh, enslave our children, and make the stock market collapse, dispersing like a highland mist. "Alive!"


  Rajavur reached for his direct line to Nicholi, but then relaxed when he saw the lights of the Russian's console blink from ted to orange and the general heave a mighty sigh. The situation may still be precarious, but at least they were no longer sitting in the barrel of a nuclear gun.


  "THE POPULATION OF YOUR PLANET SHALL BE ALLOWED TO WATCH THEM BEING TESTED. IF THE SUBJECTS PASS, THEN DIRT WILL BE WELCOMED INTO THE GALACTIC LEAGUE AS A NEW, BUT EQUAL, MEMBER."


  Across the globe, humanity broke into wild cheering and began to dance about their TV and radio sets. Spaceships! Aliens! The stars! Whee! It was like a Saturday afternoon movie!


  Meanwhile, Rajavur and company sat patiently in the air-conditioned comfort of their underground bunker, patiently waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  "BUT…" continued the blue being.


  Thunk, thought the FCT.


  "… SHOULD YOUR REPRESENTATIVES FAIL THE TESTS, THEN WE WILL BE FORCED TO REDUCE YOUR PLANET TO A RADIOACTIVE CINDER. NOTHING PERSONAL, MIND YOU, BUT I HAVE MY ORDERS… THIS IS IDOW FOR THE GALACTIC LEAGUE… OUT."


  Again, the picture on the monitor melted and sw,irled, changing back to an aerial view of the enormous white ship dramatically sitting on top of Central Park, the glass-and-steel buildings of the New Yotk skyline forming a postcard background. Framing the picture was a twinkling amber bar that visibly shrank with each passing second.


  "Chronometrics, Dr. Wu?" asked Rajavur, taking an educated guess as to the nature of the border.


  "Fifty two minutes and counting," the scientist answered, her lithe fingers working a pocket calculator. "If that color bar is indeed a timepiece and not merely a decoration."


  Bronson removed the cigar from his mouth and inspected its soggy end. "What frequency was that broadcast on?" the soldier asked Dr. Malavade.


  "All of them," replied the linguist. "And as far as I can tell, it was received clearly by everyone on the planet."


  Thoughtfully, the general returned his cigar to its normal position. Well, that certainly seemed to kill the hoax idea. No nation on Earth could do that. Why, to generate the crude electricity alone would require a hundred—a thousand—Niagra Falls power stations, or controlled nuclear fusion. Neither of which mankind had. Yet.


  "It's a wonder we didn't pick it up on our teeth," stated General Bronson aloud, thinking about an article he had once read in a newspaper describing a truly bizarre college prank.


  "Many people did," said Sir John, industriously scribbling away on his notepad. "Sixty-two feet of ferro-concrete is probably the only thing that saved us from suffering a similar fate."


  Wayne grunted. The walls of their bunker were a lot thicker than that, but Courtney had never seemed very interested in concrete, in spite of those fascinating lectures on Advanced Defensive Architecture that the general had dragged him to so often. Odd fellow, Bronson thought. Becoming rich must have driven him mad. Good poker player, though. That's what mattered.


  "No," stated Rajavur firmly into his UN hotline. "I'm sorry,


  Mr. Secretary-General, but…yes, I understand that you have an interest in this matter. But…I'm very busy now, sir. Look, I will talk to you later, Emile. Goodbye." And firmly he cradled the gold UN receiver between his red (Russian) and blue (American) hotline phones. Damn, he thought. The last thing I need is some frightened politico bothering me. Agitated, Sigerson ran nervous fingers through his wiry crop of gray hair, which was a sign of his heritage, not age, as the diplomat was barely fifty years old.


  "Mohad, have you had any success in contacting the aliens?" Rajavur asked the team's linguist. Dr. Malavade replied no. Communications were nil. The aliens must be deliberately ignoring him.


  The diplomat swiveled his chair to the right. "What is your opinion, Jonathan?''


  "On what, professor?" asked the sociologist, looking up from the computer printout on emotional factor responses he was perusing.


  "On the chance that this Idow and his people are a First Contact Team similar to ourselves?"


  "Zero," interrupted General Bronson hotly. "Because if they are, then they're doing a damn poor job!"


  Behind his glass wall, Nicholi nodded in heartfelt agreement. Yes, the aliens must be either insane or fools. The status lights were crimson again, and his American CBW unit had just volunteered to do a suicide attack on the invaders.


  Irritably, the Soviet general stretched out his cramped legs. Damn consoles were designed for midgets, he decided. Probably built that way to literally keep him on his toes. Ha!


  Mentally switching tracks, Nicholi wondered what the man in the street was doing. He knew there would be no trouble with his NATO troops. They were good soldiers. Tried and true. The best. But what was the population of Earth doing right now; laughing, screaming, running around in circles? Only Sir John knew the up-to-the-minute details, and he relayed his findings through Sigerson. Rajavur alone got the whole picture—good or bad. With a loud buzz, the NATO hotline broke into his chain of thought and Nicholi resumed his more pressing work, deciding for the moment to forsake his attempt to out-guess Man, a thing that God himself had trouble doing.


  Concurrently, Prof. Rajavur bowed his head in thought. If Courtney's preliminary report was correct, then the Earth was in terrible shape, what with most of humanity laughing, screaming, and running around in circles. And things could go from bad to worse, when the aliens commenced broadcasting again in forty-seven minutes. But, until then…


  The diplomat suddenly noticed how quiet the bunker 4iad become and clapped his hands together. "To work, people!" he cried, and the room bustled with activity.
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  While the FCT prepared to investigate, study, and defend, the population of the world reacted as it always has in times of trouble: inconsistently.


  TV reporters dashed out of their air-conditioned buildings to buy an old-fashioned newspaper. Newspaper reporters hid in the bathroom and turned on the dreaded television. Survival groups, who had been patiently waiting for nuclear war, decided that this was good enough and went to their secret mountain shelters, taking their family, neighbors, pets, and TV sets with them. Alcoholics swore off the sauce forever. Junkies ordered more of whatever it was they were taking. In California, Unitarians built, and then burned, a giant question mark. In New "fork, landlords with buildings overlooking Central Park put them up for sale, then changed their minds and instead, doubled the rent.


  The real-life landing of an alien spacecraft on Earth caused UFO clubs to disband, six science fiction movies to be can-celled, and twelve more to be initiated. Video tapes battled it out with aspirins for record sales. History-making traffic jams clogged the arteries of the world's highways, as drivers: (A) parked their cars and ran for the hills; (B) drove for the hills; or (C) fainted in their cars, bringing the unknown word "gridlock" to such places as Tasmania, Nova Scotia, and Outer Mongolia.


  In the United States of America, the FAA ordered the nation's airways cleared of all traffic immediately. Every non-military plane in flight was given fifteen minutes of grace in which to find someplace, anyplace, in which to land. Helicopters dropped like stones straight to the ground. Small planes landed on any flat, open land—farms, parking lots, or football fields. One unfortunate 747, with time running low, was forced to make an emergency landing on an interstate highway.


  Gunning his engines to warn motorists of the approach, the jetliner swooped low over the roadway, neatly hopping over underpasses and a rest stop. With smoking tires the giant plane touched down and throttled to a squealing, roaring halt only meters away from a hastily evacuated toll booth. As a ragged cheer arose from the onlookers and passengers, some damn fool in a Cadillac behind them started blowing his horn for the colossal aircraft to clear the way. Heroically, the 747 pilot refrained from firing up the #2 engine and melting the idiot into slag.


  In Lebanon, the PLO demanded to know if the aliens were Jewish. Zurich asked if they valued gold. Hollywood begged for the rights to film their life story. New Zealand longed to hear their favorite lamb recipes. Poland asked how many of them it took to change a light bulb.


  At first, the Pope declared the alien beings devils, then angels, then devils again, then Protestants, and then he became unavailable for comment.


  The independent countries of South America found themselves in a quandary. The aliens had landed in the much-hated United States of America. If the creatures proved hostile, this might be their big chance to help destroy the filthy Yankee pigs. But if the aliens were friendly, America might receive advanced technology that could make them undisputed masters of the world, someone you don't want mad at you. How they should act was solved by the brilliant political strategy of aligning themselves with Switzerland. Eagerly, the always neutral Swiss bankers accepted this commission as they had so many others, positive that, somehow, they could make a buck out of it.


  Ireland got drunk.


  England ordered out for tea.


  Italy got drunk.


  Japan sent out industrial spies.


  France paid its UN dues.


  In a small Arab nation, a fanatical Moslem leader stood on the balcony of a tall minaret and told his faithful followers assembled below that while they could handle the evil American devils, blue monsters from space was an entirely different matter. And so, in order to save his nation, he would have to destroy it with a hydrogen bomb. He raised the detonator switch for all to see. Oddly, the crowd in the courtyard below didn't react very favorably to this idea.


  While they were breaking down the locked door to the minaret, their ex-beloved leader said a prayer and pressed the detonation switch. This only resulted in a loud click as his aides had long ago stolen the plutonium from the bomb and sold it for drugs. When the howling mob of outraged Arabs finally reached the top of the prayer tower, the Moslem zealot saved them from the messy task of tearing him into bloody gobbets by simply diving over the ornate metal railing of the balcony and falling to his death.


  * * * * *


  Meanwhile, orbiting high above the troubled Earth was a large golden rectangle about the size and shape of an industrial packing crate. Skimming along the very edge of the planet's atmosphere, the strange box passed unnoticed by the incredi-ble profusion of spy satellites that filled the sky, and the ground-based military radar installations that stared directly at it, unseeing with their electronic eyes.


  Those who had placed the enameled machine in orbit had been assured by their research staff that the box was, on the exterior, a perfect reproduction of a scientific device made by something called Westinghouse Industries, and this was true. But the design had come from the wrong division of the international conglomerate. The golden rectangle was the exact duplicate of a Westinghouse refrigerator; from the exposed cooling grid on the back to the price tag on the door handle. (The technical staff had wondered about the function of those items, but had included them anyway, in the noble interest of Science… and to promote job security, a basic urge in most sentient beings throughout the known galaxy.)


  At present, that refrigerator-shaped device was receiving some very curious transmissions from the normally peaceful world below. Hungrily, the machine consumed the incoming signals as fast as it could, chewed up the data into byte-sized pieces, digested them thoroughly, and then burped out a most unappetizing answer.


  Crystal programming cubes—nestled in multi-compartmental ionized tin power trays—became activated and the box began to rotate, until it was facing away from the Earth toward the distant stars. Then, the door opened wide and out erupted a mighty tachyon particle beam, unwavering at fourteen seconds of arc above the orbit of Pluto. The refrigerator's message was terse, concise, and left nothing to the imagination.


  Soon, the golden light beam terminated and the enameled door closed with a soundless thump. Then, tiny jets flared from underneath the waterdrip pan, and the golden box moved off to relocate itself above the North American continent, in a geosynchronous orbit that would hold it relatively motionless above the source of those extremely disturbing transmissions.


  The Eighty-first Street ballfield of Central Park, New York.
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  Leader Idow reclined in his formfitting chair and scowled at the viewscreen before him, his hairy face a sober study in blue. The first contact with an alien species was always a ticklish job at best. So far, everything had gone well. He could only hope that succeeding events would justify this expedition.


  The control room of the starship All That Glitters flowed around the humanoid being like a sine wave, with the ship's leader placed at the apex of his pristine, high-tech domain. This position gave him a comfortable feeling as his primitive ancestors had often perched in the top of trees, dropped onto unsuspecting creatures traveling below, and blithely sold them insurance.


  Glitters was a modified Mikon #4 space module, exactly four hundred meters in diameter. Precisely the same size as your average Mikon. Powered by their justifiably famous exothermic reactors, the spacecraft had a mean cruising speed of light to the twelfth power, making the ship just about the fastest thing in the galaxy. Only a single planet had faster ships, and those were not for sale at any price. The twenty-four levels of the vessel varied in height and width, depending entirely upon their owners wishes and intended use. Only the control rooms were standardized.


  On the curved walls aft of Leader Idow were the tech-stations of his crew: protector, engineer, communicator, and technician. The latter station was rarely used, and was situated here in the control room only because of the irrefutable fact that the damn thing had to be somewhere. An armored security door closed off the base of the room and provided the sole means of entry into this, the nerve center of the starship. At present that door was ajar. This permitted a glimpse of the outside corridor, whose seemingly endless walls were lined with a multitude of wires, pipes, and junction boxes.


  The control room and its furnishings were composed entirely of multiple shades of white. Only the operating beings themselves added splashes of color—blue, gray, brown, green—and even those were toned down by the ivory uniforms the crew wore. Every tech-station aboard the All That Glitters had an independent viewscreen, but at present Idow had them slaved to his so that each showed the same unremarkable scene.


  Amid the stark white immensity of the test chamber that occupied the entire middle portion of the starship, there stood a handful of figures, the tremendous distance making them appear weak and frail, which, in every probability, they were. Idow could see them marching up and down, shaking angry limbs at the ceiling. No doubt shouting questions, threats, and pleas. All the usual things. But the audio pickups in the chamber had yet to be activated, so their verbal barbs never reached the ears of Those-Who-Command.


  Besides, Leader Idow liked to watch the test subjects first. It helped him to better evaluate their chance of success. Furthermore, being pointedly ignored seemed to drive most primitives into a splendid frenzy, and these Dirtlings showed every indication of running true to form. Why, at this moment, the largest Dirtling was attempting to tunnel through the cushioned floor. His fellow subjects appeared to be cheering him on, although with alien species it was often difficult to tell exactly what they were really doing. Ah! Now a hairy subject pulled the big male to his feet and struck him several times in the face with the flat of a hand. For some reason that calmed the large male down and he demurely rejoined his companions. The hairy Dirtling stayed apart from the group, though, and they began addressing their comments to him.


  So you're their leader, observed Idow coldly. Then as one to another, I greet you, brother.


  A hand of living granite descended weightily upon the blue alien's shoulder, and Idow glanced up into the immobile face of his starship's protector.


  "So much for your 'rule by strength' contention," rumbled Gasterphaz, his atonal voice sounding like rocks mating. "Obviously, you were wrong."


  "How can you say that?" asked Idow in surprise, '"fou saw the hairy male beat the big male into submission. Thus, they have rule by strength, as I surmised."


  The stony giant blinked. Click-dick. "That? Beat? Why, that was but a caress. More likely they are lovers."


  Leader Idow smiled inside himself. Gasterphaz was a Choron, a huge, heavily muscled, rock plated species of fantastic strength. The protector could easily rip the control room's security door right off its hinges with his bare hands. His mountainous race was so powerful that it had trouble identifying anything short of a Warobot armed with an X-ray laser as an actual attack. This aloof attitude infuriated some of the more excitable races in the galaxy, and in fact, the formidable Chorons were presently engaged in at least two wars of which they were blissfully unaware.


  "Trust me," Idow reassured him. "These Dirtlings are sufficiently primitive for our needs. I am sure that they will do fine in the forthcoming tests."


  "Primitive garbage!" screeched a high-pitched voice in disagreement. The two beings turned to see Boztwank, the ship's engineer, gliding toward them, the invisible force field legs of his electronic pot noiseless on the ship's soft plastic floor.


  "Garbage!" repeated the petulant mushroom, his fronds aquiver. "And useless to us! Those…?" a translucent hand gestured at the figures on the viewscreen. "Why, they won't even pass the first test, much less all three!" Located on his stalk, the fungi's diminutive face contorted with frustration. "Let's leave this wretched place and find us a real planet, with some real people to test!"


  And better tasting dirt, too, no doubt, added Idow privately. The analysis had shown the dirt here to be high in hydrocarbons, metallic salts, and animal urine. While the latter was a nice touch, it was not enough to satisfy Boztwank. But then, his fungoid race lived in an almost perpetual state of seething annoyance at the universe in general. This emotional upheaval eventually culminated in a pyrotechnic display of fury which caused the enraged mushroom to literally explode, scattering spores for over a kilometer. Most likely, Boztwank's vociferous species would have long ago been eradicated by the galaxy at large just because of a near universal desire for peace and quiet but for the fact that their pre-sentient young were considered a delicacy by almost every being that possessed the sense of taste, and by several who merely had a fine sense of propriety. It was only his superior ability as an engineer that kept Boztwank from getting stuffed into the starship's reactor core for fuel.


  Idow frowned. The mushroom did have a point, though. On the whole, the Dirtlings appeared to be a pretty unimpressive lot. But, as leader, the blue being felt duty bound to defend his decision to come here.


  "Nonsense," he began in a friendly tone. "They—"


  "They still call their planet Dirt!" raged the engineer. "How stinking primitive can you get?" The fungi's sprayers chose that moment to moisten his dome and stalk with a watery pink fluid. Idow took the opportunity to continue.


  "Every race calls its home planet 'Dirt' in the beginning, Boztwank," he explained patiently. "You know that."


  "But they've had over four thousand solar revolutions in which to change it! What in the Void are they waiting for, the Prime Builder to name it for them?"


  "Terra," interrupted a dry voice. "They call their planet Terra."


  Annoyed, the mushroom closed his lipless mouth and Squee, the ship's communicator, waddled forward, his enormous atrophied tail dragging behind him along the floor.


  Squee was the last known surviving member of his lizardoid race, the rest of his home world population having gone on to evolve into a higher species while he was touring the galaxy with Leader Idow. Nowadays, Squee, in a valiant attempt to resurrect his old species, seduced and mated with every egg-laying, cold-blooded female he could find. Current medical theories claimed that such interspecies breedings were impossible. Yet, Squee succeeded again and again in impregnating his alien lovers, and they subsequently gave birth to tiny duplicates of Squee—who promptly evolved into a higher species. This bothered the poor lizard to no end.


  Suspicious, Boztwank squinted at the communicator. "Everybody calls it that?" he demanded rudely.


  Squee stopped the perpetual scratching at the scales on his tail. The limb didn't itch, the act was just something he did absentmindedly—the way humanoids rubbed their chins, or bloopoids hit themselves with a fish.


  "Well, no," admitted the lizard honestly. "Not everybody."


  "And what is the root word for this 'Terra'?"


  "Earth," he answered proudly, and the mushroom scowled, a difficult thing for him to do.


  Leader Idow was unmistakably pleased by this exchange. Plainly, Squee had done an excellent job of analyzing Dirt's primary tongue.


  Furious at being thwarted in anything, Boztwank rallied to the attack once more. "And in their major language, 'Earth' translates into… what?"


  Squee bit his forked tongue. He had hoped they wouldn't ask that.


  "Well?" demanded Boztwank.


  "Dirt," sighed the communicator sadly. "It means dirt."


  "Ah HA!" cried the mushroom in righteous victory. "I told you so! I told you so! I told you so!"


  With true lizard dignity, Squee turned tail on the engineer and waddled back to his station, where his instruments lit up, overjoyed to see their scaly master again. A vegetarian, from a race of vegetarians, Squee wondered what Boztwank would taste like. Probably bitter as stinkweed, the nasty old mushroom.


  Idow, too, eyed the jubilant fungi with disfavor. Boztwank had many bad habits, being a poor winner among them. And didn't the name of his home planet translate into something like, "The Place That Holds Our Roots in Safety"? Hmm… Hmm…


  "Is it true, Idow?" asked Gasterphaz, resuming the original line of conversation. "Might they be too primitive a race for us to use?"


  "No," stated the starship's leader firmly, crossing his legs and meticulously straightening the cuff on his dusky uniform. "They are not. Dirt has a planetary government, crude space flight, and a world communications system. These alone prove that they are sufficiently advanced for our needs."


  "Acceptable then. We have dealt with worse."


  "And we have dealt with better," cried Boztwank irritably. "Let's go home!"


  "BUT WE ARE HERE NOW," thundered Idow, using his throat of command. "And it was quite an effort to get here now, so we will test these…"


  "Humans," interjected Squee.


  "… Dirtlings," Idow continued unabated. "And simply hope for the best."


  Grumbling to himself, Boztwank directed his floating pot back to his tech-station, where he ordered his squirter to splash him with more of the pink liquid. But it didn't cheer him up a drop.


  Idow returned to his viewscreen, the picture on it the same as before. The test subjects had hardly moved a foot. What was wrong with them? No curiosity? He flexed his eyebrows in pique. "How much longer, Squee?"


  "Three hundred seconds."


  Void, Idow cursed silently. "Is everything ready for the broadcast of the test?"


  "Of course, my Leader."


  "Fine. Oh, did Trell ever get around to replacing that broken camera in the test chamber?" As he spoke, Idow's viewscreen shifted to a different angle of the humans. "Acceptable. Gasterphaz?"


  The mighty Choron rotated his head without bothering to move his shoulders. "Yes, Idow?"


  "Do try to keep your warobot under better control this time. We only have so many of those cameras with us, you know."


  "Affirmative."


  "Why, only yesterday T3rell was telling me that…" Idow paused here and glanced about the room, noticing the absence of the technician for the first time. "Where is Trell anyway?"


  Boztwank muttered something inaudible.


  "What did you say, Engineer?"


  "Maintenance. He's doing some maintenance."


  "Oh, really?" inquired Idow swiveling about. "And just what is broken on my starship?"


  "Broken?" hedged the mushroom. "Why… ah, nothing's broken. He's just doing some minor repair work… you know here and there… a ship this big…"


  "Where is Trell?" asked Idow using his throat of polite conversation. Again Boztwank answered vaguely, so the blue being switched to his throat of command. "WHERE IS TRELL?"


  "Core. He's in the reactor core."


  "WHAT?" throated the ship's leader, rising from his chair.


  'Bilking fast, Boztwank had his pot retreat from the furious humanoid. "No danger! Trell is in no danger, Leader! The power levels are at 9/9 and steady. He's completely safe—as if he were in his mother's mandibles!"


  Idow considered the statement, knowing that the cowardly mushroom wouldn't dare lie to him, and grudgingly sat back down. True enough. Nine over nine was well within the technician's radiation tolerance level. It would merely be very uncomfortable for him. But why would Boztwank send Trell to the reactor just as they were about to start the all-important tests? Surely he wasn't still angry about…


  "^bu're still angry about that mistake he made last trip," Idow accused the engineer.


  Visibly, the mushroom steamed. "He confused my pink for the window cleaner again! I won't stand for that!"


  Lizard and rock roared with laughter, while Idow openly smiled this time. Yes, it had been a near tragedy. Only time had made the incident funny. "Okay, Boz, you may do with Trell as you wish, but there are to be no mysterious power surges through the core which would fry our technician into carbon ash. IS THAT CLEAR, ENGINEER?" The fungi heard the change in throats and got the hint.


  "Yes, my Leader. Of course, my Leader. Whatever you say, Idow." And Boztwank stealthily turned down the power dial on his control board that he had been inching upward.


  Satisfied that Trell was safe for the moment, Idow returned to the business at hand. "Time?" he asked Squee.


  "One hundred seconds, Idow."


  Close enough. "Squee, please activate your translator; I wish to converse with our… guests." A slim rod extended from beneath the viewscreen at his station and Idow cleared his throats. "Attention, your attention, please." The translator hummed to itself, and relayed his words to the test chamber.


  Startled by the voice from nowhere, the six humans jumped off the floor and started shaking belligerent fists at the ceiling.


  "They wish to know what you want of them," said Squee, his instruments whispering to their beloved master.


  Nothing more?'' asked Gasterphaz, shifting position in his steel slab of a chair which groaned in protest.


  "Well, I am simplifying it a bit," admitted the communica-tor, with a shy smile.


  "So I would assume," added Idow coldly. "What else do they say?"


  "Ssss, challenges to show ourselves, demands for immediate release, numerous death threats, and multiple references to procreating with our own mothers." The latter confused the lizard. Didn't everyone love their mother?


  Leader Idow was dubious as to the accuracy of the translation and told the lizard so. "Let me speak to them directly," he instructed.


  Daintily, Squee taloned the switches and dials on his control board, and Idow's viewscreen spoke: "… CONSUME WASTE PRODUCTS, YOU UNCLEAN OFFSPRING OF UNMARRIED PARENTAL UNITS! YOU MALE INFANTS OF FEMALE CANINES! MAY THE PRIME BUILDER CAST YOU INTO THE VOID! MAY—"


  "Be quiet," said Idow in a conversational tone as he thumbed the volume switch on his microphone to maximum. His amplified voice resounded in the test chamber and the humans rocked beneath the sonic assault. "Behave yourselves," he ordered them, resetting the switch to its normal position. "There is no need to shout. I can hear you quite clearly."


  "Negative waste products," said the female test subject, and the rest of the group concurred.


  Puzzled, Idow looked at Squee.


  "An expression of disbelief," translated the lizard.


  "Ah."


  "Primitive trash," muttered Boztwank to nobody in particular. Why couldn't everybody understand that he was always correct, one hundred per cent of the time, no matter what the facts were?


  In the test chamber Idow's voice boomed out with: "YOU SIX HAVE BEEN BROUGHT ABOARD THIS STARSHIP AS A SAMPLING OF TYPICAL DIRTLINGS."


  "Dirtlings?" asked a small male.


  '"four mother was a dirtling!" shouted the large male.


  "Cease your mindless discourse," ordered the hairy male, and his cohorts swiftly obeyed.


  "BEFORE THE PEOPLE OF YOUR WORLD, YOU WILL BE TESTED TO SEE IF YOUR RACE IS READY TO JOIN THE GALACTIC LEAGUE."


  A brief silence followed.


  "Is… is that anything like the major league?" asked the small male.


  Idow looked at Squee again.


  "Their ruling planetary body," explained the communicator.


  "YES… EXACTLY… OUR LEAGUES WILL BECOME UNITED IN FRIENDSHIP… UNLESS YOU SHOULD FAIL THESE TESTS… THEN DIRT WILL BE DESTROYED."


  "That inhales!" cried the female.


  "That exhales," added a male.


  "I smell most unpleasantly on tests," wailed the small male.


  "Forcibly place the garments of your feet in your mouth, anal orifice," snapped the hairy male, and the small male cringed. Thoughtfully, the leader of the six surveyed the gigantic white room, remembering how they had gotten here. "Because I would wager that they can do it, too," he whispered.


  "YES… WE CAN."


  In an indecipherable human gesture, the tall hairy male spread his arms wide. "Agreement, then," he said to the ceiling. "So pray, inform us, what will these tests consist of?"


  "An intelligent question at last," rumbled Gasterphaz, sounding pleased. "Why don't we show them?"


  "Yes," encouraged Boztwank eagerly. "Let's show them! Show them!"


  Idow cut his microphone. Why not? They certainly were a boring group. Maybe some visual stimulation would make them more physically active. "As you wish," he agreed. "Squee, see if you can contact the representatives of their Major League and inform them that we will begin the tests immediately."


  "At once, my Leader," said the communicator, working the controls of his tech-station in preparation to send off the communique. It really was a shame, thought the lizard privately. This had been such a pretty planet.
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  The First Contact Team had been working like madmen at their consoles, the command bunker a maelstrom of activity, as fifteen years of preparation paid off in forty-seven minutes.


  Hastily, the crowd around the spaceship had been forced' outside the park by the National Guard, who were then replaced by crack NATO troops. Any buildings that faced the alien craft had their rooftops lined with every weapon and sensor that modern science admitted to, and a few it didn't. The Eighty-first Street ballfield of Central Park was a battle zone, merely waiting for official authorization to become a disaster zone.


  And everywhere in Manhattan, people were disappearing.


  Under the United Nations emergency act A-Zero-A (informally known as Snatch-and-Run), all important civilian personnel were being evacuated from the greater metropolitan area. Whether they wanted to be or not.


  Prof. Gregory Ketter, a particle physicist of world renown, was whisked out of his Park Avenue penthouse and flown off to Washington, D.C.


  In Mt. Sinai Hospital, Dr. Michael Walsh was stopped in front of his operating room and was dragged off to a police car. He left behind his startled assistant, who was only the second best brain surgeon in the United States of America, and a prepped patient waiting in the operating theater.


  A highly embarrassed team of FBI agents removed Dr. Daniel Lissman from New 'tbrk's most infamous house of ill-repute, failing to bring along his Frankenstein mask, his whips, or his tutu, but retaining the doctor's battered briefcase that contained his latest treatise on Biological Warfare Counter Weapons.


  Specially appointed federal agents, many of whom had been ordinary firemen and police officers just minutes before, went scurrying every-which-way throughout the Big Apple, tracking down their prey any-which-way they could. By bribery, blackmail, or busting heads. Time was important, not method. The agents had forty minutes to find one hundred people and get them two hundred miles away from New Yotk. It was a mad scramble from the start, but they did it, and by dint of what Herculean efforts only their fellow agents knew.


  And in lower Manhattan, a fleet of Federal Depository Bank trucks with an escort of heavily armed Army helicopters was discreetly pulling away from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, its last stop on a frightfully long list, racing off for Canada and safety, carrying a paltry few hundred paintings and statues, and leaving behind far too many. One poor, half-crazed curator had to be forcibly restrained from throwing any more Rem-brandts into the back of the last truck.


  The immense United Nations building stood deserted but for a squad of U.S. Marines left behind to deter looters. On every floor, doors gaped wide, furniture was overturned, and the warm, black ashes of hastily burned secret documents billowed along empty corridors like autumn leaves. The entire cadre of attending delegates was already at Kennedy Airport, being herded aboard specially commandeered SSTs and flown off to Geneva, Switzerland, the UN's alternate headquarters. The FCT was left quite alone in its sub-sub-sub-sub-basement command bunker. Even its honorary security guards were gone, leaving the external hallway unattended.


  Seated shoeless at his defense console, Comrade General Nicholi Nicholi finished the arduous procedure of keying in his identification code, and The Button lit up on his board, its glaring red light leering at him like the eye of some demented devil from Hell.


  Parcheesi, he thought. Why couldn't I have learned Par-cheesi for God's sake!"


  Prof. Rajavur doggedly held the blue phone to his ear, the pained expression on his face telling a story that Julius Ceasar would have understood completely, even though it wasn't March 15th. Et tu, Secretary-General?


  "Mr. Secretary, how did you get on the White House hotline?"


  "I have friends, Rajavur," said Emile Valois rudely. "Friends in important places who do not want to see you usurp my authority. The first contact with an alien species must logically be the responsibility of the United Nations."


  "I agree, sir."


  "Then give me back my goddamn computers and stop ordering NATO around like a bunch of ribbon clerks! I run the UN, not you. This nonsense must stop! These creatures are a threat to mankind and must be eradicated."


  "No, sir," Rajavur said firmly. "I agree that the situation should be handled by the United Nations, and it is. The FCT is a duly chartered division of the UN Security Council, answerable only to ourselves once activated. Please try to understand, sir, that we have been waiting and training—"


  "And playing poker!"


  "And playing poker," conceded the diplomat, "for nearly fifteen years. We know better than you the seriousness of the matter. And there is nobody else on Earth better qualified to handle it than us. Personally, Emile," said the professor, switching tactics, "I am shocked by this petty grab for glory on your part. Heaven knows your psychological profile indicated no such tendencies prior to this."


  "How the bloody Hell did you get your hands on my psych file?"


  Prof. Rajavur refused to oblige him. "Mr. Secretary, you shall remain with the rest of the delegates, in Geneva, until this matter is resolved, or we are dead. End of discussion. Good-bye, sir." Displaying incredible restraint, Rajavur gently cradled the phone receiver, but under his breath, the professor muttered a biting Icelandic phrase that dealt with the dire consequences of fat people skating over thin ice.


  With perfect timing, the digital clock on his console blinked a new time and started beeping at him.


  "That's the ten-minute warning," he told his team. "Let's have your reports, please."


  General Bronson turned off his teleprinter in acknowledgment and placed a fresh cigar in his mouth. His supply of them seemed endless.


  "Central Park has been cleared of all non-military personnel, and NATO troops have it cordoned off," he said, reading from the top sheet of light green computer paper. "The adjoining rooftops are manned and armed. Snatch-and-Run was completed without any newsworthy incidents, and I still have no idea who the aliens have in their ship." Bronson started to light his panatela, then decided against it. "What I do know is that some poor bastard by the name of… Hector Ramariez is under the damn thing. Dozens of eyewitnesses saw it land right on top of him. He was… let me see… a bachelor, an accountant, and a Baptist."


  "One dead," sighed Rajavur sadly. "God grant that there are no more. Dr. Wu?"


  Primly, the Chinese scientist stood, as she always did when making a report. "So far we have been unable to penetrate the force shield that domes the ship. Conventional armament has proven useless. Neutron steel drills can find no purchase in which to operate. Magnetic keys yield nothing, and radiant energy stops dead at the surface, not bounces off, mind you, but stops, so the shield is probably H-bomb proof. Did you hear that, Nicholi?"


  The Russian general waved her on, engrossed in his work.


  She shrugged. "At present we're trying lasers, since the shield does pass visible light, and we have moved up"—here Wu tactfully coughed—"an ion cannon. I believe that may work."


  Tea sprayed out his nose as Nicholi gagged in mid-swallow. Czar's Blood, so that's where the damn thing was! Here he was trying to find somebody in the Kremlin who would even admit that the weapon existed, and Yuki already had it positioned in Central Park running tests! Mopping his console with a handkerchief, Nicholi could feel his face turn red as the woman passed Prof. Rajavur a sheet of paper covered with mathematical equations—probably the operational figures on the top secret device. The Russian general smiled in spite of himself. Efficient wasn't the word for it. Magic was. Nicholi suddenly had the feeling that if Yuki wanted his uniform for a test on the ship, he would miraculously find himself sitting buck naked in his chair, with absolutely no idea how he got that way. Good thing she was on their side.


  "What's the public reaction, Jonathan?" Rajavur asked the team's sociologist.


  "So far, so good," announced Courtney, folding away his reading glasses and tucking them into a pocket. "The lunatic fringe is up and running, claiming a million different things, very few of them making any sense. But they're just a two per cent factor and we can safely disregard them. Interestingly enough, twelve per cent to fifteen per cent of the population is denying the whole incident and have turned their TV sets off. The classic 'Turtle in the Shell' syndrome. Fascinating, really." Nobody commented. "Well, I think it's fascinating. Anyway, the rest of the world is apprehensive and under some appreciative tension, but nothing they can't handle. In summation, Earth is not in very much worse shape than, say… America, on a Superbowl Sunday."


  General Bronson whistled. "That bad, eh?" Yuki quickly hushed him.


  The diplomat turned to his left. "Mohad?"


  "Hmm?" said the linguist, his unfocused eyes staring off into space. Constantly, the man readjusted the audio controls on his communications console. The FCT knew that if the bunker was on fire, the best way to inform Mohad of the fact would be to announce the news over the radio.


  "Dr. Malavade!" shouted the diplomat.


  "What? Oh!" The Indian philologist removed the earphones from his head, and tried to straighten his rumpled jacket, a procedure as useless as spitting on a volcano. "At present, communications are nil. The aliens will not respond to anything I say, except to acknowledge that they do receive my transmissions. Most infuriating. They ceased to broadcast some fifteen minutes ago. The picture you see on the wall monitor is from a NATO surveillance camera." Mohad twirled a dial on his console and the scene zoomed in and out from the white ship.


  "One curious piece of information I have is about their original message." Dr. Malavade consulted his notebook. "In North America the transmission was in English, in South America a polyglot of Spanish and Portuguese. Europe received a mixture of Russian and German. Asia got Chinese, most impolite of them. In Africa it was Swahili, and in Australia… French."


  "French?" chorused everyone.


  Mohad gave them the most imperceptible of shrugs. "At least it proves that they are not infallible."


  Just then, the NATO telephone on Malavade's console began to ring, and as the linguist reached for the receiver, Prof. Rajavur instructed him: "If that's the secretary-general, tell him we're out for lunch."


  Unexpectedly, the wall monitor dimmed and the picture on it changed from a ground view of the white ship to an aerial view of the white ship.


  "They're back," observed Sir John dryly.


  "Minutes early," contributed Dr. Wu.


  "Lunch," said Mohad, hanging up the phone and starting his video recorder.


  With a swirl, the picture melted and refocused into the stern visage of the alien, Idow.


  "PEOPLE OF DIRT, ATTENTION… PEOPLE OF DIRT, ATTENTION… THE TESTS TO DETERMINE THE LIFE OF YOUR WORLD ARE NOW ABOUT TO BEGIN… WE WILL ALLOW YOU TO WATCH AND THUS BETTER UNDERSTAND THEIR NATURE… HERE IS THE CHAMBER OF TESTING, AND THE DIRTLING SUBJECTS THAT WE HAVE CHOSEN." Again the monitor performed its Technicolor gymnastics.


  "About time," growled General Bronson, from behind his cigar. As few as they were, one of his virtues had never been patience.


  Slowly, the wall monitor focused into the picture of a blinding white room, thousands of meters square, and in the midst of that snowy acreage were a half-dozen tiny figures. As the camera, or its alien equivalent, dollied in, the six humans filled the TV screen with their presence—and their faces, hair styles, and mode of dress clearly announced to the world exactly on what rung of the social ladder they belonged.


  "More aliens!" cried Mohad, aghast.


  "No," Sir John corrected him. "They're a street gang! A bloody New Yotk street gang!"


  "Perhaps you are correct," recanted the linguist. "Creatures from another star would most likely dress with better taste."


  Prof. Rajavur did a double take. Considering the source, this was without a doubt the strangest thing he had ever heard. But, diplomatically, he said nothing.


  "The NYPD computer just called in a positive ID on the gang," Bronson announced, scowling at a flax from his teleprinter. "The kids call themselves… geez… the Bloody Deckers, and they're supposed to be the worst street gang ever to plague this city."


  "I think they stole my car once," said Dr. Wu, scrutinizing the monitor closely. "Yep, it was them."


  "Mohad!" barked Rajavur, making everybody jump. "Contact Idow immediately and tell him that he's made a terrible mistake!"


  Tense minutes followed as Dr. Malavade tried once more to break through the aliens' radio silence. As the communications expert waged his private brand of electronic warfare, the FCT, and the rest of the world, carefully studied the six gang members.


  They were all young, in their early twenties, yet each bore scars testifying to battles hard fought, and won. Five men and a woman, their hair styles ranged from crew cut, to ponytail, to bald. They wore boots and denims like a uniform, and everyone sported a black leather jacket, dripping in chains, with the back of each adorned with a vividly painted toolbox splashed with crimson. Underneath that was the name of the gang, boldly emblazoned in shining steel studs: THE BLOODY DECKERS.


  Malavade snapped his fingers for attention. "I have been talking to an entity named Squee, and he assures me that a road maintenance crew is perfectly acceptable to them."


  "Road maintenance crew? A street gang!" Rajavur groaned aloud. "Mohad, make him understand that—"


  "Too late," stated Bronson, and it was.


  The transmission from the ship had shifted to a wide angle view, and inside the test chamber something was happening. Close by the street gang, a section of the floor had dilated and a column rose into view, bearing four metal lumps—blue, gray, brown, and green, each resembling an army helmet. Hesitantly, the Deckers took a step forward but Idow's voice stopped them.


  "THIS IS THE FIRST OF YOUR TESTS… WITHIN SIXTY SECONDS, THESE FOUR DRONES WILL BE ACTIVATED… THEY WILL INSTANTLY TRY TO KILL YOU."


  Defiantly, the Bloody Deckers sneered, the FCT frowned, and the rest of humanity leaned eagerly into their TV sets. Hot dog, action at last.


  "DESTROY THESE DRONES OR DIE… HEY."


  The "hey" was because the street gang was already in action. Their leather jackets flapping like bat wings and howling their name in a battle cry, the six youths leaped upon the inert drones smashing them to pieces under their heavy motorcycle boots. The largest gang member grabbed two and ground them against each other. Fragments of wire and plastic sprinkled to the floor. A slim male produced a motorcycle chain and viciously whipped it down, sending bits of drone flying everywhere. The remaining drone was drop-kicked into its component works by a hulking third gang member, while two more Deckers moved in and systematically stomped into junk anything they could find. The sixth member of the street gang, a tall, hairy male, watched the carnage with a bored expression and kept checking his watch.


  As the end of the minute approached, he whistled them to his side and on the sixty second mark, one tiny chunk of drone stirred. Bravely, it gave forth a fierce hoot, and a shining steel blade emerged from the broken shell of its body. The smallest gang member scuttled over to the dying drone, snapped off the blade and happily tucked it into his sleeve. The lord of the Bloody Deckers nodded approvingly at this act and then turned a murderous grin toward his unseen audience of five hundred million.


  "So tell us," he asked smugly. "What's next on the game plan?"


  * * * * *


  Leader Idow yipped and hit the switch killing his microphone. Spinning about, the blue being found himself staring at his equally flabbergasted crew.


  "GAME!" throated Idow using both of his mouths. "Did he say game?"


  Nervously, Squee rubbed his claws together. "Yes," the liz-ard hissed. "There is no chance of translation error. The hairy Dirtling definitely said the word 'game.'"


  Gasterphaz rumbled in amazement, "But, how… how did they know?"
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  "A test?" demanded Dr. Wu, her voice peaking on the last syllable. The scientist's almond eyes flashed in anger, and she radiated such violent moral outrage that the printed flowers on her white, cotton dress almost wilted. "What the hell kind of a test was that?"


  Dr. Malavade undertook to answer the woman's clamorous question. Calmly, the linguist postulated that it may have been a test of us, not to us.


  Yuki had to think about that. "So, you believe the drones would not have attacked? That this was merely a test to see what humans would do when threatened?"


  "You must admit, that is a possibility."


  Dr. Wu frowned. A possibility? Yes.


  With a gentle whine, Sir John's teleprinter started duplicating copies of the latest news bulletins on the world's reaction to this unforeseen development. Swiftly, the sociologist began writing notes in his personal style of shorthand as the computer paper unfolded from his console with ever increasing speed.


  Prof. Rajavur sat with his chin resting in the palm of his left hand. Blankly he stared at the picture of the strutting street gang. Lost in rumination, his keen mind absorbed everything the screen displayed, but drew no useful conclusions. Insufficient data. What was it Sherlock Holmes had said about that? Oh, yes. Data, Watson, data! I cannot make bricks without clay.


  How true. Thought, then action, was the formula for success. Generally at least… general…


  "Who are they?" he asked Bronson, coming out of his reverie and returning to business.


  "The gang? Just a second." The security officer of the FCT retrieved his clipboard from under a code book. Bronson had been busy accessing the data files on the gang from the New York police computers and found the work hard going. His console could take in information a hundred times faster than theirs could disgorge, and some complex maneuvering had been necessary to interface the two systems. "Ah! Here we are, ah… Hammer, Whipsaw, Crowbar, Drill, Chisel, and Torch."


  "Those are their names?" asked Sigerson, in a stunned voice.


  "The only ones they'll answer to."


  Prof. Rajavur scowled. "Identify them, please."


  Bronson fiddled with the controls on his console until a green circle appeared on the monitor. He moved the marker until he had haloed the face of the tall man in the center of the milling gang. "That hairy fellow there is Hammer," he said loudly for everybody's benefit. "The leader of this rat pack. His rap sheet reads like the encyclopedia of crime, with no convictions. A real smart operator. The police consider him dangerous with a capital D."


  With the turn of a dial, the marker moved a bit. "The big guy next to him is Whipsaw—also considered dangerous. The guy's a nut case. A homicidal maniac who is totally under Hammer's control. Whipsaw is loyal to the street gang only because Hammer is in charge."


  "Interesting. And how does the ganglord perpetuate this control?" Rajavur asked.


  "He feeds him."


  "Drugs? Sweets?"


  "Innocent bystanders."


  Pause. "Oh."


  Proceeding onward, the marker came to a devilishly handsome man and the general continued. "Smiley over there is Drill. He's the locksmith for the gang. Gets them into places so they can steal everything not nailed down. Supposed to be pretty good at it, too. Apartment doors, car trunks, store gates. They say he goes through them like a…"


  "Drill," supplied Dr. Wu, impatiently tapping a pencil on the metal edge of her console. "Okay, Wayne, we get the idea. Who are the rest of these charming people?"


  Bronson flipped over a page on his clipboard. "The ugly bald kid is Crowbar."


  "The girl?" asked Dr. Malavade in surprise. He had heard of such outlandish tonsorial effects, but had never personally encountered anybody who shaved their head solely for fashion. But then, he didn't really get around much. Aside from the FCT, he mainly associated with fellow scientists, librarians, and the occasional Swedish airline stewardess.


  "No, the ugly bald kid with a moustache is Crowbar," answered the unflappable American. As a soldier, he'd seen worse, but only because his nephew was in a punk rock band. "We really don't have too much on this guy. He's only been in New 'tbrk for a few months. Moved here from Chicago. Rumor has it he killed a fellow gang member out there, but we don't know for sure. The day he left town, the Chicago Police Department's computer room was blown to bits by a 'mysterious' stick of dynamite."


  "A coincidence?" asked Rajavur.


  Bronson stared at the man. "I—don't—think—so."


  Wearily, the diplomat undid his necktie and stuffed it into the coat pocket of his blue suit. "Tell me about the girl."


  "Her name is Torch," said General Bronson, shifting his cigar as if it had suddenly acquired a bad taste. "She used to mug people by dousing them with gasoline and threatening to set them on fire unless they paid her, then she'd do it anyway and dance around their flaming bodies—laughing."


  Collectively, the FCT made gagging noises.


  "Yeah, I agree," sighed the American, in a pained voice. "One of her victims accidentally set Torch's hair on fire, burning it off. She spent months in Bellevue hospital recovering from the burns."


  "Did that change her any?" asked Sir John inquisitively, his clinical interest aroused. Often, such accidents were viewed by the mentally unbalanced as divine retribution, and the poor misguided souls hastily mended their ways.


  "Change her? You bet it did," said Bronson positively. "The police report states that it made her even meaner than before, and now she uses iron baling hooks to kill people instead of no-lead premium."


  Nauseated, the sociologist returned to his collating, his professional interest in the matter more than sated.


  With a hop, the marker moved across the screen to a scraggly haired youth possessing remarkable beaverlike teeth. "And that's Chisel," said General Bronson, finishing his list. "Who, in my opinion, is the worst of the lot."


  "Why do you say that?" asked Rajavur curiously. "The boy doesn't look like a killer."


  "Part of his charm," countered the general, fishing in the pocket of his uniform for a fresh cigar. "Chisel still wouldn't appear very dangerous even as he was cutting your bleeding, liberal heart out. He's a blade man."


  Born and raised in Iceland, this statement confused the diplomat. It upset them that the boy was a good skater?


  "An expert with knives," explained Malavade to his puzzled chief. Bronson grunted assent.


  "The kid's bad news. He's mentally retarded. Actually enjoys cutting people into pieces."


  Prof. Rajavur gave a heartfelt sigh and took a sip from his coffee mug, only to find bitter dregs at the bottom. He hoped that it wasn't prophetic. "Marvelous," he muttered, half to himself. "Simply marvelous."


  From behind his bulletproof glass shield, Nicholi had been listening to the conversation of his teammates and he was less than pleased. Their situation had become even more unstable, more explosive. The fate of the entire Earth now rested in the hands of dangerous, antisocial psychopaths. Wryly, the Russian soldier grimaced. So what else was new?
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