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Chapter 1.

| had been smashing planets for haf an hour, and my best shot of the day was coming up. |
leaned over the sun and took careful aim a Venus, ready to carom it off Mars and score on three
planetoids Smultaneoudly.

A brown strand crossed my vision: my annoying, unmanageable hair. | brushed it back
impatiently and resumed my stance. | held my breath, began my motion—

BUUUZZZAAAKK! went the communiset. My arm jerked. The cometcue angled away,
colliding with anebula, then a vacuum sedl, then the Jupiter sphere and on back into a sunspot where
of courseit was out of play. Jupiter's moon Ganymede spun out of orbit, up, down, Sdeways,
bufferwards and findly into the "haf-gravity" trap.

| eyed the carnage and swore. | banged the comm switch on. ™Y ou mi shegotten apefaced
baggiebusting idiot!" | shouted & my untimely cdler. "Thisisaprivate line—"

| paused about then. The face in the screen was that of the President of the World.

"Emergency,” he snapped. "Get over hereimmediately, Harold." He seemed preoccupied.
Maybe he hadn't heard me.

"Sure, Freddy,” | mumbled, somewhat daunted. Sometimes his actionswereirritatingly
peremptory, but he was the chief officer of Earth. He was dso my only cousin. Indeed, | owed my
present sinecure to him. Thiswas not nepotism so much as convenience—but | never dwelt on that
unduly.

"Move!" heyelled. "It's high time you earned your paycheck.”

The term "paycheck” was archaic if not obsolete in our credit-balance economy, but | decided
not to stand on technicalities. | moved.

| rode the corridor belt past pictures and other strategically placed reminders of past
adminigtrations. What could Freddy want with me in such ahurry? True, my door bore the legend
MINISTER OF INNER-GALACTIC WORLD AFFAIRS, but that was meaningless. Unless
something specia had come up. Maybe | should have watched the news thismorning....

| glided around a bend, admiring my perfect poise as my belt intersected the belt from a
cross-hall—and converged with astarchy baggie-dress. The metdlic hoops and bustles of the thing
bounced me back like a planetoid from the buffer.

"Why don't you watch where you're—" | began, but had to pause again. The head above the



baggie was blonde and so adorably femininethat | regretted never having seen it before. And herell
was on the way to the Office, unableto daly!

"Minigter Prodkins," she said, her voice like the caress of aclean summer breeze. She held out a
gloved hand. "I'm Dr. Dilsmore."

"Just what I've dwayswanted,” | said, squeezing the proffered digit with unseemly intimacy while
| wondered who she was and how she knew me. That baggie might conced afigure with al the sex
apped of asprouting potato, for al | could see, but somehow | had the impression of buxom youth.

"The extraterrestridogis,” she said, asthough that clarified anything.

"That's, uh, very interesting,” | mumbled, wishing the baggie would pass before astrong light.
The Presdent's sanctum loomed before us, and | knew | had to cut this short. "'If you'd like leave your
comm number—" Asthough adish like thiswould give her number to anothing likeme! | stood
hardly taler than she, and sported neither muscle nor brain. Apart from my ability at Solar Poal, | was
talentless—particularly when it came to women. But | had totry.

"Of course, snce well beworking together,” she agreed to my amazement. "But we'd better not
keep the President waiting.”

Working together! For atantalizing moment tomcats and billygoats pranced through my
romance-starved mind. But that was ridiculous.

Then we were past the guards and lined up like truants before the prune-faced secretary. Y ou
may go right in, Minister Prodkins," she said sourly. "Y ou, Dr. Dilsmore, take a seet—if such athing
ispossiblein that contrgption.”

For thefirst and probably the last time | felt aflicker of camaraderie with Pruneface. She
antedated the baggie-dress, and was not afraid to show her contempt of the style. No lesser person
than the President's secretary could afford such an opinion, however; certainly | couldn't. Not openly.

But the blonde had to be someone important, to be known by sight here. In fact—

| had no time to ponder further, for President Frederik Bascum was within hislair. "Sit down,
Harold. It'stime| had atak with you."

| sat. Thiswasnt like the Presdent and it wasn't like the stern, stodgy, but paliticaly brilliant
older cousin I'd known. | sudied the gray hairsin his elegant mustache, the ice-crevasselinesin his
face. | had to admit he was an impressive figure.

"Harold," he said, steepling his handsin that practiced way of his, "it may surprise you to learn
that you are about to take an active part in government. Oh, it will be suitably small for you to handle,
but don't underrate itsimportance.”

"Naturally not,” I murmured, more mystified than ever. Freddy had not spoken to melikethis
before. In fact, he had seemed happy to keep me entirely out of sight and without responsibility.

"Asyou know if you have been watching the news anaysts, Earth has now made contact with a



race that we assume isinner-gdactic. Y ou have therefore become an important man.”

| looked at him, consdering the incredible thing he had uttered. Either he had finaly succumbed
to the strain of the Office, or | had missed something phenomend in the news. Or both. "1 suppose
you'reright, Mr. President.”

"Of course I'm right! And knowing your proclivitiesas| do, I'm sure you're entirely confused
right now. Y ou probably spent the morning practicing Solar Pool and dreaming about anachronistic
distaff apparel, and never bothered to keep up with world events.”

| did not dignify such a crassinsnuation with areply. He had me dead to rights.

"Very wel," hesaid tiredly, "I'll tell you what you need to know. | suppose you can't help being
an abatross. It'smy pendty for succumbing to asmplistic solution—ingtalling a deadbest relativein a

pseudo-minidry.”
He seemed to have summed up that part of it very succinctly. Freddy wasaredist.

"An dien cresture was recently captured in Florida," he said. "A juvenile. A child, infact. But
high-ranking. Possibly arunaway prince. Comes from aworld that soundsto us like Jamborango; has
anamethat sounds like Qumax. He's wanted back home, and he won't get home if he getsloose and
our Xenophobic populace spots him. The dien ship—"

"Y ou mean weve made contact with an dien civilizetion?'
Helooked pained. "Pesase pay attention, Harold. Why do you think I've summoned you?"

Therewasthat. Why would he summon the Minigter of Inner-Gaactic World Affairs, if not to
handle an Inner-Gdactic Affair?

That reminded me of the blondein the outer office. If she were part of that Affair...

"Thedien ship," Freddy resumed determinedly, "we have been in contact with isnot redly a
police craft. That's a cover story we adopted for sundry and sufficient reasons. A ship will land to
reclaim this problem child, but it won't be acruiser. Actudly it'smore of acargo ship that Qumax's
parent casualy ordered off from some adjacent tradeline.”

"Isthisanonhuman dien?’ | inquired, intrigued. The President pressed a button that elevated a
solidi-projector to hisdesk top. A three-dimensiona ill came on.

"Ulp!" I said, or wordsto that effect. Imagine the biggest, ugliest cabbage worm since the dawn
of cabbage worms on Earth. Add a bulging cranium and two black shiny antennae. Add two eyes
glinting with thelights of intelligence—dark eyes, though, like pitsinto eternity. Move down on the
sausage-shaped body, skipping over the greasy folds like freshly turned furrows, al the way back to
where the shoulders extend into twin flesh lumps attached to clusters of brachiating greenish-gray
tentacles. That, plusalong taper back to ablunt and solid-looking wrinkly tail, was Qumax.

"Y ou can see now why | summoned you," Freddy said, shutting off the projector.



"Yes..." | began, and found my ingpiration exhausted. | was not much for speechmaking at great
moments. My mock position had abruptly becomered, and | had ajob to do that literaly affected the
world. Contact with acivilized, gdactic, dien species Why, this could revolutionize our society!

"Well have atrebvee actor make some of your critical public appearances,” he was saying, "and
abattery of expertswill prepare your statements. We may not be able to protect you entirely from the
press, but Dr. Dilsmorewill run interference for you and avert complete disaster.”

| had known my cousin didn't think much of me, but the implications hurt. Hewas so sure I'd
bungle it that he was making me a complete figurehead. And he was saying it right to my face, as
though my thoughts and fedlings had no rlevance at dl. There were unwritten volumes of contempt in
his attitude—whole libraries of underestimation.

| sat there, nerving mysalf to prove how wrong he had been about Harold Prodkins, former
black sheep. | had no intention of being a—

The President activated hiscomm. "Send in Dr. Dilsmore, please.”
Oopd! | didn't want her present while | braced Freddy. "Mr. President—" | began.
"Later, Harold. Thisisimportant.”

That didit. | marshaled my intellectual forces as the blonde entered. Her name, it devel oped,
was Nancy.

"Dr. Dilsmore," Freddy said briskly, "I think it would be best if you gave the Minister an account
of your first encounter with the alien Qumax. We don't want Harold to appear ignorant if the press
getsa him." Therewas adight stress on theword "gppear.”

"Eh, before you do that, Doctor,” | said, "I wonder if you can give methe gist of the
seventy-eighth amendment to the World Condtitution”?”

She looked surprised, but her aplomb did not suffer. "The seventy-eighth? Isn't that the one that
puts you in complete charge of dl dealings with inner-gdactics?'

The President wasirritated at the interruption. "A formality. The congress never supposed—"

"It puts the man holding my officein charge,” | darified. "And that man, once gppointed by the
President, holds office for asimilar term and can be removed only by desth or impeachment or
unsolicited resgnation. Do you remember, Doctor, what kind of dealings I'm empowered to handle?!

Shelooked attractively perplexed. "Why—all kinds. Everything having to do with
inner-galactics. Trade tresties, alliances, whatever. Y ou can act without congress and without the
President.”

"Thisisridiculous," Freddy exclamed. "That amendment was rétified in extreme haste by an
outgoing congress who thought, erroneoudly, that Earth had received asignal from outer space. The
press of other busness prevented the office from being abolished after the signal's fraudulence was
clarified. After that, congressond inertia—"



"But the statute does remain on the books, doesn't it, Mr. President,” | said. "And so | have
extraordinary powers because that bygone congress, rightly or wrongly, feared that there would not
be timefor the conventiond system, initsglacia haste, to ded effectively with diensif they appeared
suddenly. Asit seemsthey have. So—" Freddy's face had taken on an asbestos hue. | had surprised
him, and he did not much appreciate the experience. "And now, Doctor,” | continued blithely, turning
back to the female extraterrestrid ogist, "' suppose you give me that account the President so kindly
suggested. Just so the Minigter of Inner-Galactic World Affairswon't appear ignorant.”

"Nearly three days ago," she said without hesitation, "1 was taken to a section of Florida swamp
wherethe dien and severa persons of low degree had been rendered unconscious by a quantity of
Jupegas. Apparently Qumax had been endeavoring to use these people to help him find hisway
home. That part isn't clear yet."

"Hmmm, yes," | said, stroking my beardless chin. "And exactly what was your impression of
this—(1 thought of the horrible solidi photograph and suppressed a shudder)—child, Doctor?"

"My impression was that Qumax is a child. When he woke up surrounded by the might of our
planet, he—he cried. Helet loose big tears just as ahuman child might. | couldn't help feding sorry
for him. Any woman would."

"Well, that's understandable, | suppose,” | said uncomfortably. Sorry for that? I'd as soon step
onit! "How doesthistiein with the dien ship?'

"Qumax knew our language. When he contacted his—wadll, the trandation seemsto be Swvarm
Tyrant, or perhaps Harem Shetk—I think he was genuindy frightened. This Swarm Tyrant'simage
was abit hazy, coming asit did from goodness knows how far. Maybe the set wasn't working
properly. | admit the creature did terrify me, at least, and I'm not a child.”

It occurred to me that before the baggie style came into fashion, women had not needed to say
whether they were children. Visible anatomy had made their status plain.

"But when the child—when Qumax—Iearned that the Tyrant was angry at Earth, not him, his
manner changed completely. He demanded V1P treatment: his own trebvee set, gadgets from his
spacecraft, special food not mentioned by the Tyrant... in fact, he's had everything his own way
except that he's caged.”

"| suppose that's L ucifernia—the maximum security prison?”

"Protective custody,” Freddy said quickly.

"And this Swarm Shelk went overboard?'

"He certainly didn't apologize for our inconvenience! He gave usto understand that he
wanted—demanded!'—us to take good care of his—hislarva—and he hinted that he would be most
displeased if he found anything out of order. A seriousinfraction on our part might lead him to snuff
out our sun, hesaid... and | don't think he was bluffing. Qumax put mein mind of an undisciplined

brat, and that Tyrant wasjust plain insufferable.”

"Then hewill haveto gpologize" | said. "Hewill have to apologize handsomely to Earth—and



maybe well demand more than mere wordd!™

The President of the World lost his bedraggled composure. He made a sound evidently
preliminary to acategorical denid. Infact, he choked.

"Mr. Miniger," said Dr. Nancy Dilsmore excitedly, her hair flouncing with the vigor of her
nodding. "Mr. Minigter, | agree completely!”

At twelve noon the longtime leftover dection signs dong the automated highway presented an
uninspiring view. DO YOU WANT YOUR DAUGHTER TO BE A HARLOT? screamed one,
showing the noble face of the now World President—Freddy—in his stern
M oses-with-Commandments profile. HELP ELECT THE DECENT PEOPLE'S CHOICE pleaded
asecond. HELP STAMP OUT PORNOGRAPHIC DRESS urged atthird. A fourth proclaimed
FREDERIK MICHAEL BASCUM FOR WORLD PRESIDENT, and had a portrait of Freddy
smiling approvingly at abag in abaggie dress. | found it sickening. But those d ogans had swept
Freddy to victory in four continents. Whether he had led the world into the gpex of New Victorianism
or merely ridden NV into power, both man and attitude were now disgustingly entrenched.

The good-looking Ph.D (from the top of her head to the bottom of her—head) was sad
evidence of that. Her baggie bulged outward as she sat, like the folds of a broken accordion,
providing her torso with al the lithe luster of a pregnant marsupia frog recently trodden on. She
probably dept in that bag, so that at no hour of the day or night would any hint of any untoward (i.e.,
feminine) anatomy be manifest. | longed for areturn of the fashions of the past century, when bosoms
had been only nominaly covered, and shapes had been shaped. Today, evenin the best libraries,
certain pages of the history texts had been blacked out. Those old-time fashions had been deemed
indecent, you see. Some expensive bootleggers carried unexpurgated copies, but possession wasa
ticket to rehabilitation at placeslike Lucifernia. Alas, | had been born too late, and probably never
would see alive femaetorso. Even household pets wore fluffy clothing these days, and babieswere
diapered in darkness.

Lucifernialoomed on the horizon like a bad-tempered thundercloud, grim warning to lascivious
thinkerslikeme. "It'seven worseingde," Nancy Dilsmore said, mistaking my expresson. "“That poor
innocent little dien, shut away deep underground.”

"l thought it was aspoiled brat."

"It's4till achild," she pointed out, and | |et the matter be. Thetruth was, | found her feminine
illogic rather gppeding.

All too soon we arrived a the massy twin gates of the goblin mountain and were gulped inside.
Our air cushion hardly disturbed the light gray dust on the prison roadway. We passed e ectrified
barbed wire emplacements and tall lookout towers snouted with large caliber machine guns and squat
grenade launchers. Beyond these were balistic missile stes and nozzles for nerve gas and
flamethrowers. Then the deck male tanks and deeker femae|jet fighters. And severa heavy-duty
laser units. And | suspected aminefield or two, and maybe a battleship; there was alarge enough
moat, anyway, with signs proclaiming DANGER—ACID and UNSAFE—RADIATION and even
TIGER CROSSING. None of them were intended to be funny.



| was beginning to fed sympathy for that dien child.

We parked at last and the automeatic controls died. Two automatons in human guise ssomped up.
We were escorted through a portcullisinto ameta antechamber where we were frisked by X-ray. A
technician whistled and Nancy blushed, making me madder than ever at that baggie dress. There had
to be real goodies conceal ed beneath those opaque hoops!

But we were being hustled into an inner chamber. An devator, in fact, for asthe doors ground
closed behind us, isolating us, the descent began.

There was hardly room for Nancy's baggie and me. | fdt like grabbing the thing and ripping it
gpart. Who knew—she might be nude thereunder!

Shelooked about nervoudy, as though divining my concupiscent imaginings. "Mr. Minigter, this
iant—"

"Harald," | hinted.

She collgpsad againgt mewith alittle sgh. Theribs of the baggie dug into my natural ones. |
stumbled back against the wall, my hands searching for some place to catch hold of her under the tent
before shefdl to the floor. My fingers punched through the taut material and groped across
mind-expanding surfaces.

Nancy was not being affectionate, unfortunately. She was unconscious.

H-i-s-s-s-st! | felt something sting my Ieft shoulder and knew it immediately for an. invisble
splinter of frozen Jupegas, that al-purpose anesthetic. Of dl thetimesto be hit! | thought with
despairing frugtration.

And passed out mysdlf.

Chapter 2:

My head wasitching. It was as though a monstrous mosquito had lodged itsiron proboscis
within my skull and sucked out twenty cc of my gray matter, depositing asimilar quantity of irritant.

| woke up in afoul temper, unable to scratch at that agony because my cranium got in the way.
My eyes moved, l€ft to right, up and down. Wherever they turned green blanketing appeared. Four
walls, acelling and afloor—all padded. Light filtered through from arecessed ventilator.

It looked asthough | had findly come to the end my relatives had direly predicted. | was
wearing gray prison coverals and soft dippers, and my brain hurt. | couldn't care lesswhat the
doctors said about the brain having no pain receptors; it hurt. Probably courtesy of the Jupegas dose,
though | had dways understood that the anesthetic from our giant brother planet was completely free
of aftereffects. Some things have to be learned the hard way.

But why? Why was| herein thiscdll?1 wasno criminal. | was Earth's Minister of Inner-Gaactic



World Affairs, and | had cometo ingpect aloathsome captive dien creature. Along with aluscious
lady Ph.D. And what had they done with Nancy?

| tried to work up arighteous fury, but the incessant itch in my head disspated the necessary
concentration. | refused, at any rate, to throw atantrum. | was sure | was being watched.

A padded section pushed open and | recognized adoor. Behind it was acubicle, and within that
space was a soft plagtic tray |oaded with food. Coffee, fried eggs, nicely browned ham, a stack of
golden whestcakes and athimble of bright maple syrup.

| redlized | wasravenous. | grabbed the tiny rubber spoon and fell to. Inamoment | discarded
the utensll, sinceit tended to bend rather than cut, and crammed the morsdlsinto my mouth with my
fingers. | ate everything. | licked the last drop of coffee from the cup, ran my tongue over the hotcake
plate, inspected my deevesfor suckable syrup sans.

After everything was more than gone, | redlized that | had never been that kind of apig before.
And | wasdill hungry.

There was atiny toilet in one corner, really no more than apadded holein thefloor, and a
low-pressure rubber faucet. No mirror, no towel, no soap and certainly no razor. | cleaned up aswell
as| could, glad that the awful itch had findly subsided.

After about an hour—my watch was gone, naturally—another door cranked open, and two of
the dab-faced guards took me away. We passed through interminable tunnels and aleys and up
ramps and by cloisters and finally debouched into a plush office. Nancy wasthere.

Her honey-blonde hair now hung to shoulder-length, and her shoulders... showed. Her baggie
was gone, replaced by coverals similar to mine, except for the bulges. | had not observed rondure
likethat Snce my last furtivelook at aporno photograph: Woman In Street Clothes, Circa 1970. |
tried to keep my eyes from bulging lascivioudy, not to mention certain other anatomy.

"Much better than baggies, aren't they,” aharsh male voice said. | jumped guiltily. It was—I
recognized his porcine profile—the infamous warden of Lucifernia. Something-or-other Nitti. | did not
likehim.

Nancy turned her blue eyes on me, but did not speak. | saw with ashock that her hands, dl the
way up to thewrists, were naked. Some of her forearm even showed where the deeve hung |oosdly.

"| thought you two would like to watch atrebcast,” Nitti said, burbling with some obnoxious
humor. Onewall illuminated as he spoke: aten-by-ten foot receiving screen. The guards shoved me
into achair facing it. What was going on?

The datdine flashed, and | had another shock. A full day had passed! No wonder | had been
hungry. | had been knocked out by the Jupegas, or whatever e se they might have given me later, for
agood twenty hours.

In the screen appeared aview that was three dimensiond, for atrebvee receiver had depth as
well asarea. It was the broadcasting studio of one of Earth's most distinguished newsmen: Alvin
Swept. He glanced at the worl dwide audience with that penetrating demeanor that compelled instant



attention, whether he was breaking amajor news scoop or telling ajoke. He had alwaysimpressed
me as an intdlligent, Sncere man.

"Tonight," said Alvin Swegpt, "I am honored to act as moderator at avery specid interview with
Earth's Minister of Inner-Galactic World Affairs, the honorable Harold W. Prodkins. With himisthe
noted Extraterrestrialogist Dr. Nancy Dilsmore. Participating with me on this pand will be—"

| didn't hear the rest of the build-up. Thisthing wasimpossible! | wasn't on any trebcast, and
neither was Nancy. Unless—

Unless there was atrebvee pickup on us now, and we were about to be interviewed by remote
control.

Awful! | ran my hand over my stubbled chin and touched my disheveled hair. | looked &t the
lingering syrup stain on my deeve. And what would | say? | knew amost nothing of the Situation. And
Nancy—it would wipe her out, socidly, if she were exhibited before the world in that caamitoudy
exposive prison outfit. Her neck down to the very collarbone, her hands, her ankles al showing
brazenly, and the sensua contours of her torso burgeoning under the scant cloth....

In the screen appeared a shot of the Capitol House while the World Anthem blasted dismaly.
Then—

Minister Harold Prodkins and scientist Nancy Dilsmore. Both apparently garbed—the oneina
conservative but handsome suit, the other in an ornate but fully decorous baggie.

Doubles! | should have remembered Freddy's threat to use them. Of course! | had proved to be
obstreperous, so my model-of-integrity cousin had expediently had me incarcerated while he made
other arrangements. And Nancy too, since she had been so shortsighted as to agree with my position,
and to stand up for the dignity of Earth. We were out of it.

All my posturing had been for nothing. Freddy had shut up and used hisbrain. If | had used my
brain, feeble asit was compared to his, | would have known thiswould happen. Smart, smart Harold
Prodkins, who should have stuck to Solar Pool and not attempted to interfere with his cousin's

politics.

"Minigter Prodkins" Alvin Swept inquired with just the proper tinge of respect, "isit true that
Earth has at last made contact with an Inner-Galactic species?”

My double didn't bat his phony eye. "Perfectly true, Alvin. Asyou newsmen have been very
much aware, contact was accomplished secretly soon after the alien landed—crash-landed,
actuadly—in Horida, inthe old region of America”

Now the red questioning began, and | had to admit my double was sharp. He had my
mannerisms down dmost perfectly, and he hesitated in just the right places. " The names would mean
nothing,” he was saying in reply to aquery about the exact identity of the alien creeture. "The world
sounds like Jamborango (a dight stumble over the pronunciation, just as| would have ssumbled) so
that'swhat we're cdling it. Jamborango (more confidence)—somewhere in the center of the galaxy.
Wl out of our present technologica reach.”



And, cleverly, in reply to preplanned questions (probably the entire interview had been
rehearsed and taped and edited hours ago), the whole story came out. All except theredl truth: that |
had asserted Earth'sright to an gpology from an insufferable Swarm Tyrant, and had intended to
demand it, regardless of Freddy's caution. And Dr. Dilsmore had agreed with me.

Freddy was pulling it off, though. Those doubles, properly bolstered by rigged interviews, could
pecify world curiogity until the dien worm Qumax was safely offplanet. Then—

| looked a Nancy and tried to smile reassuringly. She smiled back, despite her dishabille. But
both efforts were weak.

For how could Freddy ever alow usto go free to spread the truth? That would destroy his
career. It was quite possible that we both faced unofficia life sentencesin Lucifernia.

Or worse.
"There," said Warden Nitti as the program concluded, "you haveit. So—"

Then an odd look came over him. He made asiif to scratch his head, stopped, started to stand
up, began to swest, and finally plumped down again. He seemed to be suffering asiege of the most
intenseinterna strife. Hate and doubt and fear al warred upon his features. Then the face and body
camed, and he turned to the nearest guard. ™Y our gun, please—hand it over!”

Suddenly | was dl-the-way scared. Nitti was about to take the initiative and liquidate us on the
Spot!

The guard drew his Jupegas gun and handed it to Nitti, who put hisfat finger on the trigger and
raised the pinched nozzle. | watched the cail-barrd rotate.... "Harold!" Nancy cried.

That got me moving. | lurched to my feet and dove for the warden. There wasasinister hissas
the gun fired, and ablast of icy air struck my ear. But the diver of Jupeice had missed. | barreled into
Nitti, grabbing for his gun-hand. He was far heavier and stronger than I, but | had to make the attempt
before he put me away.

His other hand came up heavily and caught my uniform. As| wrestled for the gun, | felt the
fabric tearing. Of course prison clothing tore readily, so that it could not be used for strangulation or
hand-over-hand descents from cell windows—but this was embarrassing. He had hooked hisfingers
into the collar of the prison unionsuit—all that | wore benegth the coverdls—and as his meaty am
jerked down dl of it ripped away.

| got the gun, by grabbing it with both hands and twisting hard. Then | wrestled my way clear of
Nitti, leaving my clothing with him. | aimed at his ample torso and fired. The gun cooled in my hand.
Frost formed on the snout, and the warden passed out. | shucked out of the deeves and pantlegs,
sncethey were attached to nothing now.

Nancy was struggling with the armed guard. Suddenly he legped into the air, did aflipflop, and
came down heavily beside the warden. The other guard was aready unconscious: the first Jupegas
diver Nitti had fired had struck him.



Weran. There was no chance to escape Luciferniaand we both knew it, but we had to try. |
held the gun and led the way.

Suddenly the itch was back in my skull, ferocioudly. But | didn't—couldn't—stop. "The keys!" |
shouted. And dashed back into the warden's office.

The one guard who hadn't been Juped was climbing to hisfeet. | put him away without even
consdering the matter. | hauled at Nitti's body, searching for his set of master keys. My hands
seemed to know what they were doing better than | did. In amoment | had them: a dozen colored
bars mounted on alargering.

The itch wastearing my head apart! | charged out again, past Nancy, and ran down the hall. At
the end was an elevator. | rammed akey into the key-dot, and the door opened. Phenomenal luck,
that | should hit the right one without even looking! | pulled Nancy in with me and punched for the
basement.

Asthe unit did smoothly downward the itch abated and | remembered that | was naked except
for my dippers and aforgotten shred of deeve.

| tried to hide behind the keys, but Nancy didn't say anything.

Then | saw that she had suffered some battle-erosion herself. Therewas along tear down the
sdeof her coverdls, exposing her flesh from brato panty. (I didn't like using such filthy words, even
in my mind, in connection with a decent woman—obut | knew no other terms to describe her
underclothing.) | felt sorry for her. Probably no man had seen that flesh before except the doctor who
delivered her asababy. Now it was open to the vulgar gaze of acomparative stranger.

That reminded mejust how ingdioudy New Victorianism had developed. Twenty years ago the
ankle-length skirts and wrist-length deeves had seemed like atransitory fashion—but somehow it had
trangited into even greater repression, not into physica enlightenment. If only someone had cried
"foul!" while there was till time, before an entire generation had been brainwashed. Now we had
Freddy and the baggie.

Wéll, the damage was done, | thought as | took another look in Nancy's suit. | had
compromised her; | would haveto marry her. If | survived this misadventure, and if she did.

The elevator stopped, unfortunately. Theitch struck again. | shoved open the door.

It opened to solid rock. Undaunted, | touched the stone, my fingers pressing nimbly &t certain
pointsin precise combination.

CLICK! Pause. | touched another section. "To deprime the bomb," | explained. CLICK! And
the stonedid aside.

| hauled Nancy after me as | ran down the dank passage that was revealed, lurched around a
corner, fingered another section of the wall, and stepped into the new passage that yawned open.
Warm air blasted out and struck my body. We charged down the unlit hallway, and behind usthe
stone dammed back into place. My head was splitting.



Y et another turn—and yet another door—and then we stood at the brink of alarge pit. Itsfloor
wasflat, and covered by arug. Therewas alarge trebvee set and elegant furniture.

My head suddenly clear, | peered down at the biggest, ghastliest cabbage worm | had ever seen
photographed. Writhing octopus clugters, lipless green mouth, convex eyelids closing like
windowshades, breath smelling of licorice....

"Hi ya, Rubes" Qumax said.

Chapter 3:

Nancy exercised her femae prerogetive to get thefirst word in. Her voice only alittle Strained,
she said, "Happy Jack Bumperty, | presume?”

The green mongter blinked. "Happy Jack isatrebvee clown.”

"So heis. Your impression was perfect.” Qumax's head twisted to one side. Green skin rippled
from his neckless head (or maybe his headless neck) to his blunt tail—about twelve linear feet of
twitch. Hisfrog-mouth opened and produced a sound like live steam escaping through dead peanut
husks.

Nancy shuddered. "Qumax, | don't think I'll ever get used to the way you laugh.”

"Y ou don't need to," Qumax said. "Humans never need to. Hearing melaugh isarare privilege.”

"Qumax, youre till trying to get indde my brain. That'sagrossviolation of privacy.”

| had been waiting for an opportunity to break in, but this made me pause. Was Qumax amind
reader?

My heed itched again. "More than that, Rube," Qumax said. "Hey, Nancy—you know what this
creep thought when he saw into your coveralls? Hefelt real masculine dl of asudden, and—"

"Qumax!" she snapped severdly.

The reprimand set the worm back only momentarily. "But 1'd redlly like to know what you
thought, when he shucked his suit and dragged you away—"

"1 knew you werein control, Qumax. Y ou took over the warden and made him shoot one
guard—"

"Would have been both guards, if hotshot here hadn't interfered,” theworm said sullenly. "So|
had to take him over, before he messed things up any more. Would have been easier if | could have
worked through you, though, sweetheart. Y ou redlly shouldn't have taken that Y ogatraining to gain
complete mind and body control.”



"Mentd privacy iseven moreimportant than physical, Qumax. When you learn that, you won't
be such achild.”

The worm's body had dithered forward during thisinterchange, and the process fascinated me.
Widll, dither isn't the proper word. Rumple, maybe. Historso touched the floor in two or three places,
and those places stayed firm while the vertical |oops somehow traveled forward. | had seen something
like that in films of asdewinder rattlesnake once, but never did understand how it worked.

The creature was close under us now, head about level with our feet. A tentacle reached up
toward Nancy. "A Jam child isfar more mature than a human adult,” Qumax said.

Suddenly the itch exploded in my head. My right hand swung out and clapped Nancy hard
across the resilient buttocks.

"Oh!" she cried—and tumbled into the pit. Qumax made a glesful frying sound, twisting hisgross
loops about in aparoxysm of mirth. Adult, hell! | thought. A brat in any shapewas still abrat.

Nancy landed lithdly—thefal had only been about five feet—and back away from the dien. But
the exertion had ripped her uniform further. | gasped at the sight of more femae flesh than | had,
literally, ever dreamed about. (How can you dream when you have no mode to work from?) Even
married couples were supposed to use atal bundling board and keep the lights out when going about
the sordid necessities leading to propagation of the species.

Then theitch had hold of me once more, and | jumped down after her. | tried to fight it, reglizing
that Qumax was controlling my body—as he had been doing every time my head hurt, except maybe
a the beginning—but was unable to help mysdlf. | ran forward and grabbed for her.

Nancy turned, put up her arms (and dazzled me through the gaping clothing) and caught hold of
mine. | found mysdf flying through the air and then faling flat on the carpeting.

"That hurt!" Qumax cried, and | redized that while he controlled my body, he aso absorbed my
sensations. It had to be that way, or he would be operating blindly. | felt the abrasion of elbows and
knees only dimly through theitch; the worm had taken the brunt of pain.

"You knew | wastrained for this" Nancy shot back. "Why don't you just admit you can't control
me and—"

"HISSSS," said Qumax, sounding like aflattening truck tire. Impelled by theitch | got up and
attempted afootball tackle on Nancy. Thistime| landed on my nose, and knew that | would have
done better if I'd had control of my own muscles.

"SSSSS" Qumax sounded as| fell. Yes, it hurt him. Then suddenly hewasn'tin my head, and |
was ableto look up a Nancy and forceasmile at her.

"] don't like to cause pain to anyone or anything,” she said, pulling her suit together. "Qumax, if
you persst—" She paused, as though rebuffing another mental siege. Then the itch was back and |
was making another lunge. Thistimel got her: | clamped my armsaround her smal waist, locked one
hand over onewrigt, and grabbed at her coveralswith the other hand. | was behind her, my handsin
front. My palm pressed against—



Then the mind presence was gone again, and | felt her gtiffen. Qumax was attacking her again,
and there | was hanging on to her... chest. The giant worm rumpled up, and the massed tentacles
were reaching for both of us.

| hurled Nancy sidewise and shouldered into Qumax. Hiswrithing digitstouched merepulsively,
but my weight was enough to rock back his forepart. Helost his baance and fell, histall dapping
franticaly at the rug. The worm-shape was not ideal on aflat surface.

| ran to Nancy to help her up. She was unconscious. Had she banged her head when | threw her
down?1 had only doneit to save her from the dien!

Qumax righted himself. "Stupid femae," he complained. " She fainted when you squeezed her
boob. Prudish mamma!"

"l never—" But of course | had. My hand till tingled with the memory. Qumax had made me do
it, but full sensation had returned to me when he went after her.

| fdt faint mysdf. Thiswent far beyond mere pornography. That was vicarious. To actualy
perform such an obscene act—

"The fuzzIl be on our necksin amoment,” Qumax sad. It was amazing how much old-fashioned
dang he had picked up from three days of Trebvee. The fuzz on hisneck? He didn't even have a
neck, unlessit was hisentire body. "I'll just have to make do with you, | guess. She has a much better
mind, but | can't get at it. Not in the time we have. But we'd better bring her along.”

"Bring her—" | garted, confused. "Where are we going?' | did recognize the need to escape,
whatever our persond differences. None of us had much of afuturein Lucifernia. Not after the
trouble we had caused. Not with Freddy's machinations.

At Qumax's mental spur | picked up Nancy's unconscious form and hoisted it out of the pit.
Then | gave Qumax a boost—or rather, | braced mysalf while he crawled over me. Hewas
astonishingly heavy. No wonder afive-foot wall had not been enough to confine him. With no place
for him to get a proper tentacle-hold, and the furniture bolted down (and no doubt securely riveted) in
the center, he had been helpless. Except for his ability to control human minds. Why hadn't he used
that before?

"Because | didn't think of it," he admitted candidly. He was, after dl, achild; hisexperience was
limited. "Anyway, there were no good subjectsin thishole, and it wasn't time yet.”

Time? Oh, the pace ship that was coming for him. | hadn't redlized it was arriving so soon.
"It isn't the one they expect,” he said. "This one happened to be closer, so stopped by to help.
My Swarm Tyrant doesn't know about it either. Hell be red mad when his ship comes and Earth

can't turn meover!" Again thefrying sound.

Somehow | did not share hisglee. That Tyrant might very well liquidate our sun, or whatever it
was he had threatened. And how did Qumax himsalf know about that nearer ship?

Before | could consider such things further, Qumax was up, and | had to climb out myself and



pick up Nancy again. | wasn't used to such exercise, and she was no light pool cue. But it was either
cooperate or fed theitch, and | preferred the former.

We made our way aong the various halls and tunnelsto the eevator, and piled insgde. Qumax's
bulk made it uncomfortably crowded. | thought 1'd gag on that licorice aroma. We started up.

Nancy's blue eyes opened. "What? What?' she inquired.

"We're, ah, leaving Lucifernia" | said. It was my voice and my statement, but not my conviction.
Qumax was out of my head.

Her hand went to her... chest. "Harold, what happened after—after—?"

"Nothing," | said. "Theworm and | had a discussion and decided to break out. That'sal.”
"Thisissuicidd!" she exclamed, coming fully awake. "We can't just walk out!"

"Why not?" Qumax demanded.

"A disheveled woman, an dien cresture, and anaked man?'

Oops! | had forgotten that last.

And then the elevator was gentling to a stop. Qumax pressed a button and the doors did aside.
There, as| had feared, was the firing squad. Six guards and Nitti.

"Now, my little menagerie,” thewarden said, "let's have alittle chat. About an attempted
jailbreak, and an unprovoked attack on duly constituted authorities, and...”

He spun off awhole paragraph of technicalities, but | didn't listen. He must have been dosed
with an antidote to the Jupegas, for he obvioudy hadn't dept for any twenty hours. His suit was
rumpled where | had grabbed him, and he did not seem to be in agood humor.

Seven men, counting Nitti. How many could Qumax control smultaneoudy? | wished theworm
had been paying attention to what lay ahead; he could have landed at another floor. But abrat
wouldn't have such dementary foresight.

| peered quickly at my Jamborang cohort and saw the reaction | had been half expecting.
Qumax was quivering in dismay. Obvioudy, if he could control more than one person at atime, he
would have hung on to me while attacking Nancy. Instead, he had tackled usone a atime.

"Thewarden!" Nancy stage-whispered, poking Qumax just beneeth the cluster of tentacles. "He
givesthe orders—"

"No talking in the ranks!" Nitti barked. "I'min charge here, and—and | say—" Hisexpression
grew even uglier than usud. "1 say—" Fear came and went. "1 say—" He formed agreasy smile. "l
say welll take my personal copter. March!™



Had Qumax succeeded in taking over? | wasn't sure. But | knew Nitti had askull-sized itch
along about now.

At any rate, we marched. A woman, aworm, and anaked man. Down the hal, through an
office, out adoor, into acourtyard open to the sky.

A sentry cametolife. "Hat!" he cried. " Show your passes.”
"1'm taking these prisonersto my copter,” Nitti said.

"By what authority?"

"By my own authority! I'm the warden."

"The Jamborangan entity is confined according to the directive of the President of the World.
Show me hisauthorization.”

Oh-oh. Divided authority here. Trouble.

The sentry made the peculiar combination of faces, and | knew that theitch had transferred itself
to hishead. "Very well. Pass" hesaid at last.

But if Qumax had transferred control to the sentry, what about Nitti?

"Jailbreak! Jailbresk!" Nitti cried suddenly. "Oh, my parboiled head! Gasthem dl!"

Qumax had bungled it. For now Nitti knew the score.

The men milled about in confusion, not comprehending this abrupt change. Nancy reached over,
grabbed a Jupegas gun, and pulled the trigger. Slivers of ice shot out in a steady stream. She swung
the weapon in ahdf circle before us, and suddenly we three were the only ones standing.

It occurred to methat | wouldn't like to have this woman mad at me.

After that it was dmost routine. Qumax summoned an attendant, made him show uswhere the
copter was, made him phone down ingtructionsto let the warden's aircraft pass, and then had me gas
the attendant with one of the other guns. We climbed into the machine.

"Now," Nancy sad, "we have only three problems.”

"Wedon't havetime for adiscussion,” | said nervoudy. "We have to get out of here before they
discover what we've done and activate the defenses.” The thought of those defenses chilled me. |
hardly cared to be goosed by amissile.

"That'sthefirgt problem,” she said. "Which of us knows how to fly amilitary copter?”

| looked at Qumax and he looked at me. Blanks.

"Next problem,” she said, brisk as a schoolteacher. "Which of us knows the safe route past the



arborne minefields and the territory covered by the automatic antiaircraft emplacements?”
Blanks.

"And just how long will it be before they find Nitti and give him the antidote again? Long enough
for usto blunder out of hisvengeful, dl-points-bulletin reach?’

"I'm only amisunderstood dien child," Qumax said, and beganto cry.

Nancy rolled her eyes skyward. "Well, were committed now. WElI al be crucified if we stay
here. Harold, you go drag the warden to the copter. HEll be able to fly us out safely, and that'll keep
him out of mischief, too."

Qumax brightened. "Why didn't | think of that?"

"Because you're only amisunderstood aien child,” she snapped. " Seeif you can find the Jupegas
antidote. Well need him conscious.”

Meekly, Qumax got busy. So did .

Nitti was heavy. He must have had decades of rich dining at the taxpayer's expense. But
somehow | hauled his carcass to the copter, where Nancy gave him a shot of the
antidote—Saturngas—that Qumax had found in the machings first-aid kit. Then Qumax took over his
mind and Nitti piloted us dowly and circuitoudy upward.

Qumax stretched across three | et-down passenger seats. | found acivilian suit and made myself
halfway presentable. Nancy procured needle and thread and did the same. Gradually the prison
became a dark fearsome shadow with itswalls studded with radar antennae and rocket launchers.
Overhead, sunlight streamed strong and free. Nitti answered three challenges with three separate
passwords and a flash of his badge, and we were not fired on.

"Good thing I'm aJam,” Qumax remarked. "Most galactics can read minds, but can't control
actions. They'd be helpless now."

| decided not to comment on how helpless he had seemed before Nancy organized our little
escapade. At last we passed out of Lucifernia We were free. The phone rang.

Weall jumped. Qumax's rumple landed him on the floor between seats, and he was hard put to
it to climb back up. Nancy wasfirdt to recover.

"It'sthe warden's phone," she pointed out. "He should answer it. He can put the copter on
automatic now."

Nitti, under mental duress, did just that. He set the controls and pressed the "receive” stud on the
control pand. "Warden Nitti spesking.”

Freddy's face appeared in the front screen. "Warden, | gave you strict ordersto keep that worm
confined until the dien ship—"



Then he spied the rest of us. "All right, Harold—what are you up to?"

Before | could answer, Qumax cut in. "Help! Help! Mr. President, thisawful manis
wormnapping me! He says he—héll kill meif you try to stop him. Please, please save me from him!"

| opened my mouith to protest, but Nancy kicked me. Then | redlized that Qumax was actualy
putting mein charge, while he continued to control Nitti. | nodded, surreptitioudy massaging my
bruised ankle. "Y ou'll have to—to pay abig ransom, if you want him back in one segment,” |
growled. "Y ou know what his Swarm Tyrant will do to Earth if anything happensto him."

"Warden, arrest thisman!" Freddy cried.

"Arrest him yoursdlf, Rube," Nitti's voice sad. "I'm with Harold."

"And don't send any planes after us," | said. "I mean business. Ten million in smdl hills. I'll give
you twenty-four hoursto deliver.” But | wondered how he could ddliver, if wewere avoiding him.

"Doashesays, dr!" Qumax cried pitifully. "He'sabad man!”
"Ridiculous," Freddy said, but he looked uncertain.
"Harold," Nancy whispered urgently. "1—I think we're being followed aready."

| glanced at her white face, then followed her quivering finger to the red light rising behind us.
Another copter—alarge one! Trust Freddy not to communicate until he had the power to back it up.

"Getrid of it," | told Freddy. "Or I'll—"

| hesitated. What would | do, in my assumed capacity as abductor of the alien worm? | saw the
blunt tip of Qumax'stail and had adull inspiration.

| grabbed thetail and hauled it up into the field of view of the phone pickup. Thething was as
lumpy and limp as a bean cushion, and sandpaper rough. No wonder Qumax seldom skidded! "Il
gart torturing him!" 1 said with what | hoped was the proper note of fanaticism. | made aface and
tweeked thetail gently.

"Ouch! 0000, that smartd" Qumax screamed obligingly. He was hamming it up too much, but
Freddy seemed impressed. "This monster iskilling me! Please, please, Mr. President, do as he says!”

"Harold wouldn't hurt afly, much lessaworm,” Freddy said disgustedly.
So much for bluffing. My practica cousin knew metoo well. The copter behind gained.

"Take usinto those clouds," Nancy said, speaking to Qumax. "And cut off President
Bascum—he's using the phone to keep tabs on us.”

How nice to have someone smart dong, | thought. Nitti's hand flicked the phone switch off and
banked the copter to the left. Sure enough, there was a floating mountain of cloud, with outlying
idands and adenseinterior mass. We shot into that complex, and it was like peasoup fog. Cotton



candy that became vapor drifted across our windshield. | hoped nothing solid was hidden there.

| breathed silent relief as the copter began to drop. If we landed under cover of thisfog,
Freddy's pursuit copter would never find us. Of course we could not exactly pose astourist
civilians—not with Qumax along. We'd have to hide him, scrounge for food, discourage inquiries, wait
for hisrescue-shipto arrive....

The whed stouched ground moments after the fog lifted. Rather, | corrected mysdlf, we had
come out of the bottom of the cloud, submerging into daylight. Now to conced the copter and
oursalves—

Schooal children came from behind treesto stare. There were eight little country boysin overals
and flanne shirts, and onelittle girl in aproper baggie and sunbonnet. They gaped a the machinefor a
while, while we remained frozen with dismay, and then two of the boystried to boost athird to our
canopy. He made it and the brown eyesin the freckled face all but popped out of his head. | could
not hear him, but | could imagine what descriptions of Nancy and Qumax his moving mouth was
meking.

Qumax fried merrily and waved histentacles at the lad.

| wondered how many minutesit would take for the word to get back to Freddy's minions. The
cover had been blown, and we were right back in trouble. Why couldn't the worm for once have
acted with discretion—played dead, or hidden under a seat, or something? Did he want to be

recaptured?

| looked at Nancy. Shelooked at me. We shrugged fataligticaly. Qumax was achild, after all.

Chapter 4:

Suddenly Nancy remembered what she was wearing. "Well, now you've doneiit, haven't you,
Qumax?' she exclamed, turning aflaming face on him. "It isn't enough that you disgraced me before
Harold and those terrible prison guards! Oh no, you had to let me be seen by children! Goodness
knowswhat thiswill do to them! Y ou—you should be ashamed of yoursdf!”

| had thought she was adjusting nicely to the Situation, and this surprised me. Maybe she had
been too busy to be shy until now, but had suffered aletdown. Or maybe there was something
particularly shocking about perverting the tender gaze of children. But most likely shewasredly angry
that Qumax should throw away the escape we had managed, and was berating him on something
minor just to let off steam.

"It'syou who should be ashamed,” Qumax said. "Not for the reasons you imagine, either. But
cheer up, it'smore than just young humans who will see you. Here comes—"

"Ohno!" Nancy said, and shrank pitifully. When she let down, sheredly let down. Well, she had
performed marveloudy until this point, and Qumeax had nullified it dl, so | could hardly blame her.
Why keep fighting, when everything was dready [ost?



Qumax continued to fry. "Don't worry. Therésalot more hidden. Only the outlinesare
prominent—"

| forced mysdlf tolook sternly at him, much as | had been gppreciating those feminine outlines he
referred to. "Qumax, Nancy isright. Y ou should be ashamed.” | waslistening for thewail of apolice
sren, for surely the spectators had given the word by thistime. No point in scrambling any more.

| turned to Nancy. "L ook, it'sonly coverdls™ | said, dtill trying not to ogle them. "I1t's only your
hands that are uncovered and if you put them in your pockets—"

Nitti turned around, grinning lascivioudy. "L ook at those bumps!™

| picked up agun and let him have adiver right in the chest. He collapsed, till smiling, and |
looked a my hand in shock. | had never been that short-tempered before. "They're nice bumps,” |
sad, trying to cover over theinsult and failing dismdly. "If it were the custom to show them
completely, I'd—I'd approve of it!"

You'd go mad with desire, something said in my head. | jumped, then shook it off; | was
halucinating. | wasreacting just asridiculoudy as shewas. It would dmost be ardief when the police
findly came.

"Oh, Harold, you don't know what it'slike," she was saying. "L eered at—by children!”

"It'snot your fault," | started comfortingly, already heartily sick of thisdidogue. But whilel
spoke, Qumax was lowering the ramp and getting the door open. The door swung upon three elderly
femaesin very proper bag-dresses. There was no way they could have avoided seeing the shocking
sght within the copter—atouded man, an unconscious officia, an unbagged woman and amonster
worm. Three elderly breaths sucked sharply inwardsin unison.

"Wel, | never!" said the modern with an obvioudy black-dyed hair bun.
"Heavend" said the tight-collared, earmuffed conservative.
"What istheworld coming to!l" said the liberd with high lace collar and red-dyed hair bun.

"Ladies, ladies" | said, ungtrapping myself from the seet. | could not remember anchoring mysdlf
for the landing and hadn't been aware of the restraint until this moment. | rose and stepped forward,
head itching. "We are but three londly travelersin search of succor. | and thislovely lady, and this
mogt sgnificant of diens—"

"Seehere," said the consarvative. "I'm the Reverend Abigail Swartz and thisisthe Church of the
Wood's annua Sunday School picnic!”

| quailed behind my worm-sponsored facade. Better to have fallen into avat of vipers! No
group supported Freddy more devoutly than the collected Churches of the Wood.

"I'msureitis” | said. | waked boldly out onto the ramp and faced them in amanner quite unlike
myself. "Providence has been kind to us.” | turned to Qumax. "Brother Qumax, did you hear what this
magnificent woman has said? Thisisa Sunday School!" Doom.



"Joy and Haldlujah!" hereplied.

"Areyou a—aminister?' the reverend asked.

"Fully ordained,” | lied. "l amin fact amissonary.”

A bewildered expression swept over Abigail's hatchet face. With new horror | redlized that my
itch was temporarily absent. "Why | do believe—why of course! Y ou are Dr. AndraMoxie,
evangdist. Now you've returned to Earth and—it's the strangest thing"—awe timbred her

voice—"something whispersto me that you are to redeem us.”

"I don't understand,” said the modern, her hands to her face. And then she very obvioudy did.
"Y es—I remember now!" She smiled and kept on smiling, despite the agony it must have been.

"Well," said theliberd, "I think"—emotions fought on her face—"that it istruly agreat honor you
have done usin coming here!"

Asthough of one mind the three swept forward. | found mysaf suddenly envel oped by three
pairs of well-padded arms. It was an intimacy | could have lived without. Three of the old dears had
bad cases of halitoss. And one and al thought it necessary to apply their withered lipsto my holy
cheek.

It occurred to me that they could not, subconscioudy, have been completdy unwilling.
Otherwise Qumax could never have made three act a once. Unlessthe rationdization he had
proffered through my lips overrode al ese, even common sense.

"Ladies,” my traitorous mouth said, "I am indeed flattered by your kind attention. But now,
please be so patient asto let me introduce atrue convert.” | turned and beckoned to Qumax. The
worm rumpled out of the jetcopter, his antennae and tentacles wriggling.

"Oh—what isit?' the Rev. Abigail asked.

"A Chrigian,” Qumax sad.

"A—aChrigian?' Even the rationalization was beginning to creak under the strain. Qumax was
anything but Chrigtian!

"Thefines," theworm said, controlling ahiss.

"Redly!" The Rev. Abigall was obvioudy shocked. "A C-Chrigtian, you say?"

"A most enthusiagtic convert!" | said. "Infact it may bethat he, not I, will lead thisworld to
redemption.” | was no Church of the Wood partisan, but | felt alittle sick. | began dmost to fear that
the police were not coming.

"Redemption—Earth?" asked the thoroughly confused preacher.

"Of course,” | said. "Wheat better? Who better knows the pitfalls and glories of our world than
one who has seen smilar? But we're forgetting my assstant. Nancy, if you please, come out here.”



"Doyou redly meanthat,” shesad pitifully.
"l do," | said.
She came, keeping her handsin her pockets.

Three pairs of elderly eyes and anumber of younger eyes stared at the coveralls. For along,
long time. Finaly Abigail spoke: "Would you—would you care to have something to eat?'

"Certainly,” | said, privately appreciating her attempt to change the subject. At least she wasn't
jumping on Nancy. Now if only Qumax let well enough done....

"Oh, don't mind those coverdls,” | sad loftily. Oh no! "Those are just the start of Earth's
redemption.”

"Re—redemption?' Abigail looked asthough avery large bone had stuck in her throat.

"That'swhat it will proveto be" | said. "Evil isinthe mind and it must be attacked in the
mind—as our wisest ancestors redlized. "Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of thefield, which
today is, and tomorrow is cast into the oven, shall he not much more clothe you, O ye of littlefaith?
Matthew, chapter Sx, versethirty."

"I'm not sure | follow that," she said.

"Youwill, Reverend Swartz," | sad.

"Perhaps,”" the woman preacher said uneasily, "you would prefer for usto bring you something
from the picnic tables. Perhaps some chicken and lemonade?’

"That would bevery fing," | said. "But for Brother Qumax, alittle something different.”

"Oh, yes, of course. What will you have?' she said with commendable grace, turning to Qumax.

"Il have," Qumax said carefully, "that exotic dish you Earthians cdl potato chips.”

"Potato chipd" exclaimed ayoung girl's voice, and looking down | beheld aregular Becky
Thatcher. She looked back saucily, her freckled nose wrinkling. She stuck out atongue, licked her
lips and remarked with great wisdom, "1 like potato chips."

"Doesn't everyone?' Qumax said. "Potato chips and—honey, | believe, if you have some?’

"No honey," thelittle girl said, "but there's soda pop and ice cream.”

"lce creamwill dofine" Qumax said, "though | prefer alittle sugar onit.”

"Sugar on ice cream—that'sfunny!" said the girl.

"Toyou, LittleMaid," Qumax said. "To me, some of the things humans eat are... interesting.”



"You'revery srange.”

ey

"Well, well bring you your lunch,” the Reverend Abigail said awkwardly.
"Fine" Qumax sad, "and afterwards well speak about redemption.”

| lost hope that the police would come. Either this picnic group had been too amazed to tattle, or
Qumax had kept atight security check while seeming to banter foolishly with children.

"And about my ass stant's dress, among other things,” | said for Qumax. "After you hear,
perhaps you will fed the urge to help spread the word.”

Abigail threw one confused, embarrassed glance a Nancy, then turned and walked away,
followed by her sster crones. She could choke down atalking dien worm, a pseudo minister, and
sacrilege—but an unbagged woman was beyond her tolerance.

Forgotten, thelittle girl stood gazing up at Qumax. She cleared her throat with what she must
have thought was adult solemnity.

"Do you giverides?' the child asked.

"Rides?' For once the big worm was taken aback.

"On your back? Do you charge people to carry them?"

Qumax made his frying sound. He crawled forward. "For you, Little Maid, no charge." His
tentaclesflicked out, wrapped around the startled girl and lifted her high over hishead. Hisfront end

came down to ramp level, and there was Becky Thatcher high on ahuge green cabbage worm.

"Oh my!" the pretty child said. "Just like awhole handful of eephantd" She meant, of course, the
squirming tentacles.

"Better than eephants,” Qumax said. "Better than trunks or hands or anything. And thoseridges
on my belly, they're better than any old legsand are alot surer footed. Better than anything except—"

"Except what?' she asked happily.
"Wings," hereplied, momentarily solemn. ™Y ou've got agood hold?
IIY_yall

"Then Away We Go!" And Qumax rumpled off with the most exaggerated up-and-down
motion. It was ameasuring worm's crawl, partly, and it wasfast, and | knew it wasimpossible. He
was showing off, like the brat he was. Suddenly he dammed on the brakes and began his sdewise
Sdewinder undulation, aso fast and completely incompetible with the inchworm locomotion. Becky
was raised up and down, stood till for amoment and then shot forward. She shrieked in joy, clearly
not bothered by the incredible contortions.



"Harold?"
"Yes, Nancy?' At least the subject had shifted from her bumps—er, her attire.
"Don't you think wed better follow them? For the—for safety?!

| was surprised again. | would have expected her interest to be on the ride's mechanics. Instead
she was acting as though she were Becky's mother.

"Harold?'

| turned my head as the gang of boys raced by. "In your coverals?' | asked. Then bit my
tongue.

"God bless," she swore shockingly, "my bulgy old coverdlsl Comeon!™
Amen, | added fervently, but mentally.

Without further ado we joined the big parade at thetail. The kids seemed to be having the time
of their lives. "Hi-Hi up therel" one of the boys shouted to the girl. "Hang on tight—don't you let go."

"1 won't—for anything!" thelittle girl said. And then we were winding three times as fast between
some trees and there was a purling stream and a song bird's choked off voice and a number of very
ordinary people looking up with startled expressions from picnic tables. There was ageneral cessation
of conversation.

Into the breach stepped one Harold Prodkins, now being manipulated as Dr. AndraMoxie,
fictitious evangdist extraordinary.

"Behold, Friends," | said, spreading my puppet arms wide and holding my palms high and
outwards. "Child of Man and child of Jamborang playing together in peace and friendship. It'sa
beautiful Sght, it it?"

There were audibly indrawn breeths. | could imagine what they were thinking: who was |, who
wasthis green thing, and above dl who was this ddlightfully bumpy Jezebel tempting al themento
wicked thoughtsjust by her appearance? What kind of a Sunday School picnic wasthis? And then
the Head Crone was up and explaining. Thiswas awell-known missonary and hisassstant and his
convert.

| made with apreaching act. | stood up on apicnic table, stepped over the potato salad and
cleared my throat.. "Friends," | said, "It is high time that we recognize that oursis not acompletely
hostile universe. There are entire worlds filled with beings such as Qumax—beings who can teach us
the supposedly human virtues that are the basis of dl Christianity. Friends, do you know what | am
talking about? Do you redlize that the alien creature you see before you is more pure of heart than
most adult Chrigtians? This purity must be accepted, admired, emulated. Only in so far as we succeed
in thiswill we approach the ethica idedl that isthe basis of dl true Chridianity.”

| looked out over the heads of my audience. The reverent stillness made me suspect that the
worm was exerting himself again—except that he could hardly have much left over after controlling



me. Maybe that silence was utter shock. "And how do we attain such purity? Certainly not by
concealment. No, conceal ment and condemnation never have worked and never will work! What we
need isthe sort of courage displayed here by my assistant. We need to get our minds out of the gutter
and cultivate purity of thought, and to do that we need to discard, among other things, that most
usdess of dl affectations—the bag-dress.”

Thiswasworm-talk, not my own—>but | found myself agreeing with it. | had often imagined
saying something like thisto stodgy cousin Freddy... but had never come close to working up the
courage to open my mouth. Qumax wasn't all brat....

| raised my hands commandingly. "Ahyes, | know how you fear to abandon what the excesses
of our ancestors seemed to Christian minds to make necessary. But a change of clothing did not make
for achange of style, asthose who compare present with the past well recognize. Today's attitudes
remain much the same asthey have dways been. It isthe attitudes we must change—the attitudes that
make for hypocrisy. Too much concedlment fosters the very thoughts it isintended to prevent. Yet a
sudden drastic change of costume would leave those attitudes untouched. What we must do iswork
to change the attitude while working dowly at changing the costume. To begin with, thereisno reason
why ladies may not choose either to wear or not wear gloves, and why they should not begin to wear
something atrifle less dl-conceding than the bag-dress. Friends, let usall work to this purpose!™

| put my hands down and beamed benignly a my congregation—and redlized sickeningly that
the itch was gone from my head, and had been gonefor at least aparagraph. | was doing it myself!
Stage fright smashed me back and | amost fdll off the table. | had to get out of here!

| started to step down—and found my left foot in the potato salad. "Friends,” | essayed
miserably as | scraped off my hed, "let me now conclude only by saying that my two companions and
| hope to—to share your repast. We—"

| wasinterrupted by swelling laughter. The sdlad had findly toppled onto the ground, and my
foot was now nudging a pitcher of cream. | was sharing the repagt, dl right—with the ants!

Then, blessedly, theitch returned. "Friends," my worm-mouth said, "'let me now conclude by
saying—" That repetition gave them time to calm down. " That after thisddightful interlude we planto
leave immediately for adestination that may surprise you. Dear Friends—" | then paused dramaticaly
while Qumax waited for the suspense to build. "We are on our way to acity that some of you may
have cursed asthe very stronghold of lewdness. The city, avirtual Sodom if not Gomorrah, holdsthe
Tower of Babd itself. We are going, friends, to Trebvee City, Hooeywood."

Ohno! | thought despairingly. By sheer lucky luck we had somehow avoided detection by
Freddy's forces. But now the worm intended to advertise our whereabouts by going on trebvee!

Chapter 5:

Much talk and food later, we were on our way. Again Warden Nitti piloted, having been revived
for this purpose. We provided him with some |eftover, foot-squished potato salad for hisrepast. |
amogt felt sorry for him, until 1 remembered how he had trested us at Lucifernia.



Asweroseintheair | saw the upturned faces of the three crones, any one of whom might,
hours earlier, have carried aflaming faggot to the Jezebd .

Now Nancy made pleasant company during five hours of steady, eventlessflying. She basked
while | dreamed and Nitti guided the copter silently, and then Big Green Mouth cracked to tell us
were were landing.

Nitti parked us gently in a copter-dot before being gassed again, and we waited like company
big shotsfor the men in company uniform. They came, hurrying between copters. They bowed
respectfully and opened our doors. "Minister Prodkins, Dr. Dilsmore, Qumax, your studio iswaiting
for you."

| thought about what it meant as we crossed the lot. Qumax, grossly overconfident after the park
scene, must have been busy sending mentd signals ahead, forcing government men to pull stringsfor
us and shut up afterwards. It wasthe only way to travel, | thought. We were doomed, naturally, but
the respite had been pleasant.

We entered alarge studio. On a sound stage surrounded by cameras and cameramen were
grouped table, chairs and a couch. Qumax winked an eye at us and rumpled up to the stage. In back
of the cameras sat asmall audience seemingly composed entirely of studio executives and government
men.

"Minigter Prodkins, Dr. Dilsmore—" A man who certainly looked like an executive showed us
to some seats in the audience. He flashed an even smile as he sat down. "Exactly on schedule. Just
three minutes before the Face the World trebcast.”

"What do you mean—" | started, but | wasafraid | knew. Qumax wouldn't be content to visit a
trebcadt, or to arrange amodest appearance—oh no, he'd have to be right in the middle of the show!
My worst fears were being redlized.

Alvin Swept waked on stage right then. Following close on his hedswerethreemenin
conservative suits. All took chairs. Two other men joined the group, then asixth; the last wore a
broad white collar with no opening in front. Following the priest came a Jewish rabbi, an African,
three orientals and an Arab. All took sedts.

A light flashed. Cameras dollied onto invisble chalk marks. A large sign lit with the words ON
THEAIR.

"Ladies and Gentlemen," said the barely seeted Alvin, "the World Broadcasting Network in
cooperation with the Planetary News Service takes pleasure in presenting L1VE thishighly specid
edition of Facethe World! Therewill be no interruptionsfor commercials and no set time limit on
what promisesto be the interview of the century. Paying for this—one might dmost say
extemporaneous—trebcadt isthe world government itself. Thisis of course unprecedented, evenin
timeof dections.

"But, ladies and gentlemen, thistrebcast is unprecedented in another way. When in the entire
history of the human species have representatives of al the world's mgor religions gotten together to
ingtruct avisitor from another planet on the subject of Earth'srdligions? It's astonishing—I would
never have believed that we would see such athing in this generation. Ladies and gentlemen, I'm a



little overwhelmed. | haven't been dlowed to prepare myself ahead of timewith so much asan
organized outline. Approximately ten minutes ago | was informed suddenly by acal directly from the
chairman of the World Communications Commission and another surprise call from aquote high
officid in world government unquote that this historic trebcast would be made. Perhaps now the best
thing | can do issmply turn the opening explanation over to the being who ismaking thisall possble.
Ladies and gentlemen, Brother Qumax, visitor to Earth from Jamborango, aworld near the center of

our gdaxy!"

Therewas, | was sure, consternation inside and outside the studio—wherever human beings saw
the trebcast. And Freddy would be literally gnashing histeeth. Thiswas going to be awful!

The cameras dollied in. Qumax vibrated antennae, |ooked with shoe-button eyesinto the lens,
and spoke:

"For the purpose of comparing the tenets of Earth religionswith other and older faiths...”

| could see what he was trying to do, but the worm had redlly overreached himsdlf thistime. He
expected to read these men'sinnermost thoughts, fedlings and desires and make dl hogtility vanish. He
thought he could publicly examine and re-examine every mgor premise of religion and turn it ingde
out with unprecedented respect for logic. He thought there would be a weeping, head-shaking,
gravely stricken pand led by one grotesquely smiling Qumax. A trebethon to end trebethons—the
wholeworld and dl trebvee-receiving planets would be gasping and wondering and trying to digest
the sweat-drenched hours of theological agonizing. A redly historic occurrence—of that he had no
doubt.

For awhile | amost thought he could pull it off. He argued, by impressive examples picked from
the minds of the clerics, that al the differences did not amount to the mountains man had made of
them. Malehills, not mountains—and sometimes not even molehills. Among the star civilizations, he
sad, there were many religions and many proponents of every conceivable viewpoint. There were
faithsthat could be classified as pro-life and others as anti-life, pro-intellect and anti-intellect. Qumax
claimed to be representing nothing—only drawing examplesfor clarifying pardles.

Ohyes, hetried. He pointed out that al ethical teachings were based on one premise: that it is
better to live in such away asto be free from the torments of unethical conduct. With that to go on,
there should be united cooperation and ablurring of dissmilarities. Why wasn't there? Why should all
ethical gtrivings on the planet Earth lead to internecine warfare? Wasn't the species of man sane
enough to see that molehills didn't matter when there were mountainsto climb? Why didn't the
individuas quit pretending that so much mattered that didn't matter? Why didn't the human species
learn responsihility, asthe creatures of the gaaxy had?

| was enthraled in spite of mysdlf, but Nancy shook her head negatively. | watched the clerics
and fdlt sorry for them and thrilled for them, sure that for the first time in centuries such asthese were
learning answers with the strength of revelations. But Nancy was watching Qumax sadly. | thought
that man might change now—practice and preaching, the old eternd conflict. Change and variety
were among the most unchanging facts of the universe. Dogmatism smply wasn't justified from any
ethically based standpoint. Accept it, human species, and get on with the business of facing the
universe. But Nancy frowned.

Only gradudly did | perceive certain truths, and perhaps | never grasped the whole of it.



Perhapsit was that these men were by no meansinnocent picnickers, but trained, experienced
debators who knew how to dedl with sacrilege by their definitions. Perhapsiit was that they
indinctively unified in the face of this chalengeto dl their parameters. Perhgpsit wasthat they did not
want to changetheir lifelong beliefs—bdiefs on which they made their respective livings. But mainly |
think it wasthat religion is not based on logic. Qumax wastrying to use logic to make points that
were morein the realm of emotion, spirit and faith. And so hefailed.

Qumax was achild. He smply could not appreciate the depth of commitment these men had. He
succeeded only in baffling himsdlf. Thus, abruptly, the program cameto aclose. With bad grace the
worm terminated it before his naivete became apparent to all.

"But be of good cheer, Friends,” Qumax said with feigned equanimity. "For tonight therésabig
treat in store. Tonight, ladies and gentlemen—" He paused dramatically, recovering some of his
norma zest for mischief. "Tonight there's a program none of you will want to miss—"

| looked at Nancy. Nancy looked at me. What could it be? We'd all be unbearably lucky if we
stayed clear of Luciferniathat long, for now the whole world knew where Qumax was. What possible
revelation could be worth such colossal risk?

"Tonight I, Qumax, will present a dramatic far-space adventure that | will both direct and star in.
Included in the cast will be none other than your red-life Minister of Inner-Galactic World Affairs,
Minister Harold W. Prodkins...."

Ouch! Theworm wastaking it out on me! The bad-sport juvenile brat!
"Tuneintonight, Friends, for athrilling Captain Cloud adventure!"

Captain Cloud—trebveeidol of the adolescent masses. My adult brain knew he was merely the
stage name of a nonentitious actor, Stanley Standovitch; but my boyhood memory proclaimed him as
the hero of dl time. What werewein for now?

Asthough the announcement itself were not sufficiently inane and shocking, alocdized
commotion arose within the studio audiences. "Goodness ™ and then " Golly Gee!" in teenage timbre.
Impelled by these unnatura sounds, | turned quickly and discovered thetall robust figure of Stanley
Standovitch, Captain Cloud himsdlf.

"Mr. Standovitch!" | exclaimed before catching mysdlf. | stared at histwin blaster-guns and
wondered where hisfamed Texas drawl might be.

"Hi ya, Space Partners," he said. And yes, there it was, al sagebrush and steershit. It was
illogica but | felt as excited asa six-year-old.

But of course| was agrown, mature, adult man now. Hardly agushing fan. It behooved meto
address him with gppropriate dignity. "Mr. Standovitch,” | said, and took another bresth. "I'm sure
you know who we are and I'm sure you're not thrilled, but believe me I'm thrilled ever since | wasa
littlekid well for years anyhow—"

He glanced benignly a me asmy baloon exhausted itsair. "It'sthe hairdye," he remarked. "That
and thewrinkle-cream.”



"Oh, | didn't mean to imply—I mean only—uh—"
"It doesn't matter. Y ou al want my autograph?' He already had produced a gold celebrity pen.

"Certainly,” | said. | searched my empty pockets, then held out adeeve of my borrowed shirt.
"Jugt sign here," | mumbled awkwardly.

"Shore." Evidently he was used to this sort of thing. One moment the pen was posed and the
next it was making pretty pink, gold and silver lines. As soon as hefinished, | took my deeve and
looked at it. The autograph read: " Stanley Standovitch, the one and only C-A-P-T-A-I-N
C-L-U-D."

"Uh, Mr. Standovitch—uh, shouldn't there be an 'O’ in that?'

"Why, shore." With gray eyestwinkling he converted the letters and hyphens of the last two
wordsto acolorful line and printed other letters above. "And don't,” he warned, "ask meto change it
again. Enough isenough, Partner.”

"Oh, I won't, Mr. Standovitch," | said. Then | looked &t the change. The autograph now read:
"...theoneand only C-A-P-T-A-I-N C-L-O-D."

Qumax humped to the edge of the rostrum. "I'm going to need some personnd,” he announced.
"In addition to stagehands, dectricians and stenographers, I'm going to need some of you actors.
Stanley Standovitch, get Priscilla Prentiss, your leading lady, and meet mein Studio Five."

"Yesdr, Mr. Qumax!" said Standovitch. For al hisbeing an actor, he responded rather well. |
was wondering just what Qumax had planned for the rest of us, and not at al certain wewould like it
when we found out.

Suddenly there was a studio page at my elbow. "Mr. Prodkins—you're wanted on the v-phone.”
Then, swallowing a suddenly bobbing Adam's apple, the young hopeful actor added, "It'sthe
President, Sir. President of the World! His personal secretary spoke for him!™

"Pruneface. Well that'sgreet,” | said.

"Pardon, Sr?"

"Thanksfor the message.” | wondered if | should say what | redlly felt about the honor. Last time
my cousin had phoned it had been atrap.

"You cantekethecdl in private, Sr.”

"Thank you," | said. "That will of course be best.” | stood up and offered Nancy my arm, hoping
shewould take it and lend me the needed mora support.

"I'm with you every step of the way, Space Partner,” she whispered. Her arm hooked into mine
with afamiliarity | had hardly anticipated—a most a proprietary gesture. We walked behind the page,
entered a private office together and found oursalves facing a v-phone. The page |eft, closing the door
behind him.



| moved to the v-phone and my presence activated the screen, bringing on theimage of
Prunefacefirgt, and then the President. | studied Freddy Bascum's double face with care, marveling
that hewas just an ordinary man after all who was maybe scared to death at this moment. | wondered
what theinterview would bring.

"Mr. Minigter, | must admit that | was favorably impressed by the trebcast.”
"You... likedit... Mr. President?’
"It was adroit. Until theend.”

Hisway of saying that Qumax had made an uiter fool of himsdlf. | pretended not to
comprehend. "Y ou didn't like the annonuncement?*

"] think the announcement may cal for rather drastic care, H—Mr. Minigter. I'm wondering
whether | can't, after all, count on you to ease the brakes on?”

| wondered why he felt constrained to beg thisway. Why didn't he just send in the troops? Then
| realized that we had preempted the stage from the doubles he had planted, and that now it would be
exceedingly awkward to remove uswithout giving his prior machinations away. Who would double

for Qumax, now? Probably the worm had counted on thisto prevent any overt measures against us.
Personally, | wouldn't have trusted Freddy that far.

So now the President of the World was ready to play aong with us, provided we calmed down
the display. Maybe wed get out of the messwith intact integuments after al. "Um, | seewhat you
mean. Y ou think that | should control Qumax."

"Precisdy. For the good of Earth and your own possible future politica career.”

"Frankly, Mr. President,” | said loftily, "1 haven't been thinking about politics.”

Freddy frowned. "Everything will be maderight,”" he said. " Just so you do your job now and
forget about that little unpleasantness. Count it—simply amisunderstanding between relatives?!

Hewas pushing it too far. "Y ou'd better watch your step, Mr. President. | don't take kindly
to—"

"Mr. President,” Nancy said hurriedly, "there's something—excuse me, both of you, but | just
wanted to remind you. Qumax hasn't entered my mind yet. | think if anyone can control him or
interfere with him if necessary, that I—"

"You'd, eh, digpose of him, Dr. Dilsmore?"

"Goodness no, Mr. President!” Nancy sounded shocked.

"The Swarm Tyrant would redlly lovethat,” | muttered. "Then held have real causeto play Solar
Pool with thered solar system...."

"Precisdly,” Freddy agreed. "We must be diplomatic.”



"l think | can interfereif necessary,” Nancy said, "and tdll the public what Qumax isredly
"Redlly about, Dr. Dilsmore?'
"A let's pretend game.”

"Oh—yes, Dr. Dilsmore. And then the inner-galactic ship will be here soon and we can
straighten out anything that requires government straightening. Yes, | do believe that might work.”

"Youlook," | observed, "asthough you are cdling off an execution.”

The President blanched. So some such temptation had trotted through his brain. Qumax wasin
no danger, of course, for the threat of his Swarm Tyrant could not be ignored. But those of uswhom
the worm was using as props... maybe. Nancy's freak ability to defy the dien just might be the saving
of us

"Mr. Miniger," said the president decisively, "I am putting you and Dr. Dilsmorein full charge. |
want you to know that 1—that I'll be available any time of the day or night if you need help. The entire
resources of the world government stand at your immediate disposd.”

"|—" Mentdly | cursed him. "I won't forget your kind cooperation, Mr. President.”

Thought furrowed the politician'sforehead. Hidden meaning? Hidden meaning? | might have
heard. Lucky | couldn't read his complex, ruthless mind; 1'd probably be sickened. "All right, Mr.
Minister and Dr. Dilsmore," he said finally. "To each of usour jobs. That's understood and accepted,
isntit?"

"Itis, Mr. President,” | said.

"Fine. Goodbye, Mr. Minigter, Dr. Dilsmore."

"Goodbye, Mr. President,” Nancy and | said. The screen blanked.

| marched to the large desk in the office and plumped down, wesak with something like relief. |
opened the drawer, searching for some tissuesto wipe my face. | found—abottle. And severd clean
glasses. Expengve, potent didtillation.

"I'll take some of that," Nancy said.

"l didn't know you drank!"

"l dont," she said, holding forth aglass. "But | was bluffing. | don't think | can control Qumax at
dl. All | candoisress him—sofar.”

| popped the cork and poured her one, and followed with a dose of my own. Shewas
right—we weren't out of this morass by along shot. The worm was planning some horrendous show
involving Captain Cloud and who knew what ese, and it would surely snap Freddy's suspenders and
weld al bein dire peril. Caught between Qumax and Freddy—and neither, redigticaly, could be



pecified.

"Harold—" she said after abit. "The respongbility you and | share—it'svery great, isn't it?"

"It'sthe greatest,” | said, invoking my gift for understatement. | noticed with surprise that the fluid
level was down more than it ought to be, in the bottle. But my problems did not seem nearly so
pressng.

"Harold—these coverdls..."

"Ddightful,” | sad. Snful too, | thought with acertainillicit pleasure.

"Harold, eh, could you"—she threw a glance at the door—"maybe hel p me get some clothing
that'salittle more, eh, conventiona ?"

S0 her most fundamental concern was not the President or the worm, but her unbagged State.
Her dishabille. "If that'swhat you want," | said.

Shelooked a me with doubt in her eyes. "After that speech you made?”’
"After the speech Qumax made me make."

She frowned, vaguely disappointed perhaps, and Sipped at her glass again. "It made sense, that
speech. But with al these ugly bumps showing—"

"Not ugly,” | said. "l—like coveralson you. Redly, Nancy."

She blushed. | knew that | must be blushing. What had just passed seemed horribly profound.
"Eh, Harold, if you'd rather | didn'...?"

"l want—I mean | like theway you are," | said. The bottle seemed to be empty.

"Would you—would you do me afavor? Would you help me, please, decorate these?"
"Decorate? How?"

She looked about and spotted a celebrity pen behind the phone. "Herel" she said, making a
couple of swipes before she managed to grasp it. "Those lovely colored lines—could you, please?’

"Y ou mean draw? To make you look like abaggie? | mean, like—" | fumbled about verbaly for
another moment, then gave up. "I'm sorry but I've never—never drawn.”

"Well—design, then." The bulgesin her coveral topsrose and fell. Sherighted the pen, laid her
coveralled arm on the desk and poised the pen over her forearm. Quickly she drew a doppy
Crosshatch.

| stared. "Tick-tack-toe?"



She made an O in an upper left square and handed the pento me. "I caled it cat-and-mouse,”
she said.

| madean X. "It'savery pretty color,” | said. She O-ed.

| X-ed.

She O-ed and crossed alinethroughit.

We began anew game.

She X-ed.

| O-ed.

She X-ed.

| O-ed.

She X-ed.

| O-ed and crossed alinethroughiit.

The games became more interesting as they marched up her deeve and around her shoulder.
Much more interesting. With a change of board, there was more and more care required, longer
periods of ddliberation. But somehow my concentration suffered. That is, | concentrated very hard,
but kept losing the games. Soon, approaching atop bulge, | dropped the pen and tried kissing her. To
my astonishment she responded immediately.

"Oh, Harold," shesghed. "Harold, my—my darling!"

| found my armsaround her. | tightened them and | thought that as she breathed her bulges were
flattening. Her blue eyes|ooked a mein atender way and | knew that it was going to hurt her to dap
me. For she was going to have to dap me. Her entire upbringing would demand it. And the Strange
part of it wasthat | wanted her to—for that was part of adecent upbringing. It was area necessity

that shedap me, | fdlt.

"All right, you Earthian loafers,” my mouth said. "It'stime you cometo the studio for rehearsdl.
My play, The Alien Viewpoint, isundoubtedly amasterpiece.”

| was suddenly sober again—and horrified.

"Damn you!" Nancy said, looking pretty sober herself. And then, to my indescribablejoy, she
redlly walloped me,

Chapter 6:



Weleft the unnaturd privacy of the office and found our way through halls bustling with actors
and actresses—many of whom eyed or commented on the scientist's lack of a proper bag-dress—to
Studio Five. Qumax and staff were waiting there for us. | glanced at a clock aswe camein and
learned with surprise that we had enjoyed privacy for dmost three hours. Then | did another take,
because the time was wrong. We had |eft the picnic of the Church of the Wood, way back east,
around two in the afternoon. The copter journey here had taken five hours, and the Trebvee rdigious
panel acouple more. Our three hourstick, tack, toeing Nancy's coveralls (and oh, yes—there had
been Freddy's cal in there somewhere too!) should bring us up to midnight. But it was only
nine—primeviewing time.

Then | renembered: we had traveled three time zones west. That accounted for the loss. We
had spent those hours, but they wouldn't register on the loca clocks. Stupid me!

"Therewon't betimefor renearsds,” Qumax said, not quite enigmaticdly. "Sincel will beading
each of you to act your finest, there is no necessity that you do anything so crude asto memorize
lines. To savetime, I'll just explain what each of you will be doing and why."

He explained, briefly and to the point: where we would enter and exit, how we would work our
voca cords, what specid effects there would be. It sounded like a Captain Cloud adventure written
with somewhat dien tonguein cheek.

"l don't know, Qumax," | said. "This sounds as though you're trying to make a point, but the
pointis, | fear, dien. Remember that religious—"

"You remember it; | have aweak dien somach,”" he said cheerfully. "No matter about the rest.
Youll learn aswe go dong. Places, everyone!™

| found myself pushed back behind some scenery in the company of astrange arlet. No, not so
strange, | realized. PriscillaPrentice! That girl wore abaggie as no one ever had worn abaggie! In
short, shewore it over a phony spacesuit.

"Passion Jenny," | said, admiring mentally the well-hidden curves | had so often tried to visudize.
"Could you—would you—will you please?"

She looked shocked. "Not here, lover. We need privacy.”

| wasn't certain what she had in mind, but | felt the flush push up my neck and blotch my face. |
thrust out my deeve and indicated the Captain Clod autograph and handed her the celebrity pen | had
brought with me from the office.

"Oh," she said, disgppointed. Then she recovered hersdf and smiled dazzlingly. "Why of course,
Mr. Probkins."

Shetook the pen, lowered her eyesin away calculated to make a man's somach squeeze
againg hisliver. "I'm honored to be autographing someone so"'—sex-amile—"important.”

| watched her write "Priscilla Prentice, the one and only PASSION JENNY " and | felt my heart
kick out. | wondered just why shewasfinding it necessary to move so close while she sgned, why
her fingers pressed harder than need be and trembled with the dightest hint of indecency, why she



could have usefor such nearly intoxicating perfume insde that inner spacesiit.

"Thereyou are," shewhispered huskily in away that | felt certain was contrived, but that till
pa pitated my coronary organ. "That was al you wanted—wasn't it?'

"Miss Prentice—" | said.

"Dressing room twelve," shewhispered. "I'll be done there after the trebcast. Surely you can
sparemejust alittle ime?"

| swalowed, the dl-world boy beset by atemptation he had never anticipated. " l1—I—"
Her fingers squeezed my arm with astonishing intimacy. "I'll look for you," she whispered.

If she could be that sexy in aspacesuit topped by abaggie, | thought, my mouth sdivating
guiltily, what would she belikein the n*de? Did | darefind out?

Lightsflashed. People moved and camerasturned. | found mysalf waiting in place with nothing
more interesting to gaze upon than a trebvee monitor. | watched the play, trying not to make
comparisons between the actress and the extraterrestria ogi<t.

On the screen: Announcement of Captain Cloud adventure—unsponsored and uninterrupted.
Pay: The Alien Viewpoint. Play's author: Qumax of Jamborango. Play's director: Qumax of Jam.
Play'sstar: Q of J. Filmed clip of exterior of Captain Cloud's ship, The Texas Rose. Cut to ship's
interior—an on-stage mockup. Present: adightly glazed-of-eye Captain Cloud and hisbeloved
space-flower pure-as-the-Texas-snow—~Passion Jenny. Jenny of course had on gloves. Shewas
pulling at them in what might have been uncontrollable nervousness.

"Captain Cloud,” Jenny said, "we are now further into the galaxy than any humans have ever
penetrated. All thanks to the inner-gdactic drive you've had ingtalled.”

"Yes," Cloud said. "How clever it was of meto take advantage of that unsophigticated aien.”

"And well be seeing it soon, won't we, Captain—the redl civilization that exists at the heart of
our galaxy?"

"l expect,” said the Captain. "How'sthe Minister of Earth's Inner-Galactic World Affairs doing?’

"Still adeep,” shesad, "like most Earth officids. He was redlly surprised when you yanked him
away from hispool table and brought him out here."

"Yes," Cloud said contentedly. "It's supposed to be hisjob to dea with inner-galactics on behalf
of Earth. But we know, you and |, that it's only the adventurers who have a chance to dedl with far
srangers. When did a politician ever get out and make theinitial contacts?"

"When indeed,” said Passion. "But then our Minigter isn't redly in politics. That waswhy the
congtitutiona amendment was passed—to keep the respongbility out of politics.”

"Hogwash!" said Cloud. "Politics and politicians—ugh, I'm just glad I've got the old Flower."



"I'm glad too," she said. "Cloud?"

"Huh, Passon?'

"It's s0 hot in here and we're so far from Earth—don't you think | might shuck these gloves?”

"Shuck away,” Cloud said.

Passion peded first the right and then the left glove. She discarded these modestiesin aset.
Her hands—naked now as the Texas dawn—were pae drab creatures that had never known
sunlight. | was embarrassed for her exposure.

"Cloud?'

"Yes, Passon."

"We're so far from Earth and its brutal, disgusting ways—don't you think that | might shed this
hot, uncomfortable bag-dress?’

"Shed away, my Little Hower."

Passion raised her arms and pulled off the baggie. Underneath was the spacesuit that should
have been cut alot like Nancy's coveralls. Only unseen modifications had been made: instead of
deeves and legs the garment smply had holes from which the arms and legs emerged. Passon'sarms
were skinny, her legsmore so. | knew that thiswas adaring thing, but | felt vaguely disappointed by
it. Nancy'slimbs, in contrast, had been quite—

"Captain Cloud?'

"Yes, Passon." Cloud eyed hislittle flower with only dight interest as she folded the dressin the
middle and hung it over the seat back. Thiswas, his expresson implied, only routine for thiskind of
flight.

"We're so far from Earth and itsirrationd, prohibiting ways, don't you think that—"

"No, Passion,” Cloud said. "Aslong as there are people who could be shocked by your dear,
bare skin, | think it better that you leave on the costume.”

Il%plel?l
"The Minigter isfrom Earth, Passion my Texas Flower. Though you may be pure as purest air,

there is something about Earth-minds that will make you fed impure. Y ou wouldn't redly want the
Minister to admit that he's not abold and realistic adventurer?’

"|"—pouty face—"guess not, Captain.”

"Thingswill be better soon for both of us. Soon Earth will discard the slly affectation of the
bag-dress. When it does, maybe there will be an end to alot of pretense.”



"l hope s0, Captain. It's so difficult pretending you haven't abody. No one wants to think of
bodiesal the time, but with so much reminding us..." Shetrailed off as| waked in, ostensbly from the
other compartment.

"My, I've had a good deep!” | said for Qumax. "And you are looking well, Passon—very well."
Privately | thought her pipe-stem extremities would better have remained concedaled under the baggie.
In her case, the suggestion was considerably more potent than the reality.

"And you must look," she said, "'because your conditioning is such that you cannot help yoursdlf.
Y ou must look and say to yourself not 'Hereisawoman' but 'Hereisa—""

"Look therel" Cloud interrupted her. "There on the screen—other ships!™
"My goodness, it looks like abattle!" Passion said.

"A wa?' | sad, asthough the Minigter of Earth's Inner-Gaactic World Affairs should naturaly
be the last to know. "These superior beings?"

"Everything is superior to something,” Cloud said wisdly. "L ook, one ship is chasing the otherdl |
do believe—yes, it's coming back and—now it's pacing us. We're going to have
boarders—invaders"

"Maybe not invaders,” | said. From offstage came suitable sound effects: the presumed noises of
aspaceship grappling in ahard vacuum. There were clangs and bangs and thumps, anyway.

"Oh, it wantsin!" Passon said, fluttering her naked hands.

"I'll opentheairlock,” | said.

"No!" Cloud commanded. "That is—wait until | get my blastersout.”

"Y ou leave those blasterswhere they are!™ | said. "'Y ou hero types dways shoot first and
question later. We responsible cowards can't afford to risk misunderstanding.” | jerked alever onthe
dummy pand. Whines and clangs sounded and dowly afake airlock opened up. There ssood Qumax,
complete with ridiculous wrinkle-covering spacesuit. He flicked atentacle to a control located just
beneath his hdmet. Therewas aburst of sound from his artificid speaker-box.

"Gresetings, Earth-things! | have just saved your tight skinsfrom afleet of Strumbermian pirates.
For this you were about to reward mein afashion typicaly Earthian. But thanksto the Minister of
Earth's Inner-Gaactic World Affairs, Captain Cloud does not get to fire off hisblasters.”

"Y ou mean—7?" Cloud said.

"Yes," Qumax said. "Peace and prosperity forever—assuming Earthians can keep from killing
each other and from joining with Strumbermian piratesin their ceasel ess depredations. That, however,
isassuming alot—knowing how addicted humans are to daughter. Y es, indeed, Earth friends...”

A sudden ondaught of noise offstage cut off what Qumax was saying.



" Jupegas—Jupegas—invasion!" someone screamed. The cry was Nancy's. She came pounding
on stage as though out to set atrack record, completely oblivious of the set and the cameras and the
fact that Qumax had not written apart for her. "Harold—Harold!" she shouted, spying me. "Y ou've
got to do something! Qumax—those troops!" Passion's unscripted scream al but burst my ear drums.
She was looking past the bright trebvee lights, eyes and mouth wide.

"The camera crew—the camera crew!" Passion screeched. "The cameracrew'sadeep!” She
legped to her feet and ran offstage, screaming. Apparently that was the one horror with which she
could not begin to cope: anonfunctioning cameracrew.

"That'swhat I'm trying to tel you," Nancy said. "Qumax, you must—" and then she lgpsed into
colorlessness and tumbled senseless.

| left the dumbfounded Stanley Standovitch and ran to her sde. Just as | reached her, Qumax
took hold of me and made me turn to see the broad wink he was making. Beside him | saw the
sprawled-out actor who had played Cloud, and | saw that Qumax's green face was now covered by
atransparent helmet. And something else | saw—something that scared the shock out of me. Severdl
tall and mean-looking men were advancing on Qumax with drawn gas-guns.

Then the significance of the gas-masks on the men'sfaces hit mejust as| redlized that there was
asmoking gas-grenade lying at Nancy's elbow. That couldn't be Jupegas!

| reached for the grenade. My fingers touched it.

All went black.

"Harold," Nancy whispered urgently. "1—I think we're being followed.”
Huh? Hadn't | been through this before?

"Not quite,” Qumax said. "l have just rescued you and given you failing humans the antidote. But
it was abit sticky getting away clean; those government men are tough. So now | need you to keep
watch for the pursuit while | gpply evasive maneuvers.”

| looked dazedly about me. Nitti was at the controls again, and Nancy and Qumax and | were
riding in the copter. It was as though the Hooeywood experience had never happened—except that
Nancy wore coverals decorated with tick-tack-toe crosshatches.

"Harold," shesaid, "I—I think they're shooting!"

Naturdly! | thought. Straining my head around, | could see the bright flashes emerging from the
approaching copter. They were shoating!

"Freddy!" | cried. "The double-crossing bastard! He said held let usdo it our own way." But of
course | had been afoal to think | could trust my cousin in political matters. He had merely alayed
our fearswhile preparing a decisve counterstrike. But the worm had been dert, and had done his
usual stuntsto get usdl back to the copter. Probably he had taken over the mind of the leader of the



commando party....

The copter zig-zagged, throwing us about. | hoped one of those bright flashes did not take our
rotors off. Qumax had miscal culated again, and could hardly stop ashot that had aready been fired.

But they didn't have therange yet. "Dousethelightd” | cried. "We might losethemin the
dark—"

And what would we crash into, blind? | didn't know our eevation, but it couldn't be much.
"Oh, more shipg!" said Nancy.
| saw their lights now—~behind us, to either side, and in front. We were englobed!

"Phone Freddy!" | said. "Tdl him that if they shoot usdown, itll kill the worm too!" But | had
little hope. Obvioudy some hotheads were in chargelocaly, and they would have usin ashes before
reasonable controls were indtituted.

Then thelights began to waver and fade. Clouds!

But not the usual kind. These glowed, lighting the entire area around us. The thicker they
became, the more light there was. | had never seen an effect likethis, and | didn't much appreciate it
NOW.

"Almost there," Qumax said. The copter began to climb. The surrounding mist took on an ugly
greenish huerather liketheworm'stail, and | didn't likeit. Thiswas too much like swimming, and |
feared reefs. "Almost where?' Nancy inquired. “"Good Lord!" That was me, | think. For agreat green
bulb-shape had appeared directly in front of us. It looked to be as high as afifty story building and as
big around as a forty-gpartment-per-floor condominium. | suppose it was reflection from its surface
that gave the adjacent cloud its color. Indeed, the entire opacity might stem from the vapors | now
observed spouting from ventsin this object'slower surface. We were headed right for it at full speed.
"Stop!" Nancy cried, darmed.

We dowed, but continued to approach. It was exactly asthough we were coming infor a
landing—except that we were amile or o above the ground, and the landing field was vertical. The
eerily gleaming wal came closer, closer—what was it?

In amoment we would crash againgt it. The rotors would smash, and we would fall—onetiny
gnat crushed againgt the abdomen of this grotesquely swollenfirefly! | wanted to shut my eyes, but
could not.

A mouth opened: a ponderous metd orifice reveding inner teeth of glowing gold. And we sailed
through the portals and cut our rotors. We bumped gently and then we were at peace. Landed.

Inside the open cargo-lock of an dien and utterly strange spaceship!

Chapter 7:



So thiswasit! We were aboard an inner-gaactic cargo ship without the knowledge or consent
of either Earthly or Jamborango-ly authorities. We had kidnapped, not the worm we claimed, but the
warden of Earth's most notorious prison. So now Nancy and | werein real trouble with our world,
and Qumax, playing hooky, would have afancy time wiggling out of and accounting to histerrible
Swarm Tyrant.

It would have been better to have left well enough aone. Had | but gone along with Freddy's
origind plan....

Yet for dl that | discovered | was not sorry. | had stood on my rights and the rights of Earth,
and | ill had amission to complete. Somehow. Now | was the first Earthman to stand aboard an
Inner-Galactic Space Ship. Nancy wasthe first Earthwoman. And Nitti was the first Earthwarden,
undeserving as hewas. It wasworthiit!

What wasthat black spidery thing crawling towards us?

The creature paused and seemed to be directing the heads of two green snakes at our copter. A
vapor wasissuing from the snakes mouths and rising up around us. It was, | redized belatedly, some
sort of gas.

"Qumax—what?' | asked, stepping back.

Theworm stirred and made ateakettle hiss. A chuckle. "Just alittle disinfecting isdl. You
Earthians are horribly unclean. Germs, viruses, fungus, pollen, grime—I don't know how you stand
that contaminated bath you livein. Thiswill cureit, though. And that's afreight-handler—what you'd
cdl arobot."

"Areyou sure that suff isharmlessto us?' Nancy asked worriedly. "We need some of our
virusesto live. Our differing metabolism—"

"I'm not sure," Qumax said, and hissed merrily. "Sometimesit turnsdiensinto mottled jelly. And
| suggest you watch your step when you get out—the floors here are coated with gravite.”

"Gravite?' | asked supidly.

"What your scientists—laughable as any such designation may be when applied to the techniques
of such primitives—would cal apolarity-reversing plastic. It makesfor easer crawling.”

It seemed to methat abrat showing off his civilization was even more bratlike than one trapped
on aprimitive planet. But | wasthefirst to step down. Suddenly | found myself tumbling dow-motion
acrossthefloor. | landed softly on my fundament a dozen feet from the copter, disheveled but unhurt.
Except for my pride.

"| told you to watch the gravite!” Qumax caled, and went into another paroxysm of szzling.

| wastoo intrigued by the novelty of antigravity to be angry. Here | seemed to weigh only afew
pounds. It took some getting used to. For one thing, my stomach fdt bilioudy light. For another, my
lifetime conditioning to Earth gravity caused meto put far more muscle into moving than was
necessary or wise here, but it was pleasantly easy after amoment.



The others stepped down far more cautioudy, though the warden bobbled like ahelium baloon
for amoment before catching his balance. Helooked even fatter in fractional gravity than he had on
land, since he could now bulge fredly in every direction. He didn't say anything.

Wefollowed asmal floating guide-robot through an anteroom and into an oversized airlock. |
realized that in deep space the entire intake chamber would be in hard vacuum. Aswelleft it | looked
back to see the huge entry port closing.

The guide-robot—no more than alighted ball with retractable arms—floated to a receptacle and
became quiescent beside arow of smilar units. We passed on through to the inner iris of the lock and
emerged into abrightly colored salon stuffed with dien furniture. Who on Earth would use such
parapherndia?| had never before seen such amismatched collection.

"Y ou are wondering," said Qumax, "about the accoutrements. Simple—there is more than one

race aboard, and most aren't humanoid, fortunately. Jams aren't the only inner-gdactic life you'l
encounter.”

"Isthere" Nancy inquired dmost timidly, "a captain? Someone in charge?"

"Why not?' Qumax said grandly. He looked past me. "Captain Fuzzpuff, alow meto introduce
threelocd primitives.

| turned to see athree-tool bug balanced on spindly hind legs.

"Captain—7?" | said for want of anything better. At home | stepped on roaches (Freddy had
been wrong about my not hurting afly), and suddenly | feared aroach would step on me.

"At your service," the bug said in dight whistling tones. " Captain Fuzzpuff of the Comet's Tail at
your service.”

"Captain," | said, overwhelmed. "How isit you know our language?'

"Doesn't take long," the bug said. "Not when you learn to apply what your speciescals
telepathy.”

Teepathy! Qumax had warned me, but it hadn't sunk in. The bug must have been reading my
mind the very moment | was thinking of—

"Do not be concerned,” Fuzzpuff said with what must have been asmile. A mandibular smile.
" At home we step on humanoids.™

| decided to act while the acting was good. "Captain, | need to speak with someone in authority.
My world, Earth, has business with Jamborango.”

"That would bewise, Snce you are traveling with a Jam prince. It isn't convenient to place acall
at the moment, but once you reach Jamborango you will be able to spesk for yoursdlf.”

"But I'm not going to—"



"You havelittle choice, | fear. Y our companion Qumax specified that you were to accompany
him the entire distance, and we are already underway. My schedule does not permit aregpproach to
Eath at thisstage.”

| looked at Qumax. You worm, | thought with mixed darm, fury and amazement. What have
you gotten usinto?

| thought the frying pan was abouit to catch fire. Asif | hadn't known dready how funny such a
brat would find such apracticd joke.

"Captain,” Nancy said quickly, "could we have alook at your ship? We've never been aboard
such avess before.”

"Certainly," hesad gracioudy. "If you will follow—?"

Wefollowed. | was glad for the respite from the need to make any decision. | could not redlly
believe that we were in deegp space, for only afew moments had passed and | had not felt any
accdleration. But if we were—

We marched down a corridor, made aturn to the right, and amaost bumped into two dienswith
thefacia features of bulldogs. "Passengers,” the captain explained. "They happen to be Y abarians. |
am Pmpermian. Just asthe three of you are Earthian, and Qumax is Jamborangian.”

"But not just any Jam," Qumax said, szzling happily.

| looked at Nancy and Nitti, noticing the curious way their nostrils flared. There were bound to
be dien smels, | thought, besides Qumax'slicorice.

Another corner and other passengers. While this new pair were still some distance away | had
the impression of gpproaching Mae Wests. Not until we closed the gap did | seethat their faces were
decidedly smian. Aswe passed | saw smoky eyesin the masks of light reddish facia hair, perceived
that the breasts—redlly, there was no more decent word—were astonishingly conical, and noted long
fleshy pinkish tails. The upper structures were covered by garments not unlike coverdl-tops, and the
lowers by short skirts; but | had the impression of nakedness and indecency.

These two were conversing in low gurgles. But drowning sounds were the least of what
bothered me. As| saw those sensual lips shape and peeked at those hairless bare tails protruding
from the too-brief skirts, | felt that | was gazing at something shockingly lewd. It distressed me
profoundly. | feared that too many seconds of such sightswould affect anorma man's posture. Y et
these were diens, having no afinity to human beings.

| did not trust mysdlf to speak. Qumax—those things—?

There are many species aboard, as| told you, Rube, Qumax thought disinterestedly. Some
close to yours, others not so close. These are Prunians.

"Thisistdepathy!" | exclaimed.

"Youll learn to maintain amindshield eventudly,” Qumax said, "so you won't be embarrassed by



untoward thought directed at you." Prunians close enough for you, Earthian? "Nancy Dilsmore
does now; in fact, she can neither receive nor send. Since | had possession of your mind for atime, |
opened certain new channelsto facilitate communication, though you sill need practice. Once you get
ontoit, you'll find that languages are easily learned,” How about that cute one on the left—real
piece of tail there, no? "sinceyou pick up the meaning, not the aien shape or sound.”

Oneday | would gladly strangle a certain neckless dien brat!

"And of coursethere arerules of courtesy about such things," Fuzzpuff said. "Privacy of thought
ishighly valued. Once | mastered your spoken language, | did not intrude in your mind again.”

Unlike a certain worm! | fired a Qumax.
"l never fdt any itch," | said to Fuzzpuff.

"Thereisno discomfort in telepathy,” the captain said. "Mind control isanother matter,
however. But few gaactic species possess that capability, fortunately.”

Qumax Szzled.

Fuzzpuff's head turned around—all the way around—until it was on backwards. "On this deck,"
he continued comfortably, "we have dl the living quarters. Below isthe cargo hold, most of the freight
handlers, the engine room and the ship's workshops. Cargo accounts for a high percentage of the
Comet's Tail's mass, however. Y ou may view the unloading operations upon disembarking.
Passengers are prohibited belowdecks without officia clearance. Thisisfor safety—of both cargo

and passengers.”

"Arethere, um, lifeboats?' | asked.

"Certainly. But ours have never been used. The only rea danger in deep space for aship such as
thisoneisthe unlikely chance of being set upon by a Strumbermian raider.”

"Pirates?' Nancy asked, and Nitti seemed to perk up.

"They very rarely annoy licensed ships, though they have been getting bolder recently.
Strumbermians have hitherto preferred attacking craft who fly the colors of worlds not party to the
Inner-Galactic Covenant. Such a ship as your own world might launch.”

"Umm, I'm going to have to learn more about these Strumbermians,” | said. After al, asMinister
of—"Hey, watch your—"

But it wastoo late: dready Captain Fuzzpuff had stepped into an apparently empty elevator
shaft. He floated there, his head still turned backwards, and beckoned with his six handsfor usto join
him.

| stepped forward hesitantly.

"Oh, don't be concerned,” Fuzzpuff said. "It'salot like the primitive sport you Earthians call
sky-diving."



That did not reassure me particularly, but | screwed my courage to the sticking point and
stepped to the brink.

Chicken!

Qumax's menta ridicule nudged mein. There was no problem. My arms and legs floated and my
torso was buoyed as though by water. My shirt fluffed out and so did my pantlegsand, | think, my
hair—but that was dl. It was enough.

Nancy joined us, and on her the effect was more spectacular. Her hair wafted outward all
around her head, and her coverdls nearly balooned into abaggie. Had she been wearing askirt... but
I'd better control my obscene thoughts before she learned to read them!

Qumax fried some more bacon.

Nitti distended even more, resembling abloated pig. But Qumax floated serendy coiled,
unchanged. The brat was showing off again.

We swam upward one deck, using limbs or tentacles. It was easy.

"Herewe are at the recreation deck," said Captain Fuzzpuff. "After you are officialy registered
as passengers, you will come here to mingle with the others. There aren't redlly very many, no more
than five or sx hundred, sncethisisacargo vessd. | trust you will discover suitable entertainments.”
Helooked at hiswatch—he didn't have awatch, but that was what the gesture suggested—and made
his apologies. "1 have other business, now, unfortunately. I'm sure one of the seasoned passengerswill
be happy to show you around, however."

An dien with the winsome countenance of ababy sed dither-dipped close. It extended aflipper
to methat miraculously became awebfingered hand. " Corcos Lamorcos?' it inquired politely.

"Not on your davedriving lifel" Qumax exclamed. "Get out of here, Spevarian!”

The sealoid did back, looking hurt.

"What an impolite rebuff!" Nancy said angrily. "It'sonly trying to befriendly.”

Qumax indulged in more deep-fat frying. Thiswasaside of him | had not properly appreciated
before—theredly crud childish Sde, that thought it hilariousto insult asenstive, friendly stranger.

"Bring it back," | said. "Well accept its offer to show us around—if it's il interested.”

The captain went to the seal and talked briefly. The two returned. "The Spevarian Bumvelde will
be happy to show you around,” Fuzzpuff said. "No obligation. He didn't understand.”

Qumax sizzled some more, but did not comment. How bratty could you get?

Bumvelde extended hisflipper again and | took it. The extremity was so cool asto seem some
kind of plant-leaf, yet there was a sensation of hidden warmth coursing through the digits and agentle
pressure of muscles. Then | felt avery careful, very respectful touch in my mind, partly like acaress
and partly like three thousand questions Smultaneoudy.



The Spevarian was |earning my language. Then the sensation was gone. "Over thereisafine
library," Bumvelde said, pointing to aglassed-in cage.

| gaped. "Already?Y ou know English after only these few seconds?’ But | reminded mysdlf that
Fuzzpuff had done the samething.

"No, Harold Prodkins" Bumvelde said. "I merely transposed the configuration of meaningsto
my own vocabulary, and trandate automatically as| go dong. Thisleads to some clumsiness of
expression, but not mgjor, | fancy. | think in my own system, and some concepts do not interpolate
wdl."

| letit go at that. He obvioudy could operate well enough with his system, whatever it was.
"That'sthelibrary,” | said unnecessarily to Nancy.

" Sound, scent, mind tapes and collections of meaningful symbols,” Bumvelde said. "Much good
literature and much information. | research thereregularly.”

"Very interesting,” | said. "And what isthat other area?" | gestured to a sunken place in the floor
where diens of hardly conceivable shape and form gamboled in air.

"The swvimming pool. All lifeforms do not gppreciate water, but most accept low gravity. You
dsn?'

"I'd probably likeit," | agreed. But it seemed to methat | had aready experienced low gravity a
couple of times—once in the entrance chamber and again in the eevator shaft. Here gravity seemed
about, norma. Maybe it was like Earthly foibles, where a bath is not the same asa swim. "And over
there?' | seemed to be doing dl the questioning; the others, even Qumax, merely followed aong.

"Entertainment place. Shows, recitals, whatever."

Bumvelde then led the way through the entire recregtion areg, identifying everything. Therewas
too much; my mind let the new facts dip amost asrapidly asthey entered, leaving me with agenerd
impression of wonder. But Nancy, | could tell, was fascinated.

At one point | sumbled against what | took to be avery large hassock. The long ruglike tongue
attached to it straightened and looked at me from two brilliant eyeballs on siraight eyestalks. Antennae
wiggled. A dit of amouth opened and spoke in ahigh-pitched sizzle.

"Sorry," | mumbled, amazed. "Accident.” Bumvede said something incomprehensible to the
creature—relaying my apology, | hoped—and it settled down again.

We swung around a procession of what seemed to be otters engrossed in some sort of
follow-the-leader game and imperviousto the cares of other passengers; paused at astool on which
squatted a huge blue toad with four-finger hands clasping what was assuredly anewspaper; circled a
group of rowdy raccoon types hoisting big mugs of black brew in adrinking contest; ducked some
oversized, overstuffed birds as they dipped and spiraed above aringed target on which they dropped
darts, and findly emerged behind adeckwall on the edge of along court. Here two praying-mantis
characters faced each other across atennis net. Each mantis held along pole in each long-fingered
hand. Aswe came on the scene each mantis bowed and the four pole-tips clicked together above the



"Watch," said the Spevarian. "Thisisagravbop contest. Both players are from the Devian
system, where the gameis outlawed—as it ismost places.”

Nancy moved close. "What isit?’

"It'saprimitive goort of regrettable popularity,” Bumvelde explained. "Origindly a Strumbermian
combat sport, and as cruel and uncivilized asitsinventors.”

Strumbermians. They werethe raiders| had heard mentioned before. | had theimpression
Bumvelde didn't approve of the game, yet he watched with a certain fascinaion. Asdid wedl.

The nearest Devian unrolled a chame eon's tongue from its mandibled mouth and vibrated its
forked tongue at us. | needed no trandation to know that we'd been treated to an insulting raspberry.

A shrill whistle sounded. | saw athird, afourth, and afifth mantis crowded into abox suspended
from the deck’s ceiling. One of them tossed out aball of a size midway between that of abasebal and
abasketbal. It lowered to the nettop, spinning. The players waited, their four poles raised.

Lightsflashed from the calling. An even number of lighted globes drifted from identical ceiling
boxes and moved above the floor on either side of the court. The lights were the same size asthe ball.

Another whistle blasted, and both mantis legped forward and swung their poles.

Four poles came together with aresounding crack. The poles moved apart, swung together.
Crack-crack! they went as each player tried to get by the other's guard. The player who was closest
feinted with hisright pole; the farther Devian blocked. The first brought hisleft pole around. It collided
with the adversary's head. Therewas aclick-clack noise, like that of solarpool balls hitting avacuum
sed. The player fell and the ball zipped after one of thelights.

The ball caught the light, and the light appeared to be ingested by it. The downed opposition
player leaped to its feet in quick recovery and batted the ball. The other Devian blocked. Back and
forth went the bal, with both playerstaking long legps. When alight was bumped by either player or
pole, nothing happened. The lights vanished only when there was ball-to-light contact.

"The object of this so-caled sport,” Bumvelde explained, "isfor one player to put out al the
opposing player'stag-lights. Asyou see, each light carries a charge opposite to the gravite on that
sde of the court. The result israndom motion and a seldom-4till target. Great skill isrequired for this
barbaric game. And adense skull."

One player reached a pole across the net in an undisguised attempt to brain his adversary. "lan't
that afoul 7" Nancy asked.

"In gravbop,” the Spevarian said heavily, "there are very few fouls."

"I'd think they'd need arest soon,” | said, becoming more interested. Thiswasalittlelike
Solarpooal, | was thinking. Not the head-bopping, but the light-tagging.



"Rest!" Qumax said, and hissed. | was becoming accustomed to hislaughter, but ill didn't like

"Y ou mean no fouls and no rest periods either?" Nitti asked. Thiswasthe first time held spoken
snce we entered the ship. | wondered what was going on in hismind. Alas, | lacked the ability to
exploreit. Probably, though, he had a pretty good notion of the situation by now.

"None," the sedloid said. "The gameis competition carried to its ultimate. Free enterprise without
any saving graces."

Watching the Devians, | could believeit. A great sport for capitdists. Properly controlled it
might even replacewar—xkilling and all.

"Il haveto set up acourt in Lucifernia,” Nitti said. Hewould.

"Do you enjoy gravbop?' the Spevarian asked. "Y ou have agravbop body. Y ou have long
limbs and strong muscles.”

"It'shard to enjoy anything so savage,” | said, knowing that | did rather likeit. And | could tell
from Nitti's attitude that he was enjoying the spectacle thoroughly. He probably redlly would set up a
prison-court. The sadist.

"You'd get your primitive primate head bopped, Harold," Qumax said, with that ubiquitous
Szze

| took my eyes off the court to glare at him, and in that moment the farther Devian waslaid low,
probably by afast-ball shot from his opponent. Asthe victim fell, the assailant rushed the net and
reached across with the pole. It snaked the ball back, took careful aim and batted out another of its
adversary'stag-lights. Consdering the game'slack of sportsmanship, thiswas excellent strategy.

Nancy grabbed my arm, concerned for any injury to anyone or anything. "Isit—isit hurt?'

"Probably," Bumvelde said. "However, heads do heal sometimes, which ismore than can be
sad for the brains of confirmed players.”

Nancy looked sick. "1—I don't carefor thisat all," she confessed. "'l want to leave—right now,
before these so-called sportsmen manage to exterminate each other.”

"But it'sjust getting interesting,” Nitti said. The bloodthirsty turnkey! Y et | wasloath to leave the
game mysdf.

Nancy started off on her own, and | had to follow. The others hurried to catch up.
"Would you like to stop at the dining sdlon?' Bumvelde asked.
"Yed" Nancy and Nitti and | cried amost together. | had not redized it in the continuing novelty

and action, but | had never stopped being hungry after the Jupegas deep. Nancy must havefelt the
same, and evidently Nitti wasjust as eager. We all needed to edt.



Bumve de showed the way to stals that reminded me of astable. The sméll was not far off,
ather. | redized that the dien tastes were reflected in the ambient odors; naturally not al were
gppealing to the human nostril.

"You step in and don ahelmet," Bumvelde explained, "and you imagine the food you want, the
flavors you desire, and the approximate vitamin and minera content.”

"Thet'll betough,” | said.

"Not redly. I'm sure we have arecord of what is needed for humanoid nutrition. The food will
taste strange at firdt, asit must, because it isasynthesis. But alittle practice and you'll become expert.
Don't worry about wasting it; the scraps are al reprocessed.”

| wished he hadn't mentioned that last detail. How many reprocessed alien scrapswould my
medl be composed of ?"'I doubt I'll be much of an expert,” | said gloomily. Thiswaslike dancing for
my dinner—and | wasn't much of a showman.

| looked over the booths. No sense in taking one of the large ones that seemed designed for a
cregture with agiraffe's neck. Or one of the squirrel-roost ones. Or the one that resembled a flooded
hog-wa low. There were severa booths of the appropriate size and complexion. Nancy and | stepped
into one.

"Nancy," | sad, "you're the doctor. Suppose you order for us?'

"Right away, boss," she said, lifting the shining helmet. We waited there at the counter.
Perspiration beaded her face. Nothing else happened.

"I'm afraid I'm too inhibited,” she said sheepishly.

"Here, let me" | said. | should have redlized that with her mind-block she would not get through.
| took over the helmet. | thought adelicious medl of filet mignon, pété defoi gras, heart of artichoke
salad, French pastry, Arabic coffee and rare Spanish wines. | made an order for three, knowing Nitti
had to eat too.

The panel burbled. A section of counter lowered. | took off the helmet.

Nancy waited expectantly. | knew sheld be surprised.

Thetop of the counter let out a ping. There werethreetrays. | closed my eyesblissfully and
sniffed.

| inhaled the stench of bloated corpses drifting in ahot sewer.
| opened my eyes.
| shut them again. "Can't get it perfect every time" | mumbled.

"Harold," Nancy said, holding ahandkerchief to her face with one hand while she ddlicately
nudged the first tray toward the disposa dot, " perhaps something smpler?



"Urn." | might have said more, but that would have required breathing, and the fumes were ill
too strong. | took up the helmet.

Thistime | thought very carefully of smple foods, omitting the side thoughts that had messed me

up. Those fancy dressings and sauces and wines were not so delectable for my plebeian tastes even
when they wereright. Thistime| strove for naturality.

Welooked at the trays. The colors were right and so were the shapes. | picked up my hot dog
and bit tentatively at one end. It was edible.

"Y ou forgot the mugtard,” Nancy said.

| ignored her and stepped around to the next booth to notify Nitti that his meal was ready. And
stopped.

Nitti waswdll into aplatter of filet mignon, and had an entire decanter of rare French wine. Plus
trimmings

| should have known he'd be a successful gourmet.

"Perhapsit istime | show you to your quarters,” Bumvelde said after we had dined.

Swimming downdeck was no harder than swimming updeck. Aswe emerged onto the landing
we were met by three femal e Prunians—those with the monkey faces and the built-in bra-padding.
They were on their way up and they stopped their chattering long enough to produce sharp-toothed
smiles. | wanted irrationally to return the gesture, but found it impossible to look at them. Shame,
though anatura part of Earthly existence, now interfered with my reactions.

"Those Prunians” Bumvelde said, "areavery primitive species.”

"l can seethat,” | said. | wanted, nevertheless, to look back up the shaft. At least one part of me
did. From this vantage the anatomy under those short, so-human (prior to the baggie fashion) skirts
would berather clearly visble....

Go ahead. Peek! Andamentd frying sound. Damn Qumax!

"Do you fed wel?' Nancy asked solicitoudy. ™Y ou look flushed."

"Must betired,” | lied.

"Here's agtateroom for you Earthians,” Bumvelde said as we came down aleve hal. He
stopped at adoor and opened it. | stared inside at what appeared to be amost human furniture.

"We can synthesize any furnishings you design for yoursaves," the Spevarian said. "Robot tailors
will dso provide you with whatever you desire in the way of body coverings. | must warnyou that it is
not wise to go about the ship without body-coverings or to defecate anywhere except in alavatory.
Someindividuds are amazingly sengtive about natura functions.”

| looked at Nancy. She was upset about something. Then | realized. "We can't al tay in one



room,” | said.

"Prince Qumax has a separate compartment, naturaly.”

"No! I mean—there are human-human sensibilities that—the three of us are different. That is,
two of usare—" | stopped and bit my lip. Damn! | didn't want to share aroom with Nitti and | was
reasonably certain Nancy was not about to share with either of us.

"What he'strying to say," Nancy put in, "isthat we each want separate rooms.”

"Each?' Thelittle sed seemed astonished.

"But I'm afraid that'simpossible. Thereis only one room at the moment suitable for humanoids. |
can ask the captain—"

"Y ou could ingal suitable partitions,” Nitti said.

A prison warden would naturdly think of that, | thought resentfully. But it did ssem feasible.
Soon atribe of carpenter-robots appeared and went to work.

"Shall we now discuss corcos Lamorcos?' Bumve deinquired hopefully.

"No!" Qumax said immediatdy. "Wetold you we weren't interested.”

Againthe sdlfish brat, | thought. This Bumvelde had been perfectly decent to us, using up his
own time to show us around, and now he wanted to talk about whatever-it-was. Why not?

"I'll tak with you," Nancy said. "Let'sgo for awak while these gentlemen supervise the
carpenters.” And she departed with the sel.

Good for her, | decided.

"Shelll be sorry,” Qumax said, and hissed hilarioudy.

"Oh? Why?' | was curious. Even brats had their reasons for their attitudes.
"Don't you know what corcos Lamorcos is?"

"Of course | don't know! We just came aboard, remember? And you never let Bumvelde
explan.”

"Weve been aboard afew hours, by your reckoning,” he said smugly, rumpling a section of his
torso. "But at our velocity, that's about athousand light years distance. In another day welll be at
Jamborango.”

"A thousand light years!" My mind baked at the notion. "I didn't know we were even out of the



Solar system!”
"What," asked Nitti, who had kept his mind on the main subject, "is corcos Lamorcos?'

"A dave contract,” Qumax said, and went into aconvulsion of frying.

Chapter 8:

| started down the passageway, determined to find Nancy and warn her before it wastoo late.
Behind me the worm's obnoxious merriment mingled with the chuckles of Warden Nitti.

| got logt, of course. | ran up and down halls calling for her, attracting curious glances from
pedestrians. A curious glance from a cresture with three or four long-stalked eyebalsis something,
but | couldn't give up. No luck.

| findly made my disgruntled way back toward the cabins. As| sulked down the passage | was
amost bowled over by the huge snail we had seen in the recregtion area. It did by without so much as
athought for me, intent on getting somewherefast. And it was fast, despite the large shell. It was as
though it was diding down a polished chute, except that thistrack waslevel. Therewas no trail of
smear behind it, either. The eye-stalksrolled wildly asit passed.

Down the hal adoor dammed. One of the three Prunians ran by. She went on Smian tip-toe,
her newborn-baby face wrinkling with emotion. Her monkey-tail swished fleetingly. What was going
on?

And there before our cabin were Nancy and Bumvelde. They had come back while | careened
about the ship. "Nancy!" | cried. "'l have to warn you—"

"Yes, wejust heard,” she said, her face flushed with excitement.
"Y ou didn't Ssign anything? Make any irrevocable contracts?'
Shelooked a me questioningly.

"CorcosLamorcos,” | sad. "It'sdavery. You mustn't—"

"Oh, Harold," shesaid, irritated.

"He hasn't heard,” Nitti said.

"Heard what? Am | too late?’

"Harold, a strange ship has been detected following us," Nancy said. "They say it could bea
Strumbermian raider.”

That was new. "But they don't attack registered ships,” | pointed out.



"They usually don't," Qumax said. Even helooked worried.
There was ablackening.

| found myself on the floor in the dark, one hand grasping Nancy'sarm. | wasterrified. | heard
noises al around us, and each jarred as though a spike was being hammered against my skulll.
Phantasms of utter horror gaped at me. "Nancy!" | cried.

Then thelights came on again. We were sirewn al dong the hall. Yet | had felt no crash.

"Psychologica attack," Bumvelde said, picking himsdf up. " Strumbermian tectic. Demordize
everyone, then board—"

It struck again. Formless things of nightmare swooped and pounced, and the pain of their
scratches and bites and stings and burnswasred. Thistime | realized that the lights had not failed; |
had merely clamped my eyes shut in my terror and fallen to thefloor. | pried them open. Nancy,
beside me, was writhing with her hands clapped to her face. And my fear lessened, for she needed
comforting.

| flung my arms abouit her, pulling her tight tome. "I loveyou!" | cried into her ear.
The siege abated. Nancy opened her eyes. "What did you say?"

| found mysalf speechless. | had not known | would say those words, and wasn't certain now
that | meant them. And they seemed silly, with the fear-wave gone.

The floor shook. A shape loomed in the hdll.
"Strumbermian!” Bumvede cried. "They boarded!”

SLENCE! It wasthe mental blast of the pirate coming at us. Pale and grosdy humanoid, the
thing was an gppalling caricature of Dr. Frankengtein's cregtion. It aimed one huge extremity a Nancy
and me. COME, EARTH-THINGS

| looked at Nancy—not over one hundred thirty pounds, and this Strumbermian abad five
hundred. Her judo would be usdless here. "1—"

EARTH-THINGSNOT COMMUNICATE!

| looked &t the pointing finger, the size of my arm. | decided not to communicate. Taking
Nancy's tender hand, | followed the Strumbermian's broad, broad back. We filed up the corridor.
Behind us, meekly, came Nitti and Qumax.

We marched—down through nightmare. Screams, mental and physicd, came at usfrom every
Sde. Flesh was burning somewhere. One stateroom had its door torn off; inside, on the wide deeping
pallet, one of the baby-faced Prunians had her hairy armslocked about the throat of a Strumbermian.
The mongter had her by thetail, his massve thumb poking up under it. The other hand was yanking
her skirt off. Then we were by, to see other rooms, other atrocitiesin progress. In the salon we saw
the snail-creeture, his shell smashed, hisbody twitching and oozing ichor.



| tried to look at Nancy, to reassure her. | couldn't. Nitti and Qumax had disappeared.

We went through the airlock and stopped in the anteroom. Here lay the wrecked remains of
Nitti's copter (not that it was much use in deep space), and broken spider robots were piled with
mangled dien bodies. We waited for an interminable period amid the carnage, not daring to speak.
Then at last we were directed past the wreckages and the dead, stopping at a huge transparent tube
that joined our ship's entry port to the facing hatch of along, black starship.

| saw lines of spider robots carrying tremendous loads from the cargo hold. There were boxes,
bales, crates, kegs—all sorts of cargo. | wondered what it was these robots carried that was so
vauableit had to be transferred piecemed. Why did any of it haveto be moved & all, if the Comet's
Tail had been fully secured by the pirates? It would be easier to take the entire ship to port and
unload there,

"Over here, Miniger!”

| looked. It was Nitti, calling and motioning & me. A Strumbermian with astar branded on its
forehead stood glowering beside him. | looked at Nancy, not comprehending.

"Y ou're to come with me, Minister," the warden said.

| stood there uncertainly. "But—"

GO, EARTH-THING!

| looked at the brute who seemed to have made the order. "I don't understand.”
GO! That two-by-four finger leveled a me.

Hardly knowing what | was doing, | stepped over to where Nitti waswaiting. "What'sthisdl
about, Warden?'

"We're going back insde the Comet's Tail. They'regoing to turn it loose, after it's gutted.”

"But—" | looked back where Nancy stood like adoll beside the towering Strumbermian.
"Nancy—Qumax—"

And suddenly | got it.

Warden Nitti had made adeal of somekind. A deal with the pirates. For hislifeand my life.
Only.

"Il kill you!" | cried, and meant it.
"No. Y ou don't understand. I—I would have been dl done. One humanisdl they need. One
Earthian to question. They'd rather have one bound over by mgjority vote—that makesit legal, by

gdactic lav—and snce you're the Minister—"

| threw mysdlf a him. | grabbed a handful of shirt, chopped aknuckle at hisfat throat....



And fell on my face before doing any damage. It was as though | had been € ectrocuted.

"I tried,” | heard him say. "Now they'll just take both of you. They don't care that much about
thelaw." When the haze of pain cleared he was nearly at the far end of the airlock, saving himself
while he could. Nancy was crying, and Qumax—

Qumax was starting across that damnably solid transparent connecting tube, tentacles drooping
in utter defedt.

Beyond the end of the tube | saw into the Strumbermian raider. | marched back to Nancy,
grabbed her hand, and led her into the tube. If we were to be taken captive, we'd go with our heads
up, not whimpering like baby worms.

Starswhirled outside, underfoot. | could not ook at them and keep my baancein the trace
gravity. Whichever way | peered, | fdt asthough | should fall on my head. | did not want to rivet my
gazeto Nancy. Or Qumax. And certainly not the Strumbermians. But man is not made to tread empty

space.

Gravite-coated metal came under my feet at last. | looked at my companions. Nancy had
stopped crying, and was now the chin-up, determinedly brave extraterrestrial ogist. Qumax remained
the child—antennae drooping, muzzle averted, the very picture of hopelessness. That, | redlized, was
the essentid difference between the child and the adult, whatever the abilities or intelligence or cultura
gatus: the manner he stood up under stress. The child gave up; the adult carried on.

We were marched through corridors svarming with red ratlike thingsthat | presumed had some
function other than vermin business, to an unesthetic version of the stateroom we had never quite
used. Our captors shoved usinside, closed and locked the door, and |eft. We were done—for how

long?

Almost done. Nancy flinched as arat—actudly a grotesque flesh-thing resembling a
rodent—scooted from the lavatory recess. Without thinking | put my arm around her.

"Harold, you're afool," she said. ™Y ou could have gone with Nitti. Y ou should havel" But she
didn't move away. "Y ou've your mission to think about. To make Jamborango apologize. Towin
respect for Earth. Instead of that, you—you—"

"Shut up, Nancy," | said, and kissed her one.

It was such an unexpected move on my part that it amazed us both.

"Youdid meanit,” shemurmured, and | knew she wasthinking of my declaration of love during
thefear-sege.

"Itisn't over yet!" Qumax exclamed, suddenly enthusiastic. Of dl thetimesto interrupt!
The great worm lay at the port window. His antennae stuck out like horns and his skin rumpled

reflexively. He was staring at the place where the connecting tube joined the Comet's Tail. Wejoined
him and peered out.



A battle was going on inside the Comet's Tail's docking chamber, which remained held open by
the connecting tube between ships. Somehow the entire section remained sedled, so that the vacuum
of space did not intrude. The freight handlers of the two vessas were fighting each other—grappling,
griking, tearing—in mindless arachnid fury.

But why hadn't the Comet's Tail's equipment rallied to its defense before? | decided that the
shock and surprise of the Strum attack must have disorganized the supervisory personnel, so that no
effective action had been possible. Now enough time had passed for the cargo ship toraly its crew,
and things were happening. It seemed backwards—first the conquest, then the battle—but feasible.

People were a'so becoming involved. | thought of them as people, though in fact they were dl
manner of alien creatures. A Strum officer with astar on hisforehead lay dead near the tube's end.
Other Strumswere trying to get in shots with their weapons. But there were few of them. Probably
too many had indulged in victorious debaucheries, so that the raider's force had been dispersed and
disspated. Bad tactics, | thought; they should have been sure the prey was secure before running

rampant.

Broken cargo strewed the lock. At the far end atrio of defenders appeared wearing spacesuits.
Ahead of these crawled two robots holding atall transparent shield. In the center position behind that
shield strode the three-foot Captain Fuzzpuff, flanked by two tall Devians.

A Strumbermian officer gestured. Something like amachinegun went into action; | couldn't see it
because of the angle, but | saw the broken beam of itsfiring. Curling white vapor struck the barrier
and played with livid fury. A glowing areaformed in front of Fuzzpuff.

The captain took up aweapon at a shield-port, aimed down its barrel and fired. He and the gun
jerked as though from recail, but | saw no projectile and heard no sound. A Strum dropped. The
party pressed forward.

More Strums appeared. They mugt, | thought, have been piling out from the black ship. Now
there were at least twenty opposed to the three defenders and two robot shield-carriers. Four to one
odds, whichever way you looked &t it.

Strumbermians blasted at the advancing shield, and it showed white where struck. At the shield's
wespon-port Fuzzpuff fired bolts of blue incandescence now, picking off enemy robots.

But there were too many raiders. From behind the ruined copter two Strums sent a heavy
freight-handler. Arachnid legs carried the mechanica creature up and over one of thefaling packing
cases. It dropped in front of the shield, raised dull black forelegs and began striking the barrier.

The trangparency dented. In vain did Captain Fuzzpuff attempt to aign hisweapon. Other
robots charged.

The Devian at the captain's right opened a higher weapon-port. Aiming point-blank, it released a
deep purple flash. The freight-handler dropped, lay till, turned dark gray and dissolved at last into a
lead-colored powder. The shield advanced over the dust. But even asit did, two more robots legped
barriersto ram pointed forelegsinto the open muzzles of the defender's weapons. Unlike the carrying
mechanisms, these robots were equipped with red glowing axes. The Strums had probably adapted
them specialy for this sort of closawork. They wrestled the gun muzzles asde and raised the axes.



| gripped Nancy's hand. It was horrible to be so helpless. If only | could be out there helping,
doing something—if only | hadn't been so ready to capitulate mysalf—

But a the sametime | knew that my ignorance would aready have killed me—and Nancy—ten
times over out there. The best way | could help wasto stay well out of the way—as | was doing. Still,
| did not fed proud.

From the Comet's Tail's inner lock came another defender. It wore atal, tall spacesuit and
could only be one of the giraffe-necked passengers | had seen.

Axes split the shield. Captain Fuzzpuff and the Devians legped back, but not Giraffe-Neck.
Clutching something oblong that it suddenly pushed forward, it lesped with long, ungainly stridesfor
therentin the barrier.

Giraffe-Neck hit the shield and there was an explosion. Bits of flesh, meta and other debris shot
outward. Asthe smoke cleared Captain Fuzzpuff and one Devian weredl | could see moving among
the shambles. The Devian had one arm twisted, another missing.

Getting to hisfest, the tough little beetle-captain grabbed an ax from the disintegrated limb of a
robot. He scuttled to the connecting tube. The Devian followed, shooting bursts of blue ahead of the

captain.

Strumbermians fell like monster weeds before a scythe, but continued to charge the Pmpermian.
Fuzzpuff would not be stopped. At the end of his mad charge he braced himsdlf on short,
wide-spread insect-legs, raised his ax and brought it down again and again upon the end of the
transparent shaft where it bonded to the open port.

"He'strying to chop it through!™ Nancy whispered.

So hewas. At firgt nothing happened. Then the area of his blowstook on alight copper tinge.
Slowly the color degpened from deep brass to apricot.

Then, with avisble explosion of released air, the Comet's Tail parted its dreadful company with
the Strumbermian raider. The entire end of the tube shattered, and | saw robots, bodies and other
objects sucking out from both locks to spray into the vacuum between the ships.

We were stranded.

Chapter 9:

There were stars outside our port. The near ones passed rapidly behind, the far ones seemed
hardly to move. | was reminded of land features as seen from a speeding car: perspective made things
nearest at hand seem to pass most swiftly. Hereit reinforced the three-dimensiond effect; the view
was phenomendly impressive.

But one of the stars was moving out of phase with the others. It blinked on and off likea
space-borne traffic light, and | wondered about brave Captain Fuzzpuff and the Devian and the open



airlock....

A larger dot came into view; then arow of dots rotated into evidence. No stars—those lights
represented the Comets Tail! | had thought it was gone, but it was traveling dongside of the pirate,
snce the Strums had matched velocitiesfor the raid. Now the cargo vessdl wasfdling behind,
crippled, losing the phase. The lights blurred, became a Solarpool comet in an infinitely expanded
game-table, dwindled and were gone.

Nancy sighed. "I hope dl those heroics weren't in vain. | hope those spacesuits...."

"The captain and the Devian will have gotteningde," Qumax said amost confidently. "But they
could have saved themselves the trouble. Did you see the way' that tube shattered? The Strums were
garting to accelerate without drawing in the umbilical cord. It would have cracked off anyway ina
few more moments, under that stress.”

Nancy trembled. "All those poor crewmen. W-will the Strumbermians blow up the Comets
Tail?"

"No. They might like to, sncethey're outlaws and killers, but if they viol ate the code of space
that blatantly they'll have the entire space force down on them, and that would be the end.”

"lsn't pirating aship in high space acrime?' Nancy asked.

"Not enough of oneto warrant full-scale action. Oh, ther€lll be a couple more police ships
assigned to thislocale, and the Strumswill fed the pinch. But nothing like the pinch they'd fed if they
wiped out an entire cargo ship. So they—"

Something dammed us. | wasthrown to the floor along with Nancy and Qumax. Lying on my
sde, | saw abright green dart flash by the port. | knew that thiswas a strange vessel and that our ship
was being fired on.

"Gdactic police ship dready!" Qumax cried. "No wonder the Strums started moving out so fast.
We're saved, if we're not destroyed dong with theraiders.

"They wouldn't shoot down a ship with hostages aboard,” | said, somewhat feebly.
"They don't know I'm aboard, and you don't count,” Qumax said. He didn't seem very happy.

| wasn't very happy either. | hoped the raider would not be blasted out of space while we were
aboard, but | didn't see much future for usif it escaped, either.

The ship shivered and shrugged. Overwhelming disorientation took hold. | imagined | waslying
on thefloor with my feet over my head. | wasl | looked at the others. Qumax, poor worm, wasrolled
into something resembling a green pool ball, bouncing thisway and that. Nancy was fortunate to be
wearing coverdls, though these were beginning to tear again. Her heds, like mine, seemed directed
caling-ward.

"That'sapolice cruiser al right,” Qumax said. "Probably the latest equipment aboard. New
tracking stuff. If they can get locked on and...”



WHAM! | thought my insides were splashed dl over the Strumbermian stateroom. They
weren't. Too bad. It would have been smpler.

"Were the police keeping an eye on the Comet's Tail?" Nancy asked. "Maybe they do know
about you...."

A ball bounced and Qumax's face emerged. "Farewd |, Harold Prodkins! Farewell, Nancy
Dilsmore! Farewell. Farewell, Captain Fuzzpuff. Farewell, Quswarm and Tyrant. Farewdl, life—"

"Qumax! For Heaven's sake!l" said Nancy.
"I hear them coming,” Qumax said in direful tones. Big tearsformed in hiseyes.

"Can't you use your power to control them one a atime, send them away?' | asked, "If you
were ableto break usout of Lucifernia—"

"Not the Strumdl They have awful minddl™

Heavy footsteps thumped up to our door and stopped. | didn't dare discuss escape with Qumax
now, even if theworm had the spinefor it, which he didn't.

The door crashed open. Facing us were three stony-faced Strumbermians, one an officer with a
star branded on hisforehead.

The huge finger of the officer pointed. First to me, then Qumax. COME! CONTROL ROOM!

| pushed my feet off thewall and got my legs under me. Groggily | stood. | looked at the blank
porthole, then at Nancy.

NOW! the Strum ordered mind-deafeningly.
"Nancy," | cried. "Remember, death before dis—"

YOU DEFY ME, MOBILE-FACED CREATURE?! A guarter ton of meat-muscle loomed
over me,

| had avision of asmoky medieva hdl, the devil chdlenging me. | defy you! | thought. You and
all your ilk! 1—

It seemed that alarge ax split my skull and drove downward to the crotch, leaving metwain.
Stresks of red exploded outward from my eyeballs. | was picked up and shaken until my teeth fell out
and splatted against the deck like hailstones. | had the impression of dirt rammed up my nostrils and
packed by the shovelful into my ears. There were rat-snouts and rat-squeals and rat scurryings,
outside or ingde of my skull.

Whatever held me dropped my feet. | was yanked to a standing position and jerked around to
face whatever my handler had it in mind for meto face. My teeth, it devel oped, were till in my mouth
and my body was intact, but my eyesight was not so good yet. There was somedirt in my eer.



Something flickered like the image on amistuned trebvee set. Something like aface on Mt.
Rushmore, or maybe a posterior—Dbut the featureswere all hazeto me.

Things began, unfortunately, to clear. | saw slhouettesin afog of my mind's own making. There
were Strumbermians and there was Qumak. | tried in vain to distinguish the trebvee image. Qumax
was speaking to it, begging it, wheedling it in astrange tone and language.

Something the size of arat zipped acrossthefloor. A big Strum foot came up, and down. There
was aratlike squeal and spray of red. Qumax started and knocked againgt the trebvee. The set
blinked and the image changed to a confusing light-pattern.

Reacting asto ablow, Qumax jerked away. He careened into a control bank. A Strumbermian
roared mentally and started for him. Qumax screeched as the rat had screeched, and rumpled farther
into the nest of gauges, levers and controls. His tentacles legped about at random—rpulling, turning,
jerking. Click, snap, zap.

Then severd bright flashes amid the alien instruments, and alight like an aerid-display firework.

Something dammed me.

Agony. Floor. Qumax's mind screams.

From a pain-shot void came the sweetest words I'd heard in at least an eternity. They lanced in
at me, tickled my consciousness, and findly registered intelligence. "Harold, oh, Harold—why did you
have to be such afool 7'

| forced blistered eydlids open and saw the face of Nancy Dilsmore. She was looking down at
me from no more than two feet away. | saw beauty in those features and | found that the tears on
those smooth cheeks were infinitely preciousto me. | wondered... and then | began remembering.

"Harold, oh, Harold. Y ou poor, poor fool, Harold."

Never before had such precious, origind words cometo me. "Nancy," | grunted e oquently.

Blue eyes blinked. A drop hung on her nose until she raised an ungloved hand to brush it off.
"Y ou should have known better than to start trouble,” she said.

"| gtart trouble?’

"In the control room. Y ou and Qumax."

"|—" Had there been amind-itch in the middle of that sesson?| didn't even know why we had
been taken there. Probably only to broadcast our pictures to Jamborango, so that the Swarm Tyrant
would have to pay ransom. But Qumax had fouled it up by histantrum... No, let her think it was|.
"What—what about Qumax?'

"He—hesinthelavatory,” shesad.

Sureenough, | saw histall. It waslimp. "Badly hurt?"



"Not too badly. Nothing permanent, | think. Hisfaceis swollen and he has some ugly bruises,
but otherwise—"

"Otherwise il the ornery worm,” | said unkindly. "How about you?' | hated mysdlf for sayingit,
but knew | had to ask.

IIMe?I

"While we were gone."

"Ohhh... nothing,” she said.

Was shelying? Probably. Y et there were no bruises, no scratches, no blood, no sundered
coverdls. She had even repatched the rips from the capture and transfer. She was claiming that she
had not been molested—yet how could | be sure, after that Prunian episode | had seen?

"They didnt," shesad. "Redlly."

| sat up. | was sure then that thiswas true. She redlly would have died firgt. | took her in my
arms. | kissed her lips. | felt Qumax's scratchiness.

Angry, | looked around to see the worm, one eye closed, antenna drooping. Obvioudy he was
playing possum, listening in on my menta processes and ready to make me do something at an
inopportune moment. | wondered how | could enforce privacy. | glanced again at Nancy and knew
that she was seeing Qumax and guessing about the scratchiness. There was no privacy for such asus,
not under these circumstances.

And | knew sheld rather die than do anything with that kind of publicity.

"They're coming again, Harold Prodking!"

Qumax's agonized warning caught me staring at the stars. We had come out of hyperspace, or
whatever it was. Theraider had long since lost the cruiser. Either the police had redlized who was

aboard and had to desist, or they had not been very good hunters.

Theworm was cringing again. He certainly lost his obnoxious composure in the presence of
these Strumd!

| looked once more at Nancy, regretting what had not passed between us. Her golden hair, her
unbagged form, her smile—| wanted to photograph it dl in my memory. Before—

With chilling abruptness the door flew back. In strode the Strumbermian with the red star burned
into the waxy flesh of hisflat expanse of forehead. Straight to me he walked, stopped, pointed that
finger and thought: COME! Evidently these crestures never communicated in lessthan ablast.

"Harold—"

"Good-bye, Nancy," | said. | stood up rapidly to make the parting eesier.



Once moretears stood in her eyes. "Y ou be careful, Harold."

| tried to say something manly, but got choked up. The Strum officer nudged mewith a
mountainous hand and | stumbled ignominioudly out. That was my noble leave-taking. | hadn't even
asked Qumax to look out for her, though that would have done little good anyway. When the brat
wasn't making mischief, he was cowering abjectly.

We marched down the unadorned, rat-infested corridors again. At oneintersection | saw the
food troughs—metd dikesfilled with flowing, greasy meal-synthetic that reminded me of hog dop.
We had been offered a bucketful, but hadn't touched it.

| was boosted into alarge, luxurious office, free of rats. The door dammed behind me.

Another Strumbermian officer peered at me through eyes that were even deader than most
Strum orbs. The star on his forehead was larger and redder than the others | had seen. His skin was
even more ghastly pdlid. Obvioudy sunbathing was not popular on Strumbermia. Hewas Sitting on a
low stool that kept his kneesraised almost to his square hairless chin. He motioned meto asimilar
stool. SQUAT! hethought.

| looked at the stool, waist-high on me and fraught with great splinters. "May | stand?' | asked
hestantly. | couldn't really make things much worse for mysdf.

UIT SELF, MOBILE-FACED ONE. The officer's eyes were an unpleasant purple bloodshot
despite their deadness. It was as though they had bled and rotted some after expiring. From where he
sguatted he could gaze directly into my face. | decided to take a seet after dll.

YOUR NAME HAROLD PRODKINS EARTHIAN, teepathed the Strumbermian with the
usua power. YOU REPRESENTATIVE OF YOURWORLD. | CROG. | BIG SHOT LEADER.
Theforce of hismind-talk threstened to give me aheadache.

"What do you want?" | asked. | felt no bravado; | knew he would get whatever he wanted,
whether | resisted or not.

WANT TO KNOW ABOUT EARTH. CLIMATE, NATURAL RESOURCES

"I'll think about that," | said, meaning it literaly. | launched into amenta description of theworst
barely habitable planet | had ever read about in sciencefiction. | conjured avision of flowing lakes of
lava; tried to remember the composition of a corrosive amosphere hogtile to most known life-forms;
pictured hothouse cities that moved about the planet on huge off-center rollersthat were buffeted here
and there by multiple hurricanes. Metdllic-based lifeforms with twel ve-inch teeth that sucked blood by
the quart; unpredictable but frequent and devastating meteoric showers; an unstable orbit that made
lavalakes freeze and crack jaggedly every few years, then melt and bubble and flow acrossthe land;
horrendous earthquakes and e ephant-gobbling pitcher-plants. The nationd gourmet delicacy that
resembled my firgt attempt to make a synthetic mea aboard the Comet's Tail. | wasworking up
some research about the imminence of the sun going nova and the frantic efforts to suppressthe
bone-crunching sea monsters when Crog reached out and tapped me crushingly with astonehard

finger.

YOU LIE, MOBILE-FACE!



| gasped. Not only had that finger-blow nearly didocated my ribcage, | had digtinctly felt an
electric shock.

YOU HUMANOID. HUMANOIDSALL BRAG ABOUT HOME PLANETS

So old stoneface didn't swalow it. It had been worth thetry, still. Certainly | would not
voluntarily tell thetruth. "Maybe I'm different,” | said.

NO! YOU LIE. YOUR PLANET NOT GOOD ASTHAT!

"Not as—" | felt my face hang open.

Crog opened his cavernous mouth in what could have been either asmile or open mockery of
my astonishment. His teeth were not human at all—they were sharp and pointed, like those of a
tyrannosaur. He leaned forward and almost disabled me with another finger tap.

YOU TRY TO IMPRESSBIG SHOT LEADER. CROG NOT MIND YOU LIE. IMPLIES
YOU TRUE HUMANOID.

"True human—" | redly had felt the shock thistime.

"We speak with sound if you like, now," Crog said, surprisng me again. "Now | know you one
of us"

"l an?' | couldn't think fast enough to adjust to this.

"Y ou not bug. Y ou not worm or other vermin. Y ou humanoid!*

"] suppose s, that way." Maybeif he stayed out of my thoughts—

"Very good!" Crog agreed. "Y ou redlize that Strumbermians and Earthians have common
interest; try to impress Crog how much courage you have and how much help you be. Now | not

have to use mind-probe.”

"You'revery smart," | lied. Mind-probe—ugh! | could guess what that would do to my
brain-tissue.

"We need planet like this. Plenty metals, plenty protected from invasion. Y ou know, describe
perfectly.”

"Yes" | said cautioudy. Wasthis hulk playing cat-and-mouse with me?
"Now Strumbermians and Earthiansbe dlies™

"Wedll..." Hereit comes, | thought. I tried hard to blank out my genuine sentiments. Apparently
the Strums didn't pick up anything that wasn't directed to them, except for vocabulary. | could test
that by thinking acompliment at him that | knew to be phony... but | was afraid to chanceit. Right

now, anyway.



"Y ou know history?'Y ou know how worms and bugs and vermin get al good planets, keep
humanoids out? 'Y ou know why al humanoids need fight againgt ilk?"

"Uh, not very wdl, I'm afraid.”

"True, you newcomer to space. Probably learn all liesfrom bugs and worms. Crog tell from
Strumbermian viewpoint. Solid brassplated truth. Y ou want to hear, Harold Prodkins?!

"Very much," | said. | was curious, though hardly in sympathy. And the longer | could kegp him
talking, the more likely there would be timefor the police—Iousy wormbug flatfoots! Hate them! |
thought desperatdly, trying to cover my mentd dip.

Crog rose from his stool and crossed to a cabinet. Had he caught on? Handsome
Srumbermian! Or was handsomeness considered effeminate? Strong humanoid! 1'd better keep
my mind buttoned, or I'd get mysdlf in trouble sure.

From the cabinet he took a container that looked very much like awine bottle. Beside the bottle
he set two things that could have been dirty soup bowls.

| watched with mingled interest and gpprehension as Crog dopped amilky fluid from the bottle
into the bowls. It was abig bottle—a galon at leass—though it looked smal in hishand. The bowls
were, literdly, pint-sized. Something told me | wasn't going to likethis. A pint of rotgut...

Crog returned with the bowls and handed me one. | peered into it, hoping that | could somehow
avoid imbibing the stuff. An insectoid vaguely like aflea scooted dong the rim and stopped to insert
its proboscisinto the brimming liquid. Then it stiffened, jerked itslegs about convulsvely, and fdl in. |
fished it out with my finger, afraid it might dissolve.

Crog squatted on his stool again. His bow! went to hislipless mouth, his head tipped back, and
theliquid gurgled down like water draining from aspent bathtub. The noise may have signified
manners, or plain gusto.

He lowered the bowl, now aquarter empty. "Ah, that good scrotch!" he said. And emitted a
belch likeafoghorn blagt. "You glug.”

Under hiswatchful gaze | raised my own bowl and hesitantly sipped from it. With any luck at all,
it would prove as poisonous to me asto thet flea....

The taste was worse than anything | had been willing to imagine. Rotted pig-mash and fermented
nettles might have been the base, not to mention year-old toad urine. My nostrils had not been
assailed by such an aroma since—well, that food-synthes's attempt, again.

| lowered the bowl, hacking as the nettles ground into my esophagus. Through streaming eyes|
saw Crog nodding wisdly & me.

"You get usedtoit,” hesaid. "You like. All humanoidslike. Just wait until effects hit you.”

"Effects?' | coughed. So it was dope.



"Enjoyable. Like your liqueurs, your pot."

"Oh." Then: "How—?"

"Y our Warden Nitti tell us about such things, when hetry to make dedl. He sensible humanoid.”
Ugh, | thought, but did not communicate.

"Y ou glug your scrotch,” Crog advised, "and while you glugging it. Crog tell history of Galaxy.
Later"—his puffy |eft eyelid dropped while the rest of hisface remained motionless—"Crog have
other pleasant surprise for you."

Thought of what Crog might consider pleasant caused meto raise my bowl and glug. Much of
my tongue and palate had been anesthetized by thefirst sip, so it didn't burn so badly thistime. Crog
glugged noisly after me.

| lowered the bowl and waited for the promised effects. | stared at Crog, clear-headed as
space, and redlized that he was talking; that he had been for sometime.

"...perfect planet for colony. Few ant hills only sign of life. Fairminded person—you, Harold
Prodkins—would say we Strumbermians had right to colonize. What's to stop us—few hillion ants?
Ants not people. Y ou agree we have right?*

"I, ah, supposeif thisworld had not been previoudy claimed by anyone—wasn't on any star
maps or included in somebody's territory—"

"It wasn't!" Crog said, damming hisfist on his knee with the sound of an explosion. "It dl aone
In space, just waiting for humanoid colonigts.”

"Then I'd say you had aright," | said. Maybe the Strums did have aclaim or two. Immediately |
felt ashamed of mysdlf for imagining it. These were pirates!

"Glad you agree," said Crog. "As say, only ant hegps. So Strum troops move in with armored
vehiclesto set up colony.”

"But | thought you said the place was uninhabited!"
"Was s0. Only ants. Big ants.”

"Oh!" Now | got the picture. Big ugly antslike those | used to see on my uncle'sfarm. God, but
| had hated them! 1'd poured cod oil on their hills and then set fire to the works.

"Antsvery unintdligent. All they have for protection isold atomic cannon and laser rays.
Strumbermians cut down dl ants without firgt invitation to gravbop. Why not? They only bugs and not
humanoids. We start pull down ant hills, set up cities. Then, when we dl but win planet, Jamborangs
and Imbibels come."

"What'd they do?' Helped the poor deserving humanoids, | hoped.



"Attacked us. Ud Chased us off. Claimed planet belong to ants. Claimed we violate their right
to free existence—that we must pay damages and agree not to take planet again.”

"Y ou fought?' Who would not have fought against such injustice? | wondered.

"No," Crog sad regretfully. "Jamborangs and Imbibel s too powerful; only fight red wars. Not
observe civilized custom of gravbop. We agree leave ants that planet. Not very good planet anyway.
We pay for damages, but then"—Crog glugged his scrotch—"then antsinvade us!”

| glugged my own scrotch. "Terrible" | said, not certain whether | meant antsor drink. "Terrible,
terrible, terriblel”

" Jamborangs and |mbibels come back. They seefighting—go to aid of antsagain! Aid ants
againg Strumbermiang”

"Thedirty bugs" | exclamed, shocked. "Give one alight-year and it'll take a parsec!”

"Strumslose home planet. Lose three, four dozen home planets. Then Strumbermians moveinto
space. Become what called outlaws. But when we grow strong again, we come back to center of
gdaxy! Enlist aid of al humanoid species! We take back lost planets Make bugs and wormsthe
outlawsg"

What a success sory! "Can't say | blameyou,” | said. "If I'd been there, I'd have been on your
side. I'd have wanted to stamp the ants out. Y ou bet!"

"] thought you'd say that, Harold Prodkins. Once you know the truth, not worm-lies. Now you
contact your world for us. Make arrangements for Earthians to unite with Strums.”

"We-e-dl," | sad. Itwasdl sologica; why did | hesitate?
"What you say, Harold Prodkins, Representative of Earth?!

| thought deeply, trying to find areason againgt it. "Earth isnew on the galactic scene” | said a
last. "Doesn't know the bugs from the humanoids.”

"Y ou fix, Harold Prodkins?" Crog was patheticaly eager.

"Perhaps,” | said, my head swimming. Now was no time to make decisions, | redized. But I'd
not forgotten that Crog and | had glugged together.

"When you land on Strum planet, you fix," Crog repested. "That not long now."

"Hmmm," | said fuzzily. | looked down into my bowl and was disappointed to find it empty.
Hopefully | said: "That pleasant surprise you promised—another tankard of scrotch?”

"No, Harold Prodkins. Something you like much better. Y ou ready, | think."

| thought to mysdlf that nothing could be better than another bow! of scrotch. That flea, | now
knew, had gone into aconvulsion of ecstasy and dived into heaven after only onetaste. Aimog, |



asked Crog to give me scrotch instead of whatever he was planning on.

Then | heard giggling. My pulseraced. | rotated on my stool.

There, just emerged from an adjoining apartment, were three Prunian femal es—the three who
had had the room near ours on board the Comet's Tail! Stunned haf out of my scrotch daze, | felt
my mouth agape. But who could blame them for wanting to berid of the bug-captained scow?

Asthough from along way off | heard Crog say: "Meet three Prunian charmers—Plu, Blu and
Fu. True humanoids, if mobile-faced (we dl have our faults); loya to the cause of Strumbermia.”

Plu stuck out her ballooning front and giggled. "We meet Harold Prodkins aboard another ship,”
shesad, her tone gurgling.

Blu switched her more-than-ample hips and giggled. "One of us see Harold Prodkinsin corridor
as heleave ship with Jam brat and Strumbermian.” Hers was adrowning tone.

Hu giggled and held her naked tall out at waist level. Playfully she did thingswithitstip. Things|
knew | would once have thought objectionable. "He not know which that wasl" she gargled. "And
shetoo busy with handsome Strum to invite him in for party!™

| sat frozen. | dared not move.

Crog touched mewith his stony forefinger. "Which you want, Harold Prodkins?*

"Which—7?" My mind strove to answer the question but balked at understanding it. Crog
couldn't mean—no, certainly he couldn't mean that!

"He'scute," said Plu, coiling her tail about my arm. Thetall tip drifted, massaged, performed
expert indecencies. Niceindecencies.

Blu moved close and rubbed huge conica breasts against me. Round, yet hard; pointed, yet
firm—not quite what | had anticipated. "I like," she gurgled.

Hu pushed Blu asde. "My turn—you had Strum before!" Quick asastriking snake she circled
my waist with ahairy arm, her tail darted, touched, stroked—not randomly.

Warmth. Heedless. Unashamed. Caring nothing for aworld of bag-dresses and pretense.
Desre. Theview of atriangular shadow under the lifted tail.

| grabbed the Prunian and took good hold on her, one hand high on that tail.

"Intherel" Crog said. Hisfinger pointed through the doorway.

Yet | hestated. FHu half lifted me, haf carried, haf dragged. It was only part of methat was
unwilling, and not the essentia part. Only apart that shied like afrightened dlion a the sight of the
waiting pallet. | felt mysdf reacting asthe door dammed.

"I next!" cried Plu from the other sde.



"No, mel" said Blu.

"Pruniansforget Big Shot Leader!" Crog complained. " Crog got enough for any two Prunians.
See?' Severd loud squedls set my dready heated blood pounding.

| looked into Flu's newborn-baby face. Smoky eyes glowed, flared asfrom newly banked codls.
Her suggestivetail came up, hovered near her skirt, and unsnapped its fastenings.

Clothing fell. Flu stood regarding mein dl her primeva naturaness. She stepped from the skirt,
removed the blouse. Findly she dropped her single undergarment.

Something in metried to protest. Better dishonor than death—wasthat it? 1 tried to think but
couldn't seem to remember. My head swam and my nogtrilsfilled with the musk of abody that wasdl
lust and al promise. What should | do about it? What did | want to do? Wasit, could it be—right?

My Little Humanoid, Futhought admiringly, that was one mighty passion-scream!

Chapter 10:

Crog pointed to the huge clinker on the viewing screen. "New Strumbermia Six-O-Five," he
sad. "Prepare yoursdlf, Harold Prodkins. We land.”

"l don't know, Crog," | said from my stool. "Do you redly think your Big Shot Commander will
accept Earthians as True Humanoids?!

"If you prove,” Crog said.

"Can | proveit, Crog? Do | want to?"

Crog made an dmost human shrug. "Why you not know, after scrotch and Prunian?”

| looked into hisexpressonlessface. "I'd like to know." Why did | fed thisway—certain of my
facts—yet hesitant? It wasn't as though the scrotch and Prunian could still be affecting me. I'd dept for
hours. But something—something—

"Y ou worried about your friends?' Crog asked.

"Friends?Y ou mean Plu, Blu and Hu?"

Crog looked at one of the unstarred Strumbermians and lowered an eyelid. "Mean femde
Earthian and Jam brat."

"Oh, those. Yes, of course." But it was an overstatement. | was hardly worried about a prude
and aworm. What had either ever done for me except make trouble?

"Y ou want go back? Be with them for landing?'



"Doesn't seem worth the effort."

Crog grunted politely. He caled my attention to our pilot, who was maneuvering the ship into
orbit. | watched the strong Strum hands, reminded of how superior hands were to tentacles or other
unnatural appendages.

Wedid into the atmosphere. Boiling black sky. Jagged black mountains. Oceans of dirty white
hue, like uncured scrotch. Beautiful.

We passed over alarge fortress fast to amountainside. | had the impression of needldlike
cannon pointing at us, arounded dome-roof tapering to ajutting base bearded with packed snow.
Many strange crawly things, fit only for stepping on—except that they were, | realized, twenty or
thirty feet long. Then we were going down, down, down—dropping into anarrow valley to a
periloudy constricted space field.

The screen turned darker as we lowered. There was wind or rain or something obscuring
it—massed hailstones, maybe. When thisdid not pass | realized that we had landed.

Crog looked a me obliquely. "Y ou till prisoner. Y ou go ahead to airlock. Worm and femae
there™

"Yes, Big Shot Leader,” | said. Technicaly hewasright, but | certainly didn't fedl likea
prisoner. | trotted down the corridor. | liked to see the ship's rats scuttle ahead. | kicked at one who
was dow and lame. Damned weskling!

Theinner lock was closed, and | waited impatiently for it to open. When | findly got out into the
cargo port | saw what looked like an overgrown landcrab crouching at the exit. ISVEHICLE! Crog
thought. Interesting—he could communicate just aswell from adistance, and knew what | was doing
though out of sight. | had somehow thought tel epathy was a close-range phenomenon. I'd better find
out how far thought could travel....

The vehicle wasn't redlly bug-like up close, though | knew it to be the same asthe onesI'd seen
from above. In fact, it looked like a magnificent piece of machinery. It would be amuch more
comfortable way of departing the ship than my entry had been. Though why the thought of walkingin
space should have bothered me | could not say. Spacewalking was fun.

| heard feeble footfals and obnoxious dithering and turned to see Nancy and Qumax.

"Harold!" Nancy cried. For amoment | was afraid she was going to put her flabby arms around
me, but she didn', fortunately. "1 wasworried I'd never seeyou again!”

"I'mfine," | said, repressing aspasm of disgust. This pink-cheeked prude imagined thet | cared
for her! Remembering those glorious moments with Hu, | wondered what even an enlightened
Earthian femade (let done Nancy'stype!) could possibly do to match them.

Did they torture you, Harold Prodkins? Qumax thought irritatingly.

"No, they didn't, worm," | said. "The Big Shot Leader merely explained things. | fed that he's
given me aredl education.” My skin crawled as| looked at this soft larva, but | redlized that it would



be wisest to conced my proper distaste for the time being.

Crog stomped out and motioned usinto the vehicle. | DRIVE! | went up the steps, which were
each afoot too high for me. Nancy scrambled along, her scrawny thighs showing pinkly through new
tearsin her coverdls. | wished she wouldn't embarrass me by advertising her weakness and softness.
Once her clammy hand brushed against me, and | jerked aside. The worm made afew half-hearted
humping attempts, then waited stupidly until two Strumbermians hoisted him. To think that | had ever
associated with this poor excuse for a creature!

Insde was alengthy surface for Qumax to stretch out on, and padded stools for Nancy and me.
Strumbermians strapped us down. Crog strapped himsdlf into the driver's stool. He did things with
some knobs.

The ship's outer lock opened and our vehicle lurched through. 1t walked on pointed stilts, the
cab elevated afew feet inthe air. The steps retracted into the underbody, making the center section
partialy streamlined. The machine crawled outside and dropped to a gravite-cushioned landing field.

| turned in my seat and looked out at the curve of the ship. It was big and seemed to be
sphere-shaped. | saw more Strums clustered about the base. There were squat buildings and other
vehicdlesmuch like our own. | marveled a the clean, functiond lines. Nothing ridiculoudy fancy herel

We moved out beyond the curve of the ship. Now ahigh wind buffeted us, and the tractor
lurched and trembled like a drunken daddy-long-legs, depressing as that image was. What fun!

The melancholy sky was pleasant. | loved that starless black. High spireslike the sere bones of a
wegathered corpse rose up on the horizon. Stark, smple, lovely.

Our machine adjusted its strides to the buffeting. We traveled away from the field. Faster and
fadter, jogging along toward thejags. Then up into theicy peaks! Pleasant drafts of snow lesked
insde and speckled us. Huge bat-like things flapped and whee ed overhead, ice splintering off their
wings. Then aswe climbed the deet, oddly, became rain. Great gouts of gluey substance struck the
windshield and adhered until scraped away with awiper built like a snowplow. The color was

Spectacular.

BRIGHT RAIN, RED RAIN, COLOR OF FRESH DRAWN BLOOD RAIN!

It was Crog, mentally humming histune of joy and homecoming. | had not redlized he had such
esthetic sengtivities.

Ahead abroken-skull structure clung fast to acliffsde. It was a huge building, sturdy and
handsome—in fact, it wasthe fortress| had seen during the descent.

Beside me, Nancy shivered. "Frankengtein's castle," she said, impressed.
| demurred. No Earthly castle could have been asfine asthis.
Crog piloted the vehicle raight up the cliffside. It crawled through an eye socket and dropped

into asinus cavity. Enormous guns crowded in on every side, dwarfing those of Lucifernia, so that
there was barely a path between them and the ammunition conveyors. Hooded Strums watched the



sky and landscape, and | knew that every cannon was loaded and primed. Very good.

With anew, prancing step the vehicle walked through toothy portals, bypassed a dark passage
leading downwards (the throat?) and took one of severa maggot-gdleries. At itsend alarge door
raised and we went through a parking area. Crog braked, the machine settled, and the stairs pushed
down. We unbuckled. "Harold, don't you think—" Nancy began. NOT COMMUNICATE,
FEMALE! Crog directed her. Good for him!

She silenced. | dismounted from the stool, anxious to get to the Strumbermian higher councils
and prove that Earthians were True Humanoids. Soon now!

Nancy wasinept with her straps, having difficulty getting loose. | ignored her. Too bad Flu
hadn't come dong! Qumax wiggled loose and went to untangle Nancy. We got out and down and
walked ahead of Crog. Down halls uncoated with gravite. Up steep stairs unequipped with moving
belts or antigravity columns. The worm skidded on the dick of ice that covered some portions, and
barely got over the sairs. Crog, naturdly, had no trouble; Strums were strong humanoids, who did
not diss pate themsdves with foolish luxuries.

We stopped after traversing alabyrinth. We were a aroom: three bare stone pallets, window
overlooking the abyss, no heat, no decorations, asingle feeding trough right above an dimination hole.
Good accommodations. Crog shoved worm and female inside, but gestured me to accompany him.

"Harold!" Nancy cried as| turned to leave.

NOT COMMUNICATE, PRISONER!

"I'mjust going to prove that Earthians are True Humanoids," | said, more for the worm's benefit
than hers.

"Harold Prodkins," the brat said, "you must not—"
SLENCE, WORM!

But the pesky Jamborang larva didn't know when to quit. Harold Prodkins, you must not do
thisthing!

Crog raised afinger and pointed at him. Qumax cringed asif struck. He rumpled out of the way.
| shoved Nancy clear and went through the doorway. Crog dammed the solid stone door and shoved
home the bolt, and we departed.

PREPARE. NOW YOU MEET BIG SHOT COMMANDER PHUG. PROVE SELF TRUE
HUMANOID.

We ascended more stairs, then entered alarge room with ahigh dome celling. In fact, it was a
gravbop court, much larger than any | had seen before. There was agood-sized audience, mainly
Strumbermians but including afew sexy Prunians and smilar femaes. No lessthan thirty Strum
leaders squatted around the edge of the wall. One had three stars on his forehead.

Acrossthe court was adiminutive Strum | guessed to be scarcely out of the toddling stage. |



thought thisyoungster cute: apae, sober ghoul with attractive gimlet eyes.
Three Stars leaned forward and thought at me: | BIG SHOT COMMANDER PHUG.

HAROLD PRODKINS REPRESENTATIVE OF EARTH, YOU WISH JOIN
STRUMBERMIANS? UNITE IN CRUSADE OF TRUE HUMANOIDS?

| swallowed, suddenly uncertain. Why wasn't | certain?"l don't know," | said.

Commander Phug's wine-red eyes bored at Crog. Crog evidently thought something back at him
on closed circuit. | could sense, but not positively detect, amind block.

Crog gripped my shoulder gently, hisfingers bending my collarbone only moderately and giving
meadight dectric shock. YOU NEED PROVE SELF TO BIG SHOT COMMANDER, HAROLD
PRODKINS. PROVE EARTHIANS TRUE HUMANOIDS

"By gravbop?' My mind reded. If only | did not fed thisweakling doubt!

HOW ELSE HUMANOIDS PROVE SELVES? WE CIVILIZED!

Wi, that did make sense. But then | became confused again. "'1've never—| mean, Earthians
don't have gravbop.”

There was an ominous murmur and scomping of feet, and | redized that dl the Strumswere
listening in to the dia ogue and probably my private thoughts aswell, and that | was showing
reprehensible, dmogt buglike uncertainty.

NO MATTER, Crog thought at me, and | could tell he was gruffly embarrassed for me. After dl,

| was his protégé. JUST FRIENDLY CIVILIZED CONTEST. NOMINAL. YOU NOT AGAINST
CHAMPION—ONLY BEGINNER WHO NEVER BOPPED BEFORE.

Stll, ridiculoudy, | hesitated. "Can—can | refuse?' Again the swell of ourtrage. | wasinsulting
the entire dite class of humanoids, and making afool out of my sponsor Crog. Very bad form.

REFUSE? THEN YOU NOT TRUE HUMANOID! WE TREAT EARTHIANSASBUGS
AND WORMS | dready had some notion what that meant. But was | hesitating because | didn't
approve of the system, or because | was a coward? Was| really opposed to killing or dying for a
good cause?

| made the only possible decision.

"Where's my opponent, Crog?'

Crog indicated the youngster in the far court.

"No, not him, Crog!" | cried. "Not this child!"

"Yes, her,"” Crog sad. "Female name's Ogue. Not matter if she damaged in head by gravbop.
Breed just the same. Sooner, even."”



| swallowed and tried desperately to think of someway out, and as aways my mind tumbled
over itsalf under the pressure and fdll flat. | did not really want to—yet it looked to me asthough | had
no choice. While | wasthinking, Crog left and returned with two gravbop poles.

Some stupid holdover from aflabby former life made me say it. "Crog, I'll gravbop, but not with
thisinnocent little girl.”

Crog glowered impressively. "Y ou want adult Strumbermian, Mobile-Face? Y ou want Crog?
Crog champion!”

Stunned, | watched the young Strum girl hefting polesidentica to those | had. Surely | could
prevent myself from hurting her if | wished. Whileif | bopped with Crog, | would get pasted to the
wall. Besides, what had thistoddler ever done for me?

| took the gravbop poles and hefted them the way the youngster had done. Each pole was about
five feet long and tapered from an inch-wide butt to a blunt quarter-inch tip. They were flexible but
not flimsy. Such an instrument, if swvung sdewise againgt abody, would hurt; rammed endwisg, it
would possibly kill. | swvung my pair back and forth afew times. The poles balanced naturaly in my
hands—a most as though they belonged there.

The young femaewaswaiting. | waked up to my sde of the net. | raised my poles and the pole
tips touched formally. The Strumbermian was the same height as 1, but stockier.

Again, something from my softer, lessrationa Earthian existence made methink to her: I'll take
it easy. | won't hurt you, child.

I'll crack your foreign skull! she shot back.

Then the small spinning bal was|owered from abox of Strumbermians. | eyed itsfloating
descent and turned my attention to the box containing the tag-lights. They emerged: four. A whistle
blew dilly.

Ogue moved with a speed and dexterity that were dazzling. Crack, crack, crack! the poles

cracked. Feint, guard and thrust. Biff, bop, and my cheek stung. Whop! and | was stumbling
backwards.

With a head-ringing sense of unredlity | watched the batted gravbal sail over my side of the net.
I moved to block it, but too late. It struck one of my tag-lights, and the globe died.

Furioudy | batted the ball back. It zipped over the net, not at dl where | wanted it. Lazily,
contemptuously, my opponent batted it back, straight for another tag-light.

| intercepted it thistime and tried for one of hers. Back and forth, back and forth. Running,
legping, bopping, | sweated. Neither of us could get a clear shot. Even in reduced gravity it wastiring.

| tripped and missed the ball—and there went another of my tag-lights! | bopped back angrily,
not even coming close to my opponent's light. WHOP!

My head wobbled on its hinges. | thought my right ear had been torn off. Feebly | batted the ball



that had just struck me. WHOP!

The ball returned and struck me again. | had forgotten that al wasfair in gravbop. | had been
geared to intercept shots at my tag-lights, and had not guarded my head! | was down on my knees
now, blood staining my cheek. Dizzily | saw my opponent run close to the net and reach apole
across. Horrified, | realized that she intended to brain me—and with that leverage, she could do it!

Driven by adesperation | would not have believed, | blocked with apole. But with aflick of her
wrist, Ogue atered her swing and struck the floating gravball.

BOM

That wasthethird of my tag-lights. But in striking the ball my adversary left an opening, and she
wasinrange. | swung my raised pole.

CRUNCH!

Ogue collapsed againg the net, bleeding from the ear. Emotionlesdy, | raised the pole and
brought it down hard on her forehead.

Shefdl all theway to the floor. She had been careless, and now was paying the consequence. |
struggled to my feet and made for the gravball.

Bop, and | missed thetag-light | had aimed for. | retrieved the ball with a pole-flip and tried
again. Again | missed. Haveto lead, | thought—asin wing-shooting or Solar Poal.

| shot and missed four timesin arow. Each timethe ball either bounced back to my side, or
dowly drifted within range of my cue. The gravite seemed to betilted, in effect, making it rall in
mid-air toward the net. Though why the players weren't affected....

Onthesgxthtry | succeeded in hitting atag-light. | felt asurge of self-confidence. | wasfindly
getting the hang of it.

One down and three to go—for me. But now Ogue was dragging herself upright. | bopped her
down again and went about my business.

Four more shots got me another of her tag-lights. Three more got the third. One more shot...
and | connected with thelast of Ogueslights.

A menta cheer went up. | fet triumph. | was an expert gravbopper and abig hairy-chested True
Humanoid! | looked at Ogue and saw how well | had downed her. She might grow up to breed, but
that was about al.

But | had not redlly put this on the proper footing yet. The importance of Earth had been
underrated. She should not have to join the Humanoid movement on the Strumbermians terms; she
should negotiate from a position of power.

Crog had acted dl dong asif | were aweakling, barely able to establish myself on the gravbop
court. And Phug had gone dong with that. Imagine—pitting me againgt afemae child! Me, an expert



Solar Pool player, and now a pretty good gravbopper aswell! Why, with alittle more practice |
could be as good as any of them.

Hdll, | wasthat good right now.

Big Shot Leader Crog! | chdlenged boldly.

YES MOBILE FACE?

You want a deciding contest—you and me?

That put him on noticel WHAT STAKES, MOBILE FACE?

"Y ou defeat mein full gravbop contest and I'll pledge Earth to support the crusade. | defeat
you'—let's see, | wanted thisto hurt—"and you'll release al prisoners from the Comet's Tail and
provide passage to a neutral world where we can contact Jamborango, and"—now what would redlly

tieit up?—"and extend apologiesto al concerned and make reparations to the worms and bugs for
theinconvenience.”

Crog gaped a me.

"Ded, Stoneface?"

DEAL! DEAL! DEAL! commanded the audience. ISCONTEST! ISCONTEST! Boy, were
they mad!

Three-star Phug raised alarge hand. TOMORROW WE HOLD MATCH—HAROLD
PRODKINSVERSUSBIG SHOT LEADER CROG IN STAKED CONTEST. EIGHT
TAG-LIGHTS OTHER PRISONERSWITNESS

Crog smiled. Mentaly.

Looking at his horrible supertoothed countenance | had an abrupt letdown. Suddenly | didn't

fed likeaTrue Humanoid at all. | fdt like the conned sucker who wakes to find himsdf the Judas
godt.

Chapter 11.

Qumax rumpled agitatedly acrossthe floor of our new quarters. Hisworm-head turned and his
dark eyesflashed. "You are a fool, Harold Prodkins!" he said and thought.

"Am |, Qumax?' | mumbled from my pallet. He was probably right, but | didn't liketo have a
merelarvapoint it out. | watched the back of Nancy's blonde head as she stood staring out at a
sickish orange sunrise. | hadn't told her about yesterday. It had seemed best not to rushit.

"Yed It'san old Strumbermian trick. First they raise their victim's confidence—then they get the



fool to challenge. Believe me, Harold Prodkins, an Earthian hasn't a chance againgt a Strumbermian
gravbop champion.”

"Areyou certan?'
IICa.ta' n.II

"Do you take mefor acoward? Do you think Earth would stand a better chance againgt the
Strumbermiansthan | will in gravbop? Do you prefer the chancein war?”!

"Thereis NO chancefor you in gravbop. Y ou made a ded with the Strumbermians; it will be
they who keep it for you. Y ou've just pledged your planet to their crusade!”

Somehow that prospect seemed much worse than it had aday ago. At thetime it had not
seemed unreasonable that Earth be dlied to Strumbermia, suppressing the vermin of the galaxy. Now
| wondered why | had not considered the intellectud factors, which would have thrown the balance
the other way. "What makes you think | can't at |east manage to get mysdif killed?”

"Harold!" Nancy interjected.

"That would lose the match,” Qumax said relentlessly. "Haven't you learned anything yet? Do
you think getting your brains knocked out will change anything? L ots of people get killed in gravbaop.
Strumbermians play to WIN!"

"Sodo ! | sad. "And I'm going to—someway."

Nancy turned from the window and its unearthly view. "I know you gravbopped last night,” she
sad. "Qumax told mewhileit was happening.”

So not dl my dizziness had been from blowsto the head! The worm had been snooping, maybe
interfering!

"It'snot just your lack of skill—" the brat said insultingly.
"What, then?"

"The nature of the Strumbermians. Adults can release energy from their fingers—electrica
energy.”

| peered at the overgrown cabbage worm. No, he wasn't hoaxing me. Suddenly | understood
why the Strums pointed fingers so frequently, and why | had felt a shock when touched by one. Like
electric eds, they generated current to make an effective close-range weapon.

"Crog can usethisenergy in gravbop?' But | knew even as| asked. Anything went in gravbop,
S0 long &t it wasinherent in the player and Stuation. Devians had used their reach, Strumbermians
could usetheir eectricity. What could aman use?

"The rangeis quite short, Harold Prodkins. About three of the Strum's body-lengths. But if you
come closer—"



"Hm. That big court is about ahundred fest—fifty per Sde. That gives me some maneuvering
room...."

"Morelike eighty feet, forty per Sde. Over haf of whichisopen to Crog's charge. If you stay in
the back fifteen feet, you may be ableto say dive, if you duck the beanballs. Provided Crog wants
youdive"

"No, it won't be easy,” | admitted. | looked at the composition soles and heels on my shoesand
wondered if these would be any help asinsulators. Possibly, and then again, possibly not. | couldn't
be certain whether thisredlly was dectricity, despite what Qumax said. It might be something el se that
followed different rules.

"Why did you do it, Harold?' Nancy asked me softly.

| looked at her and wondered how | could ever have imagined her to be attractive. Small bulges
infront, pale head of hair, moderate hips, disgustingly mature face. And no tail!

But attractive or not, she did deserve some explanation. Shewas, after al, ill technicaly my
assigtant, and she did mean well. So | set out to clarify my motives—

And found that | could not come across with anything that sounded good in words or specific
thoughts. Odd.

Three hoursinto cold daylight we were taken to the court. Fifteen minuteslater | wasfacing
Crog across the gravbop net, armed with the twin poles. | peered past his bulky, blocky frame as|
walited for the whistle. Nancy perched on astool beside Big Shot Commander Phug, her head
averted. Qumax lay nearby, eyes bright and staring at me. They expected meto lose, | knew. It was
for that they had been brought here.

Crog and | touched poles. We who are about to die salute you, | thought at the audience, and
wondered why | bothered. First whistle blew and the smal ball lowered. Eight tag-lights flashed on
dther sde.

Thefighting whistle sounded. Crog swung his poles. | ducked and dropped flat, rolling back out
of reach. | figured he wouldn't use hisfinger-charge right away; hed wait until he needed it. But dl the
same, | was going to get out of range and stay ouit.

| heard the bop of cue striking ball.

Clasping only one of my poles, | rolled over and over across the gravcourt. A pole banged
down behind me, scraping skin off my left shoulder; Crog had along reach. Ahead, the gravbal put
out one of my tag-lights.

| got my pole up and stopped the ball. | could not afford to let it drift to the center. | roseto my
feet, moved behind the bal and lifted my polein both hands. Gently | tapped the spinning sphere until
it floated just at shoulder height. | stepped back, raised the pole, and sighted down it asthough it
were a Solar Pool cue.



Thiswasjust like Solar Poal, in fact, | told mysalf. The nearest tag-light was the Venus sphere,
the ball—the cueball. | had played such agame many times; infact, | had once contemplated entering
aworld tournament, back on Earth, for the Solar Pool championship. But Freddy had squel ched that.
It wasn't that he had lacked confidence in my ability (though he did); it wasthat it would have looked
trivid on hispolitica record. A pool-playing cousin.

| drew back the pole and aimed the ball at the light. | took a deep breath and expelled half.
Careful now. Careful. | had donethiseasily yesterday. This cue was straight and true, just atrifle

heavy.

The Venus sphere floated and bobbed in amanner no Venus sphere should ever do. Yet | had
compensated automaticaly as| put out Oguesfind light. There, now, the sphere's motion was
carrying it toward me. It was asetup for a Solar Pool champ. Or a hopeful champ. Shoat, | told
mysdlf, and my practiced muscles reacted accordingly.

The gravball went like ameteor. Pow! and Crog's tag-light disappeared.

That broketheice. | knew | could score, now, and it wouldn't take me so much concentration
again. | had to operate from far back in the court, but | had the game in hand.

Crog made his round-mouthed gesture. It was about dl that he was capable of in the way of

facia expresson. He must have thought | would missfrom thisrange. Or be so frightened of him that |
would not be ableto shoot at all.

Quickly he fielded the ball and bopped it back at atag-light. Toward my left, and | a
right-hander.

Now | wished | had both poles, but | transferred the single one to my |eft hand and managed
clumsly to stop thismissile. The important thing wasto keep it on my own sde and in my own
backcourt, except when shooting.

| bopped it againsgt the wall, stopped it again with the pole, and started lining things up.

Terrible screams and mind-blasts of indignation came from the audience. | was taking plenty of
time, letting mysdlf recover fully from the brief spate of exertion. Time-taking and resting were not
routine, it seemed. Too bad for them; | was not going to mess up my game by rushing it.

PLAY GRAVBOP! Crog thought at me.

"Patience, frozen-face," | said. "By and by I'll play agame that will knock your wooden block
off."

| was rewarded by amental wash of fury. He was mad now—redlly mad, not play-acting mad
like yesterday. Good.

Threetag-lightsfloated just right. | designated them Mercury, Jupiter and Earth, and tried for a
triple-dam.

And madeit! Great dippery moonbeams, was| hot!



POW!

| ducked just enough to avoid Crog's bean ball. The hairs of my head vibrated with the nearness
of its passing. | was playing adangerous game, and not just gravbop, for he was mighty fast and
accurate with that ball. But | was on to histricks and strategy now.

"You ain't seen nothing yet, Frog—I mean Crog," | said as | batted the ball against the backstop
acouple of timesin order to bring it down to managesble velocity. So long as he stayed mad, hed fire
at meinstead of the lights, and that was what | wanted. "Y ou scrotch-sodden, bug-faced, wormlike
excusefor ahumanoid.”

The power of hismentd retort made mewince, but | braced mysdlf and aimed carefully. "Try to
bop my skull, will you?' | said. "Why, you wouldn't know a Prunian from a naked ant-queen, lover

boy.

Hdl itsdf could not be more diabalic than the vison he blasted a my mind. | waited for my
synapsesto cool, and fired.

Two moretag-lights! Six to onein my favor. These Strumbermians had become so enamored of
the head-splitting propensities of the game that they had forgotten the advantage of sheer skill.

| sensed Nancy and Qumax cheering me. Lot | cared for that now. They had predicted I'd lose.
| didn't need them.

Crog missed a swipe and tried another. He seemed remarkably clumsy; how had he ever risen
to the championship? Must be bresking down under the sheer strain of losing, the big Sssy. The
gravbd| flew, but wobbly. It was an even worse serve than my own first faltering attempts.

Theball hit the wal on my side, bounced against the net, rebounded, dowed, stopped. It floated
four feet above the floor, ten feet in front of me. | stepped toward it, keeping awary eye on my
opponent. | did not want to get within reach of hispole!

Sop, Harold Prodking!

| froze, caught with one foot not quite down. That was Qumax's itchy message! Overcautious
worm! | looked at Crog and judged him to be just over twenty feet away. | could afford one more
step, then alunge for the ball. Otherwise, Crog would recover theinitiative, and | could not count on
him to giveit back. | took the step.

At that moment aflare went off. Crog's entire body was outlined in abright purple nimbus. A
bolt of energy struck me broadside. | could have sworn sparks radiated from my hair. | had twin
hotfoots. the soles of my shoeswere mdting.

A second passed in agony. Two seconds. Two hours? Two eternities. | stood frozen/burning,
immohilized. I thought thefillingsin my teeth were roagting, my eyebdlsfrying. Forever timesinfinity, it
continued.

Then, as druptly asit had begun, the nimbus ceased. Crog seemed smadller, depleted. But he
moved up to the net.



| stumbled backwards. Crog reached over the net, trying to hook the gravbal. | collapsed flat
on the court, seeking to die there and sift down through the cracks into peace. How | could still be
conscious | didn't know. Perhaps there was something to the notion that you could become partidly
immune to the effects of low-voltage shocks. Or maybe my composition soles had dleviated the
effect.

Get up, Harold! Get up!

That was Nancy's thought. | would have hated any femdefor it.

Hurry, Harold!

When had she mastered mindtalk? | struggled to my feet, wishing | could belt her one.

Crog retrieved the bal. He bopped it—hard. His prior ineptitude had been aruse. To lure me
within range of—this.

Dully I watched it zip by my nose and knock off two of my tag-lights. So the gpe could make
sophisticated shotswhen hetried! | raised my pole asthe bal bounced from the wall and headed for
my face. Sphere collided with pole and bounced near net. Crog retrieved.

YOU AIN'T SEEN NOTHIN' YET, MOBILE-FACE!

So now Crog was bragging, hamming it up.

BIFF!

Increduloudy | watched the ball pick off one, two, three of my tag-lights, and barely missa
fourth! Had Crog only been toying with me al dong? The bal rebounded from thewall and drifted
toward the net.

Harold, stop that ball! Nancy'sthought came. Stop it this instant!

But Crog aready had it. He bopped it without even seeming to aim, but | knew that shot would
finish the game. The ball passed through my seventh light, ricocheted off the back wall, and speed
unerringly for my eghth.

| threw mysdlf desperately in front of my last bastion.

| sopped the bal. Right inthe belly.

| fell down with aterrible whoof of expelled air, but even as| toppled my left hand clasped the
bal to my gut.

Shoot, Harold! You've got to shoot!
Pesty femde! Givemetimeand I'd fix her!

Lightswhirled—few of them tag-lights. My stomach was agony, and | feared that a splinter of



bone was grinding into one lung.

| had the cue-bdll. | focused on the nearest light, lining up ball and pole, caculating, aiming, for |
would not get another shot. | tensed—

No!

My cuejerked, ruining my shot. The bal skidded afew feet sdeways. That had been Qumax's
itch!

"Which side are you on, worm-brat?' | demanded.

That was your own tag-light!

| snapped dert. Hewasright!

| corraled the bal again—fortunately it had drifted away from Crog—and set up properly.
There were two lights over on his sde. Neptune sphere and Pluto sphere, | designated them. | put the

bal out in the air ahead of me, lifted my cue, and aimed it from where | sat.

Therewere crowd noises. Part of the audience did not like my taking so much time. Bug you! |
thought at them.

Neptune sphere occluded Pluto sphere. Shoot! | told mysdf. SHOOT!

| froze. Had that been my thought? Why wasn't Crog lambasting me?

My head cleared alittle more. That last suggestion had been Crog's, not mine. He was poised,
ready to intercept the ball, then bat it back at my own light before | could get up again. Eveniif | got

oneof his, | would lose.

| stood up, waked around the ball once, made afeint at the occluded lights, twisted—and let fly
with asurprise shot directly at Crog's head, putting al my power into it.

He ducked reflexively, O-mouthed. The ball caromed off the back wall. | set up asit returned to
me and swung without waiting for it to stop: abasebal hit.

The gravball cleared the net. A trifle off course. But only atrifle. Crog, seeing what | had done,
lurched to hisfeet and dived for it... too late.

B-BOP! No more Neptune sphere.
Pause.

BOP-P! No more Pluto sphere.
Victory.

| had just made my greatest shot ever—and knew | would never duplicateit.



Crowd noises. Crowd thoughts. Some cheered me for winning. Others thought my dow tactics
should disqudify me.

Nancy and Qumax |eft the sde of Commander Phug and came out on the floor. Nancy took my

arm before | sat down from sheer rdlief and letdown. Suddenly &l my painsreturned in full force. |
groaned and held my stomach where the bal had punched. | didn't mind Nancy'stouch at al, now.

Crog faced hissuperior. A concession speech?

MOBILE-FACED CREATURE HASNOT WON. GRAVBOP ALWAYS PLAYED FAST.
EARTHIAN TOO S.OW. HE CHEATED!

Oh, come now! | thought privately. How could | be accused of cheating when there were no
foulsin gravbop? If braining your opponent wasfair, so was teasing him, and so was taking proper
timefor shots.

Phug stroked his chin, and | knew he was going to reprimand his subordinate for his poor
gportsmanship.

YOU RIGHT, CROG. EARTHIAN'SSTRATEGY TRICKY LIKE BUG. UNWORTHY OF
HUMANOID.

What?

"No!" Nancy cried. "Harold won fairly, according to your rules, Strumbermian Big Shot
Commander!”

SLENCE, FEMALE EARTHIAN!

| picked up aswell of agreement from the crowd. Agreement with Phug, not Nancy. | saw the
lay of it now.

"Dontinterfere, Nancy," | said. They'rejust trying to pretend they didn't lose.
Strumbermians can't face facts.

Phug pondered. | knew my mental crack had scored. If he declared Crog victor now, everyone
present would know he had backed off from an accusation of fixing the fight.

Phug stroked his granite chin again. WE PLAY MORE GRAVBOP. THISTIME FAST. CROG,
EARTHIAN—THREE MORE TAG-LIGHTS

"Hewon't doit,” Nancy said, and | wastoo weak to protest. | had to admit, though, that she
looked and sounded much better than she had haf an hour ago. It was asthough dl the striving and
banging had resettled my synapses. "Commander Phug, Harold Prodkins refuses to gravbop again.”

Phug rose from hisstool. EARTHIAN WISH TO BE SAME ASBUGS AND WORMS? NOT
TRUE HUMANOID? BE OUR ENEMY?

"Yed" Nancy cried.



Phug shook his head ponderoudy. FOOLS LEADER CROG, RETURN PRISONERSTO
CELL. TREAT BAD—THEY NOT TRUE HUMANOIDS

Crog looked sadistically delighted. | looked at Nancy asthe giant tore open the net and
gpproached with leveled finger. "Now you've doneit!" | said.

"You aren't sorry, are you, Harold?'
"I—" Was 1? To gravbop on Phug's terms would be to lose. Earth would become part of the
crusade because of theterms|'d made. Did | redlly want that? To lose to Crog and see my home

world become another Strumbermia? Earth—what would it be, New Strumbermia Six-O-Six?
Confusion made my head whirl.

Crog towered over us, grimacing toothily.

Then:

STRUMBERMIANS AND EARTHIANS STRUMBERMIANS AND EARTHIANS AND
JAMBORANGO INFANT! an amplified thought intruded. THISISTHE GALACTIC POLICE!
THISISTHE GALACTIC POLICE!

My right hand clutched Nancy's left. There were startled and dismayed thoughts. Then no onein
the room was communicating.

The entire overhead dome became transparent. In the beautiful—well, impressive—black sky
were hundreds, possibly thousands, of needle-shaped starcraft.

A wailing thought went up from Phug, chilling because so un-Strumbermian: DEFEAT,
DEFEAT, DEFEAT!

"We not even have combat,” Crog said, a huge tear running down hispallid cheek, and | aimost
felt sorry for him. "Not even know. Bugs come while we absorbed with contest. We trapped.”

SPOKESVAN FOR STRUMBERMIANS the police thought demanded. TO AVOID
IMMEDIATE ANNIHILATION YOU MUST SURRENDER UNCONDITIONALLY. NOW.

Phug thought-quavered his craven capitulation. | was amazed at how readily these bold pirates
caved in when they lost the advantage. True Humanoids, indeed!

SPOKESMAN FOR EARTHIANS?

| hegitated. "Hurry!" Qumax sad. "They have quivery trigger-tendrils.”

Taking agood grip on my mixed emotions, | thought loudly: |, Harold Prodkins, Minister etc.
of Earth, do hereby officially and unconditionally surrender all inhabitants of the planet Earth
on New Strumbermia Sx-O-Five to the lawfully constituted authority of the Galactic Police.

SPOKESMAN FOR—



"Metoo!" Qumax cried.

Chapter 12

At the directive of some distant Galactic Police officer, Nancy, Qumax and | returned to the
landing field. Crog, expressing no resentment whatever, drove usin the landcrab.

Watching the dark aien landscape jerk by, and the perpetud blast of deet and nauseous
atmospheric mucous, | wondered what | had seen in this planet before. | hoped Jamborango would
be better, or at least warmer. Then | wondered if weld really be going to Jamborango, and if if it were
really Jamswho had captured New Strumbermia Six-O-Five. Or Imbibels, or whatever. | thought a
few terse questions at Qumax.

"Harold Prodkins," hereplied, “thereis no other force in the galaxy powerful enough to take this
planet.”

"You bet," Crog mumbled.

"Did they takeit? Seemsto me that with the Strumbermians adept at mind
communications—well, why waan't thereawarning?'

"Because the police did not dlow one."

IIBlJt_II

"It would take you many yearsto understand, Harold Prodkins," the brat said smugly. "They
have ways. They dampen out thoughts and deactivate wegpons. When they make themsalves known
with asurrender demand, the wise criminal knows heis already defeated.”

"And the police are Jams?'

"The police are Inner-Galactics. The one who actualy communicated with us happened to be a
Jamborang.”

"So well be taken to Jamborango?’
"Of course!™
"But | till don't see how they found this hideout!"

"l can explain, Harold Prodkins. Y ou remember the cruiser that shot at theraider? And
intentionally missed?'

"l remember themmissng...."

"And that heroic fight | had in the control room?"



"l remember them beating you," | said. Ashe deserved, | thought privately.

"The Strums could have found out from my mind, but they are the most arrogant creaturesthis
sdeof Earth. They thought metoo young to have any information of vaueto them.”

| shrugged. Who would blame them for that?""'What could they have learned from your mind?*

"The communications equipment has a pattern-disguiser. During ship-to-ship communicationsit
scrambles the out-going electrica patternsin such away that they cannot be followed. Everything has
its characterigtic pattern, from thetip of my tail or your forefinger to the most powerful trans-galactic
transmitter. Such patterns are left in residue form wherever athing has been in space. These residues,
shadows, traces can be detected by sensitive equipment and followed to their source. The process—"

" Spare me the physics, Qumax. | never did understand that dop.”

"Y ou asked me how the police found this planet.”

| saw that he was determined to have hislecture sesson. "Keep it short,” | said.

"Now at one time a pattern-disguiser had to be off for an appreciable length of time before the
police could record and analyze the pattern it disguised. But there have been recent advances that the
outlying species have not found out about—notably the Strumbermians. So when, in the course of my
supposed frenzy, | flicked off the disguiser for afraction of a second—"

The vehicle swerved. WHY, Y OU—Y OU WORM! Crog thought, amost mentally speechless
with fury. Then he remembered his place and shut up.

"Qumax, you saved dl our lives" Nancy said.

The overszed larvadidn't answer. Two large tearsformed in hiseyes. | noted the drooping
antenna. | didn't get it.

"Aren't you glad to be going home?' Nancy asked.

Qumax looped tentacles around both our shoulders. He made hisirritating screech-crying noise.

Nancy held her ears. "It shouldn't be too bad, Qumax," she said, trying to comfort him. The
crybaby. ™Y our Swarm Tyrant will welcome you—I'm sure hewill. Hemay punish you alittle for
playing hooky, but surdly it won't be that bad.”

"It isn't—screech—my punishment I'm concerned about.”

We both waited until he got histears under control.

"Whosg, then?' | asked.

"Yours™"

| wasn't sure whether to laugh. "My—jpunishment?'



"Scre-e-e-e-ch," said Qumax, or soundsto that effect.

| waited again. When he settled down | asked: "What am | guilty of ? My mission on behaf of
Earth undertaken without what some arrogant Jam thinksis adequate reason?'

"No, Harold Prodkins."

"Incurring too much in passenger fares, a Jam expense? Getting captured by Strums? Walking
on the grass? Make sense, worm!™

"More serious. Much more serious. Y ou are in deep trouble for making a deal with the
Strumbermians. For wagering with them in gravbop.”

"But | WON, Qumax. Besides, | had no choice."

"Y ou thought you had no choice. Y ou are arepresentative of your world, and yet you let fear
dominate your reasoning. Y ou agreed to gravbop and in fact suggested it as away out. Does that
seem like worthy thinking?"

"Sincel was prepared to win, | think it very worthy!"

"Therésthelanding field," Nancy said.

"| see thelanding field. Qumax, are you accusing me of cowardice, you bug-eyed worm?”

"Theres one of the police craft,” Qumax said.

Qumax, you answer mel

"It will be you who will have to answer, Harold Prodkins—and not to me. If you're sure of your
answers, perhaps you can convince yourself and maybe then you can convince... but leave me done.”

"I'll leave you done, worm!™ | wasfurious, yet as soon as| had expressed mysdlf | felt ashamed
for it. | decided to say something more civilized. "This planet—it's only one of the Strumbermians,
igntit?"

"Only one, and that aminor one. Only afew thousand inhabitants.”

"Mugt bealot of Strumbermiansin the gdaxy."

"A very lot. And they will do well enough aslong asthey can trick your kind into joining them.”

"They haven' tricked mineyet!"

"Y es, they have. Fortunately, my action brought the police in timeto save you from your folly."

"Qumax, you brat—" But then Crog stopped the vehicle next to the needle-shaped police craft.

The cab lowered; the steps came out and down. Nancy, Qumax and | got out. Qumax almost fell. He
was still weak from the besting he had received. Thistime| did, in spite of mysdlf, fed sorry for him,



and | helped him down.

The cab elevated. The machine walked off at agood wind-bucking speed. So long, Crog, you
smileless excuse for a humanoid! | fired a him.

Farewdll, Mobile-Face. Sucker!

We entered the empty police ship. We humans sat on small seats while Qumax stretched himself
on alonger one. He groaned from the bruises he il had.

Thelock shut. A light-colored gasinfiltrated the compartment, making my head swim.

"Breathe deeply,” Qumax advised. "When we wake up well be on Jamborango. And well be
much recovered, physicaly and mentaly and emotiondly.”

| doubt it, | thought, and reslized that | was unreasonably scared.

"Have no fear, Harold Prodkins. Y ou will not be alowed to die until you have stood trid—and
even then, maybe not."

| saw that Nancy's eyes were glazed. It occurred to me that there was something unpleasantly
suggestive about the way Qumax had phrased that. | wanted to think, but—

| felt the ship lurch under me. | drew adeep breeth, not able to help mysdlf. | let it out, seemingly
only seconds later, and as | looked out the port | realized that the worm had known what he was
talking about.

The streetslooked like silver and the creatures using them were of every shape and color
imaginable. Certainly thiswas not Strumbermia Six-O-Five,

Qumax was dready opening the exit-port, Nancy beside him. The worm's motions were
vigorous, and he had no bruises or cuts;, Nancy's uniform was whole again. And | felt much better
mysdlf. Asthough it were the flick of atrebvee scene shift, our Situation had changed. Instead of
ending agruding adventure, we were beginning one. Well, such was Inner-Gaactic technology. |
joined them at the door.

The scene was aview from insde akae doscope, and my sensesredled a even beginning to
graspit. | saw that our ship had landed in acleared area somewherein the heart of agrest city, and |
saw that there were streets going by on al sides, and they were stretched out overhead in loops and
spirdsand arches. | saw fantasticaly gossamer-winged creatures hovering everywhere, hardly
needing the streets, and | marveled at their beauty. These could not be native Jams, for they were
unlike Qumax.

"There's Nitti, our old Earth hogt," said Qumax.

| followed the indication of histentacles and spotted Warden Nitti. He stood on a podium not
far out from our ship. Hewas, | swear, athousand feet tall!

"It'saprojection of somekind,” Nancy said. "Something like our solidifilms—ian't it, Qumax?"



"Closer to Trebvee," Qumax said. "It is being broadcast—to civilized cities throughout the
gl

"Then he'snot here." Momentarily | felt relief that | did not have the opportunity to destroy the
traitor. "Or ishe on thisworld?"

"He'shereinthiscity. Thisisthe Jamborango capitd.”

| stared at the towering projection. Nitti and hisjowly face rotated toward us. He was dressed
in an exact duplicate of his dress uniform, complete with cummerbund and Jupegas gun. He looked, |
was forced to admit, just about the way a successful prison warden should.

"What's the purpose of this?' | asked. "Don't tell me they're honoring this dob asahero!”

"The purpose will soon be gpparent,” Qumax said in that brattish way of his. And then he
thought: I'm sorry, Harold Prodkins; | know how painful thiswill be for you.

"Painful! What do you—"

An amplified thought intruded. It seemed to pressin from everywhere. GALACTIC
CITIZENS—YOUR ATTENTION!

Instantly a change came over the Street. Traffic stopped moving. Flying creatures folded their
wings and settled gently and unobtrusively down among the pedestrians. There was no noise, no vocal
or mental communication of any kind from the crowds. A city, aworld, and perhaps tens of
thousands, hundreds of millions of worlds—waited.

PEOPLES OF WORLDSRICH IN TECHNOLOGY AND COMMERCE. IT ISFITTING
THAT WE HONOR ACTS OF HEROISM. WARDEN NITTI, REHABILITATION OFFICIAL OF
A DISTANT PRIMITIVE PLANET NAMED EARTH, BELIEVESHIMSELF TO BE THE
SYMBOL OF COURAGE AND DEVOTION TO DUTY, IN THE CYNOSURE OF HIS
PLANET'SINHABITANTS WHEN THE CARGO SHIP, COMET'STAIL, WASRECENTLY
ATTACKED AND PLUNDERED BY STRUMBERMIANS HE PERFORMED A FEAT THAT
MUST BE UNDERSTOOD WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF HISPSYCHOLOGY. BECAUSE
NO ONE ELSE APPEARED TO BE WILLING TO DEAL REALISTICALLY WITH THE
STRUMBERMIAN RAIDERS BY THISMAN'SDEFINITIONS HE FORCED HIMSELF TO
PORTRAY THE TRAITORWHILE BELIEVING HISACT TO BE THE SENSBLE AND
HEROIC ONE. HE OFFERED HISTRAVELING COMPANIONS NANCY DILSVIORE OF
EARTH AND QUMAX OF JAMBORANGO, IN EXCHANGE FOR HISOWN FREEDOM AND
THE LIVESOF OTHERS HE DID NOT KNOW THAT THISMIGHT WELL COST THE
SFECURITY OF HISHOME PLANET. HE FELT HISACT WOULD PRESERVE A GREATER
PROPORTION OF THE SHIP'SCOMPLEMENT THAN WOULD OTHERW SE BE POSSBLE.
SUBSEQUENT ANALYS SSUGGESTSHE WAS CORRECT IN THISSNGLE CASE. THE
STRUMBERMIANS WERE MORE INTERESTED IN CONVERTS THAN IN PLUNDER.

Therewas a pausein the amplified thought. The projection of Warden Nitti bowed its head
dightly asthough acknowledging.

WE WHO HAVE THE ADVANTAGE OF ADULTHOOD IN AHIGHLY EVOLVED



SOCIETY REALIZE THAT SUCH THINKING VIOLATES THE CODES OF INTERSPECIES
MORALITY. NO NEGOTIATIONS SHOULD HAVE BEEN ATTEMPTED WITH THE
COMPLETELY AMORAL STRUMBERMIANS BUT IN HISOWN MIND, AND BY THE
DICTATESOF HISOWN CULTURE, THERE WASHEROISM IN WARDEN NITTI'SACTION.
THUSWE HAVE HONORED HISINTENT WHILE DISAVOWING HISMETHOD.

Again the thought broke off. The lofty image of Warden Nitti seemed to take on new solidity.
Behind his head appeared a huge black circle.

ONE THOUGHT HASBEEN PROMINENT. IN WARDEN NITTI'SMIND SNCE HIS
RESCUE AND THE START OF HISINSTRUCTION. HE WISHES ABOVE ALL ELSE, TO BE
FORGIVEN BY THOSE HE HASWRONGED. THE THREE INDIVIDUALSWHO WERE
HELD CAPTIVE ON NEW STRUMBERMIA SX-O-FIVE NOW HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY
TO FORGIVE, OR TO REFUSE TO FORGIVE, THISGUILT-BOWED FIGURE.

A gossamer-winged being turned its fine-featured face our way. With stately stride and flutter it
advanced to our open airlock. In tentacles, very smilar to Qumax's, it carried afragile-seeming pink
crysd. It halted before us—tal, phenomenally beautiful. It held out the crysta.

Qumax knew what to do. He took the crystd and held it in his own tentacles.

From the crystd there came athought. Nitti's. Will you forgive me, Qumax?

| forgive you, Qumax thought. As naturally as though he had been doing this every day, he
turned and handed the crystal to Nancy.

Will you forgive me, Nancy Dilsmore?

Nancy hesitated. Her fair brow wrinkled. She raised her eyesto the winged alien and then
looked beyond it to the gigantic, now perfectly immobile image. She frowned.

Mr. Nitti, shethought, | understand why you did what you did, even though | cannot
approve of it. | do not know what possible benefit it can be to you—nbut yes, because |
understand, | forgive you.

Nancy handed methe crystd. It was warm and as ddlicate in shape as asingle huge snowflake. |
gtared down into theintricate three-dimensond design—and down inside myself.

And you, Harold Prodkins? Do you also forgive?

Inandien'seye Filled with righteousindignation, | let him have some of my mind:

Nitti, you are a contemptible excuse for an Earthian. Nothing that | could possibly think
now would be adequate to fully express my disgust for you. You are everything a human being
should not be, plus a few things that nothing should be. You have a hell of a nerve to beg my
forgiveness now—I, whom you betrayed along with Qumax and Nancy. Why didn't you think

about forgiveness then, when you weighed our lives against—

And right there | stopped. Nitti had gambled two or three livesin the hope that many more



would be saved. | had gambled lives dso—the same ones. Viewed thisway, wasn't my “crime’ as
contemptible ashis? Couldn't he claim just aslogically that he had, indeed, acted heroicaly?

Please go on, Nitti thought, and | was amazed by the servile aspect of it. | must know whether
you can forgive me.

| raised my eyesto the distant image, | felt that | should be enjoying the traitor's agony, that |
was entitled to some self-righteousness. But somehow—well, in the long run, what could | do? What
could any imperfect Earthian do? In the end, we have to forgive the Warden Nittisin order to be free
of them.

Nitti, I got out in menta chunks, | know that you are contemptible, but I also know that 1—
that... Oh, let me forgive you and let it go at that.

In my handsthe crystal shimmered and fell gpart and dissolved into vapor and was gone. On the
face of Nitti'simage afaint smileformed. You have made me happy, came the thought from the
disspatingmist. | thank each of you... whom | have wronged... for forgiving me. Now if you will
watch the projection....

We watched. For amoment, nothing. Then the black circle hal oing the image seemed to catch
fire. A bright green flame envel oped the imaged head, providing it agtriking glory. Then the flame was
al.

Taut muscles relaxed. Sowly, emptily, the headless body toppled. Asit fell it became less
digtinct. Sower, dower, fainter, fainter—drifting and gaseous, like the remnant of the crystd. Just
before it would have struck our ship it vanished. | wasrelieved, for though | knew it to be only an
optical effect, | did not want to be engulfed by the corpse of Warden Nitti.

| had had no ideathis was going to happen. Suicide! The guy must redlly have been serious!

PEOPLE OF THE GALAXY, YOU HAVE JUST WITNESSED THE MERCY-KILLING OF
WARDEN NITTI, AN EARTHIAN. IN ACCORDANCE WITH INNER-GALACTIC CUSTOM
AND ETHICAL PRINCIPLE, THE DECEASED WASNOT SUBJECTED TO EXTERNAL
PUNISHMENT BUT WAS MADE AWARE OF THE FLAWSIN HISTHINKING AND THE
FULL IMPLICATIONS OF HISBEHAVIOR. HE WAS THEN REQUIRED BY THE DICTATES
OF HISNEWLY AWAKENED CONSCIENCE TO OBTAIN FORGIVENESSFROM HIS
CHIEF VICTIMS HAD WARDEN NITTI BEEN UNSUCCESSFUL IN OBTAINING SUCH
FORGIVENESSHE WOULD HAVE BEEN REQUIRED BY THAT SAME CONSCIENCE TO
LIVEWTH HISGUILT AND KEEP TRYING FOR FORGIVENESSFOR ASLONG AS
GALACTIC SCIENCE COULD SUSTAIN HISLIFE. HISVICTIMSHAVE BEEN MERCIFUL
AND HAVE GRANTED HIM THE GIFT OF EUTHANASA. JUSTICE HASBEEN DONE.

The thought ceased. Music, part sound, part thought, part direct emotion, played. It wasthe
funeral march for Warden Nitti. The theme swelled to an dmost unbearable intengty, then faded.

The gloom of death descended.

| stood there, reliving that episode in the perspective of itstermination. | had supposed it to be
some commendation, some ceremony of undeserved recognition that Nitti had promoted for himself.



Then | had supposed it to be aformality, a\Welcome, Sinner, to the True Path, where the only
penance to be done was the admission of prior guilt. Findly | had redlized that it was more than
that—but still underestimated the denouemen.

HAROLD PRODKINS, NEPOTISTIC OFFICIAL FROM EARTH, BELIEVED HIMSELF
TO BE THE SYMBOL OF COURAGE.... SUCH CONDUCT VIOLATES THE CODES OF
INTERSPECIESMORALITY .... WE HONOR NEITHER HISINTENT NOR HISMETHOD....
WRONGED INDIVIDUALSMAY FORGIVE OR REFUSE TO FORGIVE.... YOU HAVE
JUST WITNESSED THE MERCY -KILLING OF HAROLD PRODKINS.... JUSTICE HAS
BEEN DONE.

| hearditdl, heardit dl, inmy mind's ear.

Chapter 12

Sim, graceful, the gossamer-winged cresture took my hand. Wasit mae or female? Could its
species be evolutionary cousinsto Qumax's own? Incredible... yet, with those tentacles and antennae,
not beyond the bounds of possihility.

| saw that others of itskind had dighted outside the ship. They waited for us.
Qumax said: "We are going to my Swarm Tyrant. Wewill be carried there by wing-power."

| was drawn with the others out into the open. Three bag-like litterslay ready. Qumax got into
thelargest; Nancy and | into the two lesser ones.

Our litterswere gently raised around the edges. Wings beat. A downdraft of air washed against
the vegetation of the park. We were borne upward.

| peered cautiously down at the level streets and the pedestrians. | did not want to lose my
balance or disturb the flight in any way, lest my hammock spin over and send me crashing down. Then
| looked overhead at the wonderful pink-silver, slver-pink flash that were the great wings abeet in
mild sunlight. None of it seemed strange, none really frightening. It was asthough | had been on
amilar flights over smilar citiesin alife and time long forgotten. | threw athought a Qumax. What are
our litterbearers?

Cops.

Police? Shades of Warden Nitti! From what planet?

Jamborango, naturally.

| lay back in the comfortably padded litter, reflecting that | had been right for once. Qumax's
people were related to these others, if only in the sensethat dl life on asingle planet had to be related.

It was gratifying to see my perceptiveness rewarded occasionaly.

Minuteslater | became aware that we were climbing steadily higher. The buildings seemed



endlesdy tdl, and there was afragile beauty about them—Ilike the spun-glass towers and turrets and
Interconnecting walkways of some child'simaginative wonderland. | marveled that the members of
any species here could live and grow up—redly grow up—into hard, mean, cynicdly ruthless adults.
Perhapsin a sense the natives here never had.

We passed over the last of the city and flew above afield of forty-foot-high Earth-sky-blue
flowers with blossoms so big that afull grown man might walk inside with room to spare. They might
even make decent houses, | thought dreamily. | watched the winged Jams going in and out of the big
blue bellswith what appeared to be harvesting baskets.

That must be our destination, Nancy thought. There on the hill.

| looked up the side of the small mountain that was thickly terraced with more of the giant blue
plants. There was a castle on the crest, or what seemed like one. Walls of smoky-azure filled with
endlesdy moving pink and silver lines; roof of sparkling amethyst; windows of abright ochre and
saffron. Where the castle on the Strumbermians world had been dl-dark, thisone was dl-light. The
other had been pungent nightmare; this was sugared daydream. But each, unfortunately, was too
much: too much poignancy dulled the taste, and too much sugar was sickening.

We ascended the hill and dipped over the castle. We circled, traced ringsin the sky, and finaly
sailed in through a casement. We landed and werelet off in aroom curtained round with liquidescent
Slver drapes. The police escort departed with arush of wings. We were aone, with only agiant-sized
backless chair confronting us.

"Qumax—" | began.

Shhhhhhh-hh-h! the worm thought a me, as though | had broken wind during aprayer. HE is
about to give us an audience.

Hewasredly gpprehensive. But what about? | wanted to know.

Hedidn't answer. Through the drapes a the back of the room flowed an unusudly large
Jamborang. This Jam'swings were degper hued than the others | had seen. His bearing was
confident, proud. There was amanner about him that was decidedly different. A quality | could only
think of asintense masculinity.

Qumax's Swarm Tyrant moved to the throne. He fluffed hiswings back, formed adeek bodily
arch and settled into the throne. His head turned. Bright, all-seeing eyes stabbed a Qumax, Nancy,
me. The eyesrested. The Great One spoke, using the language | had grown up with.

"Harold Prodkins, Minister of the Planet Earth's nonexistent Inner-Galactic World Affairs—you
have amisson that the president of your world may or may not choose to recognize as officid,
depending on expedience. | know these things because my errant offspring has communi cated them,
together with your language. | have not, naturdly, read your mind."

"Yes, Swarm Tyrant," | said. Suddenly my bold plan to wrest an apology from this creature
seemed rather foolish.

"Y ou may address me as Qubuc. | am normaly referred to as the Qu Swarm's Tyrant, but



Qubuc has connotationsin your language that you may someday find entertaining. | amin asensethe
head buck."

" find that amusing right now, Qubuc,” | said. Why did the greet dwaysinflate the vaue of their
drall humor?

"Harold Prodkins, your avowed mission has to do with Qumax's unscheduled visit to your planet
and his behavior while staying there. Y ou desire—I believe ‘demand’ was your actua term—to have
officid gpology from the Jamborang government. Y ou fed that the Jamborangs should make good on
all damages asamater of principle, and that Qumax's Swarm Tyrant should be reprimanded. Have |
sated your case, Minister?"

| was sure he had been peeking into my mind. Then | redized that had he done so, he would
have picked up my extreme present uncertainty and known that he needed to make no concessions. |
swallowed. ™Y ou have, Qubuc.”

The Swarm Tyrant twined histentaclestogether. "1 have taken this matter up with the
representatives of the Jamborang government, of which | am one. It has been agreed unanimoudly that
you do havejudticein your clam. An officia apology will be made to the Earth government, demands
for damages will be satisfied... and you should know thet 1, the vexed parent who momentarily
reverted to the behavior of hislarva stage, have aready been justly and severely reprimanded.”

My knees felt like overcooked noodles. Had the President of Earth walked in | would not have
been more astonished. Nor more certain that there was a catch the size of the Grand Canyon
involved.

"However," Qubuc continued, and | knew it was coming now, "it isonly fair to point out thet the
way Earthians are treated henceforth will depend on whether the Minister of Earth's Inner-Galactic
World Affairs proves himself to be as concerned with persona integrity as was Warden Nitti—an
individua who, | understand, was not particularly enamored of such concepts prior to the
Strumbermian crigs.”

Y es, thiswasit. The Strumbermians had had their test for True Humanoidism, and the
Jamborangs would now unvell their variant. Was | expected to go through the whole charade again®?

Wasthere achoice?

Qubuc waswaiting for meto reply. My firgt impulse wasto ask for alawyer, but | redized that
thiswould hardly impress anybody with my confidence and competence.

"Do you mean | haveto stand tria too?" | asked.

"Thereisno word in your language precisaly analogousto the processwe havein mind. Trid'
does suggest part of it, however."

My mouth went dry. "When? How long do | haveto wait before learning what you are planning
for me?'

The Swarm Tyrant untwined histentacles. "The issue remains unresolved without prejudice until



the hearing. Y ou are under no compulsion. Y ou may invoke it whenever you wish. A year from now,
two years, ten years—"

"Thirty years?' | hazarded.

"If you prefer.”

"And what do | do inthe meantime—rotinjail?*

"You will be aguest of the planet, with complete freedom of movement. Or you may chooseto
travel the gdaxy. Since it was a Jamborangan national who precipitated your journey here, you will be
entertained at our expense.”

"For thirty years?' | fill wasn't surewhat | was fencing with.

" Jamborango can afford it."

"Suppose not at al? Suppose | get aride back to Earth instead of signing up for thistria ?"

"That isyour privilege, naturadly. But then theissue would be held in doubt. If Earthians do not
have the courage to re-examine their own standards and conduct, they cannot petition for admittance
to gdactic effars”

Yes, it was clear enough. More subtle, more sophisticated than the Strumbermian process, but
essentialy the same. | was hostage for my world. If | did not cooperate, Earth could be in serious
trouble. Butif | did cooperate, did | have even haf the chance that | had had in gravbop?

"| protest,” | said, far less confident than | hoped | sounded. "Y ou're no better than the
Strumbermians. If deding with them was wrong, then so is dedling with you on thisbasgl”

"Y ou misunderstand,” Qubuc replied imperturbably. "We do not put you in any arena, even
figuratively. We do not make any judgment concerning you. The charges are made by your own
conscience. With the help of the Galactic Court you will decide for yoursaf whether you redly did
commit treason to your own species and betray awillful disregard for morality asyou comprehend it.
Y our actions suggest that you gambled the welfare of your world in order to save your own life,
Nancy Dilsmore's, and my son Qumax's.”

"For saving your larva, | get blamed?!

"Not by me. But the legitimacy of the method must be ascertained to your own satisfaction.”

Nancy spoke up. "But aren't there extenuating circumstances?”

"If thereare," said Qubuc, "Harold Prodkins must consider them in making hisjudgment.”

"Harold," Nancy said. "I don't likethis." Shetook my hand and squeezed it. "Redlly, | don't think
you should—"

But | knew that she, dong with everyone e se, here and home on Earth, would look down on me



if I wereto refuse. A man who submitswillingly to evil—not that | had done so!—and then declines
to examine his reasonsisn't worthy of much respect. " Suppose I'm guilty,” | said. "And |—atone. Wil
that make adifferencein the way Earth isregarded?’

"YS"

| shook my heed. "If I'm tried, | probably get it in the neck. Explosively, on agdactic network.
If I'm not tried, my world probably getsit."

"Harold, that isn't—"

"Shut up, Nancy." | wasn't sure whether | loved her or hated her. Had not been sure for some
time, infact.

"No," said Qubuc. "Y our world will not be punished.”
"Not directly, you mean. All that will happen isthat Earth will be effectively prevented from
becoming part of things, gdaxywise. Earth will belikeasmall idand surrounded by great

nations—given subsistence aid if she begs prettily enough, or laughed at or ignored—hbut never helped
or permitted to become powerful and civilized.”

Qubuc did not answer. He did not need to.

"How soon can | havemy trid ?*

"Immediately, if you prefer.”

"Sooner, if you please.” Nothing like calling abluff.

Qubuc did atentacle down hisright chair-arm. " Sooner it will be, Harold Prodkins of Earth.
Y our presentation began when you entered this chamber.”

Oops! Well, | had asked for it. The Tyrant had called my bluff. He was as sharp apolitician as
cousin Freddy, unsurprisingly. Of course when | specified sooner than immediately | was asking for
retroactivity!

Drapes rippled with flashes of silver. Nancy, Qumax and | were abruptly surrounded by aiens.

"Y ou may not be familiar with Galactic procedure,” said Qubuc. "Our courts, whosejurors are
selected by ot from dl the civilized populations of the Galaxy, function merely asaidsto theindividua
conscience. Thereistherefore very little of what you call due process. No prosecutor, no defending
atorney, no red judging, other than by yoursalf. No traps or deceptions or evasions, no authority
other than your own. The entities you see about you are expertsin psychology, integrity and ethics.
They are not present in person, but only by projected image, for they reside asfar away asfifty
thousand light years. They are hereto assst you, Harold Prodkins—to help you decide for yourself."

"To brainwash me, you mean!"

"No, Harold Prodkins. Y our conclusonswill be fredy formed and you will not be externaly



guided to them. The court's assistance will be only such asyou yoursdf direct.”
"I'll believethat when | experienceit,” | said.

| looked at the faces—flat faces, long faces, big faces, bug faces, smug faces, firm faces, worm
faces. It was nice that they were there to help me: had they been my prosecutors| could not have
stood it. "What do | do?"

"Think over what happened without a mind-block. Let your thoughts come out
openly—uncontrived, without conscious attempt to conced or judtify. Be afraid of revealing nothing.
There are machines and drugs that would aid you in this process, but unless you request them, we
prefer...."

"Thisisthe Gdactic court? Thisisredly my trid?"

From the assembled diensthere came one united, massive thought: THE GALACTIC COURT
ISNOW IN SESSON. HAROLD PRODKINS, EARTH'SOFFICIAL MINISTER OF
INNER-GALACTIC WORLD AFFAIRS, ISCHARGED BY HISOWN LOGIC WITH HIGH
TREASON—TO BOTH HISSPECIES AND THE GREATER WELFARE OF THE GALAXY.

It was the Galactic Court, dl right. Now | wished I'd waited a decade or three. | fastened my
eyes on the huge, fat, remotely man-like aien that seemed to be nearest. He was checking amachine
that looked suspicioudy like alie-detector. "I thought no machines" | said.

"Machineswill be used to check fluctuationsin your electrica pattern,” Qubuc explained. "Inthis
way it will be known whether you are being honest with yoursdlf, without the intrusion of any other
mind. The machinesthus help preserve your privacy in these difficult deliberations—though it would
be best for you to be completely open.”

"Oh, hdl," | sad. "What chance havel got?"

"Just think through recent events—the area of your life that troubles you,” Qubuc advised. "The
truth will emerge”

Like offd, | thought. The truth would kill me! But what €lse was there?

Rapidly, not giving mysdlf achanceto think about the manner | was destroying myself, | opened
my mind to the entire assemblage and thought back to the area that troubled me: the first time | had

gravbopped.

| had been afraid of Crog. | had been confused, worried about attempting this violent sport. |
had been fearful for the Strumbermian child Ogue, though obvioudy she meant nothing to me. But fear
of being judged Non-Humanoid—that had been uppermost. Strange, for that concept didn't bother
me now. Why had it been so important then?

Reluctantly | had agreed to play... and | had played reluctantly until Ogue taught methat | could
be killed that way. Somehow | had been convinced that it would be planetary disaster for the human
speciesto be labeled Non-True-Humanoid. Therefore what | was doing was pro-survival for my
world. | had fought bitterly and hard... and | had won the first match.



| till did not like what | had done to Ogue; that bothered me, of course. But at thetime | had
had no choice. How could | be blamed, when | had protested more than once having to fight Ogue,
but been overruled?

But then, having defeated the Strumbermian child, | had found myself recognized asa True
Humanoid. | knew then that if | defeated Crog | would not only secure my own release from the
Strumbermian stronghold, but would aso establish Earth's independence and respectability. 1t was,
I'd thought, adick way of doing things.

| stopped thinking, feding moraly judtified. The problem was not so fraught with guilt after dl.
True, | could have been more gentle with the child Ogue—but that was hard to do in the heat of
battle. | was certain that | had exonerated myself.

Nothing happened. There were no thoughts of approval from the iens. No expressions on their
vadtly varied faces. Merdly an oppressive menta silence.

Well, what more do you want? | wasfeding self-righteous and indignant.

A character who looked like adark blue warthog put a bilious green finger to the side of his
bristly gray snout. Small eyes, murderoudy red, stared from the monster-mask. Why, Harold
Prodkins? Are you your species keeper? | don't know how | knew he was the one communicating,
but | knew.

"Of course not!" | exclaimed. And paused. It was asthough | heard Cain making the same
denia to God. And if | were not my species keeper, who had appointed me to decide Earth's fate?

The warthog waited, and the court with him, and Nancy and Qumax too.

Who had appointed me to make any representations on behalf of Earth? Why wasit up to me
to decide the fate of humanity?

| had an answer for that: my cousin Freddy, President of Earth, had appointed me. My mission
was Officid, even though Freddy had tried to coop me up in Luciferniato make sure | wouldn't
bungleit.

| sopped thinking, again feding mordly justified. There was no doubt my audience would see
the perfect case | had established.

Were you obligated to gravbop? thought an apple-cheeked cockatrice.

Weél, naturally! I'd had no choice. If | wasnot a True Humanoid, by Strumbermian definitions,
Earth would be invaded. | would have been mind-probed, then probably killed dong with Nancy and
Qumax, and Earth would have been invaded. | had had to fight—to gravbop—to save the lives of
those dear to me and to preserve my world.

The court waited noncomittaly. Evidently they did not fed it was over yet. What did they want?

The lie-detector-operator thought: That is not the whole truth, Harold Prodkins. Your body
istense and afraid.



But | had dlarified everything! What trick wasthis?

Slence

Of course there had been that cruelty to Ogue. Once | had her down, | shouldn't have brained
her again, at least not so hard. But | had been under stress, and in aviolent mood; | had kicked at rats
and despised bugs.

Infact, | hadn't thought so much of worms ether. Or Earthian females. Strange. But irrdlevant, |
had done what | had to do.

So why was my body so tight | could hardly bresthe?
"Harold, tell them about the interrogation,” Nancy said.

| looked at her, blue-eyed and desirable. | knew than that | had loved her; that | ill loved her
even though | had lusted after the—

[rrelevant.

"That doesn't concern thiscourt,” | said.

"Yesit does!" She opened her mind to the court: Harold Prodkins was interrogated privately
by the Strumbermians aboard their raider. Something happened to him during that interview.
Something | don't understand. After that he was somehow changed.

"Nancy, stop that!" | cried, furioudy embarrassed. | tried to grab her shoulders, to shake her out
of it before she destroyed my case. She executed a skillful haf-twist and | had to drop to my kneesto
avoid being thrown into theimage of apulsng jelyfish.

Galactic Court, make Harold Prodkins reveal what happened during the interrogation—
for there, if anywhere, you will find the extenuating circumstances.

"Extenuating circumstances! Y ou idiot blonde, I've dready won my casel”
"Youvelogtit," shesad smply.

The court waited. And then | knew that | had lost. They did not buy my reasoning about the
gravbop contests.

We can force you to look at yourself, thought ablack dien with blue eyesthat seemed like
sarholes. It was akindly offer, not athreat. But | did not want to be forced into anything.

"I'll help you, Harold," Nancy said. Shetook my hand, held it, and looked earnestly a me. It
was asthough alot of things had never been....

Vividly | recalled how | had felt when the Strumbermians had come for me. | had been scared,
both for myself and for the others. But more than that, | had been determined to prove mysdf—to
mysdlf. If Qumax could do it, why not 17?



Crog had offered me scrotch. | had glugged it, not out of camaraderie but out of need. And after
| had glugged—so eager, so defiant, and yet with so much acquiescence—I had discovered that
Earthians and Strumbermians were really brother species.

Mind whirling—knowing things | had always known, yet knowing them with far more
immediacy—I had followed Hu into the adjoining stateroom. To awaiting pallet, and then—

| cut off that thought. | did not like standing naked before this entire alien court.

Tears brimmed Nancy's eyes. "Oh, Harold, I'm so sorry for you,” she said. "It must have been
terriblel”

| swallowed and looked past her at the blue warthog. How could | tell her that it hadn't been
terrible? | was disgusted now, but then—well, Nancy had to be aware of the nature of that
experience.

The warthog had his eyes shut. All the aliens had their optics turned off.

"They are conferring,” said Qubuc. "Thejury isout, as you might put it, though it isyou and not
they who condtitute the jury. Soon they will return—to aid you in fathoming the truth and in deciding
your sentencing.”" | now appreciated why Nitti had wanted to die. Eyes popped open. The blue
warthog thought & me: Harold Prodkins, there are circumstances under which even the most
civilized of beingsis not considered responsible for its own thoughts and actions. It is our
advisory opinion that such isthe present case.

"But—" | had swung from confidence in my exoneration to a complete acceptance of guilt.
Pruniand

Let me explain, thought a purple chipmunk. All highly evolved creatures have minds
consisting in part of a conscious, a subconscious and an id—or a top-mind, middle-mind and
instinctive mind that holds the energies of your most primitive forebears. The Strumbermians
are sub-civilized because they lack the means to control this basic energy-source, theid. They
lack, properly speaking, a conscience. To them, instinctive behavior is by definition rational
behavior. Scrotch dulls the conscience of a normal humanoid—paralyzes it to such an extent
that the id iswithout control. To us, a humanoid in such condition is maimed. To a
Srumbermian, thisis the state of the True Humanoid.

Ouch! | thought back, reassessing. | had evaluated Nancy by Prunian standards—and found her
far less blatant, and therefore wanting. | had examined the gravbop contests from apolitician's
position of expedience with hardly an gpology to the ethicsinvolved. | might ordinarily have
gravbopped, but hardly with my world a stake.

Do you understand about the Prunians? thought the jelyfish.
| shivered. | did not want that subject explored in public detail!
Prunians are skilled psychiatric workers, from the Strumbermian view. Other species

regard them as inter-species prostitutes. While you were under the influence of Scrotch, they
suggested a view of reality that would make your id-directed urges acceptable. The



Srumbermians' purpose demanded that your thinking be changed, but not so much that their
tampering would be evident to you.

Suddenly | saw that my primary motive—the protection of my home world from invasion—had
been spurious. Why should hard-pressed Strumbermians undertake such an expensive project, when
what they wanted was dlies? They had used that empty threat to prod meinto committing Earth to
their cause—and my scrotch-addled brain had not cried foul.

" redlly am innocent, then?' | asked, hardly daring to believeit. "Innocent of whatever | thought
| wasguilty of ?*

That isfor you to decide, an dien thought gently.

"Y ou now have sufficient knowledge to make your decison, Harold Prodkins" Qubuc said.
"Y ou may want to consder the matter for sometime. Y our hearing before this friendly witnessing and
advisory body is over, since the truth has been brought out. That isthe only purpose of such a
sesson—to establish the truth. The meaning of the truth is your own concern.” The alien court faded
and the dlver curtainsfell back.

"That—that'swhat Nitti went through?"

"YS"

"And he decided to—"

Nancy grabbed my arm. "But not you, Harold! He didn't have scrotch for an excuse. Youll find
yoursdlf innocent if | haveto—wel, | will anyway!"

And she kissed me one, and | knew | would never suicide aslong as she was near.

Chapter 13:

"Now," Nancy remarked as we settled down to informal chat with Qumax and his Swarm
Tyrant, "l have to see about that corcos Lamorcos contract.”

"Nancy!" | cried, remembering what | had learned about galactic davery. "Y ou didn't Sign up
with the Spevarian—?"

"No, of course not,” she said, and | sank back, relieved. "We were interrupted by the
Strumbermian raid on the ship. And | wanted to discussit with you. So I've asked Bumvelde to come
here—"

"Ridiculoud" Qumax said.

"By no means,”" Qubuc corrected him. Then, to Nancy: "Do you wish to complete the contract?
Y ou would sacrifice certain persona rights, and would haveto leave for Spevar instead of returning to
Earth with your Minister Prodkins."



"Y ou're not serioudy considering—" | began, amazed. But | saw that shewas.

"1 was greatly impressed with what | learned about Spevarians and galactic civilization," she said.
"My research appetite was whetted. A chance to experience life on Spevar in the service of a
recognized Spevarian Schola—what extraterrestrid ogist wouldn't jump at the chance?!

"Nancy, thereé's no question of your going through with this," | protested. Y ou're abright lass
and you know you'd be sacrificing your freedom. Think of it, Nancy—davery!"

"Knowledge," she said. "More knowledge than we of Earth could otherwise dream of gaining.”
"In davery? Nancy, you must be mad!”
"Harold, what wethink of asdavery isnt—"

"|s davery! Don't give methat, wench! | know athing or two too, you know. So for some
gysemsit isnt davery, it'sjust the ownership of individuas by other individuas. That'sredlly
doubletalk—the kind some Earth societies have been famous for!"

"Harold, how can you imagine anything so stupid? This isn't Earth.”

"l know what it is, Nancy. Do you? My conscienceisin control now—what happened to yours?
| supposeif you'd been offered an excellent contract as a courtesan you'd have jumped at it!"

"HAROLD!" Color roseto her face and | knew that it was not going to be male-logic that
would dominate. "Harold, you're beneath contempt when you talk that way!"

"Neither davery nor progtitution are considered to be dishonorable tradesin the galaxy," Qubuc
observed.

"Y ou don't know these Earthians, Tyrant,” Qumax said, frying. He was dtill asbratty as ever. At
that point sedl-like Bumvelde arrived. " Corcos Lamorcos!" Nancy cried. "I agreeto your contract. |
want to leave for Spevar, not to return to Earth again. | don't think | ever want to see this—this

gravbopper agan!"

My head whirled, asit had so often in the past few days. | knew | had to stop her, yet | didn't
see how | could. She was, as the saying went, free, white and eighteen, and | had no hold over her.

"Perhaps, Harold Prodkins," Qubuc said gently, "you would care to go dong with her? You are
welcome to remain here, but I'm sure you could a so get a Spevarian contract.”

"Thanksfor nothing,” | said diplomatically. You're seriously suggesting that | double the error
by becoming a slave myself?

"1 don't think you'd regret a contract, Harold Prodkins. If thisimperious femae means as much
to you as appears...."

| considered it. | certainly didn't want to sacrifice the very independence I'd struggled so hard to
preserve for mysef and my world (rightly or wrongly), but with Nancy so difficullt...



"It would not last forever, and then you could warn other Earthians about such
contracts—assuming you'd be disappointed, of course.”

Hmmm, now that he put it that way....

Yes, by golly! Nancy wasworth it.

"Bumvelde," | said, "l demand to be your dave!”
The Spevarian thought a blob of astonishment at me.

"If Nancy Dilsmore entersyour service, then | indgst on theright to enter dso. It ismy duty to
Earth to find out about corcos Lamorcos contracts.

"Impossible. My contractees must be content if they are to prove worth the investment. Nancy
Dilsmore wishes not to seeyou again.”

"BU"
"Definitdy not. Only if she should give her approva.”

"Nancy—" | said, baffled.

"Harold!" Her eyes were luminous. "Y ou'd become adave? For me?"

"| dready am adaveto you."

"Why Harold—that's, that's—"

"Stupid? Foolish? Idiotic? Romantic? Sure, adl those things, but—"

"Ohhh, Harold—could you, will you—I mean, why don't you ask me?"

"Huh?" | could have used aglug of scrotch to clarify things.

"Marriage, you stupid foolish idiotic romantic! That'swhat you had in mind, isn't it?"

"Why, ah, sure" | said, terrified.

"Then we might aswell have the ceremony now, don't you think?*

"l guess™ | felt supidfoolishidioticromantic.

Nancy said afew words to Bumvelde, or maybe she thought some thoughts.

"Certainly," the Spevarian said. Rapidly he ran over the terms of astandard five-year corcos

Lamorcos contract for one mated unit congisting of two sexes. With our minds only half on corcos
Lamorcos, Nancy and | agreed and the two Jamborangs served as witnesses for the completed



contract. Bumvelde announced that his contractees would be alowed severa |ong Jamborango days
as Qubuc's castle-guests; at the end of that period the Spevarian would comefor us. It was, we were
given to understand, the equivaent of an enlissment bonus, or an Earthly honeymoon.

When the agreements were complete, Qubuc drew the curtains again and the entire galactic
court reappeared. A beautiful sky-blue octopus moved to the front of the panoramic image. Nancy
and | joined hands and bowed our heads reverently before it. There was a brief exchange of aien
thoughts, some private, some open. Things settled down to avery respectful silence. Then the
octopus thought at us.

CIVILIZED BEINGS INTELLIGENT ENTITIES.. PEOPLE ALL: WE ARE GATHERED
TOGETHER IN THISIMAGE AT THISTIME TO WITNESSTHE OFFICIAL REGISTERING
OF TWO INDIVIDUALS OF THE SAME SPECIES—EARTHIANSHAROLD PRODKINS AND
NANCY DILSMORE—ASMATES BY THE SUPREME ALL-PERVADING INTELLIGENCE,
BY THE UNIVERSAL GOODNESS, BY THE TIMELESS NEVER-ENDING SEA OF STARS—

By the time he had finished, | had never felt more officidly anything inmy life. | squeezed
Nancy's hand and | knew without receiving her thoughtsthat she felt the same way about it. Bumvelde
promised to show up in person in afew days, the galactic court vanished again, and Nancy and |
were alonein apaace of slver drapes with Qumax and Qubuc.

Later, but not much later, donein our highly private room, Nancy and | learned the full extent of
what telepathy could do for us. Baggie-dresses and prudery were crippling limitations rather than
assurers of innocence; before the dawn, we were rid of both limitations and innocence to an extent
that few Earth-born humans could be.

And you know, Prunians were like cowsin comparison.

Common sense tells me that Nancy and | could not have honeymooned on any world quite so
wonderful. Y et we did. We spent the equivalent of many Earth days sightseeing, carried by winged
members of the Qu Swarm; we visited the harvesting fields and entered one of the big blossomsin the
company of Qubuc; we scaed mountains and visited the capital with Qumax; swam in asparkling,
rose-scented seg; lazed benesth a sun of just the right warmth and no burning; loved, constantly and in
many ways, hone solely physical. During al thistime only one flaw kept away complete happiness. the
dreadful knowledge that my wife and | were soon to be taken into davery.

Nancy explained over and over that davery, to the gaactics, was not realy onerous. She drew
educated parallels between the gal actic indtitution and the idedl Earth had never achieved.

| only pretended to follow. So maybe it was no worse than the buying and selling of baseball and
football players. No matter how benevolent the owner, | was not about to be the completely willing
dave of anyone.

Then Bumvede arrived. He had Ieft hiswives and children on Spevar and cometo take us
home. Much to my discomfiture, | found him to be every inch the dien gentleman. So cultured was he
and so widdly respected that Qubuc ingsted that he stay afew days as castle-guest himsdlf. They
were to discuss the sort of things that Qubuc enjoyed discussing, and Nancy and | could take the



opportunity to get to know our new master gradually.

And we did—for days. The second day Nancy, Bumvelde and | went to the bottom of a glassy
seain atransparent submarine. We maneuvered it about and watched the strange, colorful
sea-creatures that human minds had never imagined. | took over the controls... and it cameto me,
insandly as such athought will come, that with abit of maneuvering | might readily destroy thisfragile
cresture. Bumvelde was probably an excdlent svimmer, if his sedl-like gppearance meant anything,
but there were other ways....

The moment passed. | maneuvered us safely past the jagged cord, through an underwater cave
and out into the undersealight. | surfaced us, brought usinto dock. Despite everything, | wasglad |
hadn't done anything rash. That would have been the Strumbermian way.

Aswe gpproached the tie-up, | saw the circling figure of aflyer. We bumped to rest and the
flyer landed, folded wings and stood waiting for us. | put the hatch-cover up, looked out and
recognized it as one of the Qu Swarm. The differences between swarms were subtle, but | was
getting adept a noting them.

"News," sang the flyer. "Prince Qumax now enters the cocoon.”
"Now?' | repeated stupidly.
Theflyer'swingsflopped. "At this very moment. Hurry, so that you may visit with him."

It waslike birth, | thought—this quick, al-but-unexpected process that was to make of Qumax
agtrong, sensble adult. A cocoon, and from it would emerge—what? | couldn't quite imagine this
impudent brat as a noble-browed, fully-winged Qubuc. Y et such atransformation, we had been
assured, could and would take place. Qumax the larvato Qumax the adult, wingsand al. Incredible!

Welanded in our litter in record time on the castle's grounds and were escorted immediately
ingde by excited though carefully respectful flyers. Through atal door, down along hdl andinto a
large room in which Qumax hung head-down from ahigh, ornate rafter. The gray silk-sack now
enclosed two-thirds of his body. His head went round and round, suggesting that he was a caterpillar
and not a cabbage worm. Hisdark, overly intelligent eyes were shut. There was alook on hisface
that spoke of needs and pleasures more ancient and compl ete than the tribe of Man would ever
Know.

We stood and watched. After awhile it began to seem abore. Waiting in amaternity hospital
waslikethis, | had been told.

"Uh—how many children do you have?' | asked Qubuc.

Hewasrapt. "A full four hundred and one, by your reckoning. Qumax isthe one. Some swarms
never receive the Prince—the one cagpable of founding his own swarm. But my fortunate two hundred
wives and I, wefulfilled our quota of neuters and femaes and—"

"Y ou mean to say that these things are regulated?!

"They must be, unfortunately.”



"But—ian't that alittle crud ? | mean—neuters?'

"Not for theindividuadsinvolved, Harold Prodkins. In many ways, the neuters have dl the best
of it. It'sthe neuterswho do dl the big important things while the males and females are bound to their
planet and their swarm. | confessthat | sympathize with Qumax's desire to escgpe and live asan
adventurer. | had the same urge when | was alarva. Sometimes, even today, | would almost trade all
my beloved wives and my position in the government to be atraveling author, avagabond entertainer
or even asmple policeJam. But we are as we are and those of us who are destined to rule aswarm
have our lives and careers set from the moment of conception.”

"Hmmm, yes, | can seethat such alarge swarm might cramp an entity's style abit. Still, I'd think
that it'sredlly the Tyrants who are controlling things. Don't you agree with me, Qubuc?'

"No, I'm afraid not. A policeJam who saves lives and prevents disasters, aship's captan who is
responsible for the security of hisvessdl, amuch-traveled author who redly adds to our understanding
of the people of the universe—these are dl more important than |. But I—now that | look at Qumax,
| confessthat | fed rather important.”

Hiswords brought back my attention to the fast-di sappearing cocooned head. Suddenly it
thought at us:

Harold, Nancy, Bumvelde (you slavemaster!)—I wish all of you present at my Maturity
Flight.

"Maturity Flight—when'sthat?' | asked. | was afraid we'd haveto leave for Spevar before that
date.

Not long as the galaxy measures time, Harold Prodkins. Only long enough for you to get
to appreciate your wife. It will be a span of time roughly equivalent to fourteen of your
Earth-years....

Chapter 14.

Some of the most momentous daysin our lives begin the most dowly. Take for ingtance that
morning on Spevar, thirteen and a haf Earth-years after Nancy and | had last seen Qumax....

It was one of those frequent contractee holidays. This meant that today Nancy did not assist
Bumveldein his historical research and that | did not demonstrate Prodkins Solar Pool Tables at
Bumvelde'sfactory. Otherwise dl was normal. We were out on our acres-wide, self-regulating lawvn
infront of our "dave-manson"—acareful antebe lum recongtruction built to my very specific order.
The day wastypically, Spevarianly, perfect. Nancy had brought out an armload of books and
periodicals, plus|etters and other bits of mail. She dropped these on the ground underneath the
spreading branches of an oak tree—one of three he had imported as seedlings—and stood frowning
pensvely. Nancy, it seemed, was aways frowning pensively. It made her very attractive.

"Sometimes," shesaid, "'l could wish that Earth had never made its debut.”



| smiled. "That didn't used to be your story."
"Y ours ether, you ungrammatica lout.”

| let her drop the mail beside me, then reached up and attempted to pull her down beside me.
She struggled only alittle—no karate chops—and then gave up. There was not, | was sure, much else
she had to do today. "Nancy," | said, "do you redlize that we have now been here the equivaent of
thirteen and ahdf of our Earth years?"

"l redizeit very wdl," shesad.
"But—we haven't aged. Not noticeably, anyway. Y ou've dtill got afigure like a—"

"Harold!" But the protest wasthe reflex of over adecade. She had not worn abaggiein al that
time. "It must betheair,” she said after abit. "It'sawayslike spring here. | fed dmost asthough |
could expect to reach athousand—Earth years."

"Why not Spevarian?' | asked. "They're gpproximatdy twelve times aslong.”

She sighed and leaned her head on my shoulder. "Harold, have you thought-checked Bumqu this
morning?'

"Not thismorning,” | said. "Thekid's nearly twelve—"
"Thirteen."

"Nearly thirteen, then. He doesn't want his old man checking on him dl thetime. That'sthe
trouble with most mothers—they don't let their sons mature naturdly. I'll bet he's off somewhere with
Bumvelde'skids, planning a new space-scooter or something. What are al those letters—more

paperwork?'

"More ordersfor Prodkins S-P Tables. | do believe you'll even be getting orders from Earth

"Wouldn't doubt it," | said. "There are still people on Earth just stupid enough to pay apremium
just because atable is manufactured here instead of on the planet where the fool game originated.
Funny how | was so worried about the corcos Lamorcos contract, wasn't it?"

"Funny now, perhaps. The mogt trying thing wastheway | couldn't convince you. | knew what
the contract was, but you refused to believe me. It'sadiabolica arrangement, redlly. Spevarians such
as Bumvede travel about and gain control of individuas new to the galactic scene by the one
temporary contract. It'slike striking gold—"

"Striking ail. You find gold.”

"For agold-strike? Without your knowledge of the Solar Pool game, he never would have
gotten anywhere building afactory.”

"But without hisfunds and knowledge, | couldn't have done anything with that knowledge. And



speaking of knowledge, what about dl the learning of an Earthian extraterrestrid ogist he acquired in
the bargain?'

"But think of how much knowledge the extraterrestrid ogist accumulated,” she said. "Those
books and thought-recordings are doing very well on Earth—amost aswell as Bumvelde's own
monographs on Earth-culture are doing nearer the center of the Galaxy."

"It'sagood ded al theway around,” | agreed. "Except of course for competitors. Contractees
get security and achanceto redlly profit and build in amore advanced society. Contractors get the
freshideasand insghts.”

| looked at the top envelope of the mail she had brought. It was addressed to Galactic
Ambassador Harold W. Prodkins—an unofficia title that had been conferred on me dong with the
officid recognition of my misson to Jamborango. "In undertaking to write the definitive biography of
your late cousin, Frederik Michagl Bascum....”

"Good God," | said, "another one!™ That made several hundred definitive biographies of aman
who deserved at most a historical footnote. | could understand Earth'sinterest in the former president,
but when it came to the way he wasidolized | was often tempted to give the true story.

Fortunately there were other books herading the great individuas responsble for the great
changesthat had been made. There was one on Karlos Nitti (so that was the warden'sfirst name!)
that, fictive asit was, still resulted in badly needed prison reform. And there had been the runaway
best sdller For God and Qumax, purporting to give the full story of theworm'svisit to Earth. Yes,
there had been plenty of entertaining fiction!

"Hereswhat we've been waiting for,” Nancy said.

| looked at her in surprise. She was holding up an engraved card. "An officia invitation to
Qumax's Maturity Flight,” she said.

| grabbed the card away from her. At the bottom was asmal table converting local Spevarian
time to Jamborango capital time. | looked at the postmark and saw that the card had been delayed in

the spacemall.

"Good God," | sad. "That thing isfor tomorrow. Bumvelde will be aong any minuteto pick us
up!"

Bumvelde, histwo wives and six younger children, Bumqu, Nancy and | made about seven kids
too many on the Spevarian's space yacht. Bumvelde piloted us down through the atmosphere, and all
the noiseingde was beyond belief.

"Pop! Hey, Pop!"

| turned in my seat and faced my offspring—plumpish, round-faced and freckled. "What isit,
oNn?'



"Do | haveto wear this—this—"

"That'safine wooal suit, son. It'swhat they wear on Earth for forma occasions. Anything more
comfortable would be an insult to our host's Maturity Hight!"

"Aw, who cares about a Jam's binge?"
"l do, son. And your mother aso."
A

"And you needn't ook asthough it's adiscriminatory torture I'm putting you through. I've got on
auit just aswell-made and just as scratchy.”

"Harolde and Nande don't! None of the other kids do!"

"Different cultures, different customs. Y ou must remember that your people are from Earth and
that Earthians have never been entirely logica."

"Huh, especialy parents.” | watched my son lean back with amagazine, STRUMBERMIAN
TERROR TALES, and | closed my eyes. | thought of al the changes on Earth and wondered if I'd
ever go there again—to visit, snce no onein hisright mind would want to live on such aplanet. Things
were better now—much better. Our prisoner-coveralls had changed the styles back home, and alot
of other changes had followed. Artificia prudery was gone, and morals had not been noticeably
degraded by its absence. Asamaitter of fact, it might be true that Earthians today were both more
mora and more sensible (the two qualities not being synonymous) than they had ever been prior to
Galactic contact.

n mp?l
"What now, Bumqu?'

"Isit truewhat it saysin this magazine, Pop? Isthis Qumax Jam redlly getting this super-fast
star-yacht as a present?’

Startled, | looked at the magazine. It was adifferent one; evidently he had tired of Strum
atrocities and gone on to a Galactic-gossip publication. A picture showed along racy hull that
scintillated against a background of stars. It would hold avery large harem, | thought, and wondered
again how sheiks and Tyrants managed honeymoons. | imagined it would make any maeeither a
tyrant or acringing Sssy in short order.

n R)p?l

"Huh? Oh, it'strue—perfectly true. It says here you'l get to go through it, dong with dl the other
guess”

"That'sgood," said Bumaqu.



Things change dowly on Jamborango—so dowly that thirteen and one haf Earth years
appeared to have dipped away unnoticed. The streets were still flowing silver and the pedestrians il
camein as bewildering a variety. Winged Jamborangs flew us from the busy spaceport to Qubuc's
cadtle; here we mingled with the crowds that covered hdf the mountainside, visited the fabulous
starship whose maiden voyage would redlly be what we would cal amass honeymoon and the Jams
called aMaturity Flight. We renewed, as the saying goes, old acquaintances.

"Up there," Captain Fuzzpuff, once of the Comet's Tail, said, pointing atop right hand, "you see
the doorway where they'll come out: two hundred carefully picked maiden worms and your old friend

Qumax."

| strained my eyes but could see nothing other than pink and silver lines on the castle's smoky
blue background. ™Y ou Pmpermians have better eyesthan we Earthians.”

| seeit! | seeit! thought one of Bumveldeslitter. Harolde, probably.

No you don't! No you don't! another—Nande? challenged.

"Harold," Nancy said with annoyance, "I can't see Bumqu anywhere.”

"Hell show up.”

"l lost Harolde, too," complained one of Bumvelde's wives.

So | had misguessed, again, in identifying thoselittle sedls. "Don't worry,” | said, "they'll—"

"Mom! Mom!*

"Why, Nande, what isit? Why have you been running so hard?"

"It'sthe boys, Mom. They said they were going to stedl aride on the Jam starship.”

"WHAT!"

"And the others got scared. But Bumqu said held go even if the others were—what kind of
anima isa'chicken, Mom? So he dipped inside and when nobody was watching, he hidinsdea
cabinet. The other boyswaited for awhile and then one of them said Bumqu must've smothered—"

"Oh, no!" Nancy cried.

"—bput he hadn't because when they tapped on the door he answered. Then he said the door
was locked and he couldn't get out and he's spilt some sort of itchy powder al over him. Then he said
'Go away!' And—"

"That boy! Il kinhimdive!" | said.

"That won't be necessary!" a strange deep voice boomed.

| whirled. Half lying, half hovering on iridescent wings, was the biggest, most masculindy



beautiful Jam I'd ever seen. In hislarge tentacle, close to hisbroad bright chest, he held the
scaredest-looking freckle-faced going-on-thirteen-year-old Earthboy imaginable.

"Therésone of usin every generation,” said the adult Qumax.
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