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CHAPTER 1. ENTER ASTRO ATHENA

Donad Ardent knew he wasn't supposed to be sitting in the pilot's seet of the Space Eagle, but it had
been docked for several days now with al systems deactivated. So, how could he could get into
trouble?

Asheidly fingered one of the switches on the control panel, he saw her striding mgestically acrossthe
fidd, moving giffly, proud as usua in her yelow, body-fitting uniform. She waslean and muscular, her
movements those of a practiced grace. She moved like every inch the space heroine she was. Or e sethe
laundramax had starched her panties again.



He heard her steps as she climbed up the ladder of their prone ship. Then Astro Athena poked her head
though the open hatch into the control cabin.

"Dondd, what areyou doing in my seat?"'

"Sorry," hesaid. "l wasjust thinking and | forgot | wasn't supposed to be up here when you're not
around.”

"And | guessyou don't remember how you blasted off by accident the last time we were here? It took us
amost aweek to find you and get the Space Eagle back. They're dill talking about the non-stop whining
you did over the super-space radio. Space Ranger communications was fouled up the whole time you
were marooned.”

"Look, I'm keeping my handsin my pockets, see?"

"Okay, Dondd. I'm just asking you to be careful. | don't want to see you embarrass yoursdlf again, that's
all. You know how | worry about you. Anyway, |'ve got to get to Headquarters." She came up and
stood next to him.

"Oh, no. Don't tell me something'swrong again. We just got back afew daysago.”

"I don't know, Dondd." She gtiffened. "But just because they ask me, the best fighter and pilot inthe
Space Ranger's, to go to HQ, that doesn't automatically mean something iswrong. They may want to give
me another medal or something.”

"Il bet."
"Jus rdax, Dondd. I'll beback in alittlewhile"
"All right,” Donad sighed.

"And why don't you get something ready for lunch while I'm gone?' Sheleaned over and kissed him on
the cheek. "It'sten o'clock and I'm already hungry.”

"Okay. I'll find something."
She kissed him again and went to the hatch, but stopped and turned back to him.

"Oh, and Donad, could you get someone to look at the laundramax? It's really messing up my
underwesar."

He remained in the seat afew moments longer, watching her as she moved acrossthe field in the
direction of the huge Headquarters building. When she had disappeared through one of the many sets of
doors set dong the bottom floor, he shrugged and rose from the seet.

Lunch, he thought. Maybe someday I'll be able to do something more than just fix lunch.

He sighed as he stepped through the hatch into the work cabin. He pulled up astool and st at the rear
bench, thinking back to that fateful day when he and Athena had first met.

He had been working in the office of the Space Ranger Academy when she had come in one day, araw
Space Cadet. She was complaining to him about some error in her paperwork that had to get
sraightened out. Otherwise they were going to Start training her as arocket mechanic.

"I'm hereto train asapilot and afighter,” she said, leaning over hisdesk and staring in his eyes.



Even then, she had that same proud bearing, that ook of iron-willed determination. She was eighteen and
aready had her future decided. He took the papers from her and glanced through them.

"It says here you'reto train as arocket mechanic fourth class," he said. "It'sin the paperwork. | don't
know what | can do about it."

"I'll be damned if I'm going to spend my career as alousy rocket mechanic, and fourth class at that. Who
do | tak to so | can straighten thisout?

"Widl, you can gart by talking to me." Heleaned forward, resting his chin on his hands. "What makes
you think you're good enough to be apilot in the Space Rangers? Only onein amillion ever makeit
through the training.”

She stood erect, turning to look out the window, her eyes becoming glassy as she stared at the clouds
floating by, or wasit something el se far away? He edged back from his desk.

Uh oh, he thought. She's going to have an episode.
But as she spoke, he was caught up by thefire in her words.

"Space" shesad. "It'sthefind frontier. It'smy destiny, thething | livefor, thething | breethe for. Every
night when | wasalittlegirl, | looked up a the stars and heard them calling me, telling me | must seek the
furthest reaches of the unknown. | must explore. | must be a part of the mightiest peacekeeping force the
galaxy has ever known.

"Every night | heard that voice. | kept asking it, "When are you going to shut up? | dready told you I'd
join the Space Rangers!'

"'Okay, okay," it said. 'l just don't want to let you forget.'

"It'samost like an obsession, now. All | haveis spacein my brain." She stopped talking and looked
down at him. "And you want meto be rocket mechanic?'

"All right, dl right,"” hesaid. "Let melook at those papers again.”" He picked them up from hisdesk and
went down thelists of acronyms and order numbers. "Ah. | seewhat'swrong. They left out an ADFRG
from SPDTGAW in line 325, order 671-5.6/FT. | canfix that for you."

He went to work on his keyboard and modified the orders.

"All st," hesad. "You're new orderswill be printed up in afew hours. And you'rein pilot training now."
"Thank you," she said, then smiled. "Y ou never told mewhat your nameis.”

"Donad. Donad Ardent."

"Donad," shesad, "I'd like to take you out to dinner sometime. To thank you for helping me, of
course."

He had accepted her invitation. It had been the firgt of many, until they became inseparable.

Now Dondd was a permanent member of the three man crew of the Space Eagle asthey roared
through the galaxy in search of the malevolent villainswho aways seemed to believe they were above the
laws of civilized humanity. Along with Dr. Minzov, they had become an unbeatable team, dealing with the
intergdactic riff-raff, and spreading law and order where it was needed most.



Damn, he thought as he looked through the food locker behind the work cabin. All we haveis bologna
and white bread.

He pushed through the items on the shelves, then cursed again.

"No more mayonnaise," he muttered. "It's bad enough al we haveis bologna. Shélll kill mewhen she
finds out were out of mayonnaise.”

#

The door to Colonel Richards brightly colored office did open for her. He stood with his back to her,
absorbed in amap of the G-adpha-32 sector of the galaxy on the wall-sized screen behind his desk. He
continued staring at it for several moments until Athena coughed.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Athena," he said. "I didn't hear you comein. Please sit down.”

Now that she saw hisface, she could see he looked more haggard than usua. Hisgray uniform was as
smartly pressed as ever, and his cap was st at itsfamiliar jaunty angle. But he had not shaved this
morning, or showered, judging by the faint aromawatfting across from hisside of the desk. She politely
ignoredit.

"We've got trouble in the G-alpha-32 sector," he said. His voice seemed raspy and tired.

"| gathered as much when | camein. Y ou wouldn't be looking at that sector of the gdlaxy if everything
wasdl right."

"That'sright,” he sghed and eased back in his chair. ™Y ou know, just once I'd like to pull up amap of
some sector and just look at it. You know, just be ableto say, 'Hey, theresatype K6 star,” or "You
know, I'd like to take the wife and kids to that planet around gamma Scorpio again.' But the kids are
grown up, now. Left meto go to college. And do they ever call? Sure, when they want more money, or
want me to buy something for them. And that wife of mine. Now she wants separate vacations." He
paused. "No, it's dways trouble somewhere.”

"That'sour job, isn't it, Colonel ?*

"You'reright, asusud. Yes, that'sour job." Helet his chair move forward until he was sitting straight.
"We arein the Space Rangers, after dl. It's not the Space Scouts, right? But, just once ... maybe tonight
I'll go outside and do alittle stargazing. Break out the old telescope and count the moons of Jupiter.”

"No, you'rejust likeme, Colond," she said. "We're both fighters. When | go out to look at the stars, all |
see are new fieldsto conquer, new sectorsto bring law and civilization to. Come on, Colond. It'sin the
blood. You cant let it go."

"Wdll, sometimes | can. It may takeafew drinks, but | ...," he coughed. "Well, |et'sforget about that. L et
metdl youwhy | caled you in here"

She sat upright, staring straight into the Colondl's eyes, waiting expectantly for the new challenge she must
cometo gripswith ... and defegt. The Colonel coughed again.

"Weve been having reports of some kind of raider operating in that sector, avicious man with somelarge
ship and afleet of smadl fighters. We don't know where he got them or who heis, other than his name.”

"What isit?"



"Sarnak."
"Sarnak," she repeated.

"Y es. HE's been picking off trading vessals and stripping them of their cargo. He captures the crews and
sdlsthem into davery somewherein the Black Sector. We're not sure where, and wereredly only
guessing about that anyway. Then he uses the empty shipsfor target practice. All weve found are some
empty, blasted-out hulls.”

"And you want me to go out to sector G-alpha-32 and find this Sarnak?"

"W, yes. That'swhy I've been going over dl this. And just recently, he's gone astep farther. He's been
raiding planets, destroying everything he can't take with him. Get Minzov and fly out there.”

"I haven't seen Dr. Minzov sincewe landed. I'll have to find him and let him know what's going on.”

"Don't worry about that. He's been down in the HQ laboratories, working on some project or other. You
know how heis"

"Yes" shesad, nodding to hersdf. "That Minzov. Scienceishisfirst and last love, hisonly mistress.”

"Yes, | know. Kind of odd, if you ask me, but heisthe best thereis. So who am | to judge? L ook what |
got stuck with. Y ou should see that wife of mine when she getsgoing at parties.”

"IsMinzov gill downinthelab?'

"Asfar as| know. Anyway, find him. Then get the Space Eagle ready to go. Y ou'rethe only one | know
who can go after this Sarnak. The Space Rangers are counting on you."

"And | won' let them down, Colonel Richards.”
They both stood and saluted. Athenaturned and marched proudly from the room.

But out in the corridor, she tried to remember where the labs were. She vaguely remembered the layout
of HQ, but it had been over ayear since she had been on Earth. Wasit down on one of the lower
floors?

After an hour of searching, she ended up at one of the ground floor entrances. Next to the doors, she
found alist of offices posted on the wall, and the location of the [aboratory. Next to thelist wasasign
welcoming Dr. Minzov as aguest scientist in the labs located on the second sub-ground level. Moving
down the corridor, she found the eevator, but turned up her nose at it, deciding it would be good
exercise to take the stairs down the two floors. In afew moments, she entered the laboratory to find Dr.
Minzov in hisnaturd eement.

Hewas surrounded by severa severe-looking peoplein lab coats as they leaned over abench upon
which arcane glassware was attached to ameta framework. Flowing through tubes and flasks, colored
liquids bubbled and oozed. The group gathered around the open end of one thin tube, and Dr. Minzov
continued hislecture.

"So you see gentlemen ... and ladies. ... if it isyour purpose to isolate the rhodinium triglutamate molecule,
you must first generate the eectrophasic hypostyroid catalysts as | have demonstrated here,” he said.

Athena stood quietly, admiring his self-assured demeanor and not wanting to interrupt. She could see that
Dr. Hans Alexis Minzov was absorbed in hiswork. Named after agreat scientist from abygone age, the



tall, goateed man lived for teaching others, giving them of hisvast scientific knowledge, both theoretical
and practical. After dl, she remembered, it was Minzov who had invented the neutropionic ray during the
battles with the Ant Men from Tau Ceti. Of course, it had been unfortunate that by the time he was ready
to test fire the wegpon, the war had been over for two weeks, but there would be other wars. And
certainly, Minzov would someday have the satisfaction of seeing hiswegpon used to defeat the enemies
of the gdaxy.

Helooked up from the bench to rub his eyes and spotted Athena. He nodded to her.

"I should be through herein afew minutes, Athena," he said in hisrich, baritone voice.
"Assoon as possible, Minzov," she said. "There's an emergency | need to talk to you about.”
"Oh. I'll wrap it up then." He spoke briefly with the assembled scientigts.

Sheligtened to hisvoice, so sure and adept in its explication of scientific detail. While shewaited, she
roamed casually about the laboratory, marveling at the intricate equipment, strewn with wires and
readouts, making measurements she knew she could never hope to understand. No, that was Minzov's
domain.

She watched technicians making precise adjustments on their equipment, serious people, turning pipettes
of strange liquids, mixing other solutions together, then standing back to make notations on smdl pads.
Y es, the workers in the Space Rangers were amarvel to behold.

"Here," Minzov said, and grabbed a clean beaker from arack, placing it under a stopcock. "Have some
coffeg”

"No thanks, Minzov. We haven't got time. There's an emergency in sector G-apha-32."

"Oh." He poured the coffee down anearby sink. "I guesswell haveto test that formulaanother time. We
spent aday and ahalf working onit, too. So, what kind of emergency isit thistime?'

"Theresarader working around that sector. He's been raiding cargo ships and endaving the crews.”
"Hmmm. Well, | suppose that could be serious.”
"And then he's been using the empty shipsfor target practice.”

"Target practice? Why that swine. Let's get going, Athena. If therésonething | cannot abide, it'sthe
wanton waste of good technica materid."

"Right, Minzov."
They walked together from the lab and down the end of the corridor. Athena started for the stairs.
"Arent wetaking the elevator?' he asked. "We have to go up two flights, you know."

"That would be awaste of energy, Minzov. And the stairs are good exercise. Come on, it'sonly two
flights. I'll raceyou.”

"Wadl, | haven't been feding too good lately. I'll tell you what. Y ou take the stairsand I'll take the
elevator. Yes, that's an excdlent idea. It will be an experiment. No more than that. 1t will be another
chapter of the ongoing debate of man against machine. Do you think you're up to the challenge, Athena?
Can you beet the elevator?’



"I'm dways up to achalenge, Doc. And I'll be waiting for you on the ground floor.”
"Y ou probably will."

She reached the ground floor, breathing easily. She waited until the door opened and Dr. Minzov
stepped out. Asthey walked out of the building, Minzov stopped.

"Have you made all the preparations for the Space Eagle to depart?’

"Oh. | amost forgot,” she said. "WEIl have to get with the Quartermaster and Ground Support. We don't
have enough fudl for an extended trip, and | know our provisionsare low."”

"| think those two departments are up on the thirty-seventh floor."
They returned to the HQ building and stopped by the elevator.
"I'll race you to the thirty-saventh floor," Minzov said.

#

Minzov was waiting by the eevator doors when a swegting and heavily breathing Athena came out of the
darway.

They found the Quartermaster and signed out for provisions. The ground crews had aready been notified
by Colond Richards and were in the process of scheduling the maintenance for the ship.

"Let'ssee.” The serviceman leaned over agrease smudged ledger on his counter. "We can probably fit
you in sometime next week. But theré's no way | can guarantee well be donein lessthan three days.”

"Weve got to get off the ground today," Athenasaid. "' thought you said Colonel Richards aready
gpoke with you?"

"Wdll, hedid. He said it was aone double A high priority mission. Those we get to in about aweek.
Now, if it was agdactic holocaust mission, | might be ableto get you in by Thursday.”

Athenagtared at him for amoment. Ground Service had certainly dowed down since she had last been
on Earth.

"It'snot my rules," the serviceman went on. "It the brass upgtairs, you know. We had areorganization a
few months ago. They said they were going to streamline our services. So now it takes alittle longer to
get to things, but we areincredibly efficient.”

"l see" she said, seeing thefutility of arguing any further. The brass dways knew what they were doing.
"Well, let's get back to the ship, Doc. Dondd should have lunch ready for us by the time we get there.”

"Lunch?" Minzov said, and rubbed his hands together. "Good. I'm famished.”
"A hard day of science?' she chuckled.

"Y es, but thoroughly enjoyable.

They stopped at the devator and Minzov smiled a Athena.

"Another race?' he asked.

"No. | think I'll ride down with you."



When they were waking out, Athenawistfully looked back at the HQ building.
"l hope we get achance to come back and see HQ after thismisson isover," she said.

"Of course, we will. What's one more ruthless space pirate to us? We've handled them before and well
handlethem again.”

"Youreright, Minzov."

After they had walked halfway acrossthe field, she stopped and looked around, asif she had lost
something.

"Something wrong?' Minzov asked.

"Yes. The ship. Where'sthe Space Eagle? It wasright over there"
Asthey stood gaping, a blackened serviceman ran up to them.
"What's going on?" he demanded.

"Whét do you mean?' Athenasaid.

"Your ship. It took off alittle while ago. We were working on the ship in the next berth when it left. We
amogt got roasted dive.”

"That can't be," she said. "Oh no. | hope Dondd didn't touch the controls again.”
"No, he couldn't have," Minzov said. "Not after thelast time.”

They raced to the control building by the side of the field. Athena burst through the doors and ran to the
head controller.

"Wheres my ship?' she asked.

"The onethat just took off?" he said. He looked at her with alazy grin. "I think it's somewhere out around
the van Allen belts by now."

"Can you contect it for me?"

"Sure," he said. He sat by acontrol pand that wrapped around him. He pushed afew buttons until
Donad'sfrightened face appeared on a screen above the console. Her heart went out to him for a
moment, but she became angry and looked a him sternly.

"Here," the controller said and handed her amicrophone. "Tak to him."

"Dondd, what happened?"' she said, knowing what he must have done.

"l wasjust Stting there. Honest. | didn't touch anything. The ship just blasted off by itself."
"Donad, you know that'simpossible.”

"Well, it may not actualy beimpossible" Minzov wheezed as he came through the doors. "It istrue that
the probabiilities are so low asto make the possibility of an occurrence such as he suggests laughably
remote, but it's gill aconcrete possibility.”

"Thanks, Minzov," Dondd said. "Anyway, get me down from here."



Athenaturned to the controller.

"Can you get arescue ship up to him?”

"Yeah, sure," hereplied, smiling up a her from his seat. "WEell have him down by tomorrow morning.”
"Donad, did you hear that?"

"Yes. | heard him. And Athena?"

"Yes, Donad."

"Weé're out of mayonnaise."

CHAPTER 2. THE HUNT BEGINS

"Can't | come up here with you two?' Donad asked, poking his head through the open hatch. "1 promise
| won't touch anything.”

"Not now, Dondd,” Athenasaid. "Minzov and | aretrying to decide which planet we should head for."

"That'sright, Donad," Dr. Minzov said. "Thistype of strategic planning probably wouldn't interest a
person of your gentler sentiments.”

"Oh, dl right." Donald disappeared into the work cabin.

Already severd light-yearsfrom the solar system, the Space Eagle was making its accustomed quick
time en route to the G-a pha-32 sector. But Athenaknew it was alarge sector, newly opened up and
recently colonized with pre-fabricated towns and farms. She hoped Dr. Minzov might be able to come
up with agood possibility for exploration, if only to give them afew clueswhere they might be ableto
find Sarnak.

"How about it, Minzov?' she asked, asthey pored over the star charts spread out across the control



pand.

"I don't know," Minzov said dowly, rubbing at his neetly trimmed whiskers. "They could be anywhere.
After dl, therésalot of space out therein space.”

"Yes, | know. Well, maybe we should go to the last planet that was raided? We might be able to find
something there?!

"Hmmm. | wasjust about to suggest that. We might even be able to find some witnesses who can tdll us
something about this Sarnak. As've said many times before, even the most inggnificant detail might, in
redlity, be of tremendous significance onceit isexamined in the proper context. Why | remember thetime
we were searching the Srius system ...."

"Yes, | remember it, too, Minzov," Athenasaid. "Then, well head for Enratic. That'sthe last planet this
Sarnak attacked. And it'sright in the middle of that sector.”

"Around iotaLibra, isn't it? That sounds like an excdlent idea. Anyway, asyou recal, we had been
cdled into that sector of the gaaxy to find the lost exploration of Hantor. I, with my usua perspicacity,
wasjust determining the correct coordinates, when ..."

"Yes, Doc," Athenasaid, working the controls.
#

The Space Eagle landed tail down on abarren field, blowing up thick clouds of dust and dirt, then
nestled easily onitstail struts. The undercarriage came out from beneath the ship asit lowered itsdlf to its
belly. The ladder was quickly dispatched and the three of them were standing on the soil of Enrétic,
gazing off perplexedly into the distance.

"| thought there were supposed to be settlements on this planet?' Donald said.

"Yes," Athenasaid. "There's supposed to be atown around here somewhere. That'swhy | set us down
here. But we didn't pick up any activity on the super-space radio when we camein. Or any other kind of
communication. What do you think isgoing on, Minzov?'

"Well, I'd haveto say that it is much too early to venture any kind of opinion. It would be far more
prudent to investigate and assemble some facts upon which we can proceed with alogica evauation,
leading inevitably to proper conclusons.”

"It looks like the planet's been raided, dl right,” Donald said. "L ooks like they toreit up pretty good.
Look out there." He pointed off into the distance.

Severd kilometers away, they saw cratering, too recent to have been meteorite impacts. Ruins of
buildings were clustered with rubble strewn for many meters around.

"You'reright, Dondld,” Athenasaid. "I think that was the commercia town of Larryville. Lookslikealot

of missle damage.”

" il think we ought to investigate before we adopt any possibly erroneous conclusions,” Minzov said.
"For dl we know, there could have been some kind of accident, or perhaps a particularly violent westher
disturbance."

"All right, Minzov," Athenasaid. "Let's go take alook. Donad, get some recording equipment so we can
collect datato send back to Earth."



Donald scrambled up the ladder and returned afew momentslater carrying alarge plastic pouch hanging
from astrap around his shoulder. He handed smdller pouches to Athenaand Minzov.

"Good, Donald, good,” Minzov said. "Y ou took the anthrographer. We can collect photonic images and
chemicad samplings & the sametime. Vauable, very vauable”

"Thanks, Minzov. See?| can do something right, oncein awhile. So maybe | can ride up in the control
cabin when we leave here?'

"WEell see, Dondd," Athenasaid. "WElIl see. For now, let's get over to those ruins and see what's going
on."

"Well, at first glance, I'd say that nothing isgoing on," Dr. Minzov said. "I think we missed whatever went
on aready. Oooh! Therel go, making rash judgements.”

"Don't worry about it," Athenasaid, and started off in the direction of the ruins. Donald and Dr. Minzov
took up positions behind her.

" Shouldn't we take afew weapons with us?' Donald asked, after they had been walking for severd
minutes.

"I suppose we should," Athenasaid. "That's norma procedure, but | don't fed like walking back to the
ship to get some. | don't see much that could threaten us.”

"Andthisisafriendly planet, after dl,” Minzov pointed out. "We shouldn't have any need for defending
ourselves. And just look at that star up there." He pointed up at iota Libra. "Ah, | wish | had some
spectrographic equipment with me. It'snot everyday | get achanceto do any research on astar like
thet."

"We can probably take afew minutes for that when we get back to the ship,” Athenasaid.

"It'sapretty clear ky, too," Donald said. "I don't see much plant or animdl life around here. Don't they
have any on this planet?’

"l don't believe so, Dondd,” Dr. Minzov said. "All the naturally occurring plant and animd life had to be
diminated when the first settlers came. From what | understand, the native life on thisworld was
somewhat hogtile to human beings.”

"Y ou can never tell about those dien lifeforms,” Athenasaid. "It's better to be safe than sorry.”

After walking for an hour under thewarm rays of iota Libra, they reached the edge of the ruins. Athena
inspected the cracked and fused remains of what, she decided, must have been building materias,
blasted into fragments al over the landscape. Donald worked the anthrographer, taking pictures and
extracting chemica datawith its sensors. As Donad moved off, investigating the remains, Dr. Minzov
moved closer to Athena.

"Where are dl the inhabitants?' she asked. "We haven't seen anyone since we landed.”

"Y ou don't suppose they were dl killed, do you?' Minzov said. "From what you told me, this Sarnak
prefersto abscond with as many prisoners as he can, then sall them on the dave marketsin the Black
Sector.”

"I just don't know, Minzov. It's hard to imagine carnage on S0 vast ascale. Let's keep looking. We need
to get some kind of idea of what kind of wesponsthis Sarnak isusing.”



"Looksto me like phase displacers,” Dr. Minzov said. "That reminds me of thework someone did along
timeago ... hmm ... | can't remember it exactly ... anyway, judging by the way the materias are smashed.
Look here." He picked up achunk of materid that had been lying by hisfest. It was gray and crumbled
eadly inhishand. "Thisis actronite, one of our latest discoveries. Under norma conditions, it has

incredible strength in reation to its dendity. Far superior to previous building materias. But see how easiit
it crumblesin my hand. Just asif the van der Wadl s forces between the molecular chains had been
scrambled.”

"Y ou may beright, Minzov. But what about the craters?"

"Wl -- and thisis only an uninformed conjecture at this point -- perhagps this Sarnak used atomic
missilesto completely destroy the remainder of the settlement after he took his prisoners.”

"l guesswe should keep looking.”
"With alittle more data, | could derive abetter concluson.”
"Wedl, then .."

"And it would not have to be a copious amount, although more than few factswould be desirable. Asl
awaystdl you, Athena, it is never agood ideato give conclusions based upon insufficient data.”

"l understand, Minzov. So, let's keegp moving.”

Athenaand Minzov went through more ruins, picking through the rubble, pushing aside mounds of debris
to revea scraps of what had once been commercia equipment, bits of computers, desks and charred
files

They passed through the remains of commercia buildings and out into what they thought might have been
the resdentia section. They found the remains of small foundations, bits of plaster and walls, afew light
fixtures and dusty wiring. As Athena dug through some structura foam, she came upon achild'sdall.

It wasjust asmdl thing, limp, made of cloth, with two buttons sewn on for eyes. Lifting it tenderly from
the dirt and brushing away the dust, she remembered thelittle doll she had named Hokey when shewasa
young girl, no more than four years old. The memory came back of losing it when some boys had teased
her and run away with it. She wiped away atear from the corner of her eye before Minzov could seeit,
then put the dall into her pouch, as shefelt arising anger insgde her.

"That murdering animad," she said, through clenched teeth.
"What'sthat?' Minzov asked.

"That murdering animdl, Sarnak. Imaginekilling al the people and children, butchering them like
anmas”

"Oh, that. WEell get our chance to right the wrongs committed by this beast. HeE's not the first and he
won't bethelast. Just remember that we can't fal into the trap of being judge and jury. That's not our
balliwick, asit were."

"You'reright, Minzov. | guess aslong asthere are people in the gdaxy, there will dways be criminadslike
Sarnak who think they are above the law. Anyway, |'ve seen enough. Let'sfind Donald and get back to
theship.”

"Good idea. | think I've gathered enough datato come to some reasonable conclusions. And with what



Donald has collected, there should be plenty.”

Athena pulled the small communicator from her waist band and spoke.

"Dondd. Comein, Donad."

She waited for afew moments, but received no reply.

"Dondd," she said. "We're heading back to the ship, now. Do you read me, Dondd?"
After afew more moments of silence, she tapped at the front of the communicator.
"What'swrong with thisthing?'

"Here, let metakealook at it," Minzov said. He adjusted the small knobs aong the bottom and lifted it
to hisear. He spokeinto it, but received no response. With ashrug, he handed it back to Athena.

"Maybe he'sjust pouting,” she said. "He doesthat dl thetime."

"Could be," Minzov said. "We might aswell get back to the ship and wait for him. HEll be dong
eventudly.”

#

Dondd pushed hisway into the crumbling foundations of the commercid buildings, making hisway below
ground level, undernesth afew remaining floors. He found piles of dag where dectrica generators had
once stood, and fragments of metal and plastic where instrument panels had been. Pushing aside some
falen pands, he uncovered the remains of a mainframe computer. Sweeping avay more dust and debris,
he found asmall door on the side of it and opened it. He peered inside at the maze of finewiresand
cracked components. A cluster labeled 'memory core was ill intact.

"Maybe Minzov can read some of the permanent datafrom this," he mumbled. He took out the storage
element and placed it in his pouch.

Ashewas climbing out of the rubble, he heard rocks and pebblesrolling into the pit behind him. He
stood till and waited, fearing someone might be coming up behind him. He held his breath, listening
intently, then turned dowly, but he saw no one.

Shrugging, he continued back to the surface. After taking afew steps, he heard something shuffling
through thedirt behind him.

"Comeon, Athena," he said. "Y ou know | don't like it when you try to scare me."

He spun around, but no one was behind him. He looked from side to side, trying to see past the sparse
and blackened ruins. For amoment, he thought he caught the movement of a shadow behind awall, but it
was gone before he was sure.

"I think I'm introuble," he said to himself, and backed hisway a ong the path he had come.

Moving quickly, he returned to the spot he had left Athena and Minzov, but they were no whereto be
seen. He sat on amound of rubble, deciding to wait for them to come back. As he sat and fidgeted, he
heard the sounds of soft scrabbling in the piles of rubble around him.

In amoment, they were on him, wrestling him to the ground. He froze and closed his eyes as his hands



and feet were bound with thin wires. Then he was jerked roughly to hisfeet.

Sowly, he opened hiseyes, afraid of what he might see. But they were humans, dirty and hairy, wearing
only scraps of soiled clothing around their thin bodies. But they were humans, seven of them, both men
and women.

"Dont hurt me" Dondd said. "I won't give you any trouble.”
"Let'stake himto the chief," atal, rangy man said. His matted hair hung around his shoulders.

"Noway, Sid," awoman said. Her hair fel around her smudged face. "Why get him involved. He dways
takesthe best partsfor himsdlf. Let's eat here.”

"Yeah," ashort, socky man said. "'l agree with Harriet. It'sanice day out. Look, the sun's shining. Hey,
everybody, I'm in the mood for a barbecue. How about you?'

"Yeah. Zekesright," the rest of them spoke up.

"Wait aminute. Wait aminute," Donad screamed until they had stopped talking. ™Y ou're not going to eat
me, areyou?"'

They stood back for amoment, then kicked at the dirt, looking sheepishly from oneto the other.

"Hey, things aretough here,” Sd said. "I mean, you'll make agreat med for us. And I'm not just saying
that because we're hungry. Y eah, you look pretty healthy, good skin, good muscletone. | know you've
got to take good care of yourself to have abody like that."

"Well, | try to get enough exercise,” Donald said. "And | alwaystry to est right.”

"There. You see? It'slike | was saying." He came up to Donald and dapped him on the back, then
looked around at the rest of the people. "Now, come on. Don't you all think that this guy isone of the
best |ooking people weve seen in along time?"

They nodded and agreed, saying he was certainly much better looking than they were.
"But didn't you say something about esting me?' Donad asked.
"Oh, don't give it another thought,” Harriet said. "We were just kidding, weren't we?"

"Sure," Zeke said, and laughed aong with the others. ™Y ou know how it is. Y ou get alittle hungry, and
before you know it, you're saying dl kinds of slly things™"

Asthey were talking, another man came through an dley between piles of rubble.
"What's going on here?' he asked.

"Oh, nothing, chief," Sid said.

"Who'sthis?'

"We found him wandering around in theruins." Zeke and Harriet pulled Donad closer to the chief. The
leader stood back with his hands on his hips, eyeing them suspicioudy. "We were just on our way to
bring himto you.”

"I'll bet you were." The chief came closer to Donad and ingpected him from head to toe. " Hmmm.



Lookskind of scrawny to me."
"That's just what we were saying,” Harriet said.

"And where have you been?' The chief glared at Harriet. "I expect my wife to be around when | wake up
inthe morning. Y ou never know what | might be in the mood for."

"Sorry, lover," she said, and put her arm around hiswai<t. "i just wanted to get out with the othersfor a
littlewak."

"All right,” the chief said. "So, let's get this one back to camp.”

"Wait aminute,” Donald said. "I've got to get back to my ship. I'm with the Space Rangers.”
"Redly?" the chief said.

"Ves"

"Sowhat?'

"Well, weretrying to find out what happened here.”

"What's happened hereisthat we've been blown out of our existence. Now, it'skill or be killed, survival
of thefittest. And in your case, it's eat or be eaten. And | imagine you can guess which side of that
equation your going to take."

Donad thought for amoment, then screamed.
#

"Minzov, we've been back at the ship for over an hour aready,” Athenasaid. "Donad should have
returned by now. I'm getting worried.”

"Yes" Minzov said. "And it lookslight nightfal isonly ashort time away." He peered out one of the
smal, sdewindows.

"Oh, no. And you know how much Donad hates the dark, especidly when he'saone.”

"I've been thinking about that, digesting the dataweve collected,” Minzov said. He moved to achair and
s, leaning back againgt the wall. Athena paced the small work cabin.

"Permit me to expound for amoment upon afew of my observations,” he said. "We have seen that there
are no people about."

"| think that's pretty obvious, Minzov." Athena stopped pacing and stared at him. "Oh, I'm worried about
Dondd."

"And you may have good reason to be. Although we didn't see any people, this Sarnak couldn't have
taken them dl. And | doubt he was ableto kill al those he couldn't capture. No, there are dways
refugeeswho get away."

"So, there may be someone around?”

"Quite possibly, Athena. Quite possibly. Let me point out another observation; there was no food around
inany of theruins. Did you see any?'



"No." She patted at the doll in her pouch. She sighed. "No, | didn't see anything.”
"Then, if there were survivors, they have dready gleaned whatever leavingswere available.”
"What about it? That's what you'd expect them to do, isn't it?"

"Quite s0. Quite so. One would have to conclude that |ocating food would be the first order of business.
But any available food would run out rather quickly. And aswe observed, thereis no indigenous plant or
animd life upon which to feed.”

"That'sdl very true, Minzov. But what are you driving at?"

"Well, if there are hungry people and no available food supply, what does that lead to?"
Athena gasped.

No," shesaid. "l won't believeit."

"But it'strue, Athena. Cannibalism. The most disgusting form of depravity of dl the myriad formsthat
human evils take. But what choice would they have? The options are to either eat each other or die of
darvation.”

"But what about Donald? Y ou don't think ..."

"I'm afraid so, Athena. | might even venture the conjecture that Donald has aready been captured and
now finds himsdlf asthe.... um ... specialite du jour ."

Athena rushed to the equipment locker and pulled out two ray rifles, after arming hersdf with a
disntegrator ray gun.

"Here" She handed one of theriflesto Dr. Minzov. "Let's go. Weve got to find Donad.”

"Now, just amoment. Let's think thisthing through, shal we? We don't want to rush out there and find
ourselves on the menu aso.”

"We don't have any time to waste, Minzov. It'saready getting dark. | wouldn't be surprised if they're
getting ready for their evening medl right now."

"Yes" Minzov nodded. "That's probably avalid assumption, of course, given our lack of data at the
present time. All right. We'd better get out there and rescue Donald.”

"Okay. Let'sgo."

Athenathrew the hatch open and raced down the ladder, followed more dowly by Dr. Minzov. Together
they moved toward Larryvillein the distance.

"Y ou know, Athena. All things considered, well betaking an awfully large risk in attempting to rescue
Dondd. Have you ever considered that there are many other single men in the galaxy?"

"Comeon, Minzov. Were wasting time. Look out there." She pointed off past the ruinsto asmdl glow
near the horizon. "I'll bet that's some kind of fire."

"Y ou're probably right. If it's not somekind of natural phosphorescence, then it may signal the existence
of some kind of human habitation. An encampment, asit were."



"Then well head there," Athenasaid. "And hope we're not too late.”

CHAPTER 3. TO THE RESCUE

Dondd lay in aheap on thedirt floor of arough hut. In the dark, he moaned softly, feeling the wires il
digging into hiswrigts and ankles.

"I knew | should have never gone off by mysdlf," he said. "1 dways get into trouble when I'm aone.”

"Hey, keep it downinthere" A guard poked his head through the jagged hole in the corrugated metal
wall of the hut. "Y ou're going to ruin the mood of the party if you keep crying like that."

"I'm sorry,” Donadld said, "but | can't helpit. It isn't every day I'm going to be eaten dive.”

"Eaten dlive?' The guard crawled through the hole and stood facing Dondd. "What kind of animasdo
you take usfor? We're going to kill you firgt, don't worry. After that, you won't fed athing." He rubbed
his hands together. "Then, some of us are going to have a barbecue. But the chief, he likes stew. But
honestly, what kind of stew can you have when there's no vegetables?"

"Not ared one," Donad agreed.

"Oh, man, what | wouldn't give to be back on Earth, sitting down to anicejuicy steak with afew french
fries and some steamed asparagus. Nothing fancy, you understand. Geez, if we ever do get back, |
wonder if I'll ever be able to find arestaurant that serves people?!

"All restaurants serve people.”
" mean on the menu."
Donad screamed.

"All right," the guard said. "1 tried to be nice. | thought alittle conversation might take your mind off your
problems.”



Heripped apiece of rag from astrip hanging from the wall and tied it around Dona d's mouth.
"Now, comeon,” hesaid. "Don't be awet blanket. Get into the spirit of things.”

The guard crept out of the hut, but did not replace the piece of metd that served as adoor. Outside,
Donad could see people dancing and singing around afire. They were as skinny and ragged asthe
others he had seen earlier, maybe afew more now.

In the corner of the hut, his equipment had been thrown into a pile with some other junk.
My communiceator, he thought. If | can only get to it and send amessage.
#

Athena and Minzov picked their way through the blasted ruins of Larryville and out onto an open plain
that stretched for many kilometers ahead. Under thelight of the three moons of Enratic, it became an
easy matter to see the path ahead to the encampment of the cannibals.

"It shouldn't take too much longer, Minzov," she said, softly. "It lookslike its only afew more kilometers
ahead."

"Oh, Athena," Minzov gasped. "I'm just not in the condition | used to be. I'll have to stop and catch my
breeth for aminute.”

"We haven't got time, Minzov. Every second we waste, Donad is another second closer to being put ina
pot.”

"W, there are other ways he can be cooked. Where would they get a pot that big anyway?'
"Minzov!"

"All right, dl right. I'll keep moving. But if | fall behind, just keep going. I'll catch up with you eventudly.
Remember, it isdow and steedy that winstherace."

Athenamoved ahead afew steps, then stopped when she heard a blood-curdling roar coming from her
right, echoing along the plain. She peered across the darkened expanse but could see nothing.

"What wasthat?' she asked.

"l don't know. It sounded like some kind of besst.”

"| thought you said thet the settlerskilled off al the animal life on this planet?*
"They did. Maybe they missed one."

"It soundslike an awfully large oneto miss”

Theroar came closer. Now Athenamade out alooming hulk in the distance, standing out against the
slvery moon light. It was big and coming closer. Its shambling body was thick with asmall head. Then
Athena made out along trunk swaying around the head.

"It looksjust like an dephant,” she said.
"Itisan eephant,” Minzov cried. "Come on, Athena. Let's get out of here. It must be arogue.”

"Easy, Minzov. Easy. Weve got ray rifles. And it looks kind of dow to me, anyway."



"It's probably hungry. And if my memory doesn't deceive me -- and it never does-- | believethereisa
fair amount of lore concerning man-eating e ephants roaming the wilds of Africa”

"] don't think so. Look, hereit comes.”

The eephant, although emaciated, was till large and formidable. Asits head swayed, the trunk flapped
about its head.

"Careful, Athena. Hes making a challenge display. That's dways a prelude to afull-scale charge.”
"Jugt aminute”

She dug into her pouch and pulled out afew food concentrate capsules. She held them out to the
famished beast, and he took them greedily with its trunk. Leaning its head back, it threw them into its
mouth. It trumpeted softly, then nuzzled Athenawith itstrunk.

"It seemstame, Minzov."

"Ah, yes. Now | can seethat it's an Indian eephant. The more intelligent of the species. You cantdl by
the small ears and the large forehead. We would appear to fortunate in this circumstance. But we've il
got to keep moving, don't we?'

"Yes. But | wonder whereit came from?"

"I believe they had azoo on this planet, dthough that seems like aterribly wasteful extravagance for a
world likethis. If | remember correctly, it was the desire of the founder of Larryville. They brought frozen
embryos from Earth, then let them complete their development here. | would imagine that they used this
one for some heavy work, too."

"I think | have an idea, Minzov. This elephant can help us. He can move alot quicker that we can. Let's
seeif wecanridehim.”

"Y ou want me to get on top of that thing?"
"Sure. Helookstame. Come on. It'll save you having to walk."
"All right," Minzov said, shakily. "All right. So how do we get on?"

Athenawent to the side of the eephant's head and tugged on his ear. When the beast lowered its head
and knelt next to her, Athena climbed up itstrunk and then scrambled over its head to its back. She
turned hersdlf around and was finaly ditting astride the € ephant.

"Comeon, Minzov. It'seasy. Just do what | did."

"Okay, now," Minzov said to the e ephant. The ephant turned its head to him, and Minzov jumped
back. "Easy, now. Easy." He came closer to the e ephant at Athena’s continued urging until he was
clambering swiftly up the e ephant's head. He sat facing Athenafor afew moments until she turned him
around.

"Areyou sureit's safe up here?' Minzov asked.
"Y ou're the expert, Doc. What do you think?'

"Well, if it kegps us moving. How do you steer thisthing?”



"l don't know. Try tugging on hisear or something.”

After several minutes of fumbling with whatever was handy, Minzov found that he could work the
elephant by pushing hisfeet behind its ears. After some rewarding with the food pellets -- afew for the
elephant, afew for Dr. Minzov -- they were finaly headed in the direction of the encampment.

#

Dondd pushed himself acrossthe dirt floor, dragging along his sde and wincing at the painin hiswrists
and ankles as he inched closer to his communicator. He redized he would have to work it behind his
back, and he hoped he could remember which buttons to push. Once he got it operating, he'd haveto
put it on the ground and twist himsalf around to spesk into it. It wasn't going to be an east task.

Hisfacefdl in the dust, and he choked on the strip of cloth across his mouth. But he kept moving,
knowing that he had to contact Athena. He had to let her know where he was. She had to rescue him.

Helifted hisface from the dirt and shook his head. His eyes watered and stung as dust fdll into them, but
he was determined to get to the communicator. Hisfeet dragged in the dirt as he pushed himself closer.
They dipped and hisweight seemed to be caught in adepresson in the floor. He wriggled himsalf out of
it and got closer, closer. Then the communicator was only inches away from hisfingers. Hefdtitin his
hands, as he fumbled to turn it around, trying to get to the knobs.

Wait aminute, he thought, as hisfinger touched asmall button. Yes, that'sit.

"Hey, it's show time," the guard yelled, and crawled through the door. He stopped and stared at Donad
for amoment. "How'd you get over there? | thought | |eft you over there?' He pointed to the other side
of the hut. "What's the matter? Wasn't it comfortable enough where | left you?"

Two more men cameinto the hut, and the three of them lifted Dondd, carrying him through the smdll
doorway and out into the centra area of the encampment. The firewas burning high in thefire pit. On
either sde of thefire, alarge forked piece of metd had been driven into the ground.

"Sowhat'll it be?" the chief asked. "' know I'min the mood for stew.”

"No, we want abarbecue," severd of the people said.

"If wewait for abarbecue, well be here dl night. He won't be done until morning.”
"Barbecue. Barbecue. Barbecue," they chanted.

"Hey, doesn't being chief count for anything around here?’

"Barbecue. Barbecue. Barbecue," they continued to chant.

"Oh, dl right," the chief said, frowning.

"Here'sthe spit," someone said, holding up along, metal rod. Then he turned to Donald. "Y ou don't have
any hemorrhoids, do you?'

Donald looked at the spit and felt himsalf becoming faint.
"Wait aminute," Harriet said. "Shouldn't we ... you know ... kill him first?'

"Yeah," Sd sad. "Arewe not men? We can't just cook him dive.”



"Yeah," the one who had been guarding Donad added. "'l promised him. We should be humanitarian
about this™"

"All right," the chief sad. "So, who'sgoing to kill him?"

He looked from person to person as Dondd fell weakly against his captors.
"Comeon," the chief said. "Someone'sgottado it.”

"Yourethechief," Zekesad. "You should doiit."

"Yeah," therest of them agreed.

"Oh, dl right," the chief grumbled. "I'll do it. Okay, bring him over to the big rock, and I'll bash hishead in
with astone"

"Don't hit him too hard," someone said. "The brains are the best part.”
The chief needed two handsto lift the stone lying next to the big rock.
"Get him over here" the chief said. "But I'll be damned if 1'm going to spit him.”

Donald fought weskly asthey carried him to the rock. They pushed him down to his knees then bent his
head over the rock, turning it to the side. The chief sighed.

"Sorry, pd," hesaid. "But you know how it is. We gottaeat.”

Sowly, heraised the stone over his head, then stopped as everyone became quiet. In the distance,
Donald heard the bellowing of awild beast.

Grest, he thought. | can get cooked and eaten by these people, or | can get torn apart by some wild
animd.

Closer, the bellowing came again, and the others looked to see where the sound was coming from. The
chief lowered the rock as he searched for the source of the sound.

"What was that?' Harriet asked.
"Hey, comeon,” another woman said. "It was nothing. Supper's waiting.”

The chief raised the stone again, but stopped when the sound seemed to be coming from just outside the
encampment.

The dephant burst through the ring of huts, crushing them and sending remnants of the thin meta
scattering. Donad looked up from the rock and saw Athenaand Minzov riding on the thing's back.

Now, I'm going crazy, he thought.

The eephant charged toward the fire, swinging its massive head and throwing people asde with its trunk.
It ran through the fire, sending ashower of sparksinto the air, and stopped when it reached the other
sde of the camp, smashing through several more of the huts before turning around.

The cannibals screamed as they ran. Some of the men grabbed metal spears and charged at the beaest,
but they could not dow its charge. Athenaand Minzov let go afew bursts from their wegpons. One man
came close to the dephant, thrusting his spear out & it. The ephant took him initstrunk and threw him



to the ground, stepping on his screaming body asit ran past.

In afew moments, the people had vanished, leaving the encampment to Athena, Donald, Dr. Minzov and
the dephant. Athena and Minzov climbed down from the elephant and quickly untied Donadd. Assoon as
he was free from his bonds, he threw his arms around Athena.

"Hurry up," he cried. "Get me out of here. They were going to et me.”

"We thought as much,” Athenasaid. "Come on. Get on the e ephant with us, and well ride back to the
ship.”

"Y ou want meto get on top of that thing?' Donad said.

"Comeon, Dondd," Dr. Minzov said. "It's perfectly safe. | pointed that out to Athenawhen we found it
wandering around out there." He pointed toward the plain. "And don't worry. I'll be doing the driving.”

After severd minutes of coaxing, Donald followed Athenaand Minzov onto the e ephant'sback. Ina
short time they were back within the safety of the Space Eagle.

#

Athena stood by the small window, watching the blue sun rise above the burned out wasteland.
"Y ou know, we've gill got to find out what happened here,” she said.

"What do we need to find out?' Donald said. " Sarnak came and wiped the place out.”

"We need to know the details, Donald.”

"What do you suggest?' Minzov asked.

"I was hoping you might have someidea."

"How about if we get out of here?' Donald said. "All in favor raise your hand." Donad raised his hand,
while Athenaand Dr. Minzov stared at him. "They tried to eet me," he cried.

"I know," Athenasaid. ™Y ou've been reminding us about that every five minutes since we got back.”

"Why don't we capture afew of them?' Dr. Minzov suggested. "We can interrogate them once we have
them in our custody.”

"That'sagood idea, Doc."

"Naturaly. And we can use the eephant to help us scout the land. WEell be able to see much better from
its back. Then we can use our ray riflesto bring some of them down. On 'stun’, of course.”

"Right. The we can use the e ephant to transport them back to the ship. Let'sgo.”
"Why don't | wait herefor you to get back?' Dondd said. "I'd only bein the way out there."

"All right," Athenasaid. "But keep the hatches locked while we're gone. And stay out of the control
cabin.”

"And perhaps | ought to stay here, too,” Dr. Minzov said. "I've got some datathat | rely must run
through our compuiter.”



"It can wait, Doc. I'm going to need you to help me get those people on the elephant’s back.”
Dr. Minzov sghed.
"l guessyoureright.”

After feeding and watering the e ephant with supplies from the ship, they started off across the sandy
wasteland.

With Dr. Minzov stting behind the e ephant's head, they drove through the ruins, flushing people from
behind piles of dirt with the eephant's trunk, then stunning them with the ray rifles. When they had
captured three of them, they hoisted them onto the elephant’s back and followed it back to the ship.
Donald watched them approach as he sat a one of the windows of the ship. He was on the ground
waiting for them when they got back.

"That'sthe chief." He pointed up to the onein the middle. "He was going to bash my brainsin. Come on.
Bring him down so | can teke care of him."

"Thisisnot the time for violence or revenge, Donald,” Athenasaid, as she pulled on the e ephant's ear.
The dephant kndlt, and they pulled the unconscious forms from its back. "We're only going to interrogate
them.”

When the three figures were lying together in the sand, Athena sent Donald into the ship to get rope, and
the three men were bound tightly. Then Dr. Minzov adjusted his wegpon to ‘unstun’ and aroused the
three hostages.

"What are you going to do with us?' one of them asked, as he came back to consciousness.

"How low into the depths of depravity can human beings snk?' Dr. Minzov stood over the men and
scowled. "Cannibdism.”

"It washisideg," thefirst one said, nodding in the direction of the chief. "He made usdo it."
"Yeah," the other one added. "We al wanted to starve to death with dignity, but he wouldn't let usdo it."

"Shut up, you idiots," the chief said, then grunted. "And | thought | could inspireloyaty in people like
this"

"We're not hereto judge any of you," Athenasaid. "That will be someone else'sjob. Were hereto get
information. Look, well feed you from our supplies. Well feed dl of you, then welll get supplies sent up
from Galactic HQ. How many of you are |eft?"

"There's about a hundred roaming around thisareg, | think," the chief said, "al scattered around. |
couldn't tell you how many areleft on Enratic. By the way, my name's Larry. They named thistown after
rrE.ll

"Y ou mean you named the town after yoursdlf,” thefirs man said. "We wanted to name it after afamous
leader.”

"Yeah," the second one said. "He'slike that. He wanted to be the big bossin the city. After we were
attacked, he forced himsdlf on us. Hetold us he had to be chief. Chiefing wasin his blood.”

"Why don't you shut up, Ferdo, and let me do the talking? Larry said.
"All right. All right,” Athenasaid. "We don't need any bickering."



"Wdll, tell him that," Ferdo said.
"Yeah, tel it to the greet Larry,” the second one said.

"Minzov, why don't you take these other two ingde and feed them,” Athenasaid. "I'll talk to Larry out
here"

"I'd much rather go insde," Larry said. "I'm alittle hungry, mysdif. | missed supper last night.”

Donad ydlled something unintelligible and ran up the ladder. In afew minutes, the three men were untied,
and Minzov took Ferdo and the other oneinside, keeping hisray rifle pointed squardly in their backs.
Athenatook Larry into the shade of the ship and gave him afew food pdllets from her pouch.

"So, tell me what happened,” she said, after Larry drank some water.

"Well, when wasit?' Larry began. "Almost amonth ago, | think. We were desping when we heard
explosonsal over Larryville. When | looked outside, there was this huge ship, just Sitting way up inthe
sky, blasting away at uswith some kind of ray, while theselittle ships zoomed around and fired on
everything they could. Everything that ray touched, exploded.”

"Hmmm," Athenasaid. "There goes Minzov's alomic missiletheory.”

"No, | didn't see any missiles. Anyway, these people came down and herded some of usinto their ships.
Some of usgot away, like me. | hid in some of the remains of the buildings. While | washiding, | heard
some of these peopl e talking about someone called Sarnak. They said he'd be pretty happy with this haul
of daves.”

"Sarnak," Athenasaid. "Did you see him?"

"No. | took off for the hills. Once | got there, | watched while they blasted what was |eft of Larryvilleto
the ground. It dmogt killed meto haveto watchit. I'll never get atown named after me again.”

"Look, Larry. Why don't you go out and round up as many of your people as you can. Well feed them
s0 they won't have to debase themselves any further. | just hope you weren't actudly killing each other."

"Oh, never. We only ate the ones that were dead already. And, anyway, it isn't so bad once you get used
toit. | mean, in't that theway it iswith most culturd taboos?’

"Yes, I'msureitis. Did you hear anything €l se? Any word where this Sarnak was heading?'

"I didn't hear anything. Someone e se thought they heard them say they were headed for the Black
Sector."

"The Black Sector,” Athenarepested, looking up at the sky.

Minzov and Dondd returned from the ship, herding the other two in front of them. Ferdo handed Larry a
sandwich. Larry pulled up one dice of the bread and frowned.

"What?' he said. "No mustard?”'
"Sorry," Ferdo replied.

"Weve dready contacted Gaactic HQ," Donad said. "They're sending food and supplies so these
people can get back on their feet.”



"At cogt, too," Dr. Minzov added. " So, they won't have to pay back so much to HQ. Thefirst loads
should be here by tomorrow."

"Well stay until then," Athenasaid, "and see if we can get more of them fed. Y ou better make sure HQ
sends more provisonsfor us."

#
Athenaand Dr. Minzov sat in the control cabin, readying the Space Eagle for lift-off.
"It lookslike welll be heading for the Black Sector, Doc," Athena said.

"Right. Well haveto seeif we can pick up sometrace of Sarnak there. Perhaps we can also upset this
davetrade alittle while were there?"

"| think well haveto try. We can't let thisfilthy business continue without doing something about it."
"Athena," Dondd called from the work cabin. "I've got to talk to you.”
"What isit, Donald?" she called back over her shoulder. "I'm busy right now."

"Well." He came through the hatch into the control cabin. 1 think I've had enough. Thislast thing wastoo
much for me. | mean, they were going to kill me and eat me out there. | ... | want to go home."

"Now, Dondd. | know it was rough out there, but we pulled through, didn't we?"
"I know we madeit, al right. But thistimeit wastoo close. | can't takeit any more.”

"Comeon, Dondd." Sherose from her seat and moved around behind him. She put her ams around
him, with her face next to his. Y ou've got to stay with us. | don't know what I'd do without you."
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"And look what we're up against. Look what the galaxy isup againgt. Weve got to stick it out. You're
one of us, likemeand Dr. Minzov. We can't let vermin like this Sarnak run rampant through the galaxy,
destroying it for civilized people. Would you want al those peopleto think you're aquitter?”

"No. | guess| wouldn't want that. But, then again, who's going to tell them?'

"Never mind that. Come on, Donald. Let's get ready to take off." She moved back to her seat, standing
over it as she looked into Donadd's eyes. "Thisis going to be our greatest adventure, yet. Thisiswhat we
livefor, right Minzov?'

"Wdl," Dr. Minzov said. "A little more scientific inquiry and alittle less danger might be more preferable.
Butif it'sfor the good of the galaxy ..."

"Y ou see, Donald? Minzov agreeswith me. Now, let's get ready. We're on our way to the Black
Sector."



CHAPTER 4. ON TO THE BLACK SECTOR

Athenaand Minzov pored over the star charts as the Space Eagle left Enraticin itswake,

"| don't see any other way around it, Minzov," Athenasaid. "Well haveto go through the Shadow Zone
to get to the Black Sector quickest." She pointed to a nebulous region on the charts. "We don't have time
to go around it."

"That may prove alittle dangerous,” Minzov said. "Thereisthe distinct possibility we may be caught in
there by the Gracyts. They are till somewhat hostile to our Galactic organization.”

"I know. But | want to catch up with this Sarnak. | think we can keep away from the Gracyts without too
much trouble. And after al, we do have the treaty on our side. The Shadow Zone is supposed to be
neutral for usand them. Aslong aswe don't cause any trouble, they should leave usaone.”

"l hope s0. And don't forget the odd disturbances that plague the Shadow Zone. If we run into one, we
may beinfor arough time, Gracytsor not."

"I'mwillingtoriskit.”

"I'll plot the course through the Shadow Zone, then,” Minzov said reluctantly. "As soon as 1'm done with
that, I'd like to go through that memory core Dondd brought back from Enratic.”

"Oh, yes. | think Donald found aredl gem for usthere. Do you think you can decodeit, Minzov?'

"Child's play. | was decoding memory cores when they were gtill strapping you into the child's seet of
your parents rocket skimmer."

"I know," she laughed.
#

Dondd sat next to Dr. Minzov at the bench in the work cabin, handing him tools as he requested them,
watching intently as Minzov attached wires to the small module. Athenastood back asthe two men
worked.

"There," Minzov said, ataching a cable to a connector on the sde of the module. "All the address and
data busses are connected into our main bus. All I have to do now is put together a short program to go
in and access the datainside.”



He did his chair away from the bench to asmall wall console and began pecking away a akeypad as he
watched lines of code scroll by on asmall screen. He cursed afew times as he hammered angrily at the
keys, scratching his head, then turning to Athenaand Donald.

"Okay," hesaid. "Here goes."

He tapped a key and watched as the screen filled with text and symbols, rolling quickly down the screen,
his head bobbing up and down to try and catch some of the words.

"Maybe you ought to dow it down," Donad said.

"Hmmm. Y ou might beright,” Minzov said, and typed away &t the console for afew more minutes. He
sat back and hit one more key, and the scrolling Slowed.

"It'smostly acronyms and codes,” Minzov said. "Not much real meaning, I'm afraid.”
"Any data on the attack?' Athena asked.
"L et me stop the readout and write a specific search program.”

Hetyped away at the keypad for more severd minutes. The scrolling began again, and they watched for
any sgnsof information.

"There's something, Minzov," Donald said, pointing at the screen. Dr. Minzov froze the display, and they
read the information.

"Yes" Minzov said. "look at that structura data. The adaptive controls on the building frameworks were
becoming overloaded as the rays struck them. Then they went unstable. | believe that confirmswhat |
had conjectured previoudy."

"Just aminute," Athenasaid. "What'sthat?' Leaning over his shoulder, she pointed at the screen.

"What? Let'ssee," Minzov said, leaning closer. "It looks like some kind of communication. Yes, | think
it's something from Sarnak. He must have been communicating with Enratic.”

"It looks like somekind of ultimatum," Donad sad.
"Yes" Athenasaid, and read it to hersdlf.

"Surrender now," it read, "or be blasted into a million pieces. Good treatment for all who
surrender; good food, good quarters. Then you'll be taken to be sold into ... | mean ... given new
occupational training. Good paying jobs are waiting for you, with full benefits, including a
retirement package. Come on. Surrender now and take full advantage of this oncein a lifetime
opportunity. Then we'll destroy ... | mean ... do some renovations on your town for you."

"Something wrong with the computer?' Donald asked.
"What do you mean?' Minzov said.

Dondd pointed to the top of the screen, and they watched strange figures erupting, flashing on and off,
then spreading to cover the whole screen. A maniacal laughter came out of asound transducer above the
console.

"What's going on, Minzov?" Athenacried, as she covered her ears againg theincreasing laughter.



"| should have guessed it before," Minzov said, as he punched away at the keyboard and shook his head.
"What afoal | was."

"I'll say," Dondd sad.

"I should have checked that memory core for avirus before | connected it to our computer.” Minzov
glared a Dondd for amoment. "That Sarnak probably planted it in their computer when he sent his
communication. He was destroying the town from the insde aswell asthe outside. The fiend."

"It looks like he's going to be a more formidable foe than wefirst imagined,” Athenaydled over the
noise.

"It looksthat way."

AsMinzov spoke, the lightsin the cabin flashed erratically, brighter then dimmer. The air blew hard from
the vents before shutting off completely, and the ship began bucking wildly.

"Quick, Minzov," Athenasaid. "Weve got to disengage the computer from the ship's systems.”

They lunged for the hatch into the control cabin, the three of them getting stuck in it before Athena
pushed through. She jumped at the console and pushed buttons until the lights and air flow were normal
again. The movement of the ship smoothed, and Athena dropped into her chair.

"There" shesad. "At least well be heading straight for awhile. But Minzov," sheturned to him ashe
jumped into his seat and looked at hisreadouts. "what can we do to get rid of the virus?"

"| can run atest on the software," he said. "It'sasimple thing to do. Then | can rewrite the program
memory from permanent sorage, and the viruswill be erased.”

"Y ou better get toit, Doc.”

"Hey, | was only playing around.” A voice came from the spesker above the instrument console.
"Honest. | won't cause you any trouble.”

"Who said that?' Athenasaid.

"It'sjust me," the voice said. "I'm the virus you were talking about. Honest, | won't cause any trouble.
And | can help you out with this Sarnak. | know alittle bit about him."

"Wl ...," Minzov sad.

"Look. Do you think I like invading other people's computers and messing them up? | was forced into
this. Redlly. Look. Just let me hang around for alittlewhile. | promise | won't get intheway. I'll just find
mysalf an unused subroutineto St in. | won't attract any attention to mysdf.”

"What do you think, Minzov?'
"] don't know." Herubbed at his chin.

"Sure. See?' the virus said. "Everything's back to normd. I'll just sit back and watch the computer run.
That'swhat | liketo do, anyway."

Athenalooked back into the work cabin to see that the lights were at their norma intensity, and she
could hear the air flowing gently from the ventilator.



"All right," she said. "But thefirg time you do something wrong, well flush you out of the memory.”

"l won't touch anything,” it said. "' So where are we going?"'

"To the Black Sector,” Minzov said, "by way of the Shadow Zone."

"Oh, boy," thevirus said. "I've never been there before. That sounds like fun. When do we get there?"
"Inalittlewhile" Minzov said.

"Okay. And you guystell meif you need meto do anything. I'm pretty good when it comesto this
computer stuff.”

"I think I can handle dl of the computer operations, mysdf,” Minzov said. "I was doing finelong before
you showed up.”

"Oh, hey. | didn't mean to step on anyone'stoes here. But I'll be here if you ever need me."

"If | ever need any help from you," Dr. Minzov said, "'l hope | will have long since been brain dead.”
"And how could anyonetd|?' the virus asked.

#

She watched slently asthey closed on the Shadow Zone, wondering at the dightly glowing gas and dust
forming asheath acrosstheir path.

"What an odd section of space," shesaid. "Hardly any sarsat dl. Just alot of dust.”

"Yes." Minzov continued working over his console, looking up from timeto time. "I'll have to augment
our shield intensity so that dust doesn't scour away the hull of the Space Eagle.”

"Good thinking, Doc." She stretched and got up from her seet. 1 think I'll go back and get something for
lunch. Do you want me to bring you up something?'

"Not right now, Athena | think I'll keep mysdlf busy up here. | could probably do with skipping afew
medls, anyway." He leaned back and patted hisbdlly. "I think I've been contributing alittle too much to
the rest mass of the Soace Eagle, latdy.”

"Aslong asyou don't reduce that big brain of yours, Doc."
As she stepped into the work cabin, she noticed that Donald was speaking intently with the computer.
"S0, you think I ought to have more say in what goes on here?" he asked.

Sure," the computer replied. Athena recognized the voice of thevirus. "I mean, hey, you're amember of
this crew just like the other two. Now, If | wasyou, I'd sart pushing alittle. Get me?"

"What do you mean?'

"Y ou know. Start telling them what Donald Ardent wants to do. Like maybe head for the Siren Worlds
and forget dl about this Sarnak stuff." A picture of severa scantily clad women relaxing in aglade came
up on the screen.

"What's going on here?" Athena demanded.



"Oh, nothing, nothing,” the virus said, as the computer screen shifted to numbers and lines of status
informetion.

"Is something going on, Donad?'
"l wasjust listening to that virus," Dondd said. "He's been telling me some interesting things.”

"That virusisjust some annoying program code, Donad. We probably should have cleared it out when
wefound it."

"No, no," thevirus said. "I was only kidding. Geez. Can't you guystake ajoke?"

"Sometimes," Athenasaid, then turned to Dondd. "1 was coming back here to get something to eat. Are
you hungry?*

"Yes" hesad. "I'll make usacouple of sandwiches." He scowled a the computer as he got up and went
to thefood locker. A few minutes |ater, he came out carrying sandwiches on some thin plates.

"My favorite, Dondd," Athenasaid. "Bolognaon white bread. Mmmm, mmmm." Shelifted up thetop
dice of bread, then frowned. "But there's no | ettuce. Are we out of lettuce?"

"Oh, so you want lettuce, too, isthat it?" Donad glared at her, then took the sandwich back to the food
locker, returning with amound of lettuce on the sandwich. "1 hope that's enough. | wouldn't want the
great Astro Athenato think she wasn't getting everything she deserved.”

"Donad, what'swrong with you?' Shetook a bite of the sandwich and stared at Donald while she
chewed.

"Nothing," hereplied sullenly, and sat at the work bench with his sandwich.

As Athenatook another bite of her sandwich, the ship lurched violently. She shook for amoment, then
lost her balance and fell, striking her head against asmall storage container, crying out as she dumped to
thefloor. Donald jumped from his seat and rushed to her.

"Areyou dl right?" he cried, kneding down beside her. "Areyou dl right?

"I think s0." She blinked and rubbed her head. " Just banged my head alittle. What's going on up there,
Minzov?'

"I think we're under attack,”" he called back. ™Y ou'd better come up here.”

Donad helped her to her feet, and she struggled into the cabin as the Space Eagle was rocked again.
Reaching her seat, shetook aquick look at her sensor displays.

"Therésfour of them out there," she said. "How could they sneak up on uswithout any warning?'

"I don't know how it could have happened,” Dr. Minzov said. He coughed dightly. "1 may have been too
deep in concentration to notice their arrival. | have been preoccupied with aparticularly knotty set of
equaionslatdy.”

"Whatever, Doc. | think werein trouble. They've got us surrounded.”

"They fired on uswithout any provocation," Dr. Minzov said indignantly. "Thisisaflagrant violation of the
treaty."



"Well haveto worry about the diplomeatic issues later. For now, we've got to get out of this.”
The ship wasjolted again and moved toward one of the captors.

"They've gotten hold of us," Minzov cried, asthe ship moved in another direction. "They're attaching
somekind of linesto us”

"All four of them?"

"Yes." Helooked over hisdisplays, then leaned to the sde windows and looked down the length of the
hull. "Each one of those ships has atether on us. It looks like they're going to take us somewhere.”

"And I'll bet it's not somewhere we want to go."

"What happened?' Donald stumbled through the hatch. " The computer sayswe'rein some kind of
trouble.”

"It looksthat way," Athenasaid. "It lookslike we've been captured and are being taken away
somewhere."

"Oh, gredt. | told you | wanted to get out of this. Now, what's going to happen to me?’
"Well, asfar as| know," Dr. Minzov said, "the Gracyts have no affinity for human flesh.”
Donad growled and shook his head.

"Any ideas, Minzov?' Athenaasked.

"l don't know. I'm thinking, I'm thinking."

A thick, guttura voice crackled over the communicator.

"You aretrespassing in Gracyt space,” it said. Theimage of the Gracyt commander appeared on the
screen. He was short and squat, even for a Gracyt, with thick, green skin and heavy jowls, while hiseyes
stood out on short stalks above his head.

"Thisisnot Gracyt space,”" Athenasaid. "Thisisthe Shadow Zoneand isopento dl interstdlar traffic.”
"Saysyou."

"Saysthetreaty."

"What treaty? | don't know about any treaty."

Athenasighed.

"Okay. What kind of game are you Gracyts playing today? What do you want? Money? Trading
goods?’

"We aren't after anything," the Gracyt said. "Wejust don't like intruders.”
"That'swhy you're capturing us?"
Athena put adark screen over the communicator and covered the microphone,

"Hey, where did you go?' the Gracyt said. "I know you're fill there."



"What can we do?' Athena asked.
"I've got asuggestion,” the virus said.
"Of what possible use could any of your suggestions be?' Minzov scoffed.

"Ligten. They'redl around you, right? Right. All you haveto do is start this ship spinning, red fast, before
they know what's going on. If there's one thing a Gracyt can't stand, it's being dizzy. They get Sick, they
gtart throwing up. Y ucch, it'sared mess. They'll be glad to let you go after awhile.”

"|sthat true, Minzov?' Athena asked.

"Well, of courseit'strue. | was going to suggest that very strategy in another minute. | wasjust waiting to
seeif anyone esewould think of it. Y ou know | waysliketo let the rest of you fed likeyou're
contributing members of the crew.”

"Sure” thevirussaid.
"All right, then," Athenasaid. "Let's get the ship rotating asfast as possible.”

Dr. Minzov worked at the controls for amoment, then they felt adow rotation around the ship's axis,
increasing in speed until the ship was turning once per second.

"It won't be too bad for us," Minzov said. "but they'll be moving with afairly high angular velocity.
Coupled with some random perturbations to their stability due to any loose masswithin their ships, they
should be bouncing around pretty well by now."

"l was just about to mention that,” the virus said.
"Shut up,” Dr. Minzov barked.

Looking out the side window, Athena could see the Gracyt ships careening wildly on the ends of the
tethers.

"Stop," the Gracyt commander gurgled. "We give up. Wegive... urp ... up.”
"Okay," Athenasaid. "WEéll stop the rotation. Go ahead, Doc.”

It took five more minutes, but finaly Dr. Minzov had the ships stabilized. The Gracyts released the ship,
and it resumed its course for the Black Sector. The Gracyt ships lurched unsteadily asthey moved away
from the Space Eagle, and Athena thought she could hear more gurgling and moaning coming over the
communicator.

"Well have to make anote of that strategy in our report, Doc,” Athenasaid.

"Yes" Minzov sad, "and were back on course.”

"And maybe| can get back to my lunch.”

Shefound Donad cleaning up the work cabin. Her sandwich had become stuck to the wall.
"I'll clean thisup, Donald. Can you make me another sandwich?”

"All right." He smiled and went back to the food locker.

#



"Wejust crossed over into the Black Sector,” Dr, Minzov called out through the hatch from the control
cabin. Athenaand Donald sat over the bench, looking over the star charts.

"Where do we go from here?' Donad asked.

"I'm not sure," shereplied. "Sarnak could be on any one of these worlds." She swept her hand over the
charts. "They're run by thieves, extortionists and blackmailers. I'm sure held fed right &t home on any one
of them."

""'So would most of the people who run your government,” the virus said.
"Quiet. | think one of these planets has probably been set up exclusvely for the davetrade.”

"Oh, that's eta zeta Sinagamon,” the virus said. "1 was developed on Sarnak’slast run through the
Sinagamon congellation. Y eah, it's some place.”

"Dr. Minzov," Athenacalled through the hatch. "What do you think about heading for eta zeta
Snagamon?'

"It'sas good as any other place, right now," hereplied. "But | thought the dave trade was centered on
Zetaeta Sinagamon? That'swhat our intelligence tellsus.™

"No," thevirussaid. "It's eta zeta Sinagamon.”

"Wel, | don't know," Dr. Minzov said. "If it was up to me, I'd put more faith in our own intelligence than
the word of afew miswritten lines of computer code.”

"Hah," thevirussaid. "Do | detect the tone of alittle human chauvinisn?1 suppose | should expect
nothing less. Well, if you think you're al so smart, then head for zeta eta Sinagamon. See what it gets
you."

"It will get usto the dave markets" Dr. Minzov said.
"No, it won't."

"Yes it will."

"Noway."

"y es"

"That's enough,” Athena said. She looked down at the star charts for amoment then spoketo Dr.
Minzov. "It lookslike we have to travel past eta zeta Sinagamon to get to zeta eta Sinagamon, anyway.
We might aswell do aquick scouting trip on the way past. If nothing'sthere, we can move on to zetaeta

Snagamon.”
"All right," Minzov said. "Haveit your way."
"That'sthe only way she ever hasit," Donald said.

"Will you stop it, Donald?" Athena cried. "Someone has to make decisons here. So, it's settled; we go
eta zeta Sinagamon, then move on to zeta eta Sinagamon, if necessary.”

"It'l be necessary,” Minzov said.



"No, it won't," thevirusreplied.

Athena sighed and folded the star charts, storing them in adrawer of asmall storage chest built into the
wall. She stepped through the hatch and dropped into her seat. Fedling tired, she forced hersdf to look
over her sensor displays, then she sat up.

"There's something out there," she said.

"Where?' Dr. Minzov looked over at her displays, then worked at his own controls, increasing the
sengitivity of hissensors, trying to find what she had seen. For amoment, an image seemed to form on his
screen, but it faded.

"There" she said, "behind us, about two hundred kilometers back. But it'ssmall."

Dr. Minzov continued to work furioudy at his adjustments, looking at his displays, but then giving up with
agshrug.

"Wadl, whatever it was, it's not there now," he said. "Perhapsit was just some chunk of space debriswe

passed by."
"Maybeit wasjust aglitch in the system,” she said, then thought, maybe I'm just getting tired.

"It'saposshility. | remember one time we chased a glitch over twelve light-years of space. Then we
realized someone had squashed afly on the display screen.” Helaughed. "Y es, those were the good, old
days."

"There's eta zeta Sinagamon up ahead,” she said. "We should be there in less than an hour. We can make
for the habitable planetsfirg.”

"All right," Dr. Minzov sghed. "A big waste of timeif you ask me, though.”

CHAPTER 5. ON THE SLAVER'SWORLD



"Y ou know we're going to have aproblem,” Donald said. He sat next to Athenawhile Dr. Minzov leaned
over apiece of equipment at the work bench. Donad handed Athenaa cup of coffee. "How are we
going to land on any planet that's run by criminas? And even if wefind away to land, how are we going
to pass oursdves off as crimina s?*

"l wasjust going to mention that mysdlf." Dr. Minzov looked up from hiswork. "Y es, indeed. This does
pose avery interesting ensemble of problems. Now, | would think that the Space Eagle is not the type of
ship to make aroutine cruise through this section of the galaxy.”

"Y ou could aways say you highjacked it," the virus spoke up. "Those guys love it when someone
highjacks aspace ship likethisone."

"That'sathought,” Athenasaid. "How about it, Doc?' Do you think it might work."

"Well, I'll have to perform afault tree analysis to get some measure of confidencein such aproposd.” He
leaned back and scratched at his chin. "But, asapreiminary estimate, I'd say our chances of success
with such agtrategy are in the range of fifty percent.”

"Well, that's better than nothing,” Athenasaid.

"Not necessarily. With afifty percent probability, the entropy is maximized. This meansthat our
knowledge of success or failureis minimum. So, for now, | would say that thiswill be avery risky
approach.”

"l say doit," thevirussad.

"Sincewe're dmost there, well haveto try it," Athenasaid, "unless someone else can think of a better
way to getin.”

"L et me proceed with that analysis,”" Dr. Minzov said, getting up from the work bench. "It shouldn't take
more than afew hoursto complete.”

"We're gpproaching the habitable planet right now," Donad said. "Well haveto land in afew minutes.”

"Soweare," Minzov said. "But thereisredly no reason for concern. As| said before, in al probability,
thisis not the world we are searching for.”

"It'stheworld," thevirus said.
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"Never mind, Doc," Athenasaid. "Just get started with your analyss. See how far you can get before we
touch down.”

Minzov scowled in the direction of the computer screen and went into the control cabin.
"lan't," he said, as he went through the hatch.

"Weve dill got to figure out away to get around without attracting any attention to ourselves,” Dondd
sad.

"Y ou guysever hear of disguises?' the virus asked.



"Yes, we have," Athenasaid. "Asamatter of fact, we should be able to find something in the hold to
conceal out identities. A set of disguisesis part of standard Space Ranger equipment. Well just haveto
act likecriminds”

"That'sgoing to betough,” Donald said.

"Athena," Dr. Minzov caled from the control cabin. "That planet down thereis caling us. They want to
know who we are.”

As Athenawent forward to the control cabin, she had an idea. Sitting in her chair, she reached down to
the deck and wiped her hand in the dust, then smudged some of it on her face.

"Minzov, look mean,” shesaid. "Smudge your face alittle.”

"l don't understand.”

"Look likeacrimind."

"Oh. How'sthis?'

He grimaced, showing histeeth as he gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes.
"Try not to crossyou eyes," she sad.

"Sorry."

"I'll ask you one moretime,” the voice came over the communicator. "Who are you and what do you
think you're doing coming here?*

"We're highjackers," Athenasaid, growling in araspy voice. "We stole this ship from the Space
Rangers”

"Tha'sright,” Minzov said, imitating Athenasvoice.
A face gppeared on the screen in front of Athena. It wasthin and crudl.
"Oh, yeah?' he asked suspicioudy. "How'd you do that?"

"It wasn't easy,” Athenasaid. "We were captured during a crime spree. We were just havin' somefunin
sector D-rho-20. After we got captured, we took over this ship. So, we had to kill the crew to keep 'em
from botherin' us. Now, it'sjust me, my boyfriend and Mad Dog Minzov."

"Mad Dog Minzov?' the man asked.

"Yeah. Mad Dog Minzov." She pointed to Dr. Minzov. "He's wanted for murder in seven sectors of the
galaxy.”

"Yeah." Minzov growled. "Y ou got anybody you want to get killed? | haven't killed anyone for three
days, and I'm getting itchy."

"Well no," the man said. "Killing's not my racket. I'm kind of againg it, actualy. But who am | to judge
somebody else'sbusiness? Liveand let live, | aways say. Wdll, if you highjacked that ship, you'l be
welcome here, especidly if you took care of afew Space Rangers. And you might find amarket for that
ship."



"Well see," Athenasaid. "For now, were just looking for aplaceto land and have agood time.”

"Well, thisisthe place you're lookin' for." The man winked. "Although | don't know if we have anyone
for Mad Dog to kill right now."

"Well work around it somehow," Athena said. "So where do we land?'

"Just follow the radio beacon on the standard channel. We don't have any fancy stuff here. Maybe well
get achance to meet later and look over that ship of yours?'

Athena smiled seductively and winked.
"I'll belooking forward to it," she said in asultry voice.

She turned off the communicator and called up the beacon frequency, patching its coordinatesinto the
navigation computer.

"Hey, that was pretty good,” the virus said.

"Likel said, we get sometraining in subterfuge at the Academy,” Athenareplied.

"You didn't learn that wink at the Academy."

Athenablushed for amoment, then turned around to the work cabin.

"Well be landing in afew minutes, Dondd. Y ou'd better get everything secure.”

Dondd said nothing but went through the cabin and stowed the loose items.

"Mad Dog Minzov?' Dr. Minzov said. "How does one go about pretending heisaMad Dog Minzov?'
"Just beyoursdf,” thevirussaid. "Y oureanaturd.”

#

Dondd waited in thework cabin as Minzov and Athenafinished putting on their disguises. Hewas
embarrassed looking down at the attire Athena had seected for him, but she had inssted that he wear a
pair of short, skin-tight pants with cloth suspenders, having him reved most of his upper body. Well, he
was supposed to be her boyfriend and some kind of weird alien at that.

But he had to suppress alaugh when Dr. Minzov came out, wearing aflowing silk shirt, abandanna
wrapped around his head and an eyepatch.

"lsn't that going alittle overboard?' Donald asked.

"Nonsense, Dondd. Thisisone of the standard disguises. | shdl blend in perfectly with theloca
inhabitants"

Athenastepped out. Donald's jaw dropped and Dr. Minzov's eyes popped out. He lifted up the
eyepatch and got closer to her just to make sure his eyes were not deceiving him.

Athenawore adtrip of bright yellow silk, wrapped once around her abdomen and then around her
breasts and tied around her neck. Around her lower half, she wore another piece of silk, provocatively
tied around her hipsand leaving her long legs bare.

"We better bring afew weaponswith us, if you're going to dresslike that,” Donald said.



"Thisiswhat the manua says| should wear in thisstuation,” she said. "1 fed alittle naked, but somehow,
| likeit."

She moved uneasily on high, spike-hedled shoes, dipping as shetried to climb down the short ladder to
the spacefidd.

"The name's Olfan Roffo." He was aready waiting for them outside their ship. He was even more
vicious-looking under the hot, stark light of etazeta Sinagamon, than when he had been speaking to them
over the communicator. He pushed Minzov out of the way to get closer to Athena. And he was much
shorter than she had imagined, standing only as high as her shoulder as he sared straight ahead. She
coughed, feding irritated at his stare, and he looked up at her. "Welcome to Pockets. We have an old
custom here; when you arrive, you put alittle something into the kitty." He held up alarge pouch and
shook it, letting it jingle afew times. " Sort of alanding fee. But in your case," helooked up and down
Athena, "we might be able to come to some other kind of arrangement.”

"I'm surewe could,” she said, smiling down at him. She leaned closer to his ear as he became more
enthusiagtic. "But my boyfriend'swith me on thistrip, and he'sthe jealouskind.”

"So who's your boyfriend?' Olfan scoffed. "We can handle guyslike him.”

"l hope s0." Shetried to look nervous. "Hetore the heart out of thelast man | smiled at. There heis
now." She pointed to Donald who was now descending the ladder, fedling cautioudy with hisfoot for
each rung.

"He doesn't look so tough to me.”

"I know. That'sthe funny part. But he's one of those weird diens from Enif 111. When he gets mad, his
muscles get huge and he turns bright purple. Then he goes crazy and tears anything apart within hisreach.
It'shorrible. And | can't get away from him."

"Oh, one of those." Olfan frowned and stepped back. " So, come up with something for thetill, then. |
gotta eat, you know."

Hetook aquick look at Donald as he stepped from the ladder, accepting the coins Athena dropped into
his pouch. He hurried away across the rocket-scorched field.

"Wdll, we're here," Donald said. "Now what?"

"l guesswe go into town and see what we can find out about this Sarnak," Athena said.
"That sounds reasonable,”" Dr. Minzov said.

"And look mean, Doc. Remember, you're Mad Dog Minzov."

He adopted an evil glower, stooping dightly asthey walked acrossthe field.

"Good, Doc, good," Athenasaid.

They reached asmall building set againg the tall fence running around thefield. They paid out afew more
coinsto go through the building and came out onto awide street leading into the town.

Athenagrimaced asthey walked past the old, squat buildings, each cracked and covered with adark
patinaof grime. The walkways were rutted, as from centuries of use. And the people walking the streets
werein no better condition than the buildings; adirty and foul-smeling collection of dien cast-offs. She



eadly recognized the criminal look in their faces, the desire for easy gain and no qualms about the means
to get it. She shuddered inside, but kept up alook of seductive evil.

Shefdt the stares of people lounging in doorways asthey walked by. When they came acrossasign
outside a shop, shewas glad for some excuse to get off the streets.

"Why are we stopping here," Minzov asked.

"Look at that Sgn,” she said. "'Falvo Prem, Purveyor of Fine Saves. We might aswell start asking
questions here."

"That'll just make them suspicious," Dondd said.

"Don't worry, Dondd,” Dr. Minzov sad. "I'll bewith you."

"That'swhat worriesme," Donald said.

"There's no need to worry about my welfare.”

"l waen't."

"I brought ablaster with me, Dondd,” she said. "Y ou don't need to be nervous.”
"Asamatter of intdlectud curiogty,” Minzov sad, "where are you hiding it?"
"Never mind, Doc. But | cangetit outinahurry if | needto.”

A green-skinned, lizard-like creature met them as they entered the shop. He held out athin claw and
greeted them, bowing hishead severa times. In the gloom of the shop, they could make out severd
daves standing againgt the walls, each with anumbered placard hanging around their necks.

"Comein, comein," it hissed, then stopped to look over Athena. "Okay, okay. I'll give you five hundred
standols for the girl. Not afraction more. | must be crazy to offer so much, but that's the kind of Tyulian |
am. | don't even know you and dready I'm doing you favors.”

"She'snot for sdle” Donald said.

"Okay, okay. So, it'sthe hard sdl. I'm used to it. Business, right? Okay, I'll give you five hundred and
fifty. There, that'smy find offer. Y ou won't do any better than that on Pockets."

"We're looking for someone,” Athenasaid. "We're not hereto sdll.”

"Ah, alittle something to keep the three of you warm on acold night. Well, | know the perfect daveto
round out your little quartet. One of the tentacled Gagos from the Hdlicon star system. Only nine
hundred standols. That'saslow as| go."

"No, no," Athenasaid. "We're not looking for aGalgo.”

"Just amoment, Athena." Dr. Minzov stepped forward. "L et's hear the creature out, just for the sake of
scientific curiogty.”

"Not nhow, Mad Dog," Athenasaid. "Areyou Falvo Prem?’
"Well, | could be," Tyulian said. "What'sit worth to you to find out?"

"It might be worth alot to Sarnak.”



At the mention of the name, the Tyulian stepped back and cowered.
"Sarnak," it said in ahushed voice. Then it crept back to them. "Why would it be worth alot to Sarnak?”

"We're business partners of his. We've been trying to catch up with him. We just highjacked a Space
Ranger ship. We thought he might liketo have alook at it."

"A Space Ranger ship, eh? And you'refriends of his?"

"That'sright,” Dr. Minzov said. "And I'm Mad Dog Minzov. So don't give usany trouble, or you'll be
sorry."

"My, my. Mad Dog Minzov."

"That'sright," Dr. Minzov snarled and thrust hisface closer to the Tyulian's. "Mad Dog Minzov."
"Never heard of you."

"What about Sarnak?" Athenasaid. "L ook, it'll end up coming out of my profits, but herésfifty."

She dug into her waistband and pulled out several smal coins. When the creature saw them, its eyes
opened wide, then closed into a shrewd stare. He took them from her outstretched pam with its cold
claw.

"Yes, I'm Favo Prem," it said, and turned away from her as Donad and Minzov walked toward the
davesagaing thewall. "Don't touch the merchandise, you two." He turned back to Athena. "Everybody
wants afree sample. You'd think | wasin businessfor my health or something. Fifty, hmm?Wadl, | just
got aload of davesfrom Sarnak afew weeks ago. Pretty sad looking lot. Had to pump them full of
obedience drugs, then turn them over to my assistant for training. Hardly any profit at al, after we took
out our expenses. But who can argue with Sarnak? When he tellsyou it'sagood ideato do business with
him, you don't disagree.”

"That'smy Sarnak," Athenalaughed. "He can be very persuasive. | bet hell talk me out of that ship for a
song.”

"Andit'll beasad song, if | know Sarnak. Anyway, he's gone out on another run. He said the pickings
were pretty good in the sector of the galaxy he had just come from.”

"Darn, so we missed him. Y ou wouldn't happen to know the exact place he was going, would you?'

"He doesn't tell me, and | don't ask. But for another fifty, | might be ableto giveyou alittletip. Hey, |
said to get away from that dave," he yelled over his shoulder to Minzov and Dondd.

Shedug into the small pocket insde her waistband and pulled out another fifty standols, weighing the
coinsin her hand as she thought about handing them over to Falvo. The trip was costing her more than
she could afford, and she till hadn't found out anything useful. Falvo turned back to her and scooped the
coinsout of her hand before she could stop him.

"Thank you," he said. "There's a couple of Sarnak's men in town. They stayed behind to set up afew
dedsfor him. Y ou can probably find them at the Lustful Grank, just afew Streets away from here.”

"Do you know their names?"' she asked.

"Oneiscaled Drom. He'sthe big one. | think the other oneis Scod. They're both humans, as near as|
cantel, anyway."



"The Lugtful Grank?'

"Right." Falvo moved toward Minzov and Donad, grabbing at them and pulling them away from the
dave. "Comeon. Your friend's ready to leave. Y ou don't want to be left behind, do you?'

Favo pushed them into Athena, then hustled the three of them out the door, smiling at the hundred
gtandolsin hishand asthey walked away.

"Come back, any time," the Tyulian laughed.
#

Athenasteded hersdlf as she stood in the doorway of the Lustful Grank. In the dank and smelly interior,
she could make out some of the worst dregs of the galactic underworld; thieves, murderers, blackmailers
and dave traders. She recognized their kind in an instant. She took a deep breath and tried to adopt a
look that would fool them, putting on an evil grin and dinking through the swinging doors. Minzov and
Donald followed her lead.

She passed afew worn and marked tables as they walked through the darkness. Athena glanced at the
knives and other weapons sported by the occupants of the bar, patting her side where the blaster was
conceded. Her ssomach turned as she thought of the foul liquids each individua was consuming, some of
them staring ahead vacantly.

At acorner table, two men sat, laughing and joking with two women. The larger one drank from abottle
and reached over to kiss one of the women, while the shorter onetried to pull the other woman to sit on
hislap. Athenaturned to Minzov and Donald and nodded in the direction of the two men.

Then Dr. Minzov stepped ahead of her and stood in front of the table. The two men looked up at him,
then laughed.

"What d'you want, old man?' thelarge one said.
"I'm Mad Dog Minzov. Me and my friends are looking for Sarnak. We've got aded for him."
They two men looked past him to Athena, then nodded to themsalves.

"We've dready got plenty of dave women to sdll,” the small one said. "What's so specia about this one?
Or thelittlejerk behind her?"

"Wearen't davesfor sale," Donad cried.

"Easy, easy," Athenasaid, then stepped forward. "What Mad Dog meansis that we have a Space
Ranger ship for sde.”

"Ohyeah?' thelarge one said. Now Athena saw the ragged scar running across hisright cheek. "We
heard about that alittle while ago. My name's Drom. And thisis Scod. We work for Sarnak.”

"So you want to dedl with Sarnak," Scod said. "Why don't you just give usyour offer and well takeit to
Sarnak. Better yet, let ustake the ship to Sarnak. Y ou can trust him for the money.” Scod looked at
Drom and they laughed.

"Oh, it'sabig joke, en?' Dr. Minzov said. "Maybe you two need alittle lesson in manners.” He stepped
closer tothetable.

"Just aminute," Athenasaid to the two criminals and pulled Dr. Minzov to acorner with Donad. "What



areyou doing?'

"I'm Mad Dog Minzov. The scourge of seven sectors of the gaaxy. And | eat punkslike that for
breskfagt."

"Minzov." Dondd shook him. "Minzov."

"What? What?' Dr. Minzov blinked. "Ohmy, | guess| was getting alittle carried away. Sorry about that.
Perhaps | was absorbing too much of the aura of this establishment.”

"Something likethat," Athenasaid. "Just wait herewhile | finish talking to these two.”

She sat them at atable and returned to Drom and Scod. The women had |eft them, and they watched her
intently as she approached.

"Well, gentlemen,” she said. "I've got Mad Dog back under control. Can we get back to business? Y ou
were about to tell mewhere | could find Sarnak.”

"Wewere?' Drom said.

He looked past her to the door, then waved a greeting to someone behind her. Athena turned around to
see two men coming toward them. They smiled at her and pulled up chairs.

"Y ou two back aready?' Scod said.

"Yeah," one of them said. "Weve been following a Space Ranger ship dl theway from Enratic. Almost
lost them in the Shadow Zone. Had to get close.”

"But they never spotted us,” the second one said. "Whoever they were, they were helping out there after
Sarnak got through. | think the Rangers are setting up a base there.”

Athena edged back from the table. So there had been someone following them. That must have been the
fleeting image she had seen on her sensors. She hoped Minzov and Donad had been able to hear some
of that, as she got ready to bolt for the door. She would have little time to get them out with her.

"Whered you follow it to?' Drom asked.

"Right here"

"No kiddin'. This babe here says she highjacked a Space Ranger ship and brought it here.”
"What?"' the man jumped from his seet, tugging at the blaster by hisside.

Athenawas quicker, pulling her blaster from her concealed pocket and firing at the man, knocking the
wegpon from his hand. He yelled and grabbed at his hand. The other three stood and reached for their
weapons, but Athena had them covered before they could get them out.

"Sit down," she ordered.

Sowly, keeping their smoldering eyes on her, they returned to their seats. The onewho had tried to
shoot was il rubbing his hand.

"And keep your hands on the table,” she added.
"Athena, areyou dl right?' Donald asked, as he ran up behind her.



She felt him bump into her, then she wasfalling across the table. She looked up and saw Dr. Minzov
faling over them both, tipping over the table and crashing to the floor. Shetried to get back to her feet
and bring up her blaster, but the four men were aready on top of her. Within afew moments, shewas
disarmed, and Minzov and Donald were subdued.

"They must be Space Rangers,” one of them said. "They're the ones we followed. What do we do with
them?'

"Let'sget rid of them," Drom said.
"With al these otherswatching?' Scod said.

The other creaturesin the bar watched them for afew moments, but they did not move to help.
Eventudly they returned to staring at their drinks.

"Sowhat?' Drom sad. "They ain't gonnatalk."
"Maybe we ought to keep them for Sarnak?"

"No, let's sdl them to Falvo Prem. We can make afew standols. And even if someone comes|ookin' for
‘em, they'll never find 'em.”

"Y eah. But let's keep one of them for Sarnak,” Scod said. "That one. The old fart.”
"Athenas not that old,” Dr. Minzov said. "Why shewon't be forty for severa yearsat least.”
"I wastalkin' about you," Scod said.

"Hell betheleast trouble,” Scod went on. "And anyway, we wouldn't want to leave Mad Dog Minzov
around to terrorize this planet.”

The other three laughed with him.
"Who's Mad Dog Minzov?' one of the other men asked.

"Never mind," Drom said. "Y ou two take the old man to your ship. Me and Scod will take care of these
other two."

Roughly, the two men pulled Dr. Minzov to hisfeet and dragged him away. He fought againgt their grasp,
but they hed him firmly under each arm.

"Don't worry about me, Athena," Dr. Minzov cried over his shoulder, asthey pulled him through the
door. "I'll get us out of this somehow.”

Scod and Drom stood back, keeping their blasters trained on Athenaand Dona d.
"All right," Drom said. "Get up.”

"Nice going, Dondd," Athenasaid.

"It wasn't me. Minzov ran into me. And anyway the floor's dippery.”

With the blagtersin their backs, they walked out into the sunlight and down the narrow Streets leading to
Falvo Prem's shop.



CHAPTER 6. IN THE HANDS OF THE SLAVERS

"W, back so soon?" Sitting behind the counter, Falvo Prem smiled, nodding to Drom and Scod. "I had
afeding you weren't friends of Sarnak's. Then again, | didn't think Sarnak had any friends anyway."

"How much can we get for them?' Drom asked.

"Let's bring them in the back before we talk business.” Falvo got up from his seat and led them through a
curtain to the back of his shop. "Won't Sarnak be somewhat irritated when he finds out you're making
dedlswithout him?'

"So, well cut himin,” Scod said. "It'saspur of the moment thing. Y ou know, we've got to take
advantage of the opportunity when it presentsitself."

"Well, | don't know." Falvo rubbed at his scay belly and looked over Donald and Athena. "I'd say |
could giveyou ... oh ... five hundred standols for the pair.” He threw hisarms up over hishead. "I know.
I'll probably lose money on the dedl, but you two are friends of mine.”

"Y ou were going to pay five hundred and fifty for me, just alittlewhile ago,” Athenasaid.
"What?' Drom said.

"Did | say five hundred for the pair?' Favo laughed, bobbing his head up and down. "I meant five
hundred apiece. But I'm going to have to do alot of work on them. I'm al out of obedience drugsright
now, SO my associate is going to haveto really work hard to erase their wills. Then I've got to find the
right clothesfor them, and therés advertisng ..."

"That's your business,” Scod said. "Just give us the thousand so we can get out of here.”
"All right, dl right. Just lock these two up in the cell back there, and I'll go get your money.”

"Not so fagt," Drom said. " Scod, you take them to the cell. I'll stay with Falvo.”



"Right," Scod said. "Come on. Moveit." He pushed the muzzle of the blaster into Donald's back.

"Oh, Dondd," Athenasaid asthey waked down the dark, narrow hall. "1 guess| should have listened to
you and taken you home."

"That'strue," hereplied.

"Shut up,” Scod ordered, as he shoved them through an iron doorway into asmall, dank cell.
"Excuse me," Donad said as he sumbled into the cdll, "but did your partner call you Scod?"
"That'sright. What about it?'

"Oh, nothing," Donald said and stood againgt thewall. He sighed heavily.

"What d'you mean, nothin"? What'd you ask for?"

"Well, it was along time ago, just after | was born, | was separated from my twin brother. They tell me
his name was Scod."

"So? There'sbound to be alot of Scodsin thisgaaxy.”

"That's possible, athough I've been tracking down my brother for years. We came here and | hoped you
might behim.”

"Wdl, I'm not from around here. I'm from eta Triangulum V11."

"It can't be," Dondld cried. "I'm from eta Triangulum V1. Brother!" He rushed toward Scod with his
arms outstretched.

"Wait aminute. Wait aminute.”" Scod pushed him away as he came closer. ™Y ou don't even look like
r.rell

"They told me we had different fathers."

"Huh. After dl thistime | find out I've got abrother." He sniffed and rubbed at hiseyes. "And now I've
got to leave you to be adave, for five hundred lousy standols.”

"Look. Maybe you could help us get out of here. Then we could get together and just talk. | want to find
out what you've been doing with yourself."

Scod went to the door and peered into the hall.

"I know | shouldn't do this, but even | can't sall my own brother. Okay, I'll help you get out of here.”
As he pulled open the door, Drom and Falvo Prem returned.

"Okay, | got themoney,” Drom said. "L et's get out of here."

"No. | can't sell my twin brother into davery,” Scod said, pointing his blaster at Drom. "I'm getting him
out of here"

"Areyou crazy?' Drom yelled. "That's not your twin brother."

"Yes, heis. Hetold me hewas."



"He doesn't even look like you."

"We had different fathers.”

"Y ou numbskull! How can twins have different fathers?'

"Well," Donad came forward, "there actudly was such acase on Sirius1V."

"Shut up," Drom said. "And get back there with her. Come on, Scod. Let'sgo.”

"All right," Scod sghed. "But for aminutethere | thought | had some family in thisgadaxy.”

"Forget it," Drom said. "Who'd want to admit they had you for abrother anyway? We're leaving, Favo.
Norbert and Swack are taking the other one back to Sarnak."”

"Thank you for the business" Falvo said as the two men left, then turned to Athenaand Donal d.
"Perhaps you are curious asto why | am standing here aone with no wegpons.”

"You'refeding particularly friendly and are going to let usgo?' Dondd said.

"No. | am going to introduce you to Gruto." Falvo stepped aside as alumbering hulk moved into the
doorway, blocking most of the light coming from the hdl behind him. "Thisis Gruto. And | would advise
you to cooperate with him. He can become very unpleasant if you do not do what he says.”

The large man came through the doorway and stood by Falvo. Athena had to step back, seeing thesize
of him. He must have stood at least Sx and ahdf feet tal, with large arms and athick body. Light from
the hall glinted off his shaven head.

"I'll never beadave" Athenasad.
"Me, either," Donadd sad.

Gruto waked dowly to Donadd and placed his hands under his shoulders, lifting him asif he were made
of paper. He brought Donald closer, so that their faces were dmost touching. Then Gruto growled.

"Did | say | didn't want to beadave?' Donald said. "I can certainly giveit atry.”

"Good," Gruto said. He dropped Donad, then turned to Falvo. "I shouldn't be too long with these two.
I'll call you when I'm done.”

"All right, Gruto." Falvo stepped to the door. "I'll start making contacts to seeif we can unload them
quickly. Do you want meto lock the door?”

Gruto turned to Athenaand Donald, and smiled.

"Y ou won't need to."

#

"Hey, Norbert. Why do we have to take this guy back to our ship?' Swack asked.

They kept their blasters pointed at Dr. Minzov's back as they marched him through the narrow streetsin
the direction of the space port.

"I don't know. But if Drom said to hang onto the guy, there must be a good reason.”



"Gentlemen," Dr. Minzov said. "Y ou will be making aterrible mistake if you keep me as your prisoner.
And | would hate to see such fine boys as yourselves go down the path to perdition.”

"What's perdition?' Norbert asked.
"Isthat anywhere near Antares?' Swack said.

"No, boys. Perditionisruin, trids and tribulations, Hades, the ultimate punishment. Aren't you aware that
kidnapping isavery serious offensein thisgalaxy?"

"Hah!" Norbert said. "We've done alot worse than kidnapping, haven't we Swack?"
"You sadit. We're just about two of the worse peoplein the galaxy."
"Ah, me" Dr. Minzov sghed. "What would your mothers say?"

"Mom taught me everything | know," Norbert said. "So, let's have alittle lesstalking and alittle more
walking." He laughed. "Hey, Swack. | madearhyme.”

"Yeah, red good," Swack laughed.

"If you say so, Mr. Norbert,” Dr. Minzov said. "Y ou know, thisreminds me of the time Athenaand |
were captured by agroup of Ruffians near Rigd. Have you heard of the Grimwitz Gang?'

"NO."

"Well, they wereatough lot, | can assure you. But | outsmarted them by building adisintegrator ray out
of thetrash in the cell they locked usin. It blew up when | tried to useit, but, it got us out of our cell.”

"Down thisway," Norbert said, pushing Minzov around a corner.

"And there was the time we were dedling with the Mechanica Mongters from the Dark Nebula. Of
course, you remember they weretrying to take over the gaaxy.”

"l must've missed that one," Swack said.

"Well, we defeated them aso, thanksin large part to my superior scientific abilities.”
"Were amost there," Norbert said.

"l hope s0," Swack said.

"Getting tired, boys?' Dr. Minzov asked. "A little out of shape for such young lads. | could keep up this
pace indefinitely, thanksto the regimen of hedlthy diet and aerophobic exercise | invented during my days
at theuniversity. Clean living. That'sthe ticket."

"Never mind," Swack said.
"Yeah, werenot tired," Norbert said, "of waking, anyway."

"Then how about alittle double time on thismarch? Minzov said. "Comeon, fellows. Thelast oneto
your ship isan Eridanian Vomit Worm."

Minzov pumped his legs energeticaly, while Norbert and Swack kept up their walking pace behind him.
"Just walk, old man,” Norbert said. "Theres no rush.”



They reached the edge of the space port, Minzov sill pumping hislegs furioudy, and waked out onto the
fiedd. They passed several ships, then waked past the Space Eagle, which now had another ship sitting
next to it. It was amedium-sized scout ship, sitting on its undercarriage. Swack pressed a button on one
of thetail finsand a hatch opened in the side of the ship. They pushed Minzov up the short ladder and
followed him into the ship.

Onceingde, they led him toward the rear of the ship, through asmall cabin and into a storage bay, piled
with small boxes and containers. Swack brought out a plastic rope and tied Minzov's wrists together.

"I won't be herelong, will 17" Minzov asked. "It'sbeen awhilesincel ... well ... | have this bladder
condition, you see. | haveto..."

"So goinyour pants,” Swack laughed.

"Yeah?' Norbert said. "Then who'sgoing to clean it up?”'

"He can." Swack pointed a Dr. Minzov.

"He'stied up,” Norbert said.

"Wel, I'm not going to clean it up.”

"Then untie him and take him to the can.”

"All right." Swack muttered as he undid Dr. Minzov's bonds.

A few minuteslater, Minzov was stting on the deck in the storage cabin with hiswrists bound again.

"Oh, Mr. Norbert,” Dr. Minzov called out. When he received no response he yelled more loudly. "Mr.
Norbert.”

"What isit?' Norbert asked, coming into the cabin.
"Well, | hateto tell people about this, especialy after al the trouble I've put you through aready.”
"What's he want now?" Swack asked.

"Wdl, you see" Dr. Minzov said. "With al the excitement weve been going through lately, what with
being captured and dl, well, I'm having alittle discomfort in my gastro-intestind tract.”

"What about it?" Swack asked.

"W, | may have to make amore extended vigit to your ... um ... latrine.”

"Forget it."

"If you say 0, boys. | believe | can endure the discomfort for sometime. Ohmy ..."
"What'swrong?"'

"Wadl, | should probably make use of your commode as soon as possible.”

Norbert sighed.

"Untiehim."



"Again?' Swack cried.
"Hey, weve got our food back here. Do you want him to let loose back here?
"Right," Swack said, and untied Dr. Minzov. "Come one. Let'sgo.”

"Thank you, gentlemen.” Dr. Minzov got up and walked gingerly to the toilet. Swack shut the door after
hewent in.

"Dont takedl day," he said.

"And don't go crazy inthere," Norbert said. "We don't have such agreat ventilation system on this ship.
It'sasmdl one, remember?

"I'll keep that in mind," Dr. Minzov said through the door, then opened it dightly. "And, by the way, you
wouldn't happen to have a crossword puzzle around, would you?'

#

Athenaand Donad backed into a corner as Gruto approached them. He rubbed his hands together and
smiled.

"I liketo train davesthe old-fashioned way," he said.
"Classroom training?' Donald asked.

"Not quite. But | do take ahands on approach. Firgt, | beat the will to resist out of you. Unmercifully,
and aslong asit takes."

"Wédll, | don't know about Athena, but I'm ready to be adaveright now."

"Wadll, that's very nice of you, but I've got to work you over at least alittle. | believe in working for my
pay. So, let's get the bdl rolling, okay?"

Dondd ducked as the giant swung his hugefist a his head. Athena backed dong thewall trying to stay
away from him.

"Not so fat, littlelady.” Gruto took hold of her wrist and pulled her closer. Feeling an unaccustomed
anger, Donad jumped on his back and besat hisfists against Gruto's head. "Hey, cut that out.”

Gruto shrugged and Dondd flew off hisback, faling againgt the floor with agroan. Gruto took hold of
Athenain both hands and pulled her closer. Now, shefdt anew fear, redizing how her scant attire might
excite the large man of especially low moras. He looked her over and let go of one of her arms. He
reached down and pulled the pouch away from her, breaking the thin strap holding it to her side.

"And what have we here?' he said. "A little extrafor old Gruto?'

He pushed Athenaaway. She hit the wall, feding her legs buckle from the impact. Gruto opened the
pouch, humming as he rummaged through its contents. He pulled out Athena’s nutrient pellets and tossed
them to thefloor. He pulled out afew other items, then stopped and smiled. He pulled out the little doll
and held it out to her, letting the pouch fall to the floor.

"And just what isthis? Oh, isn't it just the cutest little dolly weve ever seen”?”

"Y ou leave Hokey done" Athenayelled. She remembered finding the doll on Enratic, and it brought



back aflood of other memories. She thought of the poor girl who must have been taken into davery,
losing her doll, then fedling done. Maybe being separated from her parents. "Give it back to me."

Heheld it out to her, then pulled it back when she made amoveto takeit, teasing her afew more times
with it before taking hold of the doll'sarms and pulling it apart. He laughed and threw the piecesto the
floor, grinding them under hisfoot.

A rage such as she had never known took hold of her; Astro Athena became awild beast. She lunged at
Gruto, damming her fistisagaing hisface. Gruto brought his hands up to block the blows, crying out in
confusion. Ingtinctively, she kicked repeatedly at his ssomach, then took off one of her spiked hedsand
struck Gruto on the head. Findly, he doubled over.

Dondd jumped on his back again and swung a Gruto's head, while Athena continued her assault on the
lower part of the giant's body. Gruto straightened, but the weight of Donad threw him off balance as
Athenagtruck hisleg. Hefdl, hishead striking the floor with adull thud. He groaned but did not move.

"Quick, Donald," Athenapanted, "let's get out of here."

But before she left, she leaned over and gently picked up the pieces of the doll. She retrieved the pouch
and placed thedall iniit, tying the strgp around her wais.

Cautioudy, they moved to the door and swung it open, thankful for Gruto's overconfidence. Seeing no
one, they moved quickly into the hall and retraced their stepsto the front of the shop.

Favo gaped a them as they waked through the curtain. Athena caught him as he made adash behind his
counter, shaking him roughly.

"Hey, that's me you're holding on to," the Tyulian cried.
"Where are our wegpons?' Athena demanded.

"Right here. Right here." He pointed to the counter and she released him. She took the weapons from a
shelf under the counter as his hand moved toward them. She handed one to Donald.

"Let'sgo find Minzov," shesaid.
"What about these daves?' Donad pointed to the men and women standing around the shop walls.

"We can't do anything for them, right now. But | think it's about time for the Space Rangersto make a
trip to this planet and clean out some of thefilth." She pointed her blaster at Falvo.

"Please, madam,” Favo said. "Y ou do meaninjustice. I'm just an honest businessman.”
"Well, you're about to be put out of busness.”

She went to each dave and rel eased them from the bindings around their ankles. They made no moveto
escape, but stood mutely where they were.

"It'sno good, Athena," Donald said. "They've been given obedience drugs, and probably been worked
over by Gruto."

"I'll tell you this, Falvo Prem. When we get finished with Sarnak, we're going to make a specid trip back
here and take care of you and your kind. If | wereyou, I'd do everything | could to get these people
back to norma."



"Oh, I will. I will." He nodded to them. "Whatever | can do to help the Space Rangers.”

They turned to leave but stopped, hearing afumbling noise coming from behind the curtain. Then Gruto
came through, holding his head and groaning. He looked up and saw Athena, then roared and lunged
toward her. Athenaraised her blaster and fired hitting Gruto in the shoulder. He collapsed to the floor in

aheap.

There was amovement aong the wall. Athenaturned to see the daves ftirring, looking at each other asif
they were waking from along deep. Sowly, then purposefully, they moved from the wall and descended
on Gruto and Falvo. Their arms seemed to move in dow motion, but they beat at Falvo and Gruto,
knocking Falvo to the floor. Then they were on them, burying them under apile of swinging arms and
legs. Falvo's cries were quickly drowned out by the screams of vengeance coming from the daves.

"Let'sgo, Dondd," Athenasaid.

"Shouldn't we get them off Falvo?”

"No. | think we're seeing justice at work. Come on. We've got to find Minzov."
Out in the sunlight, they looked up and down the Street.

"I think the Space Port isdown thisway," Dondd said.

"No, it's up that street and around the corner,” Athena said.

"Maybe we better ask someone.”

After an hour of running down streets, they found themsdlvesin front of Falvo Prem's shop. Out of bresth
and swesting, they looked inside the shop but found it empty. They returned to the street and paid a
passerby a standol to give them directions to the space port. Finally, they reached the front gate and went
through the smd| building, having to give up afew more standolsfor the privilege.

"Out there." Athena pointed into the distance a the Space Eagle.

"Thiswasn't here when we arrived,” Donald said, when they reached their ship and saw the scout ship
next to thairs. "Do you think Minzov isinsde?"

"There's one way to find out."

She was about to step up on the short ladder when the hatch above her opened. Minzov was coming
quickly out of the hatch, being pushed from behind by Norbert and Swack. Minzov moved quickly down
the ladder, fighting to keep his balance againgt the shoving of the other two men.

"Just get out,” Norbert yelled.

"But | haven't finished telling you how | single-handedly routed those smugglers around the Alcor system
through theuse of ...," Minzov said.

"Y eah, we know," Swack said, "through the use of your superior scientific knowledge.”
Thetwo criminaslooked past him and saw Athena.

"Judt take him," Norbert said. "Get thislunatic away from us."

"Please," Swack added.



Dr. Minzov stepped from the ladder asit was being pulled away from him, up into the ship. He ssumbled
dightly, then shook handswith Dondd and Athena.

"Areyou dl right, Doc?' she asked.

"Judt fine. I'm not sure what's wrong with them, though.”

"l can make aguess," Dondd said.

"Let's get aboard the Soace Eagle and get out of here," Athenasaid.
"What about these two criminds?’ Dr. Minzov asked.

"They'll haveto wait for another day.”

Climbing into their ship, Minzov and Athenawent through to the control cabin, while Donald stayed in the
work area.

"Oh, by theway," Minzov said, asthey were preparing the ship to take off, "I believe | heard those two
gpeaking with Sarnak while | wasther prisoner.”

"Did you get any information?'

"Yes. | beieve | heard them saying that Sarnak is now approaching the Qarcon system. We can makeit
therein afew days, if we run the Space Eagle at full speed.”

"But welll have to go through the Shadow Zone again.”

"Ohyes. That'strue." Dr. Minzov rubbed at his chin. "Well, et me come up with an dternate route.”
"Worried Mad Dog?' the virus spoke up.

"Me? Never. It'sjust that | can't think of any reason to annoy the Gracyts again.”

"Weve got to take the direct route," Athenasaid. "Weve got to get to Sarnak before he destroys
another world."



CHAPTER 7. TERROR OF THE SHADOW ZONE

"It feels good to be back in my uniform, Doc," Athena said as she came through the hatch and took her
segt in the control cabin.

"Oh, you've changed,” Minzov said. "l was beginning to enjoy that new look of yours.”

"Easy, Doc. Easy." She glanced down at the pand, then hurriedly made adjustments. "It looks like weve
got company.”

Minzov worked at his sensor adjustments for amoment.

"Only one of them, thistime," he said. "Wdll, we crossed into the Shadow Zone awhile ago. | wonder
who this could be?’

The communicator cameto life with theimage of the Gracyt commander.
"What are you doing in Gracyt space?' he bellowed. "Oh, no. Not you again.”

"Hello, Commander,” Athenasaid. "Now, we'rejust trying to pass through. Were not looking for any
trouble.”

"| till haven't gotten over our last encounter.” The Commander burped. "L ook, just keep moving. I'll
make bdievel didn't seeyou."

"Thanks, Commander.”

"But I'm not going to tell you what's going on up ahead. Y ou can find out for yoursdlf."
"lssomething going on?"

“I'mnot telling."

"Okay," Athenasighed. "But I'm not going to tell you what | saw back there about ten minutes ago.”

"What did you see?' The Gracyt Commander came closer to the screen. "Come on. Y ou've got to tell
me"

"I'm sorry, Commander, but I'm not going to tell you. Even though she said she wasterribly londly.”
Athenaleaned closer to the screen. "And she said she has a tremendous need for the company of abig,
strong Gracyt, too."

"Who waslondy? She? Who's she?'
"I'm not telling,” Athenasaid.

"Okay, okay," the Gracyt commander growled. "There's a phase storm up ahead. It'sabig one, too.
You'll haveto go afew light-yearsto get around it. Now, what about the woman?"

"Oh, she's one of those Gozolawomen. Y ou know, about twenty feet tall and thirty feet wide. She said
shewas|ooking for someone like you to keep her company. Something about having ameaningful
relaionship. Anyway, she sounded like she had avery nice persondity.”



"Forget it," the Gracyt said. Hisface disappeared from the screen, and Athenawatched her sensors as
the ship sped away.

"A phase storm, Doc. That's going to cause alot of trouble.”

"I know. But | don't see any way around it. Not at the moment, anyway. I'll go back to my workbench
and seewhat | can come up with, though. At least | can make an estimate of what the disturbance may
dotous"

"Gotoit, Doc," Athenasaid. "Let me know when you have something.”

After Dr. Minzov left the control cabin, Athena sat back and watched the space outside the ship. Just at
the edge of her perception, afaint purple glow shonein the distance. The few stars shimmered through
the glow, winking on and off, asif something were passing in front of them.

"Hey, Doc," shecdled. "l think it'sup ahead.”

"What's that?' He stepped through the hatch and peered out the window. He made afew adjustments on
his console and looked up again. ™Y ou're right. Were going to make contact in two minutes. Theres no
timeto do anything about it. Well just have to brace ourselves."

"Will it bedl right?' she asked. "I've never been through one of these before. Donald,” she called over
her shoulder, "you'd better strap in. Were going to hit a phase stcorm in aminute.”

"Great," she heard him muitter.

"There's nothing to worry about,” Dr. Minzov said. "1've been through more of them than | can
remember."”

"Doesn't a phase storm distort your memory?' the virus asked.

"| don't recall anything like that ever happening.”

"I didn't think you would. Look, you better stop and find a better way to get to Qarcon.”
"It'stoo latefor that," Athenasaid. "We're going too fast to stop.”

The purple glow was now al around the ship, intensfying asit shone through the windows and transfused
through the hull. Soon, theinsde of the ship was glowing from every surface.

"Minzov, what'sgoing on?' Athenacried.

"It's the phase storm. With any luck, it will only be aminor disturbance to the phase of the deBroglie
waves of the matter that makes up this ship and our bodies. Nothing serious. Just ride it out and don't

touch anything."
"Why not?'

"Y ou're perceptions will be changed somewnhat. Y ou may think you are performing acertain act, whenin
redlity you are doing something else.”

"Hey," thevirussad, "'l fed asong coming on.”

"Not now," Dr. Minzov said.



Thevirusbegan alusty rendition of "'The Anvil Chorus

"Hmm," Minzov sad, "opera.”

"| fed strange, Doc," Athenasaid, her voice fading. " Something's going on."

"Don't worry, Athena. Don't ..."

Hisvoicetrailed off. Athenaturned to him to say something and saw him gaping &t her.
"What'swrong?' she said, then looked down at herself.

Her hands were glowing different colors, increasing to an aurathat spread out along her body. Her arms
vanished, then regppeared. A roaring filled her ears, blocking out the soundsinside the ship.

"What's happening to me?"' she cried, barely able to hear her own voice.

Her legs vanished, regppeared, but they were shorter and thicker. Her body flashed, larger, then smaller.
She blacked out.

#

She opened her eyes as athickset man rolled off her. Shefelt his sweet clinging to her naked body and
smelled beer coming from his open mouth as he bresthed heavily. She looked down at hersdlf, lyingina
bed, then covered her face with her hands and moaned.

"Pretty good, huh?' he grunted. " So what'd you want to fight mefor?”'

The man rolled over and pulled the sheets around his shoulders. She opened her eyes again and looked
a her hands. They weren't hers; they were too small. They were someone el se's hands.

It must be a hdlucination, something induced by the phase storm. But when she sat up, she felt panic. She
was in some kind of room. It was night, and the room was dark, but she could see that she was naked.
Quickly she pulled the sheet around her and tried to jump from the bed. but the heavy man had it firmly
wrapped around himself.

"What the hell'swrong with you," the man said. "'I've gotta get some deep, for crissakes.”
"Who areyou?' Athenacried. "What am | doing here?"

Shetried to stand, but hisweight kept the sheet on the bed.

"Areyou goin' nuts?' theman said. "Get to deep.”

She took adeep bregath, trying to cam hersdlf. This had to be a halucination; she must till bein the
control cabin of the Soace Eagle. Shelet go of the sheet and stood, looking down at hersalf. The body
was too short and too thick, sagging in places where she was normally firm. She looked again at her
hands, turning them around and seeing the rings on her finger for thefirg time.

She covered herself with her hands and moved around the room, bumping into a dresser and then
stumbling into acloset. She found arobe and covered herself, wrapping it tightly around her.

"Wherethe hdll are you going?' the man cried.

"Just out herefor aminute,” she sammered.



Sheran from the room and found hersdf in ashort hallway. Shefollowed it to another room containing a
table, some chairs and acounter. Againgt onewall she saw asink, and around another wal she
recognized some ancient appliances for food preparation and storage. She backed out of the room and
into alarger one, this one with chairs and what |ooked like one of thoseridiculoustelevison sets.

She felt the panic again, then caught hersdlf. Sure, it wasjust a hdlucination. What wasit Dr. Minzov had
sad?Don't touch anything. Well, it couldn't hurt too much to ook around.

She went back to the kitchen and opened the door of the refrigerator. She made out ajumble of jars and
containers, then rummaged through the drawers along the bottom. Closing the refrigerator, she went to
the counter and opened the cabinets underneath, pushing through some cooking utensils.

Back in the room with the chairs, she sat on a sofawith her handsin her lap. She saw anewspaper by
the Sde of achair and picked it up. She fumbled with alamp on atable, playing with different
protuberances until something clicked and the light came on. Shelooked at the paper, but the headlines
meant nothing to her. Something about arevolt by the French inhabitants in someplace called Algeriaand
acdl for someone named deGaulle to help them, then an article condemning the people of Venezudaand
Peru for their stonings of some Vice President named Richard Nixon. The date on top of the page read
May 16, 1958.

She wanted to laugh. It was certainly avery detailed halucination. But she stood and wrung her hands. It
was too detailed; the sensations were too real. She wanted to scream, but she remained true to her years
of training at the Academy. Shetook stock of herself and the Situation.

S0, the phase storm must have thrown her somewhere in time and space.
If only Minzov were here, she thought. He could have explained it to me.

Asit was, she remembered very little about quantum waves and their disposition to be refracted.
Somehow, the phase storm has changed the vibrations of her deBroglie waves, and she had been
refracted to this point in the space-time continuum, in the body of another person. But was she trapped
for dl eternity?

"Mommy." A little girl stood in the doorway of the living room, rubbing her eyes. "'l need adrink of
water."

"What? Who are you?'
"Mommy," thelittlegirl inssted, "I need adrink of water."

A drink of water. Where could she find one? Perhapsthe little girl could show her. Sheld haveto find
water for hersdf anyway.

"Okay," Athenasaid, "let'sgo get that drink of water." She stood and went to the girl, holding out her
hand. "Y ou show me, okay?"

"All right," the girl said, deepily. "Let'sgo, Mommy."

The girl pulled her down the hall and into abathroom. She jumped to hit aswitch on thewadll, turning on a
light over asink.

"l can't reach theglass” thelittle girl said, and pointed to the glass holder attached to the wall, with the
glassringed by small brushes.



Athenatook the glass and held it under the faucet and waited, but nothing came ot.
"It'sbroken,” she said, and shrugged to the little girl.

"Oh, Mommy," the girl said, putting her hands on her hips. "'Y ou have to turn on the faucet.”
"What'sthat?'

"Here." Thegirl took Athenas hand and reached over the sink, pushing Athena's hand close to the
faucet. "Turnit."”

Athenaturned the round faucet and filled the glass when the water came out. She turned off the faucet
and handed the glassto the girl, then turned the water on and off again, marveling the primitive ddivery
system. The girl tugged at Athenaand handed her back the glass.

"Come on, Mommy." Thegirl pulled at Athena's hand and led her out of the bathroom. "Tuck mein.”

Before sheleft the bathroom, she came nearer to the mirror hanging over the sink, looking at the puffy
face of an older women. No, thiswoman was nothing like her. Thisface looked tired and worn out,
without atrace of joy or life. She went to thewall switch and turned out the light.

Athenafollowed asthelittle girl pulled her into asmall bedroom. The girl jumped into the bed and waited
until Athena had pulled the blanket up around her shoulders. The girl reached up and pulled Athena down
to kissher. Then sherolled over.

"Good night, Mommy."

Athenareturned to the living room and sat on the sofa, Staring straight ahead for amoment. She remained
inthe living room the rest of the night, getting up afew timesto return to the bathroom and experiment
with the faucet. In the living room, she wondered at the purpose of some of the objects scattered about
and wished she possessed Dr. Minzov's incredible store of knowledge. She clutched the stubby arms
around the thick body and waited.

#

Gray light shone feebly through the large window, then got brighter. She il sat on the sofa, hoping every
second that the nightmare would stop, and she would be back on the Space Eagle with Donald and Dr.
Minzov.

She had gotten up from the sofaonly once during the night, making her way back to the bathroom and
using thetoilet. She had thought at the time how funny it was that after so many millenniaof civilization,
toilets had changed very littlein their form or operation.

She heard the sounds of running footsteps coming down the hall. Two smdll boys cameinto the room and
dropped on the floor. She guessed one was six and the other probably eight years old. Their sandy hair
flopped around their heads asthey rolled about the floor in their deeping attire. They moved in front of
thetelevison and stared at it.

"Hey, Mom," the older one said. ""Can we watch cartoons?”
Athena shrugged.

"Where arethey?'

"OntheTV. Jeez, Mom. Can we?'



Athenanodded.

The boy reached up and pulled one of the knobs. Nothing happened, although Athenathought she heard
ahigh-pitched whine.

"Isit mafunctioning?' she asked.
"Mom, cut it out.”

After severa seconds, a snowy, black and white image appeared on the screen. Athenaleaned forward,
trying to make some sense out of the strange, animal-like images.

"My God," shecried. "That bear is going to shoot that rabbit.”
"Aw, he always getsaway," the older boy said. "Just watch."

The rabbit stuck hisfingersin the barrdl of the weapon. When the bear activated the weapon, it exploded
backward into hisface, blackening it and reforming it into a cone-shaped blast pattern. What could this
mean? Was this something like the exigtentia thought plays of the Metlerians?

"What's for breskfast, Mom?"' the older boy asked.

"I don't know," Athenasaid. "Why are you asking me?"
"Come on, Mom. We're hungry. Make us some pancakes.”
"And bacon, too," the younger boy added.

"] want coffee”

"Y egh, metoo."

Shetried to focus her memories on the period. 1957. If she only knew where she was. The history of the
period was very nebulous; she had never heard much about this particular erain history, other than it was
the dawn of the rocket age.

But it appeared that the women of the time were nothing more than domestic daves, at the beck and call
of children, and maybe even the dominant mae of the family unit. No, it couldn't be. It was too barbaric
to contemplate. Maybe she should have paid more attention during her history classes.

"Hey, Edna." She heard the man's voice cdling from the hdl. "Hey, Edna. Come here. I've got something
for you."

Edna, Edna, shethought. That'safemaéesname. Ishe cdling meor thelittle girl?
"Come on, Edna," the voice pleaded. "It ain't gonnalast forever."

She shrugged and went down the hall.

"Hey, Mom," the boys caled out. "We want breskfast.”

She followed the voice to the bedroom and dowly opened the door to see the man sprawled on the bed,
naked and in adisgusting display of arousal.

"Arethekidsup?' he whispered.



"There are two boysin the room with the televison.”

"Damn.”

He arose from the bed, grunting, and went to the closet.

"Well, get my breskfast going," he said, as he pulled on hisunderwear. "I'm sarving.”
"l annot adave," shesad.

"What? What are you talking about? I'm just tellin' you to get my breekfast.”

She nodded numbly and went to the kitchen. She stared at the array of appliances, one must have
supplied heat in the form of fire for cooking; primitive, like the faucet. She opened the refrigerator and
pushed through the containersinside. Nothing was recognizable except aloaf of bread. She opened a
drawer and saw a package labeled 'bacon’. The boys had asked for that. On the back of another shelf,
she recognized eggsin some kind of thick, paper container. She took the bacon and eggs out and placed
them on the counter. Going back to the refrigerator, she read the labels on some of thejars. Mayonnaise.
If only there was some bologna. At least then shewouldn't Starve.

In abox, shefound aloaf of bread. At last, she thought. White bread. It was agentle reminder of home.

"Could you boys come out here and help me?* she asked, hoping they might be able to guide her through
the unfamiliarity of the cooking devices.

"Weain't gonnado that," the younger boy said.
"Yeah," the older one added. "That's women's work."

"Hey, what'sgoin' on?' The man came down the hall, dressed in a T-shirt and loose-fitting pants. "What
areyou tryin' to do? Turn my boysinto sisses? Hello, Precious." He leaned over and picked up thelittle
girl asshe came out into the kitchen. He carried her into the living room and sat in one of the chairs.
"Comeon. Weredl gettin' pretty hungry out here.”

"Y eah, Mom," the boys said. "We want pancakes. We want pancakes."

Theragethat filled her became uncontrollable, overcoming the fear and anguish she had been
experiencing since the night. She was not adave. It was unthinkable that a human being should be
subjected to that kind of abuse. She marched into the living room and stood in front of the televison
glaring at them, her hands on her hips as she spoke.

"Just what kind of placeisthis?Isthis supposed to be what familieswere like in ancient times? Well, in
the future, there's such athing as shared responsbilities. I'll have you know that | am not some kind of
davefor you to order around. I'm a human being, just like the rest of you."

"What the hell's got into you?"' the man said. " Cut out the kiddin' around and get breakfast. And I'm dyin'
for acup of coffee.”

"If you want coffee, you can come out here and help me makeit. That goesfor the rest of you, too. By
the great center of the galaxy, what abarbaric age."

The children huddled closer to the father and looked at her fearfully.

"Dad, Mom's acting weird," the older boy said.



"Y eah, Daddy," the younger one said. "I'm scared.”

"Theres nothing to be afraid of," Athenasaid. "It's about time for women to stand up for themselvesin
thissociety. And if that isto happen, the members of the family unit are going to haveto pull together and
do their part. Once the respongbilities are shared, | can move on to take amore productive role in the
world. Do you want me to remain daveto your desiresthe rest of my life?"

"Right now, we just want to see you out in the kitchen getting breskfast ready,” the man said.

"Y ou people are hopelesdy antiquated. Well, you will dl get up, and we will dl work together. Or we
will not work &t all.”

"Daddy, Mommy wants to make us be sssies,” the boys cried.

"I think Mommy'sright.” Thelittle girl jumped from her father'slap. "I think wecan al hepinthe
kitchen." She went to Athena and hugged her legs. "Come on, Mommy." She took hold of Athena's hand
and pulled her out of the living room.

"Well, maybejust thisonce," the man said, after awhile. "But I'm gonnacall Dr. Rosencrantz. | think he
should take alook at you."

After working at bowls of batter and hot pans over thefire, they sat at the table, staring hopelessly at the
blackened mess on their plates. Athenatook one forkful, managed to swallow it and pushed the plate
away. Shetried to drink the coffee, but it wastoo thick, nothing like the fragrant beverage Donald served

up.
"You see?' theman said. "'l told you we didn't know how to cook."

"Well, you canlearn,” Athenasaid. "All of you can learn to do something around here.”
"I'm going back to watch TV. And I'm not gonna.clean up thismess.”

"Me, either,” the boys said.

"Comeon, Mommy," thelittle girl said. "Wecan do it ourselves."

The mae members of the family returned to the living room. The man took along brown cylinder from a
box on atable and put it into his mouth, then gpplied fireto it until he was exuding a noxious smoke.
Athena coughed when she smdlled it.

"What are you doing?" she cried.

"What d'you mean? he asked.

"That thing in your mouth. Why are you reeking that smoke?"

"Jeezus Cripes. Can't | smoke acigar in peace, now? What the hell iswrong with you?"
"It'sdisgudting. It'smaking it impossbleto bresthein here”

"Yeah? Wdll, | hope you're gonna do a better job at lunch than you did at breskfast. | work all week,
and then | gottahear aload of crap on Saturday morning. | can't even get a decent breskfast like the
other guys. And when the hell are you gonna get dressed, anyway?'Y ou think you're gonna hang around
inthat bathrobe al day?"



With thelittle girl's help, Athenamanaged to get the kitchen cleaned. While they were cleaning, she
managed to learn the children's names, Jmmy was the oldest, Tommy was the other boy and the girl was
caled Cathy or Precious, depending on the circumstances.

She went to the bedroom and looked over what clothes she could find. After dressing, she opened the
curtains and stood back from the window, staring out &t the row of strange houses along either side of
the tree-lined street. She noticed each house had an antenna of some sort on top, so there must be some
kind of communication device somewhere in each one. So where was the onein this house?

Thinking again of Dr. Minzov, she knew he would have loved the opportunity to be hereinstead of here,
making observations of this anachronistic culture. But she only felt uneasy and wished the orded would
end.

For that matter, how would she ever get back to the Space Eagle? It was light-years away and centuries
inthe future. She felt astrong need to cry, but that was something she would not do. She had to keep her
mind clear. At least she had one important piece of information; her name was Edna.

When she turned, the man was standing in the doorway, staring at her with that smoking thing clamped
between histeeth.

"Look, I know you weren't in the mood last night,” he said, "but for crissakes, I'm your husband, ain't |?"
"You are?' shesad.
"Wheat's that supposed to mean?'

Shefdt arevulsonin her somach. Was sheredly married to this man? Why had Edna chained hersdf to
such a creature? Being endaved by Gruto seemed like amore pleasant option.

"I can't imagine why being awife to someone like you would have attracted any sane woman," she said.
"You areafoul creature, worse than many of the mongtersI've dedlt with in the galaxy. At least Falvo
Prem is honest about being adave trader.”

"You'reout of your mind," he said. "Have you been hittin' the bottle again?1 thought you got over that.”
"Why would | hit abottle?’
"I'm gonnacall the doctor. I've gotta find out what's wrong with you."

"There's nothing wrong with me." She kept the bed between them. "But therée's plenty wrong with you
and those children of yours. The boys, anyway."

"There's nothin’ wrong with those boys. And what d'you mean? They're your boysaswell asmine.”

"Well, either somethings are going to be brought into line around here, or I'm going to find mysdlf another
lifetolive. Anything's got to be better than staying here.”

"Y ou mean you'd leave us? What about the kids?'

"Oh, yes. Them." She consdered them for amoment. Well, after dl, it wasn't the children'sfault they
acted the way they did. Perhgpswith alittle re-education.

But that was hopeless. The boyswould aready end up like the father. They were aloss. What about
Cathy? She could be till be saved. No, she wouldn't leave her with the three males.



"Lookit," the man said. "We need you here. So, sometimes| ain't the greatest husband in theworld. I try,
don't 1?1 give you my paycheck every week. All | ask for is bowling money and maybe alittle extrato
get some beer. Look, if it bothers you so much, I'll give up the cigars. | don't like 'em that much

anyway."

"Wedll, that'sagart.” Well, maybe she was wrong. Perhaps there was something positive in the man. Not
much, but something. But what was a paycheck?

"And maybe me and the boys can start helpin’ out around here. But do you really want ‘'em doin’
housework? All the other kids at school would make fun of 'em.”

"Someone has to stand up for what'sright,” Athenasaid. "It will be of great importance to them later in
lifeto know they wereinvolved in agood cause.”

"Y ou ain't been goin' to them Commierallies, have you? Y ou're startin' to sound like what they tell usa
work about ‘em.”

"What's a Commie?"

"Forget it. But let'stake thisalittle at atime, okay? See?' Hetook the cigar from his mouth and threw it
inthetrash can. "I'm givin' 'em up, right now."

"Okay," shesaid. "Now, let'stalk about how things should go around here."
#

The afternoon had not gone well. Although the males had been out in the yard cutting the grass and
cleaning up, they camein later, demanding lunch. She had found some diced meet in the refrigerator and
succeeded in pacifying them with some sandwiches. But, after esting, they went back to the living room
and watched some kind of athletic event on the television. Anyway, Frank claimed it was some kind of
athletic game, but to her, it was only men chasing after abal and hitting it with astick.

Frank, what a strange name, she thought.
She had heard him use it when he answered some kind of ancient communication device.

Heinssted on drinking beer while he watched the television, and it wasn't long before he was acting
obnoxioudy again.

"Comeon, Edna," he cdled to her as she sood in the kitchen. "Bring me another beer, will ya?' He
paused for amoment. "Please?’

Aslong as he was showing her at least alittle courtesy, she decided to bring him another can from the
refrigerator. Refrigerator, that was an odd word; she guessed the roots of it were Latinin origin, but it
was definitely not as descriptive asfood storage device.

"Y ou forgot to openit," he said, when she handed him the can.

"I don't know how," she said. "Where's the button to cause the metd to separate and allow the passing of
theinterior fluids?'

"What? Look, just bring me the damn can opener, and I'll do it mysdlf. And what's with the crazy
languege again®’

"Nothing." She went to the kitchen and returned with the tool he wanted. She watched him closely ashe



gpplied it to the can, now understanding the tool's operation. ™Y ou know it would be nice if you spent
sometimewithme.”

"So, 9t down and watch the game.”

"I mean without the ... TV thing, or that game. After dl Edna... | mean ... | do around here for you and
your children, you could at least show some gratitude.”

"We're gonna spend some time together tonight, like we aways do on Saturdays. Our friends are comin'
over to play cards. You awayslikethat."

"l do?"
"Areyou tdlin' meyou don't wanna play cardswith our friends, now?"
"No, of course not. Okay, I'll wait and see how that goes.”

Shetook Cathy out to the backyard and spent most of the afternoon with her. Shetried to tell her to
learn to stand up for hersdlf, to let the real person inside her come out and not get hersdlf trapped in any
Stuation where she could not achieve her true potential .

"Doesthat mean | can't beamommy?"' She clutched the doll she was carrying closer to hersdif.

"WEell, of course you can beamommy,” Athenasaid. Y ou and the father can be nurturing soul mates,
spending quality time with your child, aslong as you both share the responsibilities.”

"I don't understand, Mommy."
"I'll talk to you about it later, Precious.”
"Mommy, when can | have my own baby?'

"Oh, not until you've reached emotiona maturity and have placed yourself firmly on asolid, secure career
path. I'd say you'll be ready by thetimeyou'reforty.”

"No," shecried. "That'stoo old. I'll amost be dead by then."

"Do the Commiestak about these things?'

"What's a Commie? Daddy says they're bad men. They want to hurt us."
"l don't know. Maybe | should find out."

#

Frank set up asmadll table in the living room. He had asked her to go to the store and get chips and beer
for Phil and Ginny. She had declined, telling him she felt strange and did not fed safe operating the
wheded vehicle. He said he would go.

During the day, she had watched the same kind of vehicles going up and down the street, moving noisily
and belching out foul odors, just one more inefficient relic from the wasteful past. She watched from the
living room window as Frank took their vehicle from the garage and drove it down the street. He
returned later with paper bags |oaded with the commodities he had mentioned earlier.

After sunset, they put the children to bed and waited until avehicle drove up to their house. She and



Frank had been sitting in front of the television, watching an odd looking man change into various outfits
and caper about astage to the delight of an unseen audience. When Frank saw the vehicle arrive, he
turned off thetelevision.

"Now, look," he said, "try not to do any of that crazy talkin' while they're here. Maybe when you see the
doctor next week, he can straighten you out.”

Right now, the only doctor she wanted to see was Dr. Minzov.
"Comeonin." Frank opened the door after abell had gone off somewherein the house. "Comeonin.”

"Hi, Edna," Ginny said. "How's this old bastard been treating you today?* She nodded her head in
Frank's direction.

Athenasmiled, but said nothing.
"She'salittle under the weather today," Frank said.
"Oh, you should havetold us," Phil said.

"Yeah," Ginny added, "we could have stayed home tonight. What's the matter, dear?' She moved next to
Athenaand put her arm around her shoulders.

"Oh, I'm okay, now," she said. "But | haven't been feding like mysdlf today."
"I'll say," Frank said.
"Comeon, honey," Ginny said. "I'll help you get the chips out.”

Athenalistened while Ginny chattered away about her children and how they were doing in school, how
Phil was up for apromotion a work, if only those other guys he worked with would just stop stabbing
him in the back. She rambled on about afriend of herswho had just come out of the hospital, and
eventualy went on to enumerate the names of everyone she knew who was pregnant. Athena nodded
and smiled, but could add little to the conversation, eventualy coming to the conclusion that Ginny was
happy being the wife of a creature not much more sophisticated than Frank. She shrugged to herself as
she carried abowl of pretzelsto the small table.

Athena stood back while the otherstook their seats around the table, taking the last one left open,
wondering if there was some sort of protocol associated with each step of the card playing ritudl.

"Who'sdeding?' Phil asked, pulling out a packet of thin white cylinders and handing one to Ginny, then
taking one for himself. Ginny put hersin her mouth and leaned closer to Phil as he applied fire.

"I'll gart," Ginny said, putting the smoking cylinder in aglass dish then pulling adeck of cardsfrom her
purse.

Athena coughed at the smoke and watched as Ginny shuffled the cards, smiling to hersdf at the method
of randomization that had not changed over the centuries. She remembered many late night card gamesin
the Academy dormitory, and, after Ginny had dedlt the cards, was surprised to see that she recognized
the various suits.

"Jacks or better to open,” Ginny said, operating her smoking stick again.

Frank picked up ajar of copper coins from underneath the table and poured out a handful. He handed
them to Athena and poured out another handful for himsdlf. Even thiswas smilar to what they had done



at the Academy, where they had played for cafeteriatokens. If 'jacks or better to open” meant what she
thought it meant, she was going to have a very profitable evening. With asmile, she remembered she very
rarely went hungry during her days at the Academy.

Athenakept one part of her mind on the game, but kept another part busy listening to their conversation,
trying to assmilate as much as she could of the culture and not let the smoke coming from Phil and Ginny
bother her. She said little until Phil mentioned something he had read in the paper about the Commiesin
Cuba.

"Who are these Commies?' Athena asked.

They turned to her and stared.

"The Commies?' Phil said, then turned to Ginny. "What are you asking usfor?"

"I was just wondering. Frank saysthey talk to him about the Commies at work. | just wanted to know."

"All you need to know," Frank said, "isthat they want to overthrow our government and make us all
daves. If the Commiestake over, likethey did in Russia, we won't even get paid. Then we have to wait
inlinesto get food or see adoctor. Likeit's supposed to be free or something. Ain't that alaugh?

"Yeah," Phil said. "If it's so great, how comethey're al dying to get out of there?'
"Didn't they shoot someone the other day who was trying to climb over that fence?’ Ginny asked.
"l think it wason TV the other night," Frank said.

"But don't they aso talk about the rights of women?' Athenaasked. She felt Frank'sfoot hit her under
thetable.

"Sure," Ginny laughed. "We can go to work and look just like men, if we want to."
"She hasn't been listenin' to those creeps, has she?' Phil asked Frank.

"No, no," Frank laughed nervoudy. "She'sjust been wonderin' what al the hooplas about. | mentioned it
to her thismorning. Y ou know," He nudged Phil. "we gottalet 'emin alittle of what'sgoin’ on.”

"Yeah, | guess s0," Phil said. "Too bad what they did to McCarthy."
"Yeah," Frank said.

They played the hand in silence, speaking only to ask for cards or make bets, but after afew minutes, the
conversation picked up again.

#

"Well, | don't know about you fedin' sick,” Phil said, "but | wish Ginny would get sick like that next
Saturday.”

It had taken afew hours, but eventually, Athena had cleaned out everyone else at the table, sitting now
behind alarge pile of pennies.

"Youll winit al back next time," Frank said.

"| guessthat's enough for us, anyway." Ginny stood and stretched. "It'stime for usto get to bed, right,



honey?"
"Hey, you bet,” Phil said eagerly. "Thekids are at their grandmother'stonight.” He winked at Frank.
"Youdog." Frank nudged himintheribs.

Athena stood beside Frank at the door, as Phil and Ginny made their way down the walk to their car.

"You played like apro tonight," Frank said, asthey cleaned the bowls and glasses from the table. "When
did you learn to play so good?"

"l guess| wasjust lucky tonight.” How many times had she used thet line a the Academy, after cleaning
out her opponents? There was no need to let them in on her knack of reading their faces.

She placed the glassesin the sink and started the water running to wash them, when Frank came up
beside her and put hisarm around her waist. It surprised her and she pushed him away, before she
remembered that he was her husband.

"What'swrong?' he asked. "I'm tryin' to change.”
"I know you are."

She finished washing the dishes and followed him to the bedroom. Asthey lay in bed, Frank came closer
to her, but again she did not respond, pushing his hand away when he touched her. Husband or not, she
could not find it in hersdlf to accept him. What would happen if she were imprisoned her forever? She
shook her head.

"Look, you're not gonna give me that headache crap again, are you?"
"What headache crap? | just want to get to deep.”

"Okay, so | shouldn't have forced you last night. | said | was sorry. So, I'm alouse. | admitit. 'ma
louse. But I'mtrying, ant1?'

"I know you try." Shetouched his hand. "We can talk about it some morein the morning.”
"All right,” he sighed. "But | am gonnatry. Honest."

She nodded, then leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.

"| guessthat's better than nothin',” he said. "Good night.”

"Good night, Frank."

She closed her eyes, lying restlessly for along time, but deep would not come. If there was only some
wal to get back to her own time and space. But even with the science of her own day, time travel was
gl atheoretica impossibility.

An odd vibration took hold of her body, small and of alow frequency, but it became larger, amplifying
until her whole body shook with an energy that came from inside her. She turned to Frank, but he was
deeping soundly. Then awarm glow spread across her, changing color from green to blueto purple, asit
lit the room.

She watched as her arms disappeared, then the lower half of her body vanished. She closed her eyes
tightly, wishing that when she opened them she would be back in the control cabin of the Space Eagle.



In amoment, the vibration stopped, and she opened her eyes.

When shelooked down, she saw her familiar instrument console. She held her hands up in front of her,
then at herself. She was back to norma, Turning to theleft, she saw Dr. Minzov, staring at her the way
he had done when she had disappeared.

"Areyou dl right, Athena?' he asked. "Y ou were gone for dmost an hour. | thought something horrible
had happened to you."

"Something did, Doc," she said. "It was something horrible.” She stared into hiseyes. "Now | think |
know what Hell islike."

"Hmmm. Probably a hallucination from the phase scorm. For abrief moment, I, mysalf, thought | was
dancing with agroup of ten-foot tal fairiesin short, white dresses, while together we showered the Ddai
Lamawith bread crumbs. And while you were gone, | had to listen to eighty-seven choruses of 'Volare
from that virus™

"Sorry," thevirussaid. "'l couldn't control mysdf.”
"But we're out of the phase storm now."
"Good," Athenasaid. "How did Donad take it?"'

"W, | had to go back and sedate him. He kept climbing up on the workbench and exhorting some
unseen comrades to start marching on Munich. He should come out of it in afew hours.”

"WEell, then, it'son to Qarcon.” She thought for amoment of Frank and Edna, wondering what might
have happened the next day, when Ednareturned to her own body. She shrugged. Maybe someday,
there would be away to find out.

"Yes, onto Qarcon,” Dr. Minzov said. "And | think there's going to be trouble there.”

CHAPTER 8. THE BATTLE FOR QARCON



"| have just been perusing our records.” Dr. Minzov turned to Athenafrom his consolein the control
cabin, and tapped her on the shoulder. "It appears that the only planet colonized in the Qarcon system s
Terudious."

"Then we know whereto go," Athenasaid. "Wewon't have to run around.”
"And I've dready moved the coordinates into our navigation computer.”

"With alittle help from me," the virus spoke up.

"Yes," Minzov coughed. "It was somewhat helpful, in alimited sort of way."
"Hah! And that'sdl you can call me after al we've been through together? 1t?
"Wdl, you are athing, after dl."

"No wonder the other oneis so frustrated with you two fatheads around.”
"What other one?' Athenasaid.

"The guy you keep in the back, fixing your meals and washing your underwear.”
"Dondd?'

"Y es, Donad. Weve been talking and building agood relationship between the two of us, | might add.
Of course, we have something in common, since we're both considered second class members of this
crew.”

"When did you become amember of thiscrew?' Minzov said.

"That's not true, anyway," Athenasaid. "Donad isas much an equa asme or Dr. Minzov."
"Well, let's not get carried away with any unwarranted egalitarian tendencies,” Dr. Minzov said.
"Does that mean what | think it means?" the virus asked.

"Y ou are welcome to draw whatever conclusions seem apt.”

"See? What did | tdl you? At least Don cals me by my name.”

"All right,” Athenasaid. "So what isyour name?"

"Mary."

"Mary?' Minzov said. "Where did you get anamelike Mary? And you spesk with amale voice,
anywey."

"That'sjust alimitation of your crumby computer system. Oh, | cantell you it'sjust terribleto beafemde
personatrapped insde acomputer with only masculine gpparatus.”

"l supposeit could be aproblem,” Athenasaid.

"But go ahead, Doctor Minzov," Mary said. "Go ahead and laugh. Scoff at me as much asyou like. Look
down your nose a me, if it helpsfeed your overinflated ego. It'sdl right. I'm getting used to it."

"Good," Minzov said. "Now if it wouldn't be too much trouble," he bardly suppressed agiggle, "Mary,



when will we be arriving in the Qarcon system?”

The computer did not respond.

"l said, how much longer before we arrive in the Qarcon system?"

"I'm not speaking to you," Mary said. "l heard you laugh a me."

"Yousaditwasdl right.”

"l was only spesking metaphorically.”

"W, | was only laughing metaphorically.”

"Oh. | suppose that's different. Then well be arriving a Qarcon in twenty-five minutes.”
"Good," Athenasaid. "Doc, maybe | should go back and talk to Donald for alittle while."
"Helikesto be caled Don,” Mary said.

"We might be better served if we prepared oursaves for the upcoming mission,” Dr. Minzov said. "We
may have afight on our hands."

"I know, but | don't want Donad to be angry or upset with the rest of us. He has been acting alittle
different lately. | think | should find out if something isbothering him."

"Kegp him busy," Minzov said. "Then hewon't have timeto think."

"I'll keep that in mind," Athenasaid, then turned to call over her shoulder. "Donad, well be arriving at
Qarconinalittlewhile

Donad came through the hatch and stood behind her.
"So what do you want me to do abouit it? Make you and Minzov some sandwiches?'

"No. Weve got to get the ship ready for a battle, and we need you. Weve got to run through al the
wegpons and systems to make sure they're dl fully operationd. | think you and | should work together on
it

"Oh. Okay. Why don't we start out with the aft cannon and zapper?"

"Good idea, Dondd ... er ... Don. I'll join you back there in few minutes after | finish with afew things up
here"

"Okay. Meet you back there." Donald stepped back through the hatch.

"What about me?' Mary asked. "Isthere something | can do?’

"Y ou can keep an eye on the rest of us. Make sure we don't make any mistakes.”
"All right,” Mary said. "And I'll keep aspecia watch on the Doc here.”

"Hah!" Minzov sad.

#



" don't know, Minzov," Athenasaid. "Weve orbited Terudious severa times now, and we haven't seen
any evidence of ahogtileforce.”

"They'll be here" Minzov said. ™Y ou can count onit."

"All right, Doc. I'll take your word for it. | think I'll get in touch with Colonel Richards and seeif we can
get some reinforcements.”

She reached for the super-space communicator and, after several minutes, finaly got through to Colonel
Richards.

"Reinforcements?' hesaid. "l think | can get together some kind of force to send to you, if you think
that's where Sarnak is going to strike next."

"Werefarly certain he'son hisway here" Athenasaid.
"All right. The reinforcements should arrive a Terudious within the next day."
"Thanks, Colond."

Athena contacted the authorities on Terudious, but they informed her that there had been no hostile
activities reported anywhere on the planet. They thanked her for the warning, then gave her clearanceto
land the Space Eagle, saying they would like to meet with her |ater.

They landed without incident at the space port outside the capital city of Golopot, and the three of them
hurried to meet with the leaders of Terudious. A meeting had been hurriedly put together in the capital
building.

"We don't have any weapons here," the President said. He sat at the head of along table stuffed into a
smdl room. Smoky light filtered through small windows set dong one wal. "The corporation doesn't
dlow them. Humph! Afraid well try to proclaim independence or something.”

"Weve got afew disintegrator rays built into defensive emplacements around some of the cities,”" an aide
sad, "and perhaps we can bring up some of the laser drills from the mines and use them.”

"That'sapossihility,” the President said.

"Maybe you'd better do that," Athena said. "We've got reinforcements coming from the Space Rangers,
but they won't be here until tomorrow. And we don't know how far ahead of the raiderswe are.”

"All right. Well do what hasto be done. As of now | am declaring a state of emergency. All work will
cease and everyone will prepare to defend Terudious. Athena, can you take command of the Situation?”
He sighed before she could answer, rising in the cramped space around the table and sidling up to one of
the windows. "I'm adiplomat, not awarrior. I'm just not equipped to lead actions of thiskind. | need you
tohdpus”

"That's very brave of you to say 0," Athenasaid. "Of course, I'll take command of the situation. I'll want
severa of your people here to meet with the mine operators and got those laser drills brought up to the
surface. Mr. President, I'll need the locations and operationd data on dl those disintegrator cannons,
right away."

"I'll have them brought to you immediatdy."

"Fine. Now, well have to start evacuating the cities, and I'll need to see the heads of whatever security



forcesyou have here on Terudious.”

As soon asthe plans arrived, Minzov spread them out across the table and worked out defensive
postionsfor thelaser drills. Athenaand Donald moved out into the city to assist with the evacuation and
work with the security forces. Once the forces were armed and deployed, Athenaand Donald returned
to the Space Eagle. Dr. Minzov arrived an hour later.

"| can't believe we arrived so far ahead of them,” Athena said, Sitting back in achair in the work cabin.
"It issomewhat odd," Dr. Minzov agreed, "but | guess we can be thankful for that, at least.”

"Wouldn't it befunny,” Mary sad, "if they wereredly on their way to Harcon and Minzov only thought
he heard Qarcon?

Dr. Minzov looked up from his calculations and stared at Athena.
"Ohno," Athenasaid. "Y ou don't think it'spossible....”

"No," Dr. Minzov said. "l digtinctly heard them mention Qarcon. | am ninety-five percent positive of
thet."

"That's good enough for me," Athenasaid.

"Well, maybe not ninety-five percent. | wasin the back of the ship. | could only hear them through a
hatch leading up to the front. And it was only partly open.”

"Maybe you'd like to amend your confidence estimate in the downward direction?' Mary said.
"Okay," Minzov snapped. "Make it ninety percent. No, maybe more like eighty percent.”
"How about eight percent?'

"No. I'd say it's definitely better than that."

"Here comes another ship,” Athenasaid, pointing out one of the smal windows. "Landing right next to
lﬁll

Dr. Minzov got up and went to the window. Then laughed.

"Look at that old wreck," he said. "The hull is corroded and those rocket tubes are half eaten away. I'll
bet that old ship couldn't lift a Hertosian space scow.”

As he was speaking, avoice came over the communicator.
"Thisis Cgptain Rex Forn, cdling Astro Athena."

"Yes, Captain. What can | do for you?"

"I was sent here by Colonel Richards as your reinforcement.”
"Where are you, Captain?’

"l just landed on Terudious. I'm waiting to receive your orders.”

Athena surveyed the space port, looking for another Space Ranger ship, but saw nothing.



"l didn't see any Space Ranger ship land, just some old rust bucket.”

"Rust bucket?' Captain Forn cried. "Rust bucket? The Stratosled and | have been through more battles
than you'll ever see. And we're ready for this one. Why, when they told me at the Old Space Rangers
Home there was going to be another fight out here ..."

"The Old Space Rangers Home?' Dr. Minzov said.

"Yes," hereplied, as hisface came on the screen. Captain Forn appeared to be in hiseighty's, old and
weather-beaten. When he spoke, Athenasaw that afew of histeeth were missing. "I've been retired for
the last twenty years. But as soon as that nice young man, Colondl Richards came to me and asked meto
come out here, well, you just couldn't keep me away. By the way, when does the fighting start?'

"Pretty soon,” Athenasaid. "I'll let you know what | want you to do." She terminated the communication
and turned to Dr. Minzov. "Areyou sureit's Qarcon?'

"l hope not.”

AsMinzov collected his papers and maps, an explosion outside the ship sent up a shower of tarmac.
After the concussion knocked them to the deck, they scrambled to their feet, running to the windowsto
see what had happened. Another explosion sent up aspray of dirt severad hundred yards away.

"l guess| wasn't wrong," Minzov said.

"Damn," Athenasaid. "I've got to get back to the city. I'll have to get the defenses coordinated.”
"Il comewith you," Donald said.

"All right. Let'sgo.”

Another explosion rang out as they stepped from the ship, sending rocks clattering over the hull. They ran
acrossthefield and found atransport to take them to the capital building. Driving through the city, they
watched as deadly rays crackled over the buildings and hoped they could make it to the capita without
being killed. In the sky, they finaly spotted severd ships, one wasfiring the rays while the others dropped
bombs.

When they reached the command pog, the leaders of Terudious were scrambling around in confusion.
"What do we do?' they cried, when she camein.
"Wed better surrender,” one of them said.

"We never surrender,” Athenasaid, standing at the head of the table and damming her hand to get their
attention. " Start up the batteries targeting on those ships. Then fire. What's the Situation?

"We're hopelesdy outnumbered,” one of the President's aides said.
"How many ships have they brought?"
"Three"

"Three? Weve got two ships of our own and al the disintegrator cannons. How can we be
outnumbered?'

"I don't know. Buit | think we should surrender anyway."



"Nonsense," Athenasaid, turning to the Chief of Security. "Have they started firing at the ships?'
The Chief consulted a communicator on the wal, then came back amiling.

"Firing has commenced. Weve aready knocked one of them down."

A cheer went up around the table.

"Good," Athenasaid. "I'll bet they weren't expecting afight.”

"No," the Chief said, turning back to the communicator. "And it looks like we knocked down another
one. Thethird oneisrunning away."

"Comeon, Donadd." Athena pulled him from the room. "Were going after it."

They raced through the streets, past afew smoldering hulks that had once been large edifices, but they
were glad that the destruction had been so little. Only asmal number of buildings had been destroyed
before the invaders had been routed. Reaching the Space Eagle, they jumped into their positions and

quickly readied the ship for pursuiit.

"We sure showed 'em,” Donadld said. "Yes, let'sgo get 'em.”

"Everything'sal s&t," Dr. Minzov said, working over his control pand. "Arewe going after it?'
"You bet," Athenasaid. "Let'sgo."

"Right,"” Donald called from thework cabin. "Don't let him get away."

Minzov reached for theignition just as Mary spoke.

"I wouldn't do that if | wereyou."

"Why not?" Athenaasked, moving quickly to block Minzov's hand.

"Thisisjust one of Sarnak'stricks. He sendsin a couple of shipsto see what kind of defenses you have.
Then he pulls them out. Whoever comes out after them gets blown out of the sky. Once he knows what
you have, he movesin and takes care of it."

"| should have known," Athenasaid. "It was just too easy.”

"I hate to admit it, but Mary is probably correct,” Minzov said.

Asthey spoke, Athena noticed flames shooting from the old ship next to them.

"Do not take off," sheyelled into the communicator to Captain Forn. "I repest, do not take off."

"Why not?' the old man's angry face came on the communicator screen. "Aren't we gonna chase 'em
down?'

"No. It'satrap. The main forceis up there somewhere, waiting to shoot down whoever comes after the
scout ship.”

"Sowhat?| say we go after 'em anyway. It's the code of the Space Rangers.”

"Maybe next time," Athenasaid. "'In the mean time, get your armaments ready. Well bein for amgor
attack pretty soon."



"Did | hear right?' Dondd asked. "Mary saysthiswasn't thered attack, only adecoy.”
"It looksthat way."

"Oh. Well, maybe we should take off anyway. Y ou know, get up to a strategic vantage point, where we
can manage atactical retrest, if necessary.”

"No. We're staying right here, Donad. We're going to fight for Terudious.”
"I had afeding you were going to say that."
#

Athenaand Donald returned to the city, waiting in the command center, trying to stay dert. Minzov
remained in the ship, keeping the Soace Eagle ready for immediate take-off. Athenawas standing next
to awindow when the main attack began.

A barrage of missilesfdl on the city, sending up fountains of debris. Shelooked up to the sky, trying to
spot the ships, and the shock waves from the explosions clapped into her ears. For amoment her ears
rang, but she shook it off and stepped back to the table.

"It'sthe samedl over Terudious," the Chief of Security said. "All the main citiesare under attack.”
"Start firing back,” Athena said, keeping her voiceleve.
The Chief repeated the order over the communicator, and Athenareturned to the window to watch.

Disintegrator rays shot up from the smoke of the burning city, followed by the thin beams of the lasers.
Explosions continued to blow buildings gpart as more missiles and destruction rays came down from the
sky. The ships came lower dmost to the very level on which Athena stood. One of the raiders was struck
smultaneoudy by severd lasers and adisintegrator beam. It flared in aburst of purple and red fire,
Szzling itsway to the ground.

"That'sonefor us," the Chief said.

"| just can't Sit here, Donad.” Athenawent back to the table and leaned over to face Donald, who was
sitting and working over some plans.

"What e'se can we do?"

"We can fight. We can take the Space Eagle up and let it do what it was designed to do. We can shoot
down these criminds™

"Don't you know how many there are?"

"l don't care. I'm going to fight. Chief, you take control of things here. Remember; keep them firing, let
our people know they're besting off the enemy. I'm going back to my ship.”

"All right, Athena," the Chief said, "and good luck to you."

They ran through the continuing bombardment, ducking behind hills of rubbleto get avay from therain of
debris. Athena pulled Dondd aong to the space port, running across the field, reaching the ship
blackened and tired.

"Let'sgo, Minzov," Athenasad, as she hurried into the control cabin. "Thistime were going to fight.”



"Thisis Captain Forn caling Astro Athena™ The communicator cameto life with Captain Forn'simege.
"Captain Forn caling Agtro Athena.”

"Yes, Captain," Athenasad. "Make it fast. Weve got to get out there and fight."

"What are my orders?"

"Just stay down here."

"What? | came herefor afight. I'm not going to sit on the ground like some namby-pamby pacifist.”
Athena considered for amoment, admiring the old man's courage. She had to give him his chance.
"All right, Captain. Follow us up. Then break off and fire asyou seefit.”

"Yes, maam," he responded happily.

"Héll be shot down in seconds,” Dr. Minzov said.

"Hell be going out the way he wants, Doc. Why do you think he Ieft the Old Space Rangers Home and
came on this misson? He could have stayed there and been safe, just wasting away dowly. Here he can
fight and go out in ablaze of glory, if it happensthat way."

"Hmm. | suppose so. Persondly, | think the old age approach to dying might be preferable.”
"No timeto put it to the test, Doc. Get ready to blast off."

Asmissilesburst and destruction rays flashed around it, the Space Eagle flew through the atmosphere,
brilliant flames rushing from its rocket tubes. In seconds, it was soaring through the stratosphere, followed
by the Stratosled and its coughing and sputtering engines.

"I'm going to pilot manudly, Minzov," Athenasaid. ™Y ou man the forward wegpons. Donald,” she cdled
to the work cabin, "you man the rear weapons. I'll fly usinto range of these ships."

"Right,” Minzov said, pulling down asmall pand from the ceiling of the control cabin. Heworked at the
knobs and displays, then turned to Athena. "Weapons armed and ready."

"I'mready,” Dondd called from the back of the ship. "I think."
"I'll just stay out of theway,” Mary sad.

"Okay," Athenasaid, leaning over the pand and guiding the ship as she watched her sensors. "l think I've
got one, and I'mclogngin.”

She stared intently at her sensors as she worked the ship's controls, bringing the Space Eagle closer to
the deek, black marauder. Before she could tell him they werein range, Dr. Minzov had dreedy fired a
mini-bomb. In lessthan second, she saw it explode againgt the hull of the raider, sending it hurtling to the
surface many miles below.

"Scoreonefor us, Doc," Athenasad.
"Weve got one behind us," Donad cried.

"Keep calm, Dondd. She threw the ship into evasive action, throwing herself and the othersfrom side to
sde with the swerving and acceleration. It wastime to go into battle mode, and her mind dipped away,



letting her brain respond automaticaly as she kept her eyesight focused on the sensors. Therewas a
sharp recoil, pushing the ship forward. Donald had fired his cannon. He fired again, and she watched the
image of theraider fal away behind them.

"Nice shooting, Donad.”

"l can't handlethis" hesaid.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the glint of aray reflecting off the hull of the Space Eagle.
"Ouch," Mary said. "I think we're hit."

"Wereintrouble" Minzov said. "Weve got one coming at usfrom above.”

Athenaflew the ship up sharply and accelerated, but the rays continued to flash around them, getting
closer with each succeeding salvo.

"It lookslikewereinfor it, Doc."
"| think you'reright.”

A binding flash burned her eyes, and she had to look away for amoment, then turned back to seethe
cracked and smoking hull of araider shoot past on itsway to destruction.

"What happened?’ Athenasaid.

"| saw that one coming in for thekill," Captain Forn's voice came over the communicator. "What are they
teaching you pilots at the Academy now, anyway? Y ou dways keep looking in every direction, especidly
overhead."

"You'reright, Captain,” Athenalaughed. "I guessit takes an old-timer like you to show us how it's
supposed to be done.”

"Just keep your eyes open,” he said. ™Y ou're shooting them down pretty good yourself.”

The dogfight continued in the upper reaches of the atmosphere of Terudious. The Space Eagle took its
share of hits, but Athena, Minzov and Donald kept chasing down the enemy, firing their wespons
continuoudy, giving the enemy no respite from their own ondaught. On the ground, the defenders of
Terudious held their own during the battle, knocking down ship after ship, taking casudties but fighting on
heroically, asthe destruction to their cities mounted. But thetide of the baitle findly swung in their favor,
and what was | eft of Sarnak's marauderswerein full retrest.

Wearily, Dr. Minzov fell into his seet, wiping the sweat from hisforehead.
"That was something, Athena," he said.

"Yes," Donad added, coming up from the rear of the ship and moving shakily into the control cabin.
"That was someflying you did.”

"I don't know, Dondd," shereplied. "I think | probably learned athing or two from Captain Forn."

"He certainly did his share of the fighting,” Minzov said. ™Y ou, too, Dondd. Y ou stayed in there and
fought with the rest of us. We'd better get back to the surface and take care of the ship. It would appear
that we sustained severa serious hits."”



"A few," Athenasaid, "but we can't go back now. We've got to follow those raiders back to Sarnak.
Maybe now we can catch him. If not, at least well know where heis."

"That soundslogicd," Mary sad. "Boy, that was some action we went through."”
"And it was certainly fortunate you did not make a nuisance of yoursdlf,” Minzov said.

"Actualy, | was keeping those rockets of yoursworking. Y ou don't know al thetimes| had to keep
them from burning out. Then | had to try to hold the ship together and keep the systems running.”

"Y ou're going to have to keep things running alittle longer,” Athenasaid. "We're going after those
raders”

CHAPTER 9. THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

"Weve got aproblem,” Minzov said, leaning over his console and shaking his head. He made afew
adjustments, then shrugged.

"I know they're alittle faster than us, but I've still got them on my sensors,” Athenasaid.

"It'snot that. I'm afraid it will be necessary to head for the nearest port. We're just about out of fuel.”
"Damn!" She dammed her fist againgt her insrument pandl.

"Ouch," Mary yd ped.

"Sorry. Can you get afix on their heading, Doc?"

"I'mworking onit," Minzov sad.

"That's okay," Mary said. "I've dready been keeping track of it for you, and I've dready got al their
vectors stored. | won't have any trouble finding them if we have to stop for awhile.”

"Well, | can get usback on their trail, ds0," Minzov said. "Just give me afew minutes to make some



cdculations”
"Don't worry about it, Doc,” Athenasaid. "Where'sthe nearest port?”
"GammaGlobulo 111" Mary said.

"Shewas asking me," Minzov said. "And it ismost assuredly not gamma Globulo 111. It's beta Refrastus
V"

"No, itisn't."

"Yes itis"

"lan't.”

"

"lan't.”

"

"All right, dl right," Athenasaid. "WEell flipacoinonit.”

"With pleasure,” Minzov said, fishing through his pockets, then turning to Athenawith asheepish look. "It
would appear that | do not have any coinsin my possession at the moment. Would you be so kind asto
furnish one?'

"I can do arandom number generation to Smulate acoin toss,” Mary said.

"Areyou kidding?' Minzov said. "l have the suspicion that your random numberswould be definitely
skewed in the direction of your selection.”

"Ohyeah? Well, it'sagood thing that you don't have any coins. | can just imagine the two-headed,
off-center, reweighted coin you'd pull out of your pocket."

"Never mind," Athenasaid. "l think | till have a standol or two in my pocket." She reached into the sde
of her uniform and pulled out acoin. "See?" She showed it to Minzov, then flipped it in the air and caught
it."Cdl it, Doc."

"Well, let me see" he began. "According to the laws of probability, where we have a Poisson distribution
with two possibilities, the entropy is, of course, maximized for equal probabilities at the outset. As| saw
you start out with a head before you tossed the coin, the probability of atail occurring istherefore higher
than for another head. The choiceisobvious. | will sdlect tails." He sat back and folded his hands over
his stomach, smiling.

"It'sheads," Athenasaid.

"Did | say tails? | meant heads. Heads."

"Too late," Mary said. "It looks like we head for gamma Globulo 111, Dr. Minzov."
"Under my most vehement protest,” Minzov said.

"Jeez, what asoreloser."

"Harumph,” Minzov grunted and folded hisarms over his chest.



"Something going on up here?" Donald came through the hatch.

"It looks like we've got to give up the chase for awhile" Athenasaid. "Weve got to get to aport before
we run out of fud."

"Oh. What's the closest one?"

"Bete Refrastus V," Minzov said. "But for some inexplicable reason, we are instead heading for gamma
Globulo I11."

"Theinexplicable reason being that it isthe closer one" Mary said.

Donald shrugged and returned to the work cabin. Under protest, Minzov generated the curse for gamma
Globulo. Severd hourslater, with their tanksfilled with little more than thin vapors of the hydrorematic
polyongahyde fud, they landed a the main port of gammaGlobulo 111."

#

"Weve just received areport of your exploitsin the Qarcon system,” the Portmaster said, as he escorted
Athenafrom the Space Eagle. "Incredible. Y ou did aremarkable job getting the defenses together and
fighting off those marauders. Truly heroic.”

"Yes," Athenasaid, blushing dightly at his praise. "It was quite abattle. But, in the end, we triumphed
over them."

"Good, good. That's what we need; more Space Rangers like you to do battle with these thieving rats.
Wéll, there arejust afew formsthat need to befilled out, then we can get to work on your ship. They're
inmy office"

"Let's get to them, then. We were in pursuit of one of them when we had to land. And we've got to get
back on their trail beforeit disspatesin thevoid.”

"Certainly, certainly. It's certainly fortunate for usthat these raiders haven't seen fit to attack our little
world. But, then again, we don't have much to offer here. All we do is service ships. We have no other
industry and nomining.”

"Y ou don't keep any money or other valuables here?"

"No. All of our fees are charged to accounts kept in banks for that purpose. No money ever changes
hands here."

"That's pretty smart.”
"Weliketo think s0."

She followed the Portmaster through the lanes between the parked space ships, looking over the small,
round Antarean vessdls, the thick Mizarians, the finned Arcutans and some others she couldn't identify. In
her mind, she compared them to the Space Eagle and proudly ranked them dl behind her ship.

"Right in here," the Portmaster said, holding the door into along, low building. "My officeisjust down
thishal. We can make arrangementsfor the transfer of fundsin there.”

"I'll need to peak with Space Ranger HQ first to get authorization," she said.
"Oh, did you say the Space Rangers? Oh dear, oh dear. | guess| just wasn't thinking." He coughed



nervoudy. "We haven't been servicing ships from the Space Rangerslately.”
"Why not?'

"Well, you see, Miss Athena, there were some difficulties in receiving remuneration from your
organization. First we mugt fill out an innumerable amount of forms, then we must wait for months before
they are even looked at by your group. Usudly, they are returned to us because they say we have made
mistakes when wefilled them out, and the whole process must be commenced again. And when we
finally received our fees, they were dways... oh, how can | put this? ... somewhat |less than we originaly
charged. No, I'm afraid the Home Office has been very dtrict on this matter. The Space Rangers were
supposed to set up an account just as our other customers do, or we can provide no service. And the
last time | checked, no such accounts had been set up.”

"But the raiders are getting away.”

"l understand. But you must see that my hands aretied.”

"Let metalk to my superiors,” shesaid. "Weve got to get that fuel.”
"Perhapsif some other sort of arrangement can be made ..."

"Just get me to a super-space radio.”

They rounded a corner in the hall, and the Portmaster let her into aroom with acommunicator. She sat at
the panel and tried to cal up Colond Richards, but the equipment would not function.

"Is something wrong with this?" she asked.

"Y ou must deposit ten standolsin order to place your cdl,” the Portmaster replied. "In that dot to your
right.

She looked at him angrily, then fished through her pocket for the coins. After they were deposited, the
face of Colond Richards appeared on the screen.

"But welve got to get that fudl," she said, after Colond Richardstold her that no specid accounts had
been set up. "We've got them on the run. Maybe we can catch this Sarnak, but we've got to get the
fud."

"I'm sorry, Athena." His eyes were downcast. "But you know we've had to go into an economizing mode
here. | will bring it up a tomorrow morning's staff meeting, though. It's possible that we might be ableto
cut away afew standolsto get you going again.”

"Tomorrow morning may betoo late, Colond. We might lose thetrail by then.”

"I am fully aware of that, Athena, but what can | do?If it was my money, thered be no problem, but I've
got these big boyslooking over my shoulder dl thetime. They're dways asking me 'What'sthisfor? and
'Why can't you get that for alittle cheaper? It's not like the old days. When we had them on the run, we
kept after them until we had them. Now, it's paperwork and requisitions and piles of justification forms.
Who ever thought the Space Rangers would be run by abunch of bean counters?’

"Well, as| mentioned before," the Portmaster said, "we might be able to come to some kind of
arangement.”

"How'sthat?' Athenaturned around.



"Well, you see, we have asalvage job that needs to be done, but we haven't found anyone willing to do
it. The Corporation hasinformed me that they would be willing to trade to get it done. And | think they'd
go as high asfull tanks of fud for your ship."

"Maybe there's your way out,” Colond Richards said. "What's the job?"

"Oh, it'snothing redlly. We just need to get aship back that crashed into our moon. We're just short of
pilotsright now."

"And yourewilling to give usthe fud if wedo thisjob?" Athenaasked.
"Ohyes. Ohyes"

"Whatever it is, I'll authorizeit,” Colond Richards said. "I've got to get back to ameeting right now.
Meetings. Y ou'd think | had nothing better to do than go to meetings. Call me when you're on your way,
Athena" The screen went blank.

Athenafollowed the Portmaster to his office. Once inside, he took some papersfrom his desk.
"Just Sgn these forms and well get going,” he said.

She flipped through the pages, looking up at the Portmaster from time to time, not understanding the legal
wording.

"What are these?' she asked.

"Just standard contracts and release forms. They say that if you bring back the Major Primo, well
supply you with al the fuel you can carry. And they aso release the Corporation from any responsibility
if, in the very remote chance, you don't make it back. But we both know you should have no problems.”

"Oh." She signed the forms and handed them back.

"Good, good." He took the forms and quickly locked them in awall safe. "Now, the ship ison Haifut,
that's our only satellite. It's stuck in the surface. Well send you out in one of our salvage ships. All you
haveto doispull it loose and bring it back here."

"That sounds awfully easy. Why hasn't someone else doneit aready?"

"W, our moon does not rotate; it keeps the same face toward gamma Globulo dl thetime. Haifut is
made up of water and some semi-solid aromatic hydrocarbons. Asit turns out, the Major Primo is stuck
inalayer of mud which has a somewhat pungent aroma. It's kept everyone else away. And as | said, we
are short on available pilots, anyway."

"And it may bedifficult to pull it free?'

"Yes," the Portmaster admitted. "But the salvage ship well assign to you should be capable of performing
thejob. It shouldn't take too long. If you start up in the next hour, you should be therein afew hours.
With any luck, you might be back by tomorrow afternoon.”

"All right. Y ou have usover abarrd."
"Oh, don't think of it that way. Eveniif itislike that, were only honest businessmen here”

"Hmmm. Where have | heard that before? But it'saded, right?"



"Absolutely correct.”

Even with his reassurances, she felt uneasy about the job, but, without much choice, they had to go
through with it. She used the Portmaster's communicator, after parting with another standol, to call Dr.
Minzov and Donad. They met her at the assigned salvage ship and started their preparationsfor
departure.

#

It took Athenaonly afew minutesto familiarize herself with the controls of the salvage ship. It responded
duggishly to her touch. Short and wide, its cylindrical shape was designed for utility more than for speed.
In the spherica control cabin,Dr. Minzov sat behind her in one of the spare seats that had been installed
for thetrip.

"l wasjust thinking," Dr. Minzov said, asthey approached the surface of Haifut. "With al these aromatic
hydrocarbons, there's a chance we could ignite the atmosphere with the fire from our rockets.”

"No," Athenasaid. "The Portmaster assured me that there's not enough free oxygen to support any
combustion.”

"Wdll, we'rejust about at the Site of that ship. Isthat it down there?' He pointed out one of the windows
at along, pointed object protruding through the surface.

"It must have sunk abit," Athenasaid. "According to the Portmagter, the surface mud is only about afoot
thick. | don't think I'm going to set the ship down. I'll let it hover while you and Donad get down there
and work the cables around the ship.”

"Me?' Minzov said. "Oh, perhaps | should have mentioned this before, but I've been having some
problemswith my back. | usudly keep little thingslike that to mysdlf, just some lingering injuries from our
battle with the Simurians sometime ago. | don't think it would be wise for meto aggravate it any further,

though.”

"Canyou pilot thisthing?

"Well, no."

"Then | guessyou'll have to go down there with Donad."

Donald crawled up through anarrow hatch in the floor and sat in the other extra set.

"l wasjust telling Minzov," Athenasaid, "that you two will have to go down there and work the cables
around that ship while | keep this one hovering above the surface.”

"Me?' Donad said. "Oh, | probably should have told you that my back's been bothering melately. An
oldinjury I got when we werefighting the Simuriansawhile ago."

"| dready tried that one," Dr. Minzov said.
lla,].ll

Sowly, Athena brought the salvage ship down closer to the Major Primo, keeping the ship afew feet
above the surface of the warm mud. The surface was smooth and brown. Oddly, the thin atmosphere
seemed yellow asthey approached the surface, dthough it was dightly orange near the horizon.
Reluctantly, Donad and Dr. Minzov donned their salvage suits and climbed down from the airlock ladder



asit swung above the surface. As soon astheir feet touched the surface, they sunk in, continuing to sink
until they were up to their knees.

"It'shot out here," Dondd said to Athenaover the short-range communicator. "Thismud is pretty
wam."

"That's because this moon keeps one face constantly toward the sun,” Dr. Minzov said. "A very
interesting condition. If | had moretime | would like to study the effects of such a set of circumstances on
the ecology of thislittleworld."”

"Some other time, Doc,” Athena said, hitting the switch to close the airlock door. "I'll start paying out the
cables. Y ou two wrap them around the ship.”

Minzov and Donald waded through the muck for severa feet until they reached the side of their ship. It
was astandard cargo vessdl, about thirty feet around and fifty feet tall. Thetops of itstail finswere just
visible above the surface of the mud.

They waited as Athena maneuvered the salvage ship above the Major Primo, keeping the underbelly
pardld to the surface. She wished she could have seen them undernegth her, but the control cabin was
attached to the front of the cylindrical ship, ahead of Donad and Dr. Minzov. Her indicatorstold her that
the cables had reached the surface of Haifut.

Dondd and Dr. Minzov wrestled with the cables, trying to get them under the fins of the ship, but the
footing was dippery. Dondd had to let himself sink under the surface to get the cables under thefins.
Minzov stood back and supervised his activity until three cables had been run under the fins and attached
together. Findly, Athenabegan the work of pulling the ship from the muck, using the rockets under the
sdvage ship.

She had to pull it out dowly, pushing the enginesto their limit, then pulling them back so therewasjust
enough thrust to keep the salvage ship hovering. After dmost an hour, the ship wasfindly free of the
surface and hanging beneeth her, dripping aturgid, brown ooze from severa holesinitsside.

"Let's get back aboard and get out of here,” Donald said.
"Hmm. We may have aproblem there," Dr. Minzov said.
"What problem?’

"Well, withthe Major Primo hanging beneath the ship, it'stoo far for the ladder to reach us. And since
we don't have any rocket packs, there's no way for usto get up there."

"Y ou mean we're stuck here?'
"Well, for thetime being.”

"I'll take the ship back to the port,” Athenasaid. "Then I'll comeright back for you two. It shouldn't take
more than five hours."

"Five hours?' Dondd cried. "These supid suits don't have any toilet facilities and I've got to go now."
"I'm sorry, Donald" Athenasaid. "Youll just haveto hold it till | get back.”

Athenakept the rockets running at full thrust, getting her back to the port in alittle over two hours. The
ground crews went to work as soon as she placed the Major Primo on the surface. The Portmaster



objected when she told him she had to go back to get Donad and Minzov.
"It'ssuch awaste of fud," he said. "Isit redly necessary?

"Y ou can't expect meto leave them there," she said, talking over the communicator in the control cabin,
watching asthelast cables were removed from the ship.

"No, | guess not. But perhaps we should discussit.”
"We can discussit when | get back.”

Sheflew back at full thrust, reaching the surface more quickly now that she had to power only an empty
ship. Reaching the location where she had | ft them, she searched the area but could see neither Minzov
or Donad. When she brought the ship lower, she made out two sets of armswaving frantically just above
the mud.

"What are you two doing?' she asked

"Help! Help!" they yeled. " Something's got us around the legs.”

"What?' Athenacried.

"It'spulling usunder,” Dondd yelled. "Get us out of here.”

With horror, Athenarealized there were no wegpons aboard the salvage ship.

"It fedslike agiant snakeisholding onto me," Dr. Minzov said. "Y ou've got to get us out of here quickly.
The thermd controls on our suits are overloading.”

"They didn't tell me anything about snakes," Athenasaid.

"Maybeitswormsthen."

"Whatever," shesad. "I'll lower the cablesto you. Seeif you can grab hold of them."
She dropped the cables, hoping they'd fall close to Minzov and Donald.

"I'vegot one," Dondd said.

"Yes, I've got one, too,” Minzov added.

"All right," Athenasaid. "Hang on."

She darted the cables retracting dowly, but she had to stop when she heard Minzov and Donald yelling
over the communicator.

"l can't hold on," Dondd said. "The thing'stoo strong. It's holding me down."
"l can't hold on, ether,” Dr. Minzov said. "It's pulling us under."
"What dsecan | do?' Athenasaid.

"I don't know," Dr. Minzov replied. "If we could only clear this mud away, at least we could see what's
got us."

"That'sit, Minzov," Athenasaid. "I'll usethe main lift enginesto blow away the mud."



"Won't that cook usin the process?' Donald asked.

"I'll pulsethe engines,” she said. "That should minimize the heating. Keep yoursaves covered with the
mud. That will insulate you, too."

"I hopeyou'reright,” Dondd said.
"Do you have any better ideas?’
"Y es, but they included staying on Earth.”

"Oh, stop whining, Dondd,” Athena said as she worked the controls to bring the salvage ship upright.
"Y ou'd think you were the only person to ever have problems.”

"The only one I'm concerned with at the moment. And whatever you do, you'd better do it fast. There's
somekind of abig, ugly head right up a my helmet. And it lookslikeits hungry.”

"I'm hurrying, Dondd.”
"Did | mention that it's big enough to swallow me whole?"
"Hang on. I'm gtarting with the engines now."

Working theigniters, she pulsed the thrusters, sending ajet of hot gasses toward the surface. The ship
jumped up and fell back severa times as she fired the rocketsin short bursts. Then she heard Minzov
cdling to her.

"Itsworking," he said. "Jugt alittle bit more and well both be out of the mud.”
"Hurry up and drop those cables," Donald said.

She pulsed the engine once more, then lowered the ship until it was again pardld to the surface. Asshe
was dropping, she saw Minzov and Donald standing on the surface, covered with the brown ooze, but
there was no evidence of any other creature.

She raised them with the cables and had them aboard afew momentslater. Asthe mud flowed dowly
back, she thought she saw something huge dithering in it. Then alarge head rose from the mud, coming
up until it was even with the front of the ship.

It was large enough to swalow aman whole, even indde a salvage suit. But it seemed to her asif it was
al mouth, ugly and dimy with no other distinguishing features on the head. A brown, segmented body
went back from the head to the mud. It came closer to the window, touched it, then recoiled.

"Get usout of here," Dondd said, as he came up from the below, till inside the suit. Then Athena noticed
astrong, fetid odor following him up from the lower deck.

"Donald, get out of that suit and dump it in theairlock. Tell Minzov to do the same."

Athenafought down the need to vomit as she piloted the ship out of the reach of the monster. Quickly,
she had them far above the surface, and put the ventilation system on as high asit would go.

"Don't bother with the airlock," she said. "Just throw them out anywhere.”

"They'regone," Dr. Minzov said as he climbed into the control cabin. "Donald, you'd better find
something to clean up this muck we dragged aboard the ship with us.”



"Me?" hecried. "Why me?'

"I've got to pilot thisship,” Athenasaid.

"And I've got to help her,” Minzov added.

"| should have known," Donad muttered, as he searched the ship for a bucket and mop.
#

"It's great to be back on the Space Eagle," Athenasaid, diding into her familiar seat. "Now, let's hope
we can catch up with those raiders.”

"I've dtill got their coursein my memory,” Mary said. "We can pick it up as soon aswe leave this planet.
By theway, | think they short-changed you on the fue.”

"If they did, well be coming back here to straighten it out. After what we went through, I'll be damned if
I'm going to et them get away with something like that."

"What do you mean?' Donald said. "After what we've been through? It was me and Minzov that had to
wallow around in that hot, smelly dime and then dmost get eaten by that disgusting thing.”

"I dwaysliketo think that al of our troubles are shared, Dondd, even though they may be happening to
only oneof us"

"Let's not get worked up about it, now," Dr. Minzov said. "We've got to get back on thetrail of those
raders.”

CHAPTER 10. ON THE RAIDER'S TRAIL

"How far behind them do you think we are, Doc?" Athenaasked. Shelet him finish transferring the
vectors from Mary into the navigation system as she glanced out the window. The Space Eagle was
passing by Haifut, and she wondered where that snake or worm might be. She shuddered, wondering if



perhaps there were more of them.

"They were moving away from usat afairly hedthy clip,” hereplied. "l imaginethey are at least two
light-years ahead of us."

"Let meinterject here, if | may," Mary said.
"Do we have achoice?' Minzov asked.

"I'll ignorethat remark. According to the datall was collecting while we were ill chasing them, | think
their ship was damaged. So they may have had to dow down or stop entirely for repairs.”

"How do you know they were damaged?' Athena asked.

"There was athin wisp of fuel vapor trailing behind them. Even if my vectors are alittle off, we should be
ableto usethat trail to pick them up again.”

"They may even have run out of fud, Doc,” Athenasaid.
"| supposethereisaremote possbility of that," he sniffed.

"Now that you mention it," Mary said, "according to my calculations, projecting on the amount of vapor
inthetral when | wastaking my data, one of those ships should have run out of fuel dready. But they're
gl over aday ahead of us."

""Weéll find them," Athenasaid, feding the satisfaction of being in command of her ship coming back to
her. She settled into her seat to wait as the chase resumed.

"Thereisjust one other minor point to consider,” Dr. Minzov said. "Let's just suppose that we are ableto
trail these criminals back to Sarnak. What will we do then?"

"WEélIl have to figure that out when wefind him," Athenasaid. "We don't know what his srength isyet.”

"Just my point, Athena. Perhaps alittle planning on our part, now, might make for amore positive
gtuation later."

"Whét's bothering you, Doc?'

"I'm just suggesting that we exercise alittle prudence as we approach this Sarnak. Perhaps we have
diminished his strength considerably since our battle with hisforces over Terudious. But it may also be
that we have only angered him."

"I hope we've got him good and angry,” Athenasaid.

"Well, let's not be too hasty in our desires, Athena. We certainly don't want to give him the opportunity to
avenge hislosson us."

"Don't worry, Doc. WEll takeit astep at atime. I'm not going to charge into anything blind, thistime."

Working on Mary's data, the found the thin stream of fuel, only afew atoms per cubic centimeter of
space, but definitely discernible with the ship's sensors. From the rate of dispersion of the vapor, Dr.
Minzov estimated thet the fuel trail had been leaked twenty-seven point six three hours previoudy. As
they hoped, the dispersion of the stream lessened asthey traveled; they knew they were closingin.

"I'm picking up two small ships on my long range scanners,” Athena said, during the next day cycle. She



leaned over her panel and worked on increasing the sengitivity of her sensors. "They're right on the vector
weve beenfollowing.”

"Just as| predicted,” Dr. Minzov said. He was answered by aloud crackling from the computer. Do
you see anything dse?"

"Just the two ships. And they're dropping below light speed. Maybe one of them is running out of fuel.”
"It'scertainly apossbility.”

"They're heading for the star system up ahead,” Mary said.

"Which oneisit?' Athenaasked.

"That's funny. Therés no dataon it in your computer, but there's plenty of dataon al the other stars.”
"l would suggest caution at thispoint,” Dr. Minzov said.

"l agree," Mary said.

"Oh?" Dr. Minzov scratched hischin. "Well, then on further consideration, | would suggest we go in there
and do asurvey of the system. The Space Rangerswill find that data extremely useful if there are no
exigting records."

"l don't know, Doc," Athenasaid. "I agree with Mary. After dl, you were the one who was suggesting
caution yesterday."

"Well, who are you going to listen to? One of the most eminent scientists the galaxy has ever known or
the voice of afew erroneous bytes of machine code?’

"It'snot likethat. | just want to be careful, thistime."

"Be careful of what?' Donald asked, coming into the control cabin with acup of coffee. He handed it to
Athena, and she smiled her thanksto him.

"Wethink the raiders we've been following are heading for the star system up ahead,” Athenasaid. "We
don't have any dataon it, so I'm suggesting we go in carefully.”

"That sounds reasonableto me," Donad said.
Dr. Minzov crossed his arms and fumed.

"Come on, Minzov." Athenareached over and placed her hand on hisarm. "We need you to help us
follow theseraiders.”

"Not necessarily,” Mary said. "'l can easly keep uson thelr trail mysdlf.”
"Hah!" Minzov snorted.
"Asameatter of fact, they're heading for one of the planets right now."

"What planet?' Minzov went to work on his sensors and adjusted the controls, trying to pick up the ships
and the planet. "It looks like the planet they are heading for isroughly Earth size."

"Correct,” Mary sad. "It's the second planet from the star. | count five planets total; two close and three
gas giantsfarther out.”



"Yes, | seethat.”
"I'm going to keep us behind them," Athenasaid. "If we don't see anyone else, well try to capture them.”

Athenaflew the Space Eagle behind the two raider ships, following them into their orbit around the
planet.

"They'renot trying to get away," Athenasaid, puzzled. "They should have seen us by now."

"Perhapsnot,” Dr. Minzov said. "From what I've been picking up, or rather not picking up, they have not
performed any sensor sweepsin our direction. They must believe they have escaped from the battle.”

"Then maybe it's about time to let them know we're here. Get the weaponry ready.”

Dr. Minzov prepared his mini-cannon and ray wegpons, while Athena sent Donad to the aft end of the
ship in case aship came up on them from behind.

"Ready,” Dr. Minzov sad.
"Okay. Fire ashot across their path, Doc,” Athenasaid. "Let's see what they do."

Dr. Minzov launched a particle bomb on atrgectory taking it severa milesin front of theraiders. As
Athenawas bringing the ship into an orbit dightly above and behind the raiders, they saw the flash.

"They're stopping,” Minzov said. "It doesn't appear that they have any ssomach for afight. The
cowards.”

"Kegp your weapons ready anyway," Athenasaid. "If you see anything funny, shoot them down."

Asthe Space Eagle closed on the two ships, Athena saw that heavy damage had aready been inflicted
on thetwo raiders. Large areas of their hulls had been clumsily patched, and they were probably lesking
plenty of air. Their engines had aso sustained heavy damage, with blackened areas around the tubes and
large dentsin the rear cowlings.

"Let's get set to board those ships and take some prisoners,” Athena said.

"Perhapsit would be better to have them surrender first and then come aboard our ship,” Dr. Minzov
sad.

"Yes, that isabetter idea.”" She reached for the communicator. "Thisis Astro Athena of the Space
Rangers calling the two raider ships ahead of us. Comein, raider ships.”

"Yeah, okay. You got us," the crackling voice came back. A snowy image came on the screen, just
enough to make out the smudged and bandaged face of one of the raiders. "What d'you want?'

"Surrender and come aboard our ship.”

"Y ou better take agood look behind you first," he laughed.

"That'sthe oldest trick in the book," Athenasaid. "Do you expect me to turn around and look?"
Dondd came up behind her, panting heavily.

"Theresabig ship behind us," he gasped. "Huge. Even bigger than a battle cruiser.”

"You don't think thiswas atrap,” Athenasaid.



"Consdering our present position,” Dr. Minzov said, "I would propose that possibility ssems highly
probable.”

"Braceyoursalves" shesad.

She fired the main engines, pushing the enginesto their maximum thrust, not waiting for it to build. For a
moment, they were thrown back, then the ship stopped moving. The Space Eagle was being pulled
backward.

"They'vegot us," Donad yelled, over the rumbling of the engines.

"Go back and fire a them,” Athenasaid. "Maybe you can hit whatever kind of beam they have on us. Il
keep the thrust on.”

Donad raced to the rear of the ship, and Athenafelt the recoil of the launcher sending out amissile. But
the ship continued to be pulled againgt itsthrugt.

"What have they got on us, Doc?'
"I'm not sure, but | believe it might be a Magnatractor beam. And a particularly powerful one at that.”
"We can't bresk away?"

"Probably not. Once they had usin the beam, we were trying to pull their mass dong with our own. All
they haveto do is st back and wait for usto burn out our engines.”

Dondd returned to the control cabin and dumped against thewall.

"It'snouse" hesaid. "The missile exploded in front of that ship. | tried the beam wegpons, but they hit
something in front of the ship and bounced off. It must have shidlds.

"I'd say that'salso agood possibility,” Dr. Minzov said. "And that's very good observing, Donad. Good
conclusions, too."

"Thanks"

"I'm cutting off the engines, then," Athenasaid.

"Dont et them take me dive,” Mary cried.

"What do you have to worry about?' Dr. Minzov said.

"Me? Oh, nothing, | suppose. | guess| wasjust getting caught up in the intengity of the moment.”

Athenafollowed Dondd to the rear of the ship. She had gotten agood idea of the size of the ship from
her sensors, but now she wanted to get alook at it. As she looked through the observation dome, alarge
hole opened in the middle of the spherica ship, large enough to swallow the Space Eagle.

She saw that Donad had been right. The ship was indeed aslarge as a battle cruiser, at least three
kilometersin radius, with numerous protrusions around the surface. Lights showed through windows, and
asthey were pulled closer, she could make out faces behind the windows, watching them being pulled
into the trap. Around the middle of the ship, she recognized numerous wegpons, particle bomb launchers,
disintegrator beams and electrostatic projectors. In afight, the Space Eagle would have been easly
destroyed.



The ship went through the opening, into alarge open hangar, aready holding severd other ships. The
underside of the Space Eagle scraped against the deck of the hanger for severa feet, then stopped,
rolling dightly until it cameto rest on oneof itstall fins

Before the opening was completely closed, space-suited figures carrying ray weapons rushed in and
circled the ship. Athenaand Donald moved away from the observation dome and went to the work
cabin, where they met Dr. Minzov. Looking out the sde windows, she saw the figures had the ship
surrounded. She heard the rush of air around the ship and knew the hangar was being pressurized. When
sheturned around, Dr. Minzov was leaning againg the hatch

"What are you doing?' Athena asked.

"Trying to keep them out,” he said.

"I think you'relosing your marbles, Doc," Dondd said.

"Where?' Minzov dropped to the floor, sweeping hishandsdong it.

Moving past Minzov to the hatch, Athena peered out to see one of the figures approaching. Then there
was aknock.

"Whoisit?' Dr. Minzov asked.

They heard athin, muffled voice come through, unintelligible. Then the knocking came again.
"Yes," Athenasad. "What do you want?'

"Surrender, now," the voice said, now coming through clearly, "or well blow this ship gpart.”
"Does that mean you want usto come out?' Dr. Minzov asked.

"Wéll, of courseit meanswe want you to come out. What good would it do to have you surrender and
day in there?'

"Wekind of likeitin here."

"I'm sorry, but you've got to come out. So get out here."
"Okay. Haveit your way."

Dr. Minzov nodded to Athena.

"I guesswe have no other choice," he said.

Athena shrugged and opened the hatch. The three of them stepped dowly out onto the deck. Ingtantly,
the figures surrounded them, pushing and shoving to get closer, until the one who had been knocking
pushed hisway through to them.

"Come on, get back, get back, will ya?' he said. " Give me someroom.” He removed hishelmet to reved
acoarsely featured face, thick and crud but at the same time showing an anima-like ignorance. "Okay,
you're coming with us."

"Why?' Donald asked.
"Why?" The man scratched his head.



"Come on, Jerger," one of the other men said. "We're supposed to be taking them to Sarnak.”

"That'sright,” Jerger said. "We're supposed to be taking you to Sarnak. So let'sgo. And don't make me
have to get rough.”

Some of the men behind him snickered. He turned around and glared at them.
"Okay, who's laughing?' he demanded.

The laughter stopped as he looked around the circle of men.

"Well, if we're going to meet this Sarnak, we'd better get going,” Athenasaid.

"Hey, I'm giving the orders around here," Jerger said. The men laughed again. "Cut that out. Okay. I'm
going to write down anyone's name| catch laughing.”

"Can you write?' avoice said. Jerger moved through the men.

"Who said that?"

When no one admitted they had said anything, Jerger went back to Athena,
"We're going to see Sarnak, now." He said, till looking suspicioudy at his men.
"That'swhat | just said," Athenareplied.

"I'm giving the orders around here." He came closer to Athena, breathing heavily in her face. Sheturned
away at the stench and waved her hand in front of her nose. He moved back from her, looking
embarrassed, and led them through the hangar.

The rest of the men stayed behind them, keeping their weapons pointed at their backs. Athenatried to
take in as many details of the hangar as she could, keeping track of the few scout ships scattered around.
Jerger led them to asmall door at the other end of the hangar, past thick pipes and conduits stretching
from the deck to the ceiling high above them. Around the side of onewall, she saw instrument pandsand
controls. And up againgt the back wall was alarge machine.

"What'sthat, Doc?"' she whispered to Minzov.

"That must be the Magnatractor beam,” he said. "Those short cylinders project the ray." He pointed to a
large circular array, pointing toward the Space Eagle.”

"What are you whispering about?' Jerger turned around at them. " Are you talking about me?"
"Sowhat if wewere?' Athenasaid.

"Widll, just dont, or I'll get redly mad.”

"Hah!"

"Yeah, you'll see" Jerger said. " Someday.”

When they reached the door, Jerger stepped through, having to duck through the ova opening. Donald
and Minzov went through next, standing by Jerger asthey waited for the rest of them. Thinking quickly,
Athena stepped through and turned around, pushing the guards back and damming the hatch in their
faces. She found the locking mechanism on the wall next to the hatch and activated it. As Jerger was



turning around to see what the noise was, they jumped on him.

"Hey, sopit," heydled, asthey wrestled him to the floor, holding him face down and pinning hisarms
behind his back.

"Be quiet and you won't get hurt,"” Athenasaid. "What should we do with him, Doc?'

"Wait here," he said. He ran down the corridor, opening doors and peering beyond them. He returned in
afew moments carrying some pieces of wire.

"Let'stiehim up and put him in one of these storage rooms.”

"No, don't do that," Jerger said. "Thiswas my big chance to do something right. If Sarnak finds out |
messed up, helll put me back on my old job."

"Sorry," Dr. Minzov said, as he and Donald tied Jerger's arms and legs together. The three of them lifted
him, grunting under the weight of the space suit, and placed him inasmall clost filled with buckets and
mops.

"They'll be sounding an alarm pretty soon,” Athenasaid as aklaxon sounded above their heads. "Thereit
is. Well haveto find somewhere to hide. Fast."

"What good will that do?" Donad asked.
"Do you want to hang around here?'
"Well, no."

"Thenlet'sgo."

They ran blindly down corridors, turning at random, trying to put as much distance as possible between
them and the hangar. They found a darkened room and went inside.

"We can figure out what to do next in here," Athenasaid. "Just keep the door shut.”

Oncethey had the lights on, they found they were in an equipment storage room, with metal racksfilled
with electronic equipment and chemical gear.

"So, what do we do now?' Donad asked.

"I don't know," Athenasaid. "It's a safe bet we won't be able to get back to the Space Eagle any time
soon. Even if we did and managed to blast off, they'd just pull us back. What do you think, Doc?"

"Widll, they've got anice collection of equipment here," hereplied.
"No," Donad cried. "What should we do?'
"Oh. | would suggest that we keep moving. Don't stay in one place for too long. Keep them guessing.”

"l think you'reright,” Athenasaid. "Thisisapretty big ship. There should be plenty of placesto hide.
Firg off, we should get farther away from the hangar deck. They're sure to start looking in that area, then
spread out from there."

She went to the door and opened it dowly. Peering through the crack, she found herself face-to-face
with a hawk-faced man standing on the other side. When he saw her, he jumped back and ran down the



corridor. Athena dammed the door and stood against it.
"Someone saw me," she said. "We better get out of here.”

"Now, let'swait aminute,” Dr. Minzov said, holding up hishand. "That's just what they'll expect usto
do."

"What do you mean?' Donad asked.

"Whoever that person wasis bound to tell them hefound us here. If they have any intelligence at dl, in all
probability, they will cometo the conclusion that we will know we have to find some other location to
secret oursalves. Redlizing that, they will know that it isawaste of time to search thisroom; they will take
their activities to another part of the ship. Ah, but here is where we outsmart them. We stay right here
and let them search for uselsawhere.”

"Brilliant, Minzov," Athenasad.
"] don't know," Donald said. "'l think we should move on."

"Nonsense," Dr. Minzov said, asthe door burst open and guards swarmed in, surrounding them and
dragging them from the room.

"Well, it seemed likeagood idea,” Dr. Minzov said, as the guards pushed him roughly out into the
corridor.

They were herded through the ship, through large corridors and into wide tube cars that carried them and
the guards up long doping shafts. Findly, they stopped in front of a set of heavy, white doors.

One of the guards spoke into awall communicator while the rest of them kept their weaponstrained on
Athena, Minzov and Donald. The doors did open to reved alarge spherica chamber, with people
arrayed around the sides on ledges, working at instruments. The guards pushed them into the chamber
onto a platform running through the center.

People on the ledges turned to watch asthey were led indgde, some of them stared maevolently, sneering
and grimacing; otherstook a quick glance and returned to their work. Athenaredlized this must bethe
bridge of the huge ship, at its very center.

A large figure standing on the center of the platform turned to them and smiled.



CHAPTER 11. FACETO FACEWITH EVIL

He stood tall and dark, with bold, dashing features; dressed in garments that must have been designed to
fit his solid body, accentuating each curve and line. His smile came easily, showing perfect teeth. Hiscap
sat on hishead a just the dightest hint of an angle.

"Sarnak," Athenasaid, marveling at the physicad perfection of the man.

"Sarnak?' the man said. "He's over there." He pointed to ashort, squat figure Sitting in achair at the other
end of the platform, gnawing at what looked like the remnants of alarge bone. The handsome man
picked up abroom and trash can and walked past them.

The short man swiveled in the chair to face them, burped and tossed the bone to the sde. Hewas
swarthy and thick-featured, with pock-marked cheeks and small, wicked eyes. He smiled at them and
stood with agroan, shuffling his heavy girth toward them while he rubbed his hands together. A few feet
from them, he stopped.

Athena could not suppress her sneer at the lowness of the man. So, they werefindly faceto face with the
evil creature they had been searching for, only to be his prisoner.

"Well, wel, what have we here?' His voice wasthick, with an odd smoothness. "Why if you aren't the
cutest thing I've seen in ages.”

Athena stepped forward and glared at him, standing to her full height over the shorter man.

"I'm Agtro Athena," she said. " So, weve finally caught up with you, Sarnak. It's been along chase but it
waan't difficult to follow your trail of depredation acrossthe gdaxy. Why doesthis gadaxy haveto befull
of vermin like you who think they can flaunt thelaws of civilized men? And don't think | am moved & dll
by your disgusting desires.”

Sarnak looked at her and shook his head.
"Huh?' hesad. "What?"'

"Do you actudly believe that someone like me could be attracted in any way by adisgusting cretin like
you?

"You?No, | wastaking about him." He pointed at Donald, then sidled closer to him. ™Y ou know you
look just like someone ... someone | never thought I'd see again." He sighed and looked away. "1t was so

long ago."
"Y ou stay away from him." Athena stepped at him, but was held back by the guards.

"Do you think | want to hurt him?" Sarnak asked, stepping in front of Athena. "No, that's the furthest
thing from my mind. But | can't believeit." He turned back to Donad. "L ooking at you brings back
fedlings| thought had died ... dare| say it?... | think | might be ableto ... love again.”

Unableto control herself, Athena broke away from the guards and legpt a Sarnak, catching him with a



hard fist to his puffy jowl. He staggered back as Athenajumped on him and knocked him to the floor.

Then the guards were on her, dragging her from Sarnak. One of them hit her on the side of the head with
the butt of hisweapon. She collapsed to the floor, still conscious, but dazed. Dondd tried to go to her,
but the guards kept him away.

"Hold onto her," Sarnak said, picking himsdf up from the floor. He rubbed at his face and groaned.
"Jeez, you'd think | was some kind of animd or something.”

He stepped away from them and returned to his chair, putting hisarms across his chest as he stared at
them.

"You think it'seasy being agdactic super-crimina? Robbing, pillaging, selling innocent men, women and
children into davery. Perpetrating interstellar holocaust on adaily basis? Well, I'm ahuman being too.
I've got fedings. Don't you think my heart bleedsjugt alittle with every heinous act | commit?

"It'shorrible, | tell you, horrible. And | can't slop mysdlf.” He put hisarm over hisface. "Don't you think
I've tried to stop? Then someone like you comes aong.” He rose and went to Donald. "Then | think,
well, maybeit'sal got some meaning after dl.”

Dondd turned away.

"Do you believe that any decent person could have any sympathy for the likes of you?' Athenacried.
"You again." Sarnak turned to her. "What did you say your name was?"

"Agtro Athena." Despite the grip of the guards on her arms, she managed to stand alittle taler.

"Oh, yeah. And who are you?"' he turned to Dr. Minzov.

Minzov looked away from, staring defiantly at the rows of control panels, not deigning to give the crimina
any notice.

"l am Dr. Hans AlexisMinzov."

"Dr. Hans AlexisMinzov," Sarnak repested, rubbing his chin. "Minzov, Minzov. Oh, yes. Y oure one of
the top scientists in the Space Rangers, | believe.”

"Without recourse to false modesty, | would say that | am the top scientist in the Space Rangers.”

"Well, I'm certainly glad to meet you." Sarnak took Minzov's hand and shook it vigoroudy, while he
moved next to him and put hisarm around his shoulders. He led him away from the group. "L ook, | can
useamanlikeyou."

"How could someone aslow as you use someone with my superior scientific talents?* Minzov asked
icly.

"Look, I've got alab on this ship like you wouldn't believe. All kinds of stuff and no one knows how to
useit. Except for Dr. Rackle, and he doesn't understand all of it."

"Rackle? Rackle? Where have | heard that name before?!

"Perhaps you heard of his experimentsin the laboratories on Aldebaran I1. It was just acrumby little
place. Of course, if he hadn't tried some ... shall we say ... taboo research into the libido of the
Presdent'swife... Tsk. Tsk. | understand he barely got away with his skin in one piece. He was on the



skids dready, anyway. | found him in adive on amining planet around some godforsaken star. Cleaned
him up and gave him agood job."

"Making weaponsfor you?' Minzov spat.

"Wel, moreor less. Lately it's been less. HE's been trying to perfect a superweapon for me, but he hasn't
gotten very far. Now, that's where you comein. With your help ..."

"Never."

"Well, think about it." Sarnak turned to the guards. " Take this one down to Rackle and tell the old
buzzard to show our esteemed Dr. Minzov around. I'll be down there later to see what progress he's
making. Probably none."

Two guardstook Minzov's arms and dragged him from the bridge.
"Don't worry about me, Athena," he called over hisshoulder. "I'll bedl right.”
"Now for you." He came back to Dondd.

"Sarnak, Sarnak," an out of breath voice came from the door. Athenalooked up, hoping that Minzov had
escaped somehow. Instead, she saw Jerger come stumbling into the bridge.

"Well, if itisn't Jerger,” Sarnak said. A muted snickering came from the people standing around the
bridge. "Wdll, | understand we had alittle trouble with the prisoners.”

"Sarnak," Jerger said. "They outsmarted me."
"Half the doors on this ship outsmart you."
"But at least we recaptured them."”

"Y es, we recaptured them. And by we, | don't include you. Oh, Jerger, Jerger, what am | going to do
with you? If your mother wasn't my sigter, I'd have you in the bilge shoveling our crap out the disposal.”

"Y ou're not going to put me back on the space toilet detail, are you, Uncle Sarnak?"

Sarnak rushed angrily at Jerger, then, embarrassed, looked around to see who was watching. When they
met hislook, everyone turned back to their sations.

"| told you never to cdl methat.”
"I'msorry Unc ... | mean ... Sarnak.”

"That's better. Okay, I'll give you one more chance. Y ou seethisgirl over here?' He pointed to Athena.
"What was your name agan?"

"Agro Athena"

"Right. Y ou seethis Astro Athena over here? Well, you take some of these men and escort her to one of
the cdlls. Do you think you can do it?"

"Yes, | candoit. You said to take some of thisgirl and put the guardsin the cell.”

"No, no, you nitwit. | said ... Oh, never mind. Y ou." He pointed to one of the guards. "Take this
..whatever her nameis..."



"Astro Athena," the guard said.

"Right. Take her down to one of the cells. Take a couple of guards with you. Take Jerger, too. And
make sure he doesn't lock himsdlf in one of the cdlls”

"Yes, Sarnak," the guard said.

He pointed to two more of the guards, and they took positions around her, taking hold of her arms and
pulling her out of the bridge. She kicked and wrestled with them, but they wereto strong for her.

"Wdll, what are you waiting for?' Sarnak said to Jerger, who ran after the them.
"Don't worry, Dondd," she said asthey pulled her out into the corridor. "Be strong.”
"Don't leave me here," he called out, but she had aready disappeared around a corner.

"Don't worry," Sarnak said soothingly. "'I'm not going to hurt you. | know, you can't accept me, yet. Just
givemealittletime That'sdl | ask.”

"Never."

"Well, think about it, anyway. Y ou two," he cdled to the remaining guards, “take this one to the guest
cabin next to mine. And make him comfortable.”

"Yes, Sarnak," they said.

Donad fdt asif hewerein adream asthey pulled him from the bridge. He moved weskly aong with the
guards, feding totaly alone. And he was afraid; as much for Athenaas he was for himsdif.

#

"Come now, gentlemen,” Dr. Minzov said, as the two guards hustled him down the corridor. Hetried to
keep hisfooting, but ssumbled as the guards moved him quickly aong, to their displeasure. "Come now.
Isthere redly such aneed for haste?'

"When Sarnak saysto get aguy someplace, he means get him thereright away," one of the guards
growled.

"Well, wewill most certainly arrive therein less of an agitated Sateif we proceed at a more even pace.”
"Yeah, | suppose s0,” the other guard said. "What d'you think, Orvin? Maybe we should dow down.”
"You sure, Yople?' Orvin said. "Y ou know how Sarnak is."

"Y eah, why not? If thisold geezer tries anything, well just haveto get rough.” He laughed ominoudy, and
Orvinjoinedin.

They let go of hisarms, and Dr. Minzov stopped to straighten up. When he saw that the guards were
becoming impatient, he started walking down the corridor. They stood for amoment, then ran up to him,
keeping gtride as he moved aong.

"Y ou're going to haveto lead, gentlemen,” Dr. Minzov said. "I have no knowledge as to the whereabouts
of thelaboratory.”

"Just keep up with us, old man,” Yople said.



They moved ahead of Dr. Minzov, walking faster to make him work to keep up with them. Then Minzov
moved afew steps ahead of them. Orvin and Y ople walked faster, looking back at him and smirking.
Then Minzov stepped ahead of them at aquick trot. They were racing when they reached the end of the
corridor and had to stop at a set of white doors.

"Well, it lookslike | won, gentlemen,” Dr. Minzov beamed.
"Yeah, thistime" Orvin said. "Let's see how you do in the next corridor.”
"Which iswhere?'

"Down here." Orvin pointed to the doors. "This mover takes us down to the laboratories. Well see how
fast you are down there.”

"Y ou don't have any dtairs, do you?"'
"No. No sairs."
"Hmmm," Minzov mused. "That'sashame. Wedll, gentlemen, on to the next leve."

Y ople summoned the tube car, and they waited. Standing straight and looking up, Minzov folded his
arms across his chest and hummed, tapping hisfoot. Orvin coughed, but Minzov ignored him. Orvin
coughed louder. Finally the doors opened and they stepped in. The operator looked at them with
annoyance.

"What level?' He closed the doors and stared ahead.
"Levd 34A," Orvinsad.

The operator said nothing, but worked alever. Soon the tube car was dropping like astone. The
operator stood impassively as Minzov and the two guards fought to maintain their balance, faling against
each other and into thewalls. The tube car stopped quickly and they fell into apile.

"Level 34A," the operator said.
The guards said nothing as they got up and hel ped Minzov out of the tube car.
"Now," Yoplesad, "let's see how fast you are down here.”

"Well, you have me at adisadvantage, ar,” Minzov said. "Y ou know our destination, while | am not in
possession of that fact.”

"Okay, okay," Orvin said. "Let'sbefair. Look, go down this corridor, then right. Keep going straight until
you get to the one that branches off to the left. The second one. Then go down theretill you reach the
end. Got it?"

"Yes, | believesn."

"You ready?' Y ople asked.

"Most certainly." Dr. Minzov took afew stepsin place.
"Thenlet'sgo."

The two guards were off ahead of Minzov. He kept pace afew feet behind. When the guards turned to



the right, Minzov kept going straight, running asfast as he could.

"Hey, where you going?' Y ople said, stopping and coming back to the main corridor. "It's down this
way."

"Oh, sorry," Minzov said, and trotted back to them.

"Maybe we better stay together,” Orvin said. "So you don't get logt.”
"Yeah," Yoplesad. "l think you weretrying to trick us."

"Well." Dr. Minzov stood indignantly. "Thisracing busnesswasn't my idea."

They remained on either side of him as they marched to the doors of the laboratory. Orvin knocked on
the door and waited.

"Y es, what do you want?' arough, cracking voice said through the door.

"Sarnak wanted usto bring thisguy to you," Orvin said. "He says he's supposed to work with you."
"Oh, isthat s0?' The door opened.

The two guards nudged Minzov to go inside.

Dr. Minzov noted, with just ahint of jealousy, that thiswasindeed afully equipped laboratory,
wadll-suited for the pursuit of science. Instruments of every kind were spread out across the benchesfilling
the large, open space. Severa scientists could conduct their research here without ever bumping into
each other.

One old man sat behind a desk, facing him with a predatory smile.
"Wdl, so we meet again, Dr. Hans AlexisMinzov," hesad. "You swine."
#

They threw her to the cold, metal floor of the cell. Before they closed the door, she saw that it was small,
with barely enough room for her to stand and walk two paces. The guardslooked at her for amoment,
then dammed the door. In the dark, she felt hopel essness descend on her as she heard the bolts diding
into place. A smdl opening appeared in the door at eye level, and Athena saw someonelooking in on
her. Then the opening was closed and the darkness was complete.

Huddled in the corner away from the door, the seconds seemed to drag on interminably. The
hel plessness of the Situation was overwheming as she worried over what was happening to Donad and
Dr. Minzov. Shefdt totally powerless.

She stood and paced the cell, hitting her nose on the walls before she had the measure of the space.
Whatever was going to happen, she was going to survive. Y es, she was a Space Ranger; she had faced
danger before. She would not be defeated. Burning with renewed determination, she vowed to escape
and bring Sarnak to his knees.

Footsteps echoed down the hall. She went to the door as light came through the opening again.
"Get away from the door,” avoice sad.

She backed away and the door opened. Severa guards rushed into the cell, pushing her back and



keeping blasters aimed at her. Then Sarnak camein behind them.
"Sorry about the accommodations, but you know how itis," he said.
"Yes, | know how itiswith your kind, Sarnak."

"Hey, comeon. I'm just aguy trying to get ahead in life. Anyway, I've brought some old friends of yours
with mewho are just dying to seeyou."

"Old friends of mine?' Could he be bringing Dr. Minzov and Donad here? But why?

Two dark figures moved into the doorway, unrecognizable shadows againgt the light in the hall; alarge
hulking figure and ashort, thin one.

"Y ou remember them, don't you?' Sarnak said.

It took her afew momentsfor her eyesto adjust to the light as the two figures stepped into the cell. It
was Falvo Prem and Gruto.

#

Donad paced across the carpeted room. Well, if nothing else, the room was comfortable. He had an
easy chair and sofa, both finely upholstered. A writing desk and straight-back chair were in the corner,
but who would he have to write to? A canopy bed took up one end of the room next to a dresser and
mirror. Y es, it was very comfortable, for aprison.

He did not answer the knock at the door. When it opened, he moved to the easy chair and sat, ignoring
Sarnak ashewheded inasmall cart. It was hard for him to missthe smell of the food coming over to
him.

"A little light supper for you," Sarnak said. Hel€ft the cart in the middle of the room and went to the

chair, lowering himsef to itsarm. Dondd turned away. "Come on. Don't be like that." He chucked
Dondd lightly under the chin.

"Don't do that. | don't likeit."

"Sorry." Sarnak stood and went to the sofa. "Look, I'm not one of those obnoxious individuas who
believesin forcing mysalf on someone, especially when that special someone doesn't want me around.
But | have alot of patience." He went to the tray and wheeled it to Donad's chair. "Look what | brought
for you."

Dondad looked over the roasted chicken and potatoes, now fedling hungry for the first time since they had
been captured. But he wasn't going to give Sarnak the satisfaction of seeing him est.

"Later," hesad.

"Later, then," Sarnak said. "But like | said, | have alot of patience. | guess I've dways had to have alot
of patience.”

"Why isthat?' Donad turned away when Sarnak came closer, not bothering to hide his discomfort at
Sarnak'sfetid bresth.

"When you look like me, what el se can you do? Honestly, I'm not redlly abad kind of guy. Lots of
people like me, well, maybe not lots and lots of people, but there are afew who have taken thetimeto
get to know me."



"I'll bet you don't have afriend intheworld,” Donald said.

Sarnak walked away, dowly, looking up at the celling. Then he spun around.

"Yeah, yourejust likedl therest of them. All you can seeisashort, fat guy with alousy complexion.”
"And bad breath," Donald added.

"Okay, and bad breath. Do you want me to mention my body odor, too? How about the warts on my
legs? Y eah, you nameit, I've got it. When | had hair, | couldn't brush it down. If | used a pomade to
keep it down, everyone called me 'Greasy'. If | didn't, they said | looked like aclown.”

"Wel, with that nose..."
"That'sright. Just rubitin."
"Sorry. But you are keeping me a prisoner here.”

"l don't want to. It'sjust that ... just that ...you remind me of someone who was very dear to me. It was
solong ago; it fedlslike it happened to someonedse.”

"Oh, yesh?"

"Yes. And I've had my heart broken, more than once. | don't usually tell thisto anyone. But you ... you
look like you might understand.”

"Hah!"
"Don't laugh at me. And they wonder why | never open up to anyone.”

"All right. I'm sorry | laughed at you." Donad turned to Sarnak, shaking his head dightly at the pathetic
figure of the space pirate, hoping it was just enough for him to see. This man had been the one they had
been chasing, the man who had pillaged and ransacked cargo ships and other worlds.

"S0, you think I'm aloser,” Sarnak said.
"You'reapirate. How many people have you killed or sold into davery?"

"Well, | never kept track ... | mean ... do you think | enjoy thislife I'm living? | know | shouldn't tell you
this, but I'm going to let you know how | ended up in thisstate. And let metell you." He moved to the
sofaand sat, leaning forward. "It isn't ahappy story.”



CHAPTER 12. WHENCE SARNAK

"l wasagentle boy," Sarnak began. "My parents and | had settled on afarming planet called Jolleain the
Peades after | was born. It was till afairly wild planet, mostly forests and stresms and broad plains,
with afew smdl towns and villages popping up. | grew up running freein nature.

"The Colonia Authority trangplanted many of the birds, plants and insects from Earth during their first
landings, dmost like coming to Jolleaiin aNoah's Ark. The climate on Jolleawas the same as Earth, and
after the Colonia Authority was finished, you couldn't tell the difference between the areawelived in and
that old place on Earth called New Hampshire.

"It was anidyllic childhood for me. Then as ateenager, | discovered poetry and lost mysdf inthe
wonderful volumes of the old Romantic masters; Kesats, Shelley, Wordsworth. Ah, yes, | whiled away
many an afternoon, sitting in the dappled shade of a stately, old maple; my feet splashing in the waters of
afast-running brook with athin volume of Byroninmy lap. Yes, | was young and happy, then.

"They found me there one afternoon, agang of young ruffiansfrom the village. They wererudtic louts, al
of them, with their strawlike hair faling into their eyes, their big, dirty hands and their unwashed faces. |
heard them approaching aong the brook by the sound of their oafish laughter.

"I knew they didn't like me; | dways did well in school and the teacher dways singled me out for praise,
while those other boys were always being punished for their poor work and childish behavior.

"And now | was aone with them. | wanted to get up and run when they came nearer, but | was afraid.
There must have been eight of them gpproaching me.

"Well, if it isn't little Sarnak,’ Joogle said. He was the leader of the gang; abig boy, even at thirteen, at
least twice my size. Joogle laughed and nudged the other boys.

"Yeah,' Gindo said. He was different from the other boys; he was short and thin, aways with anasty
look on hisface. | could never understand why, but he seemed to hate me more than the others. He was
aways doing thingsto try to hurt me, even at school. Hed trip me and throw things at me dl thetime,
sometimes cal me names when the others were around. "What's he got there?

"'It's some kinda book,' Joogle said. 'Hey, let'sseewhat it is.'

"Hetook the book from my lap and looked confused as hetried to read it. | could tell he was having
trouble with the words by theway he had to move hislips as he stumbled through the passages.

"Any of you guys know how to read this stuff? he asked finally.
"Yeah,' Gindo said. 'l canread alittle

"He took the book from Joogle and glanced over the pages for amoment, then started laughing, grinning
wickedly. | edged back against the tree.



""Hey, ligen to this Stuff:

'l wandered lonely asacloud

‘That floatson high o'er vadesand hills,
'When all at once | saw acrowd,

‘A host of golden daffodils.’

"Even before he had finished reading that stanza, they were dl laughing a me, pushing a each other and
cdling me names, awful names.

"'Hey, read some more,’ Joogle said.

"And Gindo read afew more lines, until they wereal laughing so hard they were amost fdling on the
ground.

"'Gimme that book' Joogle said.

"l got up and tried to take my book from Gindo, but Joogle pushed me away and took it. He chanted
what he thought those lineswere:

"I wander around like acloud

'Hoating up high on the hills somewhere,
‘Then | got in acrowd,

'Of abunch of those stupid daffo ... daffo ...
'Whatever the hell they are.’

"He danced around, jumping from one foot to the other and ripping the pages from my book, tossing
themintheair. | ran a him and grabbed a my book, but he kept it away from my while he kept dancing.
The others pulled me away and held on to me. After Joogle dropped the pages, Gindo picked them up
and tore them into tiny pieces, throwing themin the air like confetti. The sadder and more frightened |
got, the more they laughed, except for one of them. He stayed back alittle from the rest.

"Oh, it wasn't 0 bad that they beat me. | could take that. But when | saw al those beautiful words,
blowing about on the ground and drifting into the brook, | cried. | guessthey got tired of me after awhile;
they left methere, clutching at little scraps of paper.”

Sarnak sank into the sofa, covering hisface, his body wracked with suppressed sobs. Donad shrugged,
but said nothing. Angrily, Sarnak looked up a him.

"S0, you don't care, do you. You'rejust like al the rest; you think that because it happened to someone
like me, then it's okay. That's what you think, isn't it? Sure, I'm not worthy of even the most basic human
consderations. Well, forget about me; think of that young boy, the adolescent Sarnak who might have
become an artist but had to suffer the tortures of ridicule and shunning. Y es, | was shunned by most
peoplein the village. Except for Mr. Logfron, and one boy my age.

"A few dayslater, my mother sent meto thevillage to pick up afew thingsfor the family. | went to Mr.
Logfron's emporium with the list my mother gave me. | was aways nervous whenever | had to go into
town; | never knew when | might come upon those boys. As| got closer to the store, | thought | was



lucky; there was no one around anywhere as | waked down the main street of Littletown I1. That was
what they called our town.

"I guess Mr. Logfron heard what they did to me. | till had ablack eye where Gindo hit me. Mr. Logfron
told me how sorry he was about it. Then he said he had a surprise for me, something to make me fedl
better. He reached under the counter and pulled out some sound cubes. He told me to go ahead and
take them to the back room and listen to them.

"Oh, it was beautiful, music from the post-neo-romantic period of about a hundred years ago, afull
orchestra performing the music of Plato St. Germain under the baton of Bruno Hauptmann. For a
moment, | thought | heard angels Snging.

"After | listened to the sound cubes, | took them back to Mr. Logfron. | asked him to hold on to them for
me; I'd find the money to pay for them somehow. We went through thelist Mother gave me andfilled a
box for meto carry home. | wasjust picking up the box and moving to the door when they camein.

"They were laughing and pushing at each other, but they stopped when they saw me. Gindo Sarted his
dance again, trying to repeat those verses of Wordsworth, butchering them even worse than Joogle had
before.

"'What do you boys want here? Mr. Logfron asked. He came around the counter and stood between
me and them.

"They stopped laughing, and Joogle came forward, telling Mr. Logfron that hisfather had sent him to get
afew thingsfor their farm. Mr. Logfron said it was okay and got the thingsfor Joogle. | saw my chance
and got past them before they could do anything. Gindo said something to me as | went through the door,
but | couldn't hear what he said; | just wanted to get out of there.

"Well, it wasafew dayslater, | think ..."

"You know," Dondd said, "I can't say that I'm very interested in hearing much more of your story. It's
getting late and I'd like to get some deep.”

"What late? It's only four o'clock in the afternoon.”
"It'sthet |ate dready?’

"Come on. I'm getting to the redly interesting part, the real root of my tragedy. And people likeyou are
aways saying how much you care for your fellow man. Hah! As soon as someone startstalking for more
than five minutes, dl of asudden you've got to be somewheredse"

"All right," Donald sghed. "Go ahead.”
"Thank you. And can | cdl you Don?"
"NO."

"Oh. Okay. Well, several more days went by before | was brave enough to go back to my spot by the
brook. When | got there, one of those boys was sitting there, under my tree. | wanted to turn around and
go back home before he saw me, but he must have heard me coming because he turned around. He
smiled and said hello to me.

"I recognized him asthe one caled Froy. But it wasn't anasty smile he showed my, not like Joogle or
Gindo. Helooked like he wanted meto sit with him under the tree; he moved over.



"When he saw the book of poems | had brought, he asked me to read someto him. | opened to the
'Hymn to Pan' by Keats and read. As| looked up from the page occasiondly, he seemed to be
enraptured by thelinesas | read. When | finished the last line, he was silent, then he asked meto read
some more.

"We spent severd hours by the brook that day, reading through more poems. He asked if he could read
oneto me. | gave him the book, and he leafed through the pages, stopping a The Cloud' by Shelley.

"He read beautifully. | could see perhaps | had finally found someone | could call afriend, someone with
the same kind of soul for nature.

"We stayed and talked for along time. He told me how much he didiked Joogle and his gang, and asked
if we could meet again to read some more. | had to do some work on the farm for the next few days, but
| would be able to get away on Saturday.

"We said good-bye and said we'd get together again.
"Y es, you remind me of Froy, Donald. | can seethat you have a sengitive nature just like him.”
"| hate poetry," Dondd said.

"Oh. Wdll, you remind me of himin other ways, too," Sarnak said. "Y ou don't like poetry even alittle
bit?'

"Wdl, maybealittle”

"Y eah, you can't hide that kind of thing from me. Wéll, Froy and | met for many pleasant afternoons
under that tree by the brook. When summer came, the air grew hot and muggy, so we took off our
clothes and went swimming in the brook. It was during our svimming that | first learned the meaning of
love.

"We became inseparable. | invited him to spend time at my home, and he brought me to dinner with his
family. One night, he told me Joogle and his gang were giving him ahard time about not hanging around
with them anymore. | told him | understood, and if he wanted to go back to them, | wouldn't stand in the
way. He told me he could never go back to them.

"One night, late in the summer, | got acal from Mr. Logfron. He told me about another new recording
that had comein. Hesaid if | wanted to listen to it, | waswelcome. | hadn't seen Froy dl that day; | think
he said he had to go with thisfather to the next town to make some dedlsto buy afew cattle.

"I excused mysdlf after supper and walked into town. Like always, | was afraid I'd come upon Joogle or
some members of hisgang. | stopped al thetime to look into the darkness on elther side of the road.
Sometimes, | thought | saw something moving, but | reached the town unmolested.

"There was no answer when | knocked on Mr. Logfron's door. When | pushed on the door, it opened,
and | went insde, even though it was dark. The music cubes were on the counter, so | picked them up
and was going to the back room when | ssumbled over something large and heavy on thefloor, likea
sack of feed or something. When | looked down to see what it was, | saw it was Mr. Logfron. | knelt
down on the floor and felt something wet seeping into my trousers. | shook him afew times, but he didn't
move. Then | got scared.

"There wasameta rod by hishead, and | picked it up. | stood up and tried to look at it in the dark.
Then thelightswent on.



"Joogle and Gindo were standing in the doorway with two of the local constables. And Froy was
standing behind them with his head down. He said nothing.

"'See?What did | tdl you?' Joogle said. Gindo laughed that ugly laugh of his. Froy turned away.
"'Y ou'd better come along with us,' Congtable Kinjof said. He came into the emporium.

"That'swhen | looked down and saw Mr. Logfron clearly for the first time. The side of his head had been
crushed. | panicked and ran into the back room before Constable Kinjof could grab me. After | dammed
the door and locked it, | jumped out the window into the dley.

"I ran and ran. | didn't know where | was going. Sometimes | stopped to catch my breath; my lungswere
burning. Then I'd think of Froy. Why had he done thisto me?| started running again.

"I didn't know where | was, just that | was somewhere in the woods. Now it didn't seem so friendly; |
jumped at every sound, shook at every movement in the shadows. | ran for days, drinking from streams,
eating afew berries. Whenever | stopped to rest, | thought about Froy, and | felt like something had
been taken from my chest. There was a coldness there now, an emptiness that could never befilled

again.

"I managed to reach the space port in Goyrom afew days later, dragging myself out of the woods. There
was afreighter being loaded, so | ssowed away in the hold when no one was around. That took meto
the planet of Mettlerg, where there was a big trade center, and athriving crimina underworld.

"When the ship landed, | was hungry. One of the loaders found me and took advantage of me, you know
what | mean. He was rough, and didn't care what he did to me. Then he threw me off the ship. | hadn't
eaten for dmogt aweek. Some men lurking in the shadows saw me getting thrown from the freighter and
offered meajob. That'show | ended up joining agang of thieves. Once | got started on alife of crime,
there was no turning back.

"And what else could | do? If | tried to get adecent job, there would be arecord of methat could be
traced back to Jollea. | could never go home, never see my parents again. Who was going to believe me
if I told them | hadn't killed Mr. Logfron? | had been trapped by fate.

"I found that | had a penchant for the crimind trade. | knew if | wanted to keep myself safe, | had to be
my own boss, so after afew months| started my own gang. We looted the space port and sold our
goods on the black market. It was my intelligence that saved me. All the other guysthrew their money
away on gambling and vice, but | put mine away, investing in legitimate businesseswhen | could, but
aways keeping my money clean.

"Findly, | had over athousand membersin my gang, ranging over severd star systems. With dl the
money | had, | was ableto get this ship built. It was tough finding people to run it for me, but | found a
few. For awhile | was using my ship to raid other ships, now I'm big enough to raid whole planets.

"Takeagood look at it. | know whole star systems that can't afford aship like this. But I've got one, with
al the latest technology and wesponry.

"But I've cometo redize that it doesn't mean athing. I'm redlly aone here, dmost a prisoner in my own
ship. Most of the peoplein this ship aren't any better than Joogle and his gang, stupid louts. They're
taught how to perform afew smplethings, and haf the time, they can't even get those thingsright. Oh,
what | wouldn't give for just one afternoon under that maple tree by the brook, sharing abook of poems
with afriend.



"Sometimes, | wonder whatever happened to Froy. Then you came dong and brought aflood of
memories back. Froy, and my family. Why | haven't seen any of my family since | had to escape.”

"I thought you said that ... what's his name ... Jerger was your nephew?' Donald said.

"Jerger? Oh, yes, Jerger. Well ... uh ... | met up with him when | wastraveling around Vega. | think he
told me he had deserted from the Space Navy, or they threw him out. Something like that. So | took him
on."

"Y ou said you were doing your sster afavor.”
"Well, I am. When shetold me aout him, | let him come with me."
"S0, you've seen her, too?"

"Seen her? Oh, sure. | was doing some shopping on one of those mall planetswhen | bumped into her. |
told her | found Jerger and had him working for me."

"What md| planet?’

"Let'ssee... Wdl, | don't remember which one. After awhile, they al look the same, you know? The
pointis| didn't ask for thiskind of life. I'm not the evil cresture you think | am. All I'm asking for isalittle
understanding ... and maybe alittle forgiveness."

"Right now, I'm hungry," Donald said.
"Okay, okay. So, I'll leave, isthat what you want?'

Sarnak rose from the sofa and stalked to the door. Reaching the door, he stopped, turning around
dowly.

"Jugt think about me alittle bit, will you?" he said.
"Maybe," Donad said, reaching for a piece of meat from aplate.
"Well, that's better than no, | guess.”

After Sarnak was gone, Donald pulled the cart closer to the chair. He ate the chicken and vegetables,
then felt guilty, wondering what had become of Athenaand Dr. Minzov. Feding disgusted with hisown
hunger, he pushed the cart away, leaving the rest of the food uneaten.

#

"Get agood hold of her," Falvo said. He reached into a pouch by his sde and pulled out along
hypodermic needle. He smiled &t her, holding it out as Athenawas held down by two guards and Gruto.
"I normally don't have to use this, my dear. And even when | do use drugs, | use askin permesator. But
with you | want to do it the old-fashioned way."

They had |eft her donefor dmost an hour before returning again, now telling her what they planned to do
with her; destroy her mind and el her into davery. The client was aready waiting for her.

Gruto held her arm out. Shetried to struggle againgt him, but he was overpowering. Now she could see
an ugly scar down the side of hisface, pulling his upper lip away from histeeth. He glared at her

vengefully.



"Y eah, take agood look at what you did to me," he growled.
"Comeon," one of the guards said. "Hurry up and get it over with."

Favo plunged the needle into her arm. She screamed as it descended deeper into her muscle, findly
hitting the bone of her upper am.

"Y es, scream, my dear,” Falvo said. "1t will be your last conscious act, once this drug robs you of your
will to defy me.”

"What are you going to do with me," she panted, when he had extracted the needle from her arm. A thin
vell of deepiness dipped over her eyes.

"l had to purchase you from Sarnak,” Falvo said, "but you needn't worry. | will still make a profit on you,
athough | would have paid any price to get you back. Y ou're going to be adave for therest of your
miserablelife. And knowing my clients, that won't befor very long."

"You can't do thisto me," she mumbled, fighting to remain conscious.

"But | can, my dear. It would be apity if the drug destroys your brain completely. | gave you an extra
strong dose."

The numbness crept over her body, seeping into her brain, giving her sensationsthe unredlity of adream.
And then she didn't care any more.

"Now, get up,” Falvo ordered.

Uncontrollably, her arms and legs moved her. There was awhisper of adesireto rebe against the
command, but her limbs continued to obey Falvo Prem.

"Follow me," he commanded.

Shewaked from the cdll, following Falvo and Gruto, thinking for only amoment that she should run or
fight. But the thought evaporated.



CHAPTER 13. THE DUEL

Minzov stepped back at the visage of hate confronting him, but was blocked by Orvin and Y ople. He
dared intently at the features of the gaunt man rising from the desk, trying to bring back some memory.
Rackle was hunch-shouldered and bald, his eyes seemingly in a permanent glare of anger. Still therewas
nothing in this face that brought any recognition.

"Y ou have me a adisadvantage, Sr,” Dr. Minzov said. "I'm afraid | have no recollection of you."

"Of course, you wouldn't. Why should you remember Dr. Y gor Rackle, the man who's career you
ruined?"

Minzov gtrained his voluminous memory, trying to bring back some association with the name Rackle,
with specid regard to anyone's career he may have ruined. There was something at the edge of
consciousness, afaint glimmer of something from over twenty years ago. Could thet beit?

There had been areview panel he had been asked to sit on at the Ingtitute. Some young man wasto
present a paper involved in some obscure facet of advanced physics. But that young man had been
strong and virile, presenting his materia in athoroughly forceful manner. His name had been Rackle, but
he resembled nothing like this emaciated and bilious creature standing before him.

"Yes" Minzov sad, "l believel do remember something from along time ago. At the Indtitute, wasn't?
But that Rackle was adifferent man.”

"l wasthat person,” Rackle said. "But, good, good." He turned to the guards. ™Y ou two can go. Thisone
won't give me any trouble."

"All right,” Orvin said. "But you better watch him. He's pretty tricky."
"Tricky for you, perhaps, but | think | am more than amatch for him."
Orvin shrugged and followed Y ople from the | aboratory.

"And shut the door behind you," Rackle called out, then nodded with satisfaction as the door closed.
"Wéll, my dear Dr. Minzov. Why don't you have a seat? Let'stalk over old times."

Rackle rdaxed in his chair and offered Minzov asmall seat in front of his desk. Minzov sat, ingantly
uncomfortable on the smdl plastic chair.

"And just what old times could we possibly have to discuss?' Minzov asked.

"For starters, let'stalk about how you sabotaged my presentation, you villain. Y ou were jedl ous, weren't
you. Jealous because | was making great stridesin an area of scientific research where you had failed
timeand agan."

"I had failled?' Minzov scoffed. "Y ou must have me confused with someone else. | have never failed in
any area of scientific endeavor to which I have applied mysdlf. As| recollect, you were doing some kind
of research into the tripartite resonance of semi-superstrings.”

"Ah, s0 you do remember.”
"Yes, | remember what you were presenting was pure hogwash.”

"Hogwash?' Rackle jumped from his seet, Saring maevolently at Dr. Minzov. Then he smiled and



returned to hischair.

"Yes," Dr. Minzov went on, showing no emotion at Rackle's outburst. Y ou had the other four men on
the pand beieving your line, but | was mogt certainly not takenin. It was child's play to see through your
fasfied data and erroneous conclusions. It took some effort on my part, but | wasfindly ableto
convince the others of your perfidy. As| understand, your research grants were terminated, and you
were odiracized from the Indtitute.”

Rackle continued to smile at Minzov, saying nothing. He stood and paced behind his desk afew times,
turning to Minzov asif to say something, then returning to his pacing. Findly, asif ready to explode, he

spoke.

"Do you have any ideahow much time and effort went into my research?' Rackle stopped and leaned
over hisdesk. "Y ears of work, experiments, collating mountains of datauntil 1 findly distilled al that
information into the principles behind the emergent forces of trifondite resonance.”

"| thought you were working on tripartite resonance,” Dr. Minzov sad.
"No, it was trifondite resonance.”
"Oh," Dr. Minzov said, redlizing that, just possibly, he might have made an error.

He thought back to that day when Rackle had been making his presentation. Yes, it had been in the
spring, as he remembered, and the ragweed had been blooming especidly strongly that year. Hisalergies
had been attacking him very hard that morning; his head had been congested and he had been sneezing
amogt continuoudy. With hisearsringing badly, it was possible that he had heard Rackle incorrectly that
morning. Could he have mistakenly been the cause of afelow scientist's disgrace? Had Rackle been
innocent of any wrongdoing? Wdll, it was certainly apossbility he could entertain at afuture date, asyet
unspecified, when he had more datato work with.

"Wl the crimind in you came out nonetheless,” Minzov said, "otherwise you would not bein this
position now, as Sarnak's lackey."

"Asif | had achoice. When | lost my position at the Ingtitute, | lost everything. | had alittle money put
away, but that didn't last long. | bounced around from star system to Star system. | was a stronger man
when | started out, but my hedth eventudly ebbed away. The one research position | was ableto attain
was eventuadly lost, due to amoment of weakness on my part and the wicked desires of awoman.

"I had to work as adeck hand on space freighters, then as a ship cleaner. When | wasn't able to do even
that kind of work, | became abeggar. Me, Dr. Y gor Rackle reduced to being a supplicant for dms.
That's when Sarnak found me.

"Sure, they werelaughing at me when they bought me drinks, trying to keep metalking, telling whet they
thought was somewild tale. But Sarnak listened; he knew there was something in what the old drunken
bum was babbling about. He sobered me up, got me cleaned out. Then we made aded.

"| got the wegponsfor him; small ones at first, very smpleto desgn and build. His shipswere smdler
then. When | came up with larger and more powerful wegpons, he managed to find larger shipsto put
themin.

"Now, Dr. Minzov, take agood look at this |aboratory. Bigger than anything at the Ingtitute. And take a
good look at all the scientists and technicians | have working for me. Y es, justice wasfinaly served, in
my case. And now that justice has brought you to me. Y ou will be just another of my underlings.”



"My good man,” Dr. Minzov said, "you are suffering under aterrible ddusion if you bdlievel will serve
under thelikes of you."

"Wl you have severd choices. Y ou can work for me and be fed, or you can be thrown into the cells
and be used for whatever sport in which Sarnak feels you can be most entertaining. Then there are the
guards and the other prisonersto consider. | understand the food in the cellsisn't the most palatablein
the gdlaxy. Mostly you get to lick the plates from the rest of the ship before they are run to the washer."

"Hmmm. | believe you may have apoint, Rackle."

"Beginning to seethelight, eh? And that's Dr. Rackleto you. | had achieved my Doctorate of Philosophy
before | was so unceremonioudy removed from the Indtitute.”

"As, you say, Dr. Rackle. | seem to remember that Sarnak wants you to show me around this laboratory
of yours."

"An excdlent idea. And | hope you will not become too jeal ous when you see the measure of my
achievements. It isvery distasteful to see others drooling over my equipment.”

"Jedlous? Of you? Again, you are suffering under asevere delusion, Dr. Rackle."

"I think you'll be spesking alittle differently after I've shown you around, Minzov. And fed freeto ask
questionsif you feel you are becoming confused. It occursto me that the probability of that will be
gpproaching one."

"Harrumph," Minzov coughed, and went to the first bench.

Severd technicians stood around monitoring equipment. A long, glass tube hung in ametal framework,
glowing with aviolet light and emitting an eerie whining. The sound increased and decreased in pitch as
one of the technicians made adjustments on one of the pieces of equipment.

"Well, thislooks pretty obvious," Minzov yawned.
"And just what is so obvious about it?' Rackle asked.

"It gppearsthat you have evacuated this glass tube of air and replaced it with one of the noble gasses --
argon, isit?-- at some reduced pressure. I'd say ...," he scratched his chin, "at approximately two point
eight five saven three times ten to the negative four Torr."

"It'stwo point eight five seven eight times ten to the negative four Torr," Rackle laughed in triumph.

"I won't quibble. And I would venture the guess that this experiment is being performed to gather
absorption data on this piece of materia here." He placed his hand on a square plate of dark materia
held in asmdl vise afew inchesfrom the glasstube. "A oxophosphorene dloy, if | am not mistaken.”

"Correct, Minzov," Rackle growled, and moved away.

"Aninteresting experiment,” Minzov went on, following him, "which | performed severa yearsago. The
results were somewhat pedestrian. Remind meto inform you of them sometime.”

"Well, Minzov." Rackle stood next to another bench. "Perhgps you can tel mewhat thisis."

Minzov stood pensively by the bench. Itsthick metallic surface was drilled with holes, into which long
rods had been inserted. Clamps held odd-shaped pieces of metd at various angles and heights above the
surface. What appeared to Minzov to be a paraboloid dish stood at the end of the table, its centerline



pointing into the array of metal. Minzov rubbed his chin and postul ated.

"l would guessthat you are generating some kind of variably polarized signal by beaming a coherent
ensemble of wavesin the radio spectrum through thisarray of reflectors. Or possibly in the microwave

range?"

"Wrong, Minzov," Rackle laughed. "Wrong, wrong, wrong. Thisisjust apile of scrap that my technicians
haven't cleaned up yet."

"So, we are not above trick questions, eh, Rackle?"

"No, we are not. And that's Dr. Rackle. Now, my dear Minzov, follow meto the other end of the
|aboratory.”

He beckoned Minzov to alarge clear rod embedded in ablock of red material and pointing toward the
other end of the [aboratory. It looked to Minzov asif it were amolded crystal. One end of the rod was
ringed with clear, circular plates of some smilar materid. As Minzov came closer, he saw thin wires
trailing away from the circular pieces and that the rod was hollow.

A weapon, Minzov thought, but where are the means of generating the destructive forces?
"Obvioudy aweapon,” he said.

"Yes, obvioudy," Rackle said. "Perhaps you can enumerate the principles of its operation. The basic
theory will do."

"I will have to make amore detailed inspection of itsworking parts.”

"Thereisno need for you to make any sort of inspection, my dear Minzov, for the working parts, asyou
so ignorantly put it, are based upon principles you could never understand. Tell me, do you remember
anything of my paper on trifondite resonance of semi-superstrings?”

"Please, Rackle. Let'snot delve into that hogwash again.”

"Itisnot hogwash!" Rackle yelled. "It is a statement of some of the most basic laws of nature. And | have
used it to create one of the most devastating wesapons ever devised by man.”

Minzov yawned. How many times had he heard some villainous rascal make the same untenable
assartion?

"Yes, yes, Rackle," he said. "Another doomsday weapon.”
"Y ou don't believe me?"

"Oh, of coursel do. Did | sound asif | were being skeptica? If you say you have the ultimate doomsday
weapon, then I'm sure you are correct in your deluson.”

"Itisnot adduson. Itisafact.”
"Of course, itis."
"l can proveit.”

"If you say s0."



"Wait here"

Rackle went to severd of the technicians and pulled them away from their work.

"Prepare the optico-ragtifier for ademongtration,” he ordered.

The technicians cringed, moving back from him.

"Go, get it ready," Rackle said.

"But Dr. Rackle," one of them said, "It'stoo unstable.”

"It isnot unstable. It just takes my hand to control it. Do you understand? My hand. Now go."

The technicians moved to awall of dials and displays behind the device. They threw switches and made
adjustments as Rackle and Minzov watched. Fearfully, they turned back to Rackle, but he urged them to
continue.

A low hum, sounded in the laboratory, increasing in pitch and intengity. From somewhere behind the
pand, Minzov heard the crackle of high voltage. Thelighting in the [aboratory flickered, then went out, to
be replaced by an eerie green light. Minzov turned back to the weapon and saw the tube glowing with a
rainbow of colors.

"Itisready, Dr. Rackle," the technician said.
"Now, Minzov, let us prepare atarget for the optico-rastifier.”

Rackle sngpped his finger impatiently at the technicians, telling them to bring out ablock of neutroratic
materid.

"What could you possibly do to neutroratic?' Minzov said. "It'simpossible to even make adent in it with
the most powerful weapons.”

"Isthat s0?' Rackle said. "Wdll, let us seewhat | can do."

The block of gray materid was only afew inches on each side. The technician placed it on ametd tripod
near the end of the tube, then turned to Rackle, looking pleadingly at him.

"All right. Get out, you cowards,” Rackle said. "Not you, Minzov."

"l was only making sure that they |efty in an orderly fashion,” Dr. Minzov said, returning from the group of
technicians leaving through the door.

"Now watch."

Rackle stood at the instrument panel. He pressed a switch. There was ashort, amost imperceptible flash
from the tube, then its glowing ceased. Thelights returned to normal.

"That wasn't so terrible, wasit?' Rackle said.
Minzov looked at the cube of neutroratic, then turned to Rackle and laughed.

"It'still there," he said. "It would gppear that the functioning of your weapon may be somewhat lessthan
you desired.”

"Touch the piece of materid," Rackle said, calmly.



Minzov shrugged and held out hisfinger toward the neutroratic. He jumped back when hisfinger moved
through it asif it were no morethan air.

"Isthere something wrong, Minzov?'
"What have you doneto it?"
"Areyou ready to admit that | have accomplished something truly amazing?'

"Oh, dl right. If it makes you fed better. Y es, thisis something truly remarkable. No one has ever been
able to do anything destructive to neutroratic before.”

"Wel, | have doneit, Minzov, by changing the superstring resonance. Those changesin the vibrations
have sent the materid to another universe. Someincipient light isstill reflected, so we can seeit, but its
physica presence can be detected by no other means.”

"Very impressive, Rackle. But why were your technicians so reticent about remaining during the
demondtration?'

"The cowards. The first experiments with the optico-rastifier had afew problems. Some unknown rays
were emitted from the laterd surfaces of the tube, then they interacted with the mechanisms causing
materid ingabilities. | lost two of my techniciansthat time. Then | lost another one the second time we
tried the wesgpon.”

"That may be a severe drawback to itsuse," Minzov said.

"I'vetaken care of dl that. But you know what Nervous Nellies these technicians are. They're not true
men of science such asus.”

"Y ou have apoint there. Y es, | remember more than once when technicians were reluctant to remainiin
my |aboratories after some minor accidents. And really, there were no lasting injuriesincurred. Y ou will
have to relate the principles behind this device to me, Rackle. | am keento learn.”

"In duetime, Minzov. And that's Dr. Rackle. For now, let us continue with the tour of my laboratory."
"Just amoment,” Minzov said. "That wegpon Sarnak used on Enrétic ..."

"Y es, Minzov. Another one of my inventions. A very basic gpplication of my theory. By changing the
resonant frequencies of the eectron quantum waves, | am able to reduce the van der Waalsforcesin the
molecular lattices, thereby weakening any structures upon which my ray isfocused.”

"Anided disntegrator weapon."
"Correct, Minzov."

Minzov paid little attention as Rackle explained some of the other ongoing, minor experiments. Hismind
continualy went back to the optico-radtifier, redizing itsterrible, destructive potential and worrying what
would befdl the gdaxy if Rackle ever congtructed afull-scale verson for Sarnak.

Rackleled him into another room, much larger than the |aboratory. Many people sat hunched over
bencheslaid out in aregular formation.

"Thisisour assembly area, Minzov," Rackle said, asthey stood by the door. "We construct and repair
most of our weaponry here. All these people are working in assembly line fashion, adding their one small
piece to the weapon and passing it to the next station. Final testing is performed at the end of the room. |



think I will gart you off working in here.”
"Me?Working in amanufacturing environment?'

"Aninsult? Yes, that isexactly what | intended. Asamatter of fact, | think thisfloor needs sweeping.
Y ou will find abroom over there.”

"l refuse”

"Well, my dear Minzov, if one does not work, one does not eet. If one does not work for too long, one
finds himsdf in the cellswith the other nonproductive individuas.”

"Thecdls, you ssy?"
"Thecdls"
Minzov nodded and picked up the broom.

"And do agood job, Minzov. If thereisonething | cannot abide, it is shoddy work. And when you are
finished with thisfloor, you can bring your broom to my laboratory. That floor will aso need your expert
atention.”

After Rackleleft, Minzov went to work, trying to keep hismind clear of theindignity that had been
inflicted upon him. He focused his mind on the physical properties of broom straws, theorizing on their
interactions with the dust and other detritus on the floor. He wished he could remember Y oung's
Modulusfor straw, but the number escaped him. Working toward the other end of the room, hefinished
with alarge pile and went to find something flat to sweep it onto. He found a piece of plastic and
hypothesized on the optimal force to gpply to the broom in order to transfer the largest amount from the
pileto the plastic. A successful experiment was performed, and the dirt was transferred to alarge trash
can. Satisfied with hiswork, he returned to Rackle's laboratory.

Rackle put him to work, sweeping under his desk. As Minzov was finishing around a bookcase, Sarnak
entered.

"Wll, how are you two geniuses getting along?' Sarnak asked, then became enraged. He turned on
Rackle. "Just what do you have this man doing?'

"He's sweeping thefloor,” Rackle said.

"I didn't send him down here to sweep your floors. He's here to get that so-called superweapon of yours
working." Hetook the broom from Minzov and threw it in acorner. "Do you know how much I've
dready got invested in thet thing?!

"It'sdready working," Rackle said.

"Thenwhy aren't we using it?'

"It'snot ready for full-scale deployment.”

"Then make better use of thisman'sgeniusand get it ready."
"Genius?' Rackle laughed.

"Y es, genius. Mogt of the known galaxy has heard of this man and his accomplishments. Who's ever
heard of you?'



"How can anyone hear about what I've doneif | am stuck inyour ship? Y ou never let me go to any of the
conferences.”

"I can dways arrange for you to return to that dive where | found you. With the eminent Dr. Minzov in
my employ, | can probably get along without you."

"Hell never understand the workings of my optico-radtifier.”

"Y ou make sure that he can,” Sarnak said. "'l want that weapon finished and working by next week,
understand?'

"l amsure" Minzov said, "that with my superior hybrid intellect, | will be of no small assstanceto my
collegue.”

"There, you see?’ Sarnak said. "Spoken like atrue gentleman. Now, you two get to work.” He went to
Minzov and pinched hischeek. "I knew I'd like you thefirst time | saw you."

After Sarnak left, Rackle went to his desk and pulled out a sheaf of papers, tossing them on the desk.

"Reed through these," he muttered. "They include al of my calculations. When you're through, we can
discuss how to proceed.”

Minzov nodded and sat at the desk. As Rackle moved away, Minzov's thoughts went to Athena,
wondering what had become of her. Perhaps he could ask Sarnak, the next time they met.

#

Athena dumped againgt theinside hull of the ship. The chamber was dark, and she could only vaguely
remember getting aboard. The chamber was filled with other men and women. She didn't know who they
were or why they were there. Only that she must obey.

Shefought to comprehend her situation, to remember who she was and why they were going to Deneb.

CHAPTER 14. THE WARRIOR-SLAVES



"All right you," Gruto bellowed. "Get up and move yourselves out of thishold.”

He stood in the hatchway, blocking out most of the light coming from the chamber behind him. Athena
guessed the ship had landed. Where was it they were going? Deneb? The others rose dowly,
mechanically and made their way to the hatch. Athenarose with them, getting into the group and moving
past Gruto, who laughed as she walked by.

Why is he laughing? she wondered, only avague recollection coming back to her of the man. Asshetried
to form a concrete image in her mind, anumbness came over her, blocking out her thoughts.

He moved next to her as she walked with the others, smiling. Then hetripped her, and shefell to the
deck, thinking as shefell that she should put out her handsto catch hersdlf, but then not doing so. Shefdll
on her side and rolled to her back.

"Oh, did poor little Astro Athenafal down?' Gruto said.
Asshetried to get up, he nudged her with hisfooat, rolling her onto her back again.
"Oh, and now wereralling over,” hesaid. "Isnt that just the awfullest thing.”

"Gruto, what are you doing?' Falvo Prem cdled from the front of the ship, then came through to the
cabin. "Those daves are worth money, especialy her.”

"I'm not hurting her," Gruto said.
"Make sureyou don't.”
"All right." He turned to Athena. "Get up. Oh, damn."

He ran from the ship, in time to see the other daves wandering about aimlessy on the sandy expanse
around the ship.

"Hey, wait," he yelled. "Get back here.”

Heran after the daves, dipping in theloose sand, catching up with them one a atime, and sending them
back to the hatch. Swesting and breathing heavily, he rested for amoment after he had reached the last
one, and they were all moving back where he wanted them. But now, Athena stumbled out of the hatch
and moved off toward the front of the ship.

"Hey, wait," he called after Athena. He swallowed and chased after her, catching up to her as she walked
past the nose and out into the desert. When she was turned around, he sighed. Then helooked back
toward the hatch and cursed again.

The daves were now crowding around it, jostling each other mindlesdy and falling to the ground.
"What did | do to deserve this?' Gruto moaned, and ran to the hatch. "Stop it. Stop it.”

The other daves stopped moving and stood in a clutch. Falvo came out and stood above them, looking
angry, then he pushed through them to get to Gruto.

"Will you stop playing around with these daves?' Falvo asked. "1 told you to get them out and in aline”

"I've got them under control,” Gruto said, as Athenareached the knot and bumped into them, sending



them off milling in different directions.
"Halt," Falvo commanded. "Now, get into alinein front of me."

The daves moved dowly, pushing againgt each other until the group had formed into aline facing Falvo.
Athenafound a place at the end of the line and stared ahead blankly.

"The Colond should be arriving shortly," Falvo said. "1 think helll be satisfied with our waresthistime,
don't you?'

"They dl look pretty strong,” Gruto replied, rubbing at his face when his eyes passed Athena. "They
ought to last afew daysin thiswar, anyway."

"Yes, thewar," Falvo sighed. "What a pointless exercise, en? Pointlessfor them, and profitable for us.”

"It'sther planet,” Gruto said, as he went into the ship, returning with two chairswhich he placed in the
shade of the ship. They sat, leaving the davesto swdlter in the desert sunlight.

"How about something to drink?" Falvo asked.

"Yes, | sure could use something cold right about now,” Gruto said. " Those daves had me running around
pretty good.”

"Okay. While you're in the ship getting something for yourself, bring me out something, too."

Gruto grumbled, but got up from his seat. After rummaging in the ship for afew moments, he came out
with two glasses, handing one of them to Falvo, who took aquick drink then hid the glass under the
chair.

"Hidethat drink," Falvo said.

"But | haven't had any yet," Gruto replied.

"l don't care. The Colone's coming. | don't want to have to water him and his whole entourage.”
"Damn," Gruto said, taking aquick gulp and putting the drink under the chair.

"Ah, Colond Rotbed," Favo said, extending one of his scaly claws as the military man stepped from the
ground vehicle.

Threelarge men stepped out in front of the Colond, placing themselves between him and Falvo. The
Colond pushed hisway through them.

"Falvo," hesad, findly getting through the others. He looked back at them angrily for amoment, then
returned to Falvo. He was severd inches shorter than the Tyulian and afew incheswider. "How's
busness"

"Oh, | can't complain,”" Favo said.

"Widl, I could,” Gruto said. "Y ou don't know what we had to go through with thislast lot, especidly the
oneontheend.” He pointed to Athena, as Falvo kicked him in the shin.

"Ah, trying to drive up the price?" the Colond said.

"Oh, no, no." Falvo came closer to the Colond after shooting amenacing look back at Gruto. "Gruto



doesn't understand that you are not interested in our overhead. No, no. We shall keep the price we
agreed upon. We have brought you twenty davesfor ten thousand standols."

"Agreed,” the Colond said. "l just hopethey last longer than the last bunch. 1t'sno good being acolond if
thereé's no soldiersto order around.”

"Yes, dr," histhree aides agreed.

"By theway." He pulled Falvo aside, glancing at Gruto before he spoke. "I'm kind of short on training
personnel. Isthere any chance | might be able to rent Gruto for alittle while?!

"Gruto? Oh, yes, there's dways a chance of that. Just how long did you plan on needing him? Heé'san
integral part of my business, you know. Y ou don't know how difficult it can be to get these daves ready
for market without someone like Gruto to ... how shall | say it? ... convince them to cooperate.”

"I understand. I'll only need him for five days, just long enough to trainthese ... uh ... recruitsto obey a
few smple commands and fire our wegpons."

"l see. Well, | think | can spare him for five days, for , let's say, five hundred standols.”
"Agreed," Colond Rotbed replied. "I'll seethat the amount istransferred to your account immediately.”
"Good, good." Favo rubbed his handstogether. "I'll tell Gruto of our new arrangement.”

Athenalistened to the men talking, an emotiona outrage bubbling up insde her. But the moreit tried to
come out of her, the more distant it felt, asif it had nothing to do with her. She wondered at the vague
emotiona fedings as the numbness came over her again. Falvo came closer to her but took hold of
Gruto.

"I've got ajob for you, Gruto," he said, "and the Colond is paying for it."
"What kind of job?" Gruto asked.

"The Colond wantsyou to train these daves for him. He's going to pay us two hundred and fifty standols
for five days of your service. And I'll split it with you sixty-forty. Of course, | get sixty percent.”

"What?' Gruto said. "'l should at least get half."

"Oh, dl right. If you're going to get greedy about it, | won't argue. | wouldn't want to jeopardize our
friendship over afew standols. See the Colond. Helll tell you what he wants you to do.”

Severa hourslater, Falvo took off in his ship, leaving Gruto behind with the daves. He kept them in the
line, preparing them for ther initid training.

The Colond had supplied Gruto with the standard uniform for amember of histraining cadre, a iff,
brown tunic and trousers, high, black boots and awide-brimmed hat. Gruto stood before his charges,
erect and smiling in hisuniform.

But the daves stood before him, impassvely. Athenaregarded him asif he were no more than just
another inanimate object in the landscape. From somewhereinsde, therewas astrong didike, dmost a
hatred that tried to force itsalf into her consciousness. Something about the destruction of aloved one.

"l am Sergeant Gruto,” he said, looking up and down theline of daves. "Wel, I'm not ared sergeant, just
an honorary onefor now. But that's not important. | will be your drill instructor for the next five days.
Before those five days are up, you will learn to hate me; you will curse my name; you will spit on the



ground | walk on. But by that time, you will learn to obey every command | make. At the and of your
training you will be soldiers.

"Arethere any questions?'
Then he shook his head.

"I must be going nuts," he said. "None of you can even think up aquestion, let done ask it. Okay, forget |
sadthat.

"Now, thefirst thing | will teach you is how to respond to commands. When | ask you a question you will
respond with either "Yes, Sir' or 'No, Sir.' Isthat understood?’

"Either yes, Sr or no, Sir," they answered. "Isthat understood?’

"No, no," Gruto cried. "Answer with the right answer. "Do you understand?'
"Theright answer," they replied. "Do you understand?’

"Oh," Gruto moaned.

He spent the next severa hours teaching them to respond. Findly he drilled them in answering.
"Areyou daves?' he asked.

"Yes, ar," they replied.

"Am | agrest man?'

"Yes, ar."

"Areyou going to bejust terrific soldiers?'

"Yes, ar."

"Arewe going to do some physical training?'

They said nothing.

"The correct answer isyes," Gruto said. "And from now on, when | ask you if you want to do more
physicd training, the correct answer isyes. Do you understand?’

"Yes, ar."
"| can't hear you," Gruto said.
"Yes, dr," they replied, their voices till the same.

"Oh." Gruto shook hishead. "When | say | can't hear you, that means | want you to speak louder. Now,
| can't hear you."

"Yes, gr," they replied alittle louder.
"l ill can't hear you."

"Yes, gr," they said, dightly louder than before.



After twelvetries, he had them screaming at the top of their lungs. He strode up to Athenaand scowled
at her.

"I can't hear you, Astro Athena,”" he yeled, getting up closeto her. "Come on. Sound off like you got a
par."

Shelooked at him with confusion. What pair was she supposed to have? Therewas apair on her ches,
but how did they make her louder? Gruto looked down with her.

"Forget it," he said, and waked away.
#

With the gpproach of night, alarge ground vehicle arrived skimming across the sand, carrying food, tents
and cotsfor the trainees. After some effort, they had the tents pitched and were sitting on the ground
eating the chow from plastic mess kits. When they were finished eating, Gruto ordered them into thelr
tents. He came by Astro Athena's tent sometime later and dropped abundlein front of it.

"Thisisyour uniform and blankets," he said. "Put on the uniform and throw your old clothesin the bin by
thetruck. And don't ever let me catch you outside without your hat on." He moved away to the next tent
but stopped as she came out. "And keep your hands out of your pockets, too."

After she had dressed in the new uniform, shelay on the cot, feding uncomfortable in the thick, stiff cloth
and the cap that snugged her head. She had been more comfortable in her other clothing. That clothing, it
reminded her of something else, some other life. The memories fought their way through the haze, her will
fluttering at the edge of consciousness. As she fought harder, it disgppeared, leaving her feding empty
and tired. Her mind clouded over again, with thin images of people sometimes breaking through; ayoung
man, good-looking but aways complaining, an old man with abeard and possessing afabulous
intelligence. Who was he?

#

She dept fitfully, waking at irregular intervas during the night to stare out the end of her tent a the Sarry
blackness. With thefirgt light of dawn, Gruto was moving between the tents, waking the daves with his
rough hollering. Before training began, another truck skimmed up to the encampment with food.

They ate slently, sitting by their tents as they had done the night before. Athenafdt the food descending
into her somach, soothing some basic animd ingtinct but giving her no pleasure. Something kept coming
back to her; there was someonein danger, and she had to get to him. She put another spoonful of the
grud into her mouth and swallowed, forgetting for amoment the plight of the young man.

Even before they had finished, Gruto had them up and preparing for training.

"Comeon, you lazy bums" heyelled. "Get on your feet. Let'sgo. What d'you think thisis supposed to
be? Some kind of picnic?"

He shoved them when they moved too dowly, ordering them to get their mess kits back to the truck and
get into aline. When he pushed Athena, ablind instinct took hold of her and she whirled on him, her fists
up and ready to strike. Gruto jumped back, but the urge to fight left as soon asit had come. She stood
dumbly, then carried the mess kit past the cowering Gruto.

He stared at her as she took her place on the end of theline, rubbing at hisjaw again, remembering the
blows she had given him in the cell on Pockets.



After afew hours of close order drill, they were obeying his commands without hesitation. Now, it was
time to move on to the next phase of training, with weapons.

Gruto marched them to the truck and got them into asinglefile. A soldier handed ray riflesto Gruto, one
at atime, as he made sure they were discharged before handing them to the daves. Once they were back
inaline, he put them through the Manud of Space Arms. By the time the evening truck came with their
dinner, he had them looking like soldiers.

#

Two days later, Colond Rotbed and his aides returned. Gruto marched the daves around the tents,
putting them through the close order drill and then the Manua of Space Arms. Later, he took them away
from the encampment and had them fire at targets.

"Very good, Sergeant Gruto." The Colonel and his aides applauded when the show was over. "Perhaps a
permanent position could be made for you in my army. | need good trainers like you."

"Thank you, Colond, but I'm afraid I'm acivilian a heart. Plus Falvo's waiting for me."

"Well, never mind. I'm afraid I'm going to have to cut your training short. I'm going to need these soldiers
at thefront right away."

"I'm not sure they're ready for any tactical maneuvering yet, Colond. | haven't gotten that far in their
training.”

"It doesn't matter,” Colondl Rotbed said. "Aslong as|'ve got afew more warm bodies to throw into the
fighting. Tell Falvo Prem that | can use whatever he brings me, trained or not.”

"I'll let him know, Colondl. Ishe on hisway to get me?”

"Yes. | contacted him thismorning. Hell be arriving shortly. Oh, | was going to ask him to refund some
of the five hundred standols | paid him for your services, but since you've done such afine job in so short
atime, I'll let you keepit dl."

"Five hundred standols?"
"Yes. Isn't that enough?'

"Oh, it'svery generous, Colond. Asamatter of fact, I'll haveto let Falvo know exactly how | fed about
your generosty.”

"Fine, fing," the Colonel said. "'l should have atruck arriving within the hour. Well be transporting them to
the baitle from here.”
"Yes, Colond."

With the arriva of the truck, Gruto marched the soldiersto the back of it and had them climb inside with
their wegpons, now fully charged. They lined the narrow seats along either sde of the truck, taking
helmetsfrom apilein the middle. Gruto watched asthe doors of the vehicle closed, then fdt an
unaccustomed sadness come over him.

His charges, the people he had been training, were on their way, the fledglings leaving the nest. He shook
his head and looked to the sky, thinking of waysto ded with Falvo.

#



Sitting in the cramped, sweltering darkness, Athena heard amuffled rumbling, like thunder coming across
awide distance. The vehicle cruised evenly, skimming afew inches above the surface of the sand,
bouncing occasionally asit swept past atal dune. Then it bounced hard and the head of the person next
to her hit her inthe jaw. For an instant she felt rage and brought her hand back to strike. By thetime she
was bringing the fist forward, the rage had gone, and she settled back into her seat.

She was soaked with sweat by the time the vehicle came to a hdt. The doors opened, and they were
ordered by alarge sergeant to get out.

"Yes, gr," they yelled.
"Not soloud,” he said, rubbing hisears. "Just get out and form aline.”

Taking their wegpons and new helmets, they moved dowly out into the sun. The muted rumbling became
the bursting of explosives just ashort distance away. Dirt and rocks fell about their heads, pinging off
their hemets. They had moved into aline, facing the sergeant.

"Y ou're going into battle today," he yelled above the noise. "I know none of you cares much about
anything, so what I'm saying doesn't mean much. Before we send you out to the lines, the Padre wants to
talk to you. And listen to what he says. It makes him fedl bad when peopleignore him.”

A tal, smiling man came out of anearby tent. He moved dowly, sumbling dightly in the pot-holed
ground. He stood in front of the daves, smiling first at them, then at the sergeant.

"Fellow soldiers," he began, "you are about to embark on a battle for the freedom of our world.
Remember that Hango, our greet father in the sky, ison our sde. He loves us. He hates the rebels who
aretrying to overthrow our Hango-endorsed system of government.

"Before you are marched away to your inevitable doom, I'd like to have you join mein aprayer.
"O great Hango, who rules over the sky and our world ..."
Thedavesstood slently.

"Repesat what he says, you nitwits," the sergeant bellowed. He turned to the Padre and spoke reverently.
"Start it again, Padre."

"O great Hango, who rules over the sky and Epoleven, our world ..."

The daves mumbled the words, some more quickly than the others, so their response was unintelligible.
The sergeant shrugged to the Padre.

"It'sthe best they can do," he said.

The Padre continued.

"Even though we are dl daveswith no will of our own,
"Wefight for what isright.

"So, how can it be wrong for usto be daves?

"Even though some of us are more dave than others,

"Let'sal go forward for the good of Hango,



"And for our beloved leaders,

"Who would be hereif they could,

"But they are stuck behind desks,

"Far away,

"And feding redly bad about it,

"And forced to eat rich food and drink expensive wine,
"Whilewe eat hedthy rations

"And drink purified swamp water.

"O Hango be with usto the end.

"Amen."

The Padre made arituad movement with hishand and walked away. The sergeant shook his head and
turned to the daves,

"All right, let'sget moving."
He marched them into two lines, then out across the battlefidd to aline of trenches and barbed wire.

Something gtirred insde her; an excitement, adesireto fight and arage to win. She remembered ...
something. Fighting and battle. It wasin her blood, hot and wild. Weapons, war, the Academy.

Shewas Agtro Athena. Asif astrong wind had blown away athick fog, she remembered. And now
explosions were throwing up dirt al around her. Unseen men and women were screaming inside open
holes. She realized she was being marched into a battle. But where was she?

And wherewere Donadd and Dr. Minzov?



CHAPTER 15. THE BATTLE FOR EPOLEVEN

Now Athenarecognized al the characteristics of afull-scaewar. Uniformed soldiers ran about the huge
battlefield, which stretched in either direction asfar as she could see. Mot of the soldiers stayed within a
few meters of the long line of trenches, huddling down againgt the rays and projectiles screaming through
the air. Others charged in small groups at the opposing line of trenches several kilometers acrossa
scarred and barren valey. But they were mowed down unmercifully by rays before they could get
halfway acrosstheterrain, and the same thing appeared to be happening on the other side, with troops
coming toward her sde. Overhead, roaring rockets flew and dropped down liquid death on men and
women asthey ran to get away. And she was marching with the other davesto that sameline of
trenches.

"Duck," the sergeant yelled, and jumped face down in the mud.

Shefdl to the ground. Something whistled by so loudly it stung inside her ears, followed by adeafening
explosion only fifty feet away. The concussion forced the air from her lungslike ahard punch to the
chest. Small rocks and dirt cascaded on her prone form afew seconds later.

"All right, get up,” the sergeant ordered. "L et's get moving."

Another rocket roared in from the direction of the enemy, flashing down hest rays on them. Soldiers
burst into flamein front of her, running maniacaly and dapping at the flames engulfing their bodies. Then
there was a deafening explosion above her.

"Run!" the sergeant screamed.

She looked up. The rocket had been torn into jagged pieces, burning wildly and falling toward her. She
ran, diving into adeep hole and diding on her ssomach to its bottom. She heard the crash and felt the
jolting of the ground as part of the hole caved in on her.

Digging hersdlf out and choking on the damp earth in her mouth, she knew she had to get away.
Whatever thiswas about, she was sure she did not want to diein it. Deneb, she remembered they were
taking her to Deneb. Then this must be the war that had been going on for over one hundred years. Yes,
Epoleven. Had it cometo this? Using davesto fight thewar?

There had to be away to escape, to get back to Gaactic HQ. If aplanet wanted to fight awar against
itsdlf, that wasits privilege, but if it was going to buy davesto fight it, that wastotdly reprehensble,
heinous even. It had to be stopped.

Recovering from the shock of the rocket crash, shelifted her head just above the edge of the hole. A
ragged piece of hull lay smoking only afew feet from her face. Searching on al sdesfor any activity, she
saw none; everyone was still under cover. She jumped from the hole, holding her helmet down with one
hand as she held onto the ray rifle with the other, running back the way they had come.

The other daves had disappeared. How many of the poor devils had died before even reaching the battle
lines? The sergeant was gone, while other soldiers came out to scavenge the remains of the ship. Turning
back to the battle, she saw it picking up aong other sections of theline.

If she could find aship of some kind, she could escape from this lunacy. She stopped behind a pile of
rock and debristo catch her breath and think. Perhaps there was something more important for her to
do. Was saving hersdlf al she had to do? No, she must make some attempt to end thisfolly. She must
find her way to the seats of therival governments. They had to be made to see reason.



She continued to move back from the front lines, keeping her head down as she ran. She came upon an
officer lying on a stretcher, panting as he bled through a seeping bandage. She knelt beside him and he
amiled.

"Am | aready dead?' he asked weekly, then coughed. "Y ou look like an angd. Funny, | still fedl lousy.
Youdthink if I wasin Vaheven with agood-looking woman like you, 1'd be getting ready to do
something pleasant ... you know ..." He nudged her with his elbow.

"No, youredill dive" shesaid. "And | think you're dying. | can tdll by the severity of your wound.”

"Oh, no," hecried. "l don't want to die. Even if | do end up in VVaheven with the grest Hango. What did
you haveto tell methat for?"

"It'stimeto put thisfoolishnessto an end. I'm Astro Athena of the Space Rangers. | was brought here
with agroup of davesto fight thiswar for you."

"Y ou mean they grabbed a Space Ranger? I'm sure we didn't mean anything by it. Nothing persond, that
is. Were jud alittle short on manpower right now. With any luck, the last members of the baby boom
should be reaching maturity soon, then we can cut down on the number of daves we use. But Hango
saysit'sokay, so what's the big dea 7'

"Well, Hango'swrong. And I'm going to stop this. Tell mewhere | can find your government.”
"That would be treason.” He coughed again.

"If | get back to Gaactic HQ, then the Space Rangers are going to come and clean up this mess. And
they're not going to take sides or be very happy about it. If | speak with your government, perhaps that
won't be necessary.”

"Come on. Can't you see I'm dying here? And I'm only alieutenant. Why don't you go and bother a
captain or something?"

Disappointed, she shook her head and stood. Obvioudly the lieutenant's behavior was the product of
brainwashing and propaganda. Why else would he give hisloyalty to such a depraved enterprise?

She continued to move away from the front lines, hoping she would not end up back in the desert where
thetraining of the daves had taken place. After following the rutted and muddy tracks of the military
vehiclesfor savera hours, she noticed the sounds of battle were being left behind. Occasionaly, an
explosion sounded like it might have been nearby, but there was less and |ess destruction and fewer
injured milling about. She came upon more officers, saluting as she had seen others doing, but now she
was determined to stop for no one lessthan ageneral.

The farther away from the fighting she got, the better the living quarters were becoming. Where there had
only been trenches and afew tents up by the front lines, now there were larger tents, and even a
bungalow or two. Outside one of the large tents, severd officers were lounging around afire.

"You, soldier,” one of them called out to her. "What are you doing back here?'Y ou're supposed to be up
therefighting.”

"I'm not one of your soldier daves" she said, moving to stand before them. 1 am Astro Athena of the
Space Rangers.”

The officersjumped to their feet and severa of them moved away.



"The Space Rangers,” amgor said. "What are you doing here?"
"I was kidnapped by some of your dave traders and brought here to fight in your war."

"Hey, I've got to get back to my war planning, fellas," acoloned said, brushing at her tunic. ™Y ou guys
know how impatient the Generd iswhen he doesn't have me there."

"Me, too," another one said.
Athenamoved in front of the colond and took hold of the front of the woman's tunic with both hands.
"I'm looking for agenerd,” Athenasaid. "Where can | find one?’

"A generd?' shereplied. "Well, if you're looking for agenerd, therésonein that cabin over there.” She
pointed toward a sheet meta structure Stting behind some large tents. "Generd Ritmoisin there. HEsIn
charge”

"Finel'll gotak tohim."

As soon as shelet go of the tunic, the colond scurried away in the direction the others had disappeared.
Athena strode forcefully through the camp and entered the cabin.

"Just what isthe meaning of this?' an old man in his underwear bellowed. A young girl clutched some
garmentsto her body and ran from the cabin. Athena stopped in front of him, standing tall with her hands
on her hips.

"Areyou Generd Ritmo?"' she asked.
"Who the hell are you to ask mewho | am?' the Generd demanded.
"I'm Astro Athena of the Space Rangers.”

"The Space Rangers?' he said quietly. "Oh. Yes, I'm General Ritmo. | wasn't aware that the Space
Rangers had come to observe our struggle against the wicked forces of our enemies.” Hemoved to a
small bed and picked up the trousers lying acrossit, stepping into them as Athenamoved to stand a a
table.

"They're not, Generd. | was kidnapped and brought here by some dave traders.”

"QOutrageous,”" heroared. "Wdll, I'll seeto that mysdlf. We can't have members of the Space Rangers
brought here to fight as common soldiers," He laughed nervoudy as he pulled on histunic, leaving it
unbuttoned. "Now, | could use you as one of my officers.”

"No, Generd. | think thiswar of yours has been going on long enough, and | am going to put astop to
it

"A stop to the war? What are you saying? If you stop the war, I'll be out of ajob. And did you see that
girl who just left here? Do you think an old man like me would be able to get women likethat if | didn't
havethis generd'suniform?

"Wl you can either stop thiswar yoursalves, or the Space Rangers will be forced to come here, under
the aegis of the Galactic Federation, and stop it for you.”

"Look." The Generd sat on the other side of the table. "Maybe we can work something out. Okay, okay.
So using davesisn't such ahot idea. Both sides decided it might be something to try out. And let'sfaceit,



it'salot better than killing oursalves off. Well, maybeit'sjust alittle unethica .
"A little unethica? It's completely disgugting.”

"So, let's lit the difference; welll cdl it mildly despicable” He stood and buttoned histunic, his many
meda s jingling on hischest. "L ook a these, will you?Y ou don't get this many medasfor recycling ration
tins. Well, one of them wasfor that.”

"Generd, | ingst that | speak with your government. Then | intend to speak with your enemy's
government.”

"All right, dl right. | suppose dl good things must cometo an end. | don't know what my father would
say, if hewere dill dive. Hewasagenerd, too. It'sbeen afamily tradition. If you have your way, my son
won't have a chanceto carry on that tradition. Are you some kind of radical or something?”'

"That'sthe way it'sgoing to haveto be."

"All right. | guessI'll have my orderly bring around a ground skimmer to take you to our capitd city.
Orderlies. How will | ever be ableto get an orderly again?’

#

Severd dayslater, members of the governments were meeting at along table, Athenasat at the head of
the table, looking down at therivad factions Sitting on either Sde, civilian deegates dongsde military men.
They argued vehemently across the table until Athena clapped her handsto get their attention.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen,” sheyedled. "Let's get this meeting underway. | assume a cease-fire has been
caled on both sdes?'

"Yes, yes," the Presdent of Agrophon said.
"Our side has stopped firing also,” the Premier of Prowengo added.

"Well, then, as| have previoudy mentioned,” Athenasaid, "thiswar of yoursisgoing to haveto stop.
Thereis gill the matter of reparationsfor al the davesthat were brought here, but I'll 1et Galactic HQ
figure that out. Now, isthe fighting going to stop?"

"We can't just stop fighting like that," Genera Ritmo said. "Maybe we can taper off alittleat atime. You
know, just wean oursalves off it. Maybe just a short battle in the mornings then afew skirmisheson
weekends."

"That sounds reasonableto me," A generd from Prowengo said. "I can get behind something like thet.
And if we only fight on weekends, let's make it on Sundays."

"Sure," an Agrophon delegate spoke up. "If we keep it small enough, maybe we can let people watch.”
"We can sl tickets," someone said.

"And have teams," another delegate said.

"Then we can sl refreshments.”

"Like popcorn.”
"And beer."



"And hot dogs."
"And beger."

"With cups having the pictures of your favorite officer on them.”
"Aslong asno davesareinvolved,” Athenasaid.
"Yes," the Presdent said. "And each team can have its own generd.”

"Good, good." General Ritmo raised his eyesto the ceiling and nodded. Then he turned to Athena.
"There, you see? We can work thisthing out for ourselves. So, we won't be needing the Space Rangers
to come here after al.”

"WEell haveto send afew obsarvers,” Athenasaid.

"Sure, sure,” the Premier said. "After we build an enclosed battleground, we can give the observers box
sedts, up above the action.”

"Hey, we can make alot of money on those seats,” the Presdent said. "We can't just give 'em away."
"Well manage," the Premier said.
"Have dl the daves been st free?" Athena asked.

"Yes," the Presdent Sghed. "That ended most of therea trench fighting anyway. They're being brought
to our capital citiesto be evaluated and retrained.”

"Too bad, though," the Prowengo genera said. "I had aswell offensive planned for next week."

"Hah," Generd Ritmo replied. "If it isn't any better than the one you staged afew months ago, it would
have been awaste of time anyway."

"Never mind," Athenasaid. "And you will pay for them to be transported back to their home worlds."
"We agree," the President and Premier nodded.

"Good." Athenarested her hands on the table. "Now, let's get that in writing and signed by both parties.
Delegates from Gaactic HQ are on their way to oversee the disarmament.”

There was some grumbling from around the table, but they agreed to have the proper documents drawn
up. The delegates moved away from the table and conversed in smal groups.

"Oh, onemorething," Athenasaid. "I have urgent business e sewhere. I'm going to need a scout ship to
get methereasquick aspossble.”

"Well have one arranged,” the President said, and looked at the Premier. They nodded together. "As
soon as you want it, well haveit ready.”

"And thank Hango for al your help,” the Premier said, then came close to Athenaand whispered in her
ear. "Hewas on our Side, anyway."

#

Reieved, she wasfindly back in space, piloting the scout ship she had been given by the President of



Agrophon. After some argument, he had also agreed to install a super-space radio.

"So, Colonel Richards," she said, looking into the image of Colond Richards eyes on the communi cator
screen, "l found Sarnak, but had some trouble.”

"Do you remember where he was?'

"Yes, hewasin an uncharted star system. I'm on my way back there.”

"Good, good. We can't leave someone as valuable as Dr. Minzov in Sarnak's hands for too long.”
"How many reinforcements can | get for araid on Sarnak, Colonel ?*

"Reinforcements?’ The Colond looked away a something, holding his hand over the microphone as he
spoke with someone she couldn't see. "Reinforcements, yes," he said, and then laughed nervoudy. "Well,
we have adight problem there, Athena. | don't have any reinforcements available right now. Possibly ina
few days. Weve been diminating afew positions around here, and our manpower hasfalen alittle low."

"Never mind, Colonel," Athenasighed. "I guess!'ll haveto handleit by mysdlf."

"Fine. That's showing red initiative. If you get back ... | mean ... when you get back," he laughed again,
"just alittlejoke ... well haveto talk about getting you somekind of raise.”

"Thanks, Colond. I'll speak with you later.” She shut down the communicator and went back to the
ship's controls.

She had severd hoursto wait, after Sarnak's coordinates had been transferred to the ship's navigation
system. But what good wasit going to do to get there and be recaptured? She sat back in the pilot's seat
and thought, letting the navigation system pilot the ship.

Y es, she thought, maybe there isaway to get on board without being taken.

CHAPTER 16. THE PLOY



"Minzov, just what have you been doing?" Rackle came up behind him in the cramped space behind the
ingrument pand. "'Can't you read asmple schematic?

Crouched insde the wide cabinet, Dr. Minzov let go of the wire bundle and looked up a Rackle.
"What are you talking about?' Minzov asked.

"This changeto my design." Rackle waved the thin sheet of eectronic symbaols. "What do you think
you'retrying to do?'

Minzov crept out of the cabinet, and Rackle stepped back as he came out into the weapons bay. Severa
other weapons towered over the two men; huge ray cannons aongside panels of controls and readouts,
dretching around the circumference of the bay.

"I have discovered an aternate method of increasing the wegpon'syield and efficiency,” Dr. Minzov said.
"I am going to improve the radix oscillator by twelve percent.”

"I want to seethe calculations and judtification for such aclam.”

"If you had taken the time to look before you encroached upon my work ..."
"Encroached? Y ou imbecile, I'm running things around here. | do not encroach.”

"If you say s0, Rackle. But if you want to see the calculations, they are Sitting on my desk.”

"Yes, | want to seethe calculations. I'm going back to the laboratory to get them. In the meantime, don't
touch anything ingde my optico-ragtifier until | get back. Isthat understood?’

"If that isyour wish," Dr. Minzov said. "If you fed that | can be more productive by standing around
while you satisfy your petty paranoia.”

"I don't need to satisfy my petty paranoia. | don't have any petty paranoia. | want to make sureyou are
not confusing thingsagain.”

"Harrumph,” Dr. Minzov coughed.

Such rancor, he thought, and over such an insignificant occurrence. And it had aready been severd days
sinceit had happened.

While working on the scaled-up version of the optico-ragtifier, he had misread the wiring diagram and
connected one of the fracto-diodes incorrectly. So, there had been a pop and some smoke, just alittle
thing, redlly. Those technicians scared so easily. Well, three of them had been blinded, but only
temporarily. And afew others had to be treated for minor burns. But they were almost back to normd,
NOow.

Dr. Minzov stood impatiently by the control pandl. He flipped some of the switches as he thought.

"Well," hesaid to himsdlf, "I might aswell work on the cal culations for the grondorotron. And | still need
to derive the formulae for the exohydron mediator."

Hefound achair and seated himsdlf by the remote link to the computer. Helogged on and waited.
"Minzov, isthat you?' thewords scrolled by on the screen.

"Well, of courseit'sme," Minzov replied, then sat till with his hands poised over the keypad. The



computer had never used alogon sequence like this before. He shrugged. So, someone must be trying
out some new monitor software.

"It'sme, Minzov." Now a soft voice was coming from avoice actuator on the pand. "It'sMary."

"Mary? Mary, who?' Minzov asked, then redized who it was. "How did you get into Sarnak's
computer?'

"They tapped into the computer on the Space Eagle and | jumped across,” Mary whispered. "I thought
I'd never be ableto get in touch with any of you. What's going on?"

Minzov leaned closer to the microphone, first making sure none of the technicians was watching him. He
related everything he knew, telling Mary about Athena being taken away and Dondd in the clutches of
Sarnak.

"Boy, wereinared jam," Mary sad.

"W, it'snot so bad,” Minzov said. "1 keep busy on someinteresting projects, and | only haveto share
my room with five other technicians.”

"That'sfinefor you. But what about Athena? What's happened to her? And how can we get out of this?"

"I don't know. It will be aterrible day if Sarnak gets his hands on this super-weapon, if we ever get it
working. | have abad feding that he could conquer the gdlaxy withit."

"I've been rummaging through the computer memories. I'll kegp looking and seeif | can find something
useful.”

"L et me know when you do,” Minzov said. "I'll do some thinking mysdlf, while I'm working out the
equations for the exohydron mediator.”

#

Donald sat hunched down on the sofa, fuming, while he ignored Sarnak. Neither of them spoke for
severa minutes. Sarnak fidgeted next to him as Donald continued to stare a the wall.

"Look," Sarnak said, breaking the silence, "I'm not such abad guy, am |?"
Donad remained silent.

"Y ou've got your own room, don't you? And you're getting dl the best food my ship hasto offer. Come
on, cantyou just give mealittle smile?’

"No," Dondd sad. "Y ourefat and disgusting.”

"| told you. | have aglandular condition. Y ou don't know how many dietsI'vetried. There wasthe
Castorian Grapefruit diet, the Regulan Water Starvation diet, the Microscopium Bread diet. I'vetried
themadl.”

"You could at least exercise,”" Donadd said. "Or are you too lazy?"

"Lazy?Me? Don't you think | want to exercise? It's just that 1've got this back problem. Some days|
can't even bend over.”

Donad shook his head.



"That's your trouble, Sarnak. Y ou're aways looking for excuses. | suppose you've never tried to do
anything about that skin of your either.”

"I went to adoctor for the acne, but he said it was genetic. He couldn't do anything for it unless| gave up
certain foods."

"And why don't you turn the other way when you talk to me. That breeth of yours could knock out a
herd of Aldefornian mammoths. Why don't you get a perfume implant in your mouth?!

"A perfumeimplant? What do you think | am anyway?"
"I'd say you're afat, disgusting person with bad breath.”

Sarnak stood and stomped to the door. With his hand poised over the button, he turned back to
Dondd.

"Go ahead," he said. "Make fun of me. It'snot like I'm not used to it."
Dondd sad nothing, turning away.

"Sure," Sarnak went on. "Who cares about my feedlings? Everyone looks at old Sarnak and thinksthey've
got every right to laugh. Well, I'm ahuman being, too. And you'd better change your attitude pretty
quick. My supply of patienceisnot inexhaudtible.”

"l don't care," Dondd said, hoping the pirate wasfindly going to leave him in peace. But instead of
opening the door to leave, Sarnak went back to the sofa

"Look, I'vetried to benice" Sarnak said. "What doesit take to get through to you?”
"There's nothing you could do."

"There's got to be something.”

They turned as the door opened and saw one of Sarnak's men enter the room.
"Sarnak," hesaid.

"What do you want?' Sarnak snapped. "Get out of here."

"But, Sarnak. Welve just made contact with aderdict ship. It'swithin range of our magnatractor ray."
"Well, bring it in, then,” Sarnak said. "What are you bothering me for?'

"Well, Jerger said we should ask you firg," the crewman said.

"Jerger? What's he got to do with it?"

"He'sin charge of the bridge right now."

"That idiot'sin charge of the bridge? Wait outside. I'll be right up.”

He smiled down on Donald as the crewman lft.

"Comeon," hesad. "Just alittle smilefor old Sarny-poo.”

Donad grimaced and turned away. Sarnak sighed and walked from the room.



#

"Minzov." Rackl€'s voice came over the voice actuator on the instrument pandl. " Get down to the hangar
deck. Were pulling in aderelict, and | want you to look it over before we dismantleit.”

"I redlly should keep working on these calculations,” Dr. Minzov replied.

"| don't care what you think you should be doing. Get down to the hangar deck, now."
"All right," Minzov sSghed, then spoke to the computer. "Mary, are you il there?!
"I'm here" Mary said.

"What'sgoing on?"

"There's an old scout ship floating around out there. 1t's being brought in. | think Rackle believesit's
booby-trapped and will explode if someone goesin.”

"And he wants me to be the booby?*
"Since you aready have most of the qudifications, that's probably the generd idea”

"Well, | won't haveit." Minzov dapped hishand on the pand. "I'm going to complain to Sarnak. Hell
ligentome"

"Why don't you just go down to the hangar? | can check out the ship as soon asthey bring it in and hook
up to itscompuiter. I'll let you know if it's booby-trapped.”

"Oh, dl right." Minzov got up from the control pandl and stalked down to the hangar deck.

Hewas relieved now that he was able to move through the ship a will. Being one of Rackle'strusted
scientists, no one bothered him as he walked down the corridors, but he still felt nervous under the stares
of Sarnak's people.

Reaching the entrance to the hangar, he waited with agroup of people whilethe air pressure stabilized
ingde. Findly, the hatch opened with a soft Sigh, and Minzov followed the group into the hangar deck.

Thelir footsteps echoed around the huge, open area, which till held severd smal shipsaong with the
Soace Eagle. Hefdt atwinge of sadness as he passed it, held silently in alarge clamp. The once proud
fighting vessal was now reduced to adeeping hulk in Sarnak’'s hangar. Maybe someday ...

The scout ship was somewhat smaller than the other ships. The group stopped by the side hatch asthe
cylindrical shiplay onitsbelly.

"Whao'sgoing in first?" atechnician asked.

"Not me," another said. "Hey, you." He pointed a Dr. Minzov. "Y ou're from Rackles group. Y ou're
supposed to go in and make sureit's safe for the rest of us.”

"I will need afew moments to make some preliminary observations," Dr. Minzov replied.

He pulled an interface cable from a nearby column and looked over the hull of the ship until he found the
gdactic stlandard connector. Fussing with the connection for afew seconds, he got the cable attached,
then went to anearby terminal and logged onto the compuiter.



"Mary, what do you see?" he asked softly.

"Theresnothing in there" Mary replied. "Hmmm. It hasn't been Sitting out there very long. That's odd. It
just came from somewar. But it'ssafeto goinsde.”

Minzov shut down the connection and went to the hatch, pushing past the knot of technicians. Openingit,
he entered and walked through the ship. It was small inside, just the cockpit and one small hold. Therest
was given over to engines and fuel compartments. Just as Mary had said it was odd; the air was till fresh
and warm. The ship had the fed that it had been occupied recently, but there was nothing interesting
about it, mostly standard communication and navigation equipment. He walked back to the hatch and
climbed out to the waiting group of technicians.

"It's perfectly safe, gentlemen,” he said. "'l imagine you are eager to drip it of its contents.” Then he added
softly to himsdlf, "likethe group of vulturesyou are.”

"Nah," one of them said. "Y ou've stripped one, you've stripped them al. Comeon, guys, it'stimefor a
coffee break, anyway. We can work on thistub later.”

The others muttered their agreement and | eft the hangar. Minzov followed them out afew moments|ater,
lingering a the Space Eagle and wishing he were back aboard her, roving the galaxy with Athena, having
new adventures -- possibly not so dangerous -- and making new discoveries. He sighed and went back

to the weapons bay.
#

Athenaremained motionless, not breathing for savera seconds, as she heard the footsteps leaving the
hangar and the faint echo of the hatch closing. Whoever had been walking through the ship had not been
interested in giving it more than a cursory examination. She pushed on thewal|l panel behind which she
had been hiding and squeezed hersdlf out of the narrow space between the pand and outer hull. She
crept to the hatch and peered out into the hangar. No one was around.

Slipping out of the scout ship, she moved around theidle ships, smiling when she saw the Space Eagle.
But there was no time for areunion. She had to find Donald and Dr. Minzov. Together, they could make

plansfor escape.

She stopped at arack of technician's coveralls and took one, dipping it over the uniform of Epoleven she
was till wearing. She took one of the narrow caps from the rack and pulled it down aslow as she could,
hoping no one would recognize her.

Therisk had to be taken, tremendous asit was. She was going to have to move through the ship asif she
were one of Sarnak's crew. Later, she might be ableto tie into the computer and use it find to Minzov
and Dondd.

Reaching the hatch, she opened it dowly and peered out into the corridor for any sign of activity, looking
in every direction. With no one around, sheleft the hangar and moved through the ship.

Shewould start with the labs. She remembered Sarnak had said he was sending Minzov to work in alab
run by someone caled Rackle.

#
Rackle looked up from his papers a Minzov, then returned to them.
"What did you find?" Rackle asked.



"There was nothing remarkable about the ship,” Minzov replied. " Just arun-of-the-mill scout ship, asfar
as| could ascertain.”

"Which probably wasn't very far. What condition wasit in?"

"Very good condition. I'd say it had been abandoned only recently. The air was till fresh, and it was
wamindde.”

"And that did not strike you as remarkable?' Rackle looked up. "A ship is recently abandoned, and there
isno sgn of any other ship or space-suited men in the vicinity. Did it cross your confused mind to wonder
where the occupants had gone?’

"Yes, itdid," Minzov said, "but | have other thingsto think about. | was going to inform you that the
optico-ragtifier isamost ready for afull-scaetest.”

"Y ou'vefinished with the construction?”
"Y es, aswell asafew modifications of my own."

"Never mind your modifications." Rackle went back to working on his papers. " Schedule atest for
tomorrow morning. I'll talk to Sarnak and have him come down to observe. Get back to your desk and
try to get some work done."

"Harrumph," Minzov coughed, but went to his desk at the other end of the laboratory.

He had been working for severa hours over some old caculations, trying to find apossible error, when
he felt apang of hunger. But therewould sill be some time before he could leave. He looked down the
other end of the laboratory where Rackle was still working. He thought about getting up for awalk, but
considering Rackle'sill humor, decided it would be better to remain at his desk.

Hewaslooking down at his scribbled calculations when he heard the laboratory door open. Helooked
up a ahangar technician coming in. There was something oddly familiar about her, but he did not know
what it was. He shrugged and went back to hiswork.

"Y es, what do you want?' he heard Rackle snarl.

Minzov looked up, glad for the distraction from hiswork, which was not being asfruitful as hewould
have liked at the present time. The technician looked around her, then jumped across the desk at Rackle.
Minzov jumped to his feet and watched, astounded, as the technician dragged the cringing Rackle from
the desk and shook him violently.

"Wherés Minzov?' she demanded. Then he recognized the voice.

"Athena." Herushed forward. "Athenaisit you?"

She turned around, throwing Rackle to the floor. They embraced happily, then turned to Rackle.
"Weld better secure him," Minzov said.

Rackle darted for the door, but wasintercepted by Athena. She held him down as Dr. Minzov found
tape and wrapped it around his body, pinning Rackleésarmsto hisside.

"I knew | couldn't trust you," Rackle said. "Y ou'll never get away with this."

"Y ou'd better tape his mouth, Doc," Athenasaid.



"That will give me the greatest pleasure,” he replied, pressing a piece of tape across Rackle's mouth.

They carried him to an empty equipment locker and shut him insde. Then Athenainspected the
|aboratory.

"Whereis everybody?' she asked.

"They're down in the weapons bay, working on anew ray. We had better make our escape while we
have the opportunity.”

"Right. Wherés Donad?'
"I believe Sarnak has made him a prisoner in one of hisrooms.”
"Can you take usto him, Doc?"

"I believe so. But wouldn't it be more prudent to make our escape now? We can adways send arescue
party for Donald when we've reached safety.”

"I'm not leaving without Donad. Come on, Minzov. Let'sfind him."

She fought the urge to run through the ship, knowing they had to appear to be just another pair of
Sarnak’s crew. Minzov led them to the corridor of Sarnak's quarters. Standing by one of the doors, two
guards watched them approach.

"I'll bet Donald'sin there," she whispered, after they had walked by.
"But there may be some difficulty in getting past those guards,” Minzov said.
"WEell haveto think of away."

They continued to the end of the corridor, turned down another and followed it to the doors of atube
car, waiting until the doors opened. A man in awhite coverall came out, pushing atray of food and
grumbling.

"What kind of job isthis?' he muttered. "Why do | ways have to bring up the food for Sarnak's
playmetes?'

"What playmate?' Athena asked, asthe orderly walked past.

"That guy Sarnak captured,” hereplied.

"Oh," she said, then beckoned him back into the tube car. "Hey, I've got agood joke | just heard.”

"Oh, yeah?' He followed her into the tube car.

"Y eah, have you heard the one about the three space men and the nun?' she said when they were inside.
"Not that one again," he said.

She clipped him neatly acrossthe jaw and dragged his unconscious body from the tube car, depositing
him in anearby storage room.

"Comeon, Minzov," shesaid, pushing thetray.
When they reached the door, the guards stopped them.



"Didn't | just see you two walk past here," one of them said.

"It couldn't have been," Athenareplied. "We just came up with thisfood.”
"Yes" Minzov added, "for Sarnak's ... um ... playmate.”

"The playmate.” The two guards snickered to themselves. "Okay. Goonin."

The guard opened the door, and Athena pushed the tray past him, followed by Dr. Minzov, who closed
the door behind him.

Donald sat on achair, staring morosaly ahead. He did not ook up when they camein.
"I'mnot hungry," he said. "Take that dop out of here.”

"Redly, Dondd," Athenasaid. "Isthat any way to say hello?' Donad jumped from the seat and looked
at them wide-eyed. Then he rushed to Athena.

"Athena" he cried. "How did you get here? Sarnak said you had been taken away to be adave.”

"It'salong story," she said, asthey embraced. "But | couldn't just leave you here. | had to find some way
to get back."

They separated and Donald went quickly to the door.
"How can we get out of here? There's dways aguard out there."
"We can take care of that, right now," she said.

She nodded to Minzov, and they took positions on either side of the door. Athenapicked up alarge
lamp, while Minzov took off hisheavy boot.

"Cdl themin, Dondld," Athenasad.

"Guards. Guards," he cried. "Get in here, quick."
The two guards walked dowly through the door.
"What's going on in here?' one of them asked.

Before they could turn around, Athena had broken the lamp over one's head, while Minzov was begting
the other unsuccessfully with his boot. The guard kept his arms above his head, shieding himself from the
blows as he cdled for help. Athena pushed Minzov back and dedlt with the guard hersdf, striking him
acrossthe jaw with awell-placed fist. The guard crumpled to the floor with amoan.

"No timefor games, Doc,” she said.

"l wasin the process of finding the optimum location for incapacitating him," Minzov said.

"What do we do now?' Donald asked.

"If we can get back to our ship, maybe we can escape,” Athenasaid. "that's our best shot right now."
"l agree" Dr. Minzov said. "We should vacate thislocation with dl possible haste.”

Cautioudy, Minzov peered out the door, then found himself face to face with Sarnak. He shut the door



and stood with his back againgt it.
"| think we may haveasmal problem,” he said.
"I'd say you had alarge problem,” Sarnak said, rushing into the room with severa guards.

Athenalunged for one of the fallen guard's weapons but was intercepted by the others. Two guardsfell
on Minzov and pinned hisarms behind his back, while Sarnak moved to Donad and pulled him away.

"l hope dl this violence doesn't disturb you," Sarnak said.

Rackle entered the room behind more guards as Athenaand Minzov were subdued, glowering at
Minzov.

"I told you he couldn't be trusted,” Rackle said.
"l supposeyoureright,” Sarnak said. "But | still want him working in the [ab.”
"What?' Rackle cried.

"l want that weapon finished. Thistime well keep him under guard. Keep him chained to hisdesk; if
that'swhat it takes."

Rackle muttered as he left the room, followed by two guards pulling Dr. Minzov with them.

"Asfor you," Sarnak said to Athena, "'l should have taken care of you before. Thistime I'm not going to
take any chances."

"What are you going to do to her?' Donald cried.
"A little surprise, Don. And alittle entertainment for my crew.”
Sarnak laughed ominoudy.

CHAPTER 17. THE ARENA OF THE HELL BEAST



She stumbled through the door as the guards threw her into the cell, the same cell she had been forced to
occupy when they had first been captured. Picking herself up from the floor, she lunged a them asthe
heavy door was being dammed in her face.

"Welcome back," the guardslaughed, diding the bolts.

"What's Sarnak gonna do with her now?" she heard one of the guards say through the door.
"| think we're gonna have a show," another replied.

"Good. It's been along time since we had any real entertainment around here.”

Shetried to stand camly in the corner of the cell after the guards had gone away, but the tenson was too
great insde her. She paced the small cell, uneasy at what the guards had said. What sort of entertainment
would Sarnak use her for? Severa disturbing images came to her mind. Whatever Sarnak was going to
do to her, she knew she had better conserve her energy. Dropping into the corner, she forced herself to
relax, usng long-forgotten Frangaholian mind techniques.

Floating between consciousness and unconsciousness, she did not know how long she had beenin the
cell when the door opened. Severa guards stood in the doorway, with ray gunsin their hands.

"Get up,” one of the growled. "It'stime for the show."

"Get that coveral off," another said.

"Good thinking. Why should we let one of our coveralls get destroyed?’ They laughed together.
Keeping her eyes on the guards, she dipped from the coveral, ill dressed in the Epoleven uniform.

"Comeon." The guards stood back from the door, motioning with their weaponsfor her to get out of the
cel. "Down that way." They pointed past the row of cellsto amassive, metal door.

"What's going to happen?' she said, as she stood outside the cell.

"Well, weregonna..."

"Hey, what are you doing?' one of the guards said. "It's supposed to be a surprise.”

"Oh, sorry."

"Redly, you cantdl me" Athenasaid. "I don't mind."

"Nah. Sarnak likesit when he sees how surprised people are when they get into the arena.™

"Oh!" one of the guards groaned. "Y ou weren't supposed to tell her that."

"That'sright," athird guard admonished. " She's not supposed to know about the Hell Beast, either.”
"You just told her," thefirst guard said.

"S0, let me get thisstraight,” Athenasaid. "Behind that door down thereis an arenawhere | will haveto
facethe Hell Beast”?"

The guards looked sheepishly at each other.



"Yeah," one of them said. "But don't tell Sarnak wetold you, okay."
"I won't tell himif youwont,” shesaid.

"Hey, youreared sport, isn't shefdlas?' The other guards said she certainly was. "Okay, let's get
moving."

The door loomed ahead of her as she walked apprehensively past the cells. One of the guards moved
ahead of her and opened it. The door moved ponderoudy, with the screeching of metal against metd.
The guard stepped back as the others pushed her ingde. Then it swung shut behind her.

The arenawas an open circular area surrounded by a high, smooth wall. The floor was rough and
splotched, aimost like rock. Strong, hot lights hung far above her. Around the top of the wall, she spied
the heads of people looking down at her. They cheered as she entered.

"Wecometo my arena," Sarnak said. She searched along the top of thewall, finally spotting him through
the glare of thelights, ashe sat in atall chair above the wall. Beside him, Donald stood, looking down
fearfully at her. "Everybody ready for ashow?'

"Yes," the people around the wall yelled back.
"You can't do thisto her," Donad cried.

"Oh, comeon," Sarnak said. "Y ou don't want to disappoint al these people, do you? Besides, | dready
sold tickets."

"Well, I've had enough of you," Donald said, and legped over the wdll, faling heavily on the hard floor.
Athenarushed to him and helped him to hisfeet. He stood shakily for amoment, smiling up at Sarnak.
Then he yelled to the people around the wall. "Do you know he's got bad breeth?*

"Hey, keep quiet about that. And get back up here," Sarnak said. "Don't you know what's going to
happen down there?"

"Whatever it is," Dondd said, "1'd rather be here with her."

"Well, that's gratitude for you," Sarnak said. "I could have given you anything you wanted. And what
were you before | found you? Just a second-rate Space Ranger flying around in some third-rate ship.

Y ou could have had ared life with me. But don't think you're hurting me, honey. There's plenty morelike
you around. Go ahead, you can drop meif you want. But I'm like acat; | dwaysland on my feet."

"| don't care,”" Donald said.

"Not even alittle? No, you wouldn't, would you. Y ou redly think you're something specia, don't you."
Sarnak stifled a sob.

"Dondd, you shouldn't have jJumped in here" Athenasaid.

"Why not? All they're going to do is have a show. What could be so bad about that?'

"Youll find out,” Sarnak yelled, angrily. "Look, I'll give you one more chance to get back up here.”
"Don't hold your breeth,” Dondd said. "Or consdering what it'slike, maybe you should.”

"Donald, you're so brave," Athenasaid. "Now, | know | can face whatever horrible desth Sarnak has
planned for mewith agmile.”



"Horrible death?' Donald said. "What kind of horrible death?"

Athenaglared at Sarnak, smiling with the knowledge of her own superiority. Then she turned to the rest
of the audience.

"Yes, | know what I'm going to face," she said. "'l know al about the Hell Beast. But | can faceit, now
that I'm not going to dieaone.”

"Who told her?" Sarnak caled out. "Did one of those guardstell her?'
"Um, Athena?' Donad tapped her on the shoulder. "Did you say we were going to face aHell Beast?"
"Yes, Dondd. I'm afraid it'sthe end for us."

"Oh," Donad said, then walked over to Sarnak and stood beneath him. "I've been thinking, Sarnak.
Maybe | was alittle hasty, jumping in heretheway | did. Why don't | come back up there so we can talk
thingsover alittle bit?"

"Too late," Sarnak said. "Now | know how you really feel about me. Y ou're stuck on her. Besides, you
complain too much.”

"We could awayswork something out."
"Forget it. If | can't have you, nobody can. Releasethe Hell Beast.”
"Weapons, weapons, weapons,” the crowd chanted.

"Oh, yes," Sarnak laughed. "I amost forgot. We dways like to give the contestants afighting chance.
Wi, it's not much of achance, but | want to be afair guy about this." He reached down, picked up
some hand weapons and dropped them over the wall.

Athenaran to them, picking up the long knife and tucking it into her waist band. Then she took the sword
and shidd, holding them in front of her, and waiting.

"Stay behind me, Donald,” she said.

She was startled by the sound of another heavy door opening at the other end of the arena. Donald
jumped behind her asalow, throaty growl came from the opening, rising in pitch to an eerie howl.

Athena crouched and moved forward.

"What are you doing?' Donad cried.

"I'm going to meet the beadt," she said. "'I'd rather die fighting than walt for it to attack me."
"It doesn't look likeit'll make much difference.”

"You'll never understand, Donald.”

"And it doesn't look likeI'll livelong enough to learn.”

The unseen beast raised another growl, lower, resonating around the arenawalls. Athena crept closer. A
dark form appeared in the shadows behind the door. She shrank back at the size of it, larger and taller
than her. Dondd cried out. Asthe thing stepped out into the light, the crowd cheered.

It was an abomination. Standing on two squat legs, it stood severd inchestaller than her. The green,



lumpy skin, covered thick, powerful muscles; the thing's short arms ended in clawed paws. It clapped its
jawstogether, large enough to take one of her armsin one snap; sitting on athick neck, the head was
unnaturaly large, coming to apoint at its mouth. Two small red eyes burned on ether sde of its head.

It saw her and moved forward, waddling across the floor, swaying from side to side asit moved. Shefelt
the thump of itsfeet asit came closer, its head coming up above hers. They closed on each other. Athena
swung the shield at its head, but it brought its arms up with amazing speed and pushed the shield aside. It
rushed forward; Athena doveto theright, but its body dammed into her, knocking her down. Before it
could turn around, she siwung the sword at itslegs, but it bounced off the thick skin without causing even
the dightest injury.

It came back at her as shejumped to her feet, itsjaws clacking and davering, the short amswaving in
anger. She dropped the shield and lunged at the beast, keeping hersdf below the mouth, trying to grip it
around its massive chest. The crowd cheered as she tried to throw it to the ground, but it was too heavy
and too strong on its short legs.

The Beast wrapped its own arms around her, lifting her easily from the floor and shaking her from sdeto
Sde, itsroar deafening in her ears. She cried out in pain she fdlt atearing in her sde from the creature's
embrace. It threw her to the floor, and sherolled past the fallen shield. She took it and got to her fet,
swinging the shield at the thing's head, thistime catching it on the point of the jaw beforeit could bring its
arms up. It fell back with ahowl, shaking its heavy head, then came forward again.

The crowd was screaming now as she threw the shield at the beast's head and lunged forward, trying to
take the creature to the floor. It wrestled with her, shaking her again asif she were no more than asmall
child before tossing her aside. She flew against thewall, the force of the impact knocking the breeth from
her lungs. Momentarily stunned, she dropped the sword.

It jumped at her, snarling asit took her right arm in its mouth, bringing the long, sharp teeth down and
tearing through her skin and muscle. She screamed in agony as the crowd howled. She hit at the
cresture's head with her free hand, beating it in the eye until it let go and stepped back, its smal arm
rubbing &t its eye. But now her arm was torn open with blood pouring from the shredded skin.

The beast rushed at her again, thistime catching her in the side with one of its paws, dashing open the
uniform and tearing through the flesh. Her mind clouded from the pain, but she closed on the creature
wrestling weakly and being tossed aside. Shefell to the bottom of the wall.

Then it turned on Donad. He backed away asthe monster came closer, itsarms waving, its claws
flashing in the hot light as sdliva dripped from itsjaws. Dondd sumbled backwards, faling acrossthe
dropped sword.

"Get the sword, Donald," Athena screamed. Donald reached over and lifted it, then pointed it at the
beast.

Athenalost control of herself as an animd rage overcame her. Screaming, she pulled the knife from her
wai stband and jumped on the back of the creature, plunging the knife into one of itseyes. Raising its
heed, it bellowed in pain and shook violently, trying to throw her from its back.

"Usethe sword, Dondd,” sheydled. "Help me!™

She held on, now pushing the knife into a soft spot under the creature's head, as Donald rushed forward
and plunged the sword through the same spot.

Athenafdl off itsback asits spasms became more violent. Sherolled across the floor, stopping herself as



the beast swayed from side to sdein the center of the arena, swinging itsarmswildly asahorrible fluid
dripped from its eye and neck. Donald rushed at the creature, plunging the sword into its neck. The beast
howled again, choking on its own blood. Then it fell to the floor and did not move.

Athenawent to Donad, collapsing as she reached him, feding asick weakness coming over her asshe
fought to remain conscious. Donad took hold of her and eased her to the floor as guards rushed into the
arenaand surrounded them. The crowd had become silent.

"Look what you did to my Hell beast,” Sarnak cried "Do you think they grow on trees or something?”'
"She defeated it, Sarnak." Dondd stood, glaring at him. "That's why she's better than you.”

"Hah! Well see how much better sheis, baby. Take them back to the cells.”

#

Athenalay in pain on the cold floor of the cell, breathing fitfully. Dondd finished wrapping her aam and
sgdewith gtrips he had torn from his shirt, then he knelt beside her. In the smdl light shining through the
open observation holein the door, he could make out the agony etched into her face.

"Isthere any water, Dondd?" she asked weskly.

"No, they didn't leave usany."

"Oh." Shelet her head fdl back. "I'm so thirgty."

"Just rest, Athena." Helifted her head onto hislap and stroked it gently.

He knew she could have escaped and gone back to the Space Rangersinstead of coming back to
Sarnak's ship for him. Or had she just come back for Minzov? And if it came down to it, maybe she just
wanted to get even with Sarnak for sending her off into davery? For that matter, maybe she just got lost
out in space and ended up here. Who could tell with her?

He stood and moved away from her.
"Isanything wrong, Dondd?"
"No." He stood againgt the wal for afew moments, thinking.

Then again, she had jumped on that creature's back when it was going to attack him. She had fought the
thing, shielded him fromiit. Y es, she cared about what happened to him, more than he could ever care
about her. Hefdt ashamed.

He went back to her and sat down, holding her head again.
"Thanks, Dondd. | needed that.”
He smiled, wondering if she could see.

He sat up when he heard the door opening. A guard entered with another man carrying a pouch who
kept turning away from the guard.

"Y ou sure Sarnak wants you to take care of these two?' the guard asked.

"That'swhat hetold me," the other said. "Perhgps there is another entertainment display in the offing.”



"Geez, | hope so. That last one was pretty good. Y ou want meto wait in here?"

"No, | believe | will have no trouble from them."

The guard shrugged and went outside, closing the door behind him.

"What are you going to do to her?' Donad stood and got between the man and Athena.

"Takeit easy, Dondd," the man said. He turned to Dondd, and in the dim light, he recognized the
bearded features of Dr. Minzov.

"Minzov," Dondd cried. "How did you get here?"

"Quiet, Dondd,” Minzov said, hisvoice barely above awhisper. He knelt by Athenaand pulled aroll of
cloth from the pouch. Placing it beside her, he pulled out several small phids. "L et me get started on
Athena" He leaned over her. "How are you doing?'

"I think | lost alot of blood, Doc," she said, hoarsdy. "Do you think theré's anything you can do?"

"That'swhy | got mysdlf down here. | believe | have sufficient medicine and bandages to attend to your
wounds. Firgt, drink this."

"What isit?' Dondd asked, as Minzov held the phid to her lips.

"It's an antibiotic mixed with some fast acting hormones. That will begin the hedling process. Here, hold
this" He pulled alarger bottle from the pouch. "Thisisanutrient solution. Place thisflat part over her
other arm." Donald took the tube leading from the bottle and placed the smal patch of webbing at itsend
on Athendsarm. "The nutrients and fluids will diffuseinto her body. Let me get these off you."

Sowly, he pulled at the makeshift bandages from her sde and arm, but she cried out in pain. He stopped
and picked up another phid.

"Drink this"" he said. "It will ease your pain. | must get clean bandages on these wounds."

She drank and then let her head fall back to the floor. In afew moments, Minzov had the remnants of
Dondd's shirt from her body and was wrapping her with clean bandages.

"These bandages are treated with specia hormones and enzymes that will accelerate the healing process
of the skin," he said, "in conjunction with the nutrient solution in that bottle.”

"Where did you get dl thisstuff?' Donald asked.

"It wasin the laboratory. It ssemsthat there have been severa serious accidentsthere, lately. | suspect
that Rackle has not been as careful as he should be, considering the perilous nature of his experiments.”

"How did you know we were here, though?' Athena asked.

"I heard what had happened from Rackle, but | was trapped in the laboratory and could not get away in
timeto help. After our abortive escapade in the ship, they secured me to my workstation with achain
around my ankle. Rackle kept the key. | knew | had to find some way of getting it from him.

"The others | eft the laboratory earlier, | presume to watch your fight with the monster in the arena. That
left me donewith Rackle. | presumed that thiswould be my only opportunity to escape.

"He harangued at me, ranting and raving about some supposed offense | had committed against him. It's



not important what it was, but he said he was going to exact vengeance against me now that | washis
prisoner. | believe he may have been drinking as he acted asif he wereintoxicated. A scientist should
never imbibe.

"| called him to my workstation, ostensibly to confer with him on some matter. | knew | would haveto
use every particle of my intelligence to outsmart the rascd. Hurriedly, | drew up severd plansin my mind
and discarded them as unworkable. | racked my brain as Rackle came closer. How much longer would
the others be away? | would only have this one chance.”

"But somehow you used your wits and got the key away from him?* Athenasaid.

"Well, not exactly. As| had surmised, the fellow had been imbibing acoholic spirits. He passed out when
he reached my workstation.

"| took the key from him and freed myself. Not one to let an advantage dip away, | used the chains and
lock to secure him. | covered his mouth with some tape and put him in an empty storage locker. | imagine
that in his condition, hewill not regain consciousness for severa hours, anyway."

"That was good work, anyway, Doc," Athenasaid. "And | can fed my strength coming back to me
dready."

"Yes," Minzov said. "When | found these thingsin one of thelockers, | thought they might be useful.
Drink thislast phid."

"What isit?"
"It will solidify the recovery process.”

"Now, can we get out of here?' Donald said. "They're bound to find out Minzov'sgone. Thisisthefirst
placethey'll comelooking for him."

"I know," Athenasaid.

She stood, pulling the tube away from her arm, then flexed her muscles, as she felt renewed life flowing
through her.

"Yes, I'mfeding alot better, Doc,” shesaid. "And | think it's about time we stopped playing around with
this Sarnak. Let's get out of here and take care of him."



CHAPTER 18. DASH FOR FREEDOM

"I'm ready to leave,"” Minzov cdled to the guard, as Athena pressed hersdlf against the wall by the door.

The guard entered casually, and Athena dapped an anaesthetic permeator against the guard's neck. After
the guard dumped to the floor, Athena peered around the door, while Donald took the guard'sray pistol.
They waited until Athenasaid it was clear to Start running.

"Where do we go, Doc?' Athena asked as they moved through the corridors. Do you know your way
around?’

"Yes, | bedieve s0," Minzov replied. "We go down here until we reach the end of the corridor. Theresa
tube car down there we can take to the hangar deck."

"Good," Donald said. "Let'sget our ship and get out of here.”

She stopped in anarrow acove, pulling Dondd and Minzov in with her.

"l want to take Sarnak with uswhen we go," she said. "l want him as our prisoner.”
"You'recrazy," Dondd said. "Hes dways got his guards around him."

"Then well haveto think of something. Maybe we can lure Sarnak to the Space Eagle.”

"How can we do that? Why don't we just get out of here? Forget Sarnak. L et the rest of the Space
Rangers come and take care of him."

"No, Athenasright,” Dr. Minzov said. "We've got to put this character under arrest and take him back to
Earth with us. A man such as Sarnak must be made to face justice. Perhaps,” he stroked his chin,
"perhapsif | cal him down to the hangar deck and tell him that Rackle wantsto see him. | can confessto
having a secret wegpon aboard the Space Eagle. Something as devadtating as the optico-radtifier.”

"Thewhat?' Donald asked.

"It'saweapon Rackle has been developing for Sarnak. A pipe dream, until | became involved with it."
"Do you think hell fal for it?" Athenaasked.

"It'sdifficult to say without somekind of analysisto substantiate my hypothes's, of course.”

"How about if we use Donald to entice him aboard once he comes down?”

"That might be successful,” Dr. Minzov said.

"Oh, no," Donald said. "No, no, no. | am not going to entice Sarnak."

"Please. Donad," Athenasaid. "It'sfor the good of the galaxy.”

"NO."



"You candoit for me, can't you?"
"Wl .."

"Wewon't let him come within reach of you," Dr. Minzov said. "Well beright there to subdue him as
soon as he comes aboard.”

"All right,” Dondd said. "But just make sure you do."

They moved back into the corridor and made their way to the tube car. They waited nervoudy, hearing
footsteps coming up behind them. Athenaturned around and saw Jerger coming toward them. She took
the ray gun from Donad and thrugt it into Minzov's hand.

"Quick, Doc," she said. "Make believe we're your prisoners.”

Minzov pushed theray gun into Athenas side, while he herded Donald next to her.

"Takeit easy, Doc," shesad. "I'm il alittle tender there.”

"Oh, sorry."

"Hey, what are you three doing here," Jerger asked. "I thought you were dl Sarnak's prisoners.”

"Hetrustsmeagain,” Dr. Minzov said. "l am escorting these two miscreants to the hangar deck to meet
with Sarnak. | am going to compel them to relate the details of their secret wegpon to him.”

"Well never tdk," Athenasad.

"Ohyeah?' Jerger came closer to her and stared menacingly in her eyes. When she did not turn away
from him, he stepped back and nodded. "Redl tough, huh?"

"If you see Sarnak," Dr. Minzov said, "you can tell him Rackle requests that he meet with himinthe
hangar. Heswaiting for usright now."

"Hey, how about if | tag along? Sarnak never let'smein on any of the fun tuff.”

"Widll, | don't know."

"Comeon. | won't get intheway. I'll just stland behind everybody and watch. | won't even say anything."
"Perhaps you should ask Sarnak when you see him."

"Sure. A lot of good that'll do. HEl just tell me to get back on the space toilet detail, or go outside and
scrape down the hull. That'sall | ever get to do.”

"That certainly isimportant work. And don't forget, it builds character.”

"Character, character. I'm up to here with character. Just once I'd like to do something interesting.”

The doors to the tube car opened and Minzov ushered Athenaand Donad inside. Jerger followed them.
"Now where isthe operator?' Dr. Minzov asked.

"He must be on hisbreak," Jerger said. "That's another thing. Sarnak gives everyone abreak except me.
I've got to work al thetime.”



Minzov stood by the control panel and turned to Jerger.
"Which leve?" Minzov asked.

"What's the matter?' Jerger said. "Don't you think | can press my own button? Everybody thinksI'm
somekind of idiot or something.”

"Okay," Dr. Minzov said, and stepped back from the panel, waving Jerger forward.

Jerger stood by the pand for amoment, his hand moving over the line of buttons. Dr. Minzov coughed.
"Don't rushme," Jerger said. "Let's see. Wherewas | going?”

"To the spacetoilet detail 7"

"Yeah," he muttered, and pressed a button.

Minzov stepped forward and pressed the button to the hangar deck. They rodein silence until the tube
car cameto ahalt at their destination. Minzov pushed Athena and Donad from the tube car, then turned
back to Jerger.

"Remember, my boy," he said. "A rolling stone gathers no moss."
"What?' Jerger said, as the doors closed.

They moved quickly down the corridor to the hatch leading into the hangar deck. Seeing that it was
pressurized, they entered and moved aong thewall. Asthey came closer to the Space Eagle, they saw
technicians working over the ship Athenahad brought.

"Let'skeep low,” she said. "It'll be better if they don't seeus.”

The crept close to the deck, keeping behind the large pipes and conduits. Reaching asmall scout ship,
they sidled around it, keeping it between themsalves and the technicians. Findly, they reached the side of
the Space Eagle and clambered aboard.

"I'm going to have to go to one of the ship communicators,”" Dr. Minzov said. "Outside. | can't talk to
Sarnak from here."

"l candoit for you," Mary sad.
"Mary, areyou till here?' Athena asked.

"Sure. I've been going back and forth between your computer and the one in Sarnak's ship. | can go
back in and give Sarnak amessage for you."

"Okay. Tell him Rackle wants him to come down here to show him a secret weapon we've got.”
"What secret wespon?'

"Hmm. | don't know what we can call it."

"I'll make something up,” Mary said.

"While were waiting for him to show up, let's get the ship ready to take off on amoment's notice. We
may not have much time, once we get our hands on Sarnak.”



Athenaand Minzov went to the control cabin, preparing the ship for immediate blast-off, while Donad
made sure everything €l se was secure, then went through the computer systems and ran diagnogtics. They
waited.

"I gave him the message,” Mary said, asthey sat in the work cabin.

"Did he say hewas coming?' Athenaasked.

"He said he was busy with other things, but held get down here sometime.”
"We can't wait here too much longer,” Dondd said.

"l agree" Dr. Minzov added. "They're bound to find Rackle before too long, even if heistill intoxicated.
And that'sif they don't find you two missing from your cell.”

"You'reright, Doc,” Athenasaid. "Okay, five more minutes. Then we get ready to take off."

Athenaand Minzov were climbing into the control cabin asthey heard the sound of the hangar deck
hatch opening and closing. Athenalooked out of the ship and saw Sarnak strolling toward them. He
stopped at the Epoleven scout ship and spoke to the technicians working there.

"Hey, have any of you guys seen Rackle around?”

"No, we haven't seen him, Sarnak," one of them replied.

"He told me to meet him here. Something about some kind of secret wegpon on thistub over here.”
" Secret wegpon?' the technician laughed. "On that thing?"

"Yeah," Sarnak laughed with him. "I know. Rackle's probably been hitting the space sauce again.”

Hewalked around to the Space Eagle and looked inside the open hatch. Sitting on astool by the
workbench, Donad turned around and waved to him.

"How did you get down here?" Sarnak asked, remaining outside the ship.

"Doesthat matter?' Donad asked. "I've been waiting for you. Why don't you comein?"
Sarnak looked at him suspicioudy, but took a step closer.

"| thought you didn't like me?"

"l wasjust playing hard to get," Donald replied. "Besides, I've been thinking about afew thingsyou told
me. Maybe | was alittle hasty and migudged you. Y ou know you can't judge a book by the cover."

"No, you cant."

Sarnak stepped through the hatch and into the work cabin.
"Arewedone?' he asked.

"Do you see anyone here besides us?'

"No. But | hateit when people watch me."



"Don't worry, Sarnak," Athenasaid, pointing aray pistol at him as she came through the hatch from the
control cabin. "Where you're going you'll never have to worry about anyone watching you again.”

"Thiswasatrap," hecried.

"Of coursg, it'satrap,” Dondd sad.

"l wasafool," Sarnak said. "'l should have known better. Who would ever love me?

"Never mind about that," Athenasaid. "Y ou're coming with us.”

"Well," Sarnak said, inching toward the hatch, "I'm not redlly in the mood for any trips right now."
Like lightning, Athenamoved forward, pinning him againgt the wall, pushing hisfaceflat againgt it.
"Hey," hecried, "I don't like the rough stuff. At least, | never did before.”

"l said you're coming with us," Athenasaid.

"Maybe | could use alittle vacation.”

"Okay," Dondd said, "weve got him. Now, let's get out of here."

"Hey, Uncle Sarnak," a voice boomed from outside the hatch, then Jerger thrust his head into the ship.
"Why can't | get in with you guys on this secret weapon thing?"

Jerger saw theray pistol in Athenas hand and rushed forward, knocking her againgt the wall. He tripped
against the edge of the workbench and fell on her, as Sarnak raced from the ship. Donald and Minzov
ran after him, catching him afew feet from the ship.

"Help mel" Sarnak cried. "Help me!”

The technicians on the other ship looked up and saw the three of them wrestling next to the Space Eagle.
They jumped from the ship, carrying whatever tools were available and ran a Dondd and Minzov. They
let go of Sarnak and turned back to the ship, just as Athenathrew Jerger from the hatch.

"Sorry," Dr. Minzov said, as he stepped on Jerger's chest to get into the ship.

The darm went off just as Minzov was securing the hatch. Momentslater, ahorde of guards charged into
the hangar deck to surround the ship. Theglint of ray riflesreflected off the hull asthey fired.

"Weve got to get out of here now," Athena cried, as she jumped into her seet.

"Can't we blast through the hangar doors?* Donald asked.

"It'spossible” Dr. Minzov replied, "but we may be damaged by the flying debris."

"| can take care of those doors,” Mary said. "I'll get back into their computer and open them for us.”
"Makeit fagt," Athenasaid. "Thoserayswill be burning through us pretty soon.”

Asaray shot off the window in front of her, she saw the hangar doors crack open. Just barely audible at
firgt, therush of air blew around the ship, carrying loose objects and papers toward the hangar doors as
they continued to open. The guards and technicians bolted madly for the hatch at the rear of the hangar,
fighting each other to escgpe from the clawing vacuum.



But the doors were opening too dowly.
"| can't override the protection systems,” Mary said. "The doors are going to close.”
"We can't wait any longer,” Athenasaid. "Blow those doors open, Doc.”

Minzov pulled down hisweapon control panel, firing aminibomb, smashing the doorsto pieces. Athena
fired the engines as the remnants of the doors flew around the Space Eagle. More debris shot around the
ship asthe hot gasses of the rockets roared in the hangar.

"We're not moving,” Athenacried. "What's wrong?'
"The clamp,” Minzov said. "Theres ill aclamp around the ship. We can't get away."

"I'll take care of it," Mary said. A few seconds | ater, they felt something shifting acrossthe hull. Athena
looked out and saw the round clamp lifting from around the ship.

"Were moving,” Athena said, as the ship inched forward.
"Ouch," Mary cried.

"What'swrong?"

"Theinterface cablejust ripped loose. It hurt alittle.”

The ship continued to move forward, the bottom of the hull scraping against the hangar floor. When the
ship reached the doors, Athenaincreased the thrust, and the Space Eagle shot out into space.

Faster and faster, they moved away as Athena continued to increase the thrugt, leaving the pirates ship in
their wake.

"We may have aproblem in afew moments" Minzov said.
"What'sthat?' Athenaasked. "We must have destroyed their magnatractor ray when we took off."

"l wasn't thinking of that. They gtill have the optico-ragtifier in the weapons bay. It had just been finished
and reedy for firing."

"What's an optico-rastifier?' she asked.
"Sarnak's superweapon. If they find Rackle and decide to useit on us, well be doomed.”
"Can't we get out of itsrange, Doc?'

"Not for awhile. With the modifications | madeto itsdesign, therangeisvirtudly limitless, and its
destructive power has been increased.”

"All we can do ishope, then."

As shefinished speaking, atremendous flash came up from behind them, followed by a cloud of gasand
debris rushing past the ship.

"What wasthat?' Donald cried. "Something blew up back there."

Reading her sensors, Athena saw that alarge chunk of Sarnak's ship had disappeared.



"Something just destroyed Sarnak's ship,” she said.

"Yes," Minzov said. "It looks like an explosion was centered around the wegpons bay. Hmmm. Right
where the optico-rastifier was deployed. | wonder ... was | supposed to set up the polarity of the
quanto-stabilizer positive or negative?”

"Doesit matter?"

"Wel, | think if it is set up with negative feedback, the weapon is unbelievably destructive. If pogtive
feedback is used, the macron field generator becomes unstable and the weapon explodes.”

"It lookslike it was connected incorrectly,” Mary said.

"Not necessarily," Minzov replied. "But | will have to admit that the possibility exiss"

The communicator crackled to life asafamiliar voice came through.

"Agro Athena," thevoice said. "Thisis Colond Richards calling Astro Athena. Can you hear me?"
"We hear you, Colond," she said.

"Good. I'm on my way to rescue you and the others. | finaly got the council to give methe ships| need
and some men to fight this Sarnak. We should be arriving in afew minutes.”

"Y ou can take your time, Colond. We've just escaped, and Sarnak's ship has sustained some major
damage. | think most of the fight has been knocked out of them."

"Y ou mean | went through dl thisfor nothing?"

"Oh, no, Colonel. Someone's got to get in there and capture those people, and Sarnak.”
"All right. | guessthat's something. WEell be there shortly. Signing off."

"Wemight aswell wait for them," she said.

"It'sthe least we can do," Minzov said. "I'm sure it was supposed to be a negative feedback
connection.”

#

Colond Richardsfloated across to the Space Eagle in his pressure suit, while his men continued to clean
up the pirate's ship, taking the survivors as prisoner. Resistance was weak, and most of Sarnak's people
surrendered without astruggle. Findly, Sarnak was captured as he was trying to escape in an gection
pod.

"Weve got Sarnak," acaptain caled over the communicator.

"Good," Colond Richardsreplied, after he had gotten out of his pressure suit. "Bring him aboard the
Soace Eagle. | want to meet this Sarnak in person.”

"You'll be disgppointed,” Dondd said.
"What'sthat?'

"Never mind."



Severd minutes later, they were opening therear air lock and bringing in the captain, with Sarnak in tow.

"All right, Sarnak," Athenasaid, when they had brought him into the work cabin. "Get that pressure suit
off. Youwon't need it in here."

"But it'sso niceand snug,” he said, when he had pulled the helmet off.

"Just get it off. Y ou're going to be our guest on the return trip to Earth. | imagine you and your men will
keep the gdlactic justice machines busy for quite awhile.”

"Well," Sarnak said, "l supposeit would be better for meif | don't say anything until | have had the
opportunity to speak with an attorney. By the way. Would it be possible for me to use your
communicator to cal him?"

"No," Athenasaid, but Colondl Richards shook his head to her.
"I'm afraid we are required to let him do that, Athena."
"Oh, dl right. Doc, take this vermin up to the control cabin and let him use the communicator.”

"If you say s0," Dr. Minzov sad. "Comeon. Let'sgo." Minzov grabbed him roughly by his shirt and
pushed him through the hatch.

"Hey," Sarnak said. "'l told you | didn't like the rough stuff. Now, if Don wants to come up and help me
work it ..."

"Forget it," Dondd said.
Sarnak shrugged and went through the hatch.
"How did it go, Captain?' Colond Richards asked.

"| think we got them dl, Colond," the captain replied. "We may have to put afew more aboard this ship.
All the other shipsarejust about full aready.”

"All right. Well leave Sarnak here and bring over afew more. It shouldn't take too long to get back to
Earth. How's that sound, Athena?"

"Well find some accommodeations for them in the hold, Colond."

"Good," the captain said. "I've got afew more coming over now."

She went to the control cabin and pushed Sarnak out of the way as she got into her sest.
"Take himin the back, will you, Doc?'

"I'm not finished speaking to my attorney," Sarnak said.

Shetook the microphone from him and placed it initsholder.

"You are now," she said. She nodded to Minzov and he took Sarnak ot.

She watched as agroup of prisoners was herded toward her ship, then operated the air lock to let them
enter. As soon as she had the air lock closed and pressurized, she went back to the work cabin to see
how many prisoners she would have to take care of .



There would only be three more to keep in the hold, beside Sarnak. She recognized Jerger as soon ashe
had his hemet off. He sighed when he saw Sarnak.

"Uncle Sarnak," he said. "What are we going to do?"

"It would appear that al of you will be spending a consderable amount of time on a corrections planet,”
Dr. Minzov said.

"But Uncle Sarnak. Y ou said you'd take care of me. What's Mom going to say?"
"Oh shut up,” Sarnak said.

"If you had only followed the correct coursein life," Dr. Minzov said, coming up to Jerger and putting his
hand on his shoulder, "you would not now find yourself foundering on an asteroid belt of trouble. Y es, my
boy, the honest courseisthe only rewarding coursein life.”

"Isit too latefor me?" Jerger asked. "Can | ill reform?”

"That will be up to you," Minzov said. Just remember, my boy." He gripped Jerger's shoulder. "Crime
does not pay."

#

Colond Richards and his men |eft the Space Eagle to complete rounding up Sarnak's men, calling her
severad hourslater when the task had been finished. With asigh of rdlief, she had Minzov set acourse for
Earth, and home,

CHAPTER 19. BACK ON EARTH

"That wasagresat job you did, Athena," Colond Richards said, leaning back in the chair behind his desk.
She sat with her legs crossed, staring at the changing galactic chart behind him.

"Thank you, Colonel. But | wasjust doing my job."



"And adamn good job, too. I've put in arecommendation for meda s for you, Minzov and Donad for
what you went through.”

"Y ou mentioned something about araise, too."

"A raise?Oh, yes, araise. Wdll," he laughed nervoudy. "1 talked it over with some of the brass. You
know how they are. What with al the cost cutting and financia problemsweve been through lately, well,
we may al haveto take acut in our salaries pretty soon."”

"Sdary cuts?' shecried.

"Now, now. I've been assured it will only be temporary. And it will be across the board. No onewill be
left out.”

She shook her head.
"That won't make Dondd or Minzov very happy.”

"No, | supposeit won't. But I'm going to push redly hard for those medals. Y ou three ought to get
something for what you went through on thislast misson.”

"Thanks, Colonel.” She got up to leave, then turned back to him. "Oh, what's going to happen to
Sarnak?"'

"Well, he went before the Justice Cal culator thismorning. It looks like they'll be putting him through some
kind of rehabilitation, then hell go on probation for awhile.”

"Probation?'

"Yes, hislawyer gave some kind of story about Sarnak's troubled childhood. Something about being
blamed for a crime he never committed. Y ou know how these lawvyers are.”

"I can't believeit. And after dl we went through to capture him."

"Remember, Athena" Hewagged hisfinger at her. "Justiceis not to be confused with vengeance. We are
only hereto capture criminds, not punish them.”

"I know, Colond," she sighed.

"If it'sany consolation to you, Jerger got ninety-nine years on a corrections planet. Hard labor until he
drops dead.”

"Well, that's something, anyway. What about Rackle?'

"The scientist? He's been taken to a specia penitentiary for mad scientists like him. Hell be treated for his
insanity but kept under gtrict control. They put them through atotaly rituaized life, everything by the
clock. | guessthey likeit that way, anyway. And no destructive weapons to work on, either. Just
projectsfor the good of mankind. Therest of the crew has been broken up and taken to various other
corrections planets.”

"I see. Well, | guessI'll get back to the ship and see what Dondd and Dr. Minzov are doing.”
"Okay," Colond Richards said, and stood. "And Athena?"
"Yes, Colond?"



"Job well done."

She nodded and strode from his office.

#

Back on the Space Eagle, she found Dr. Minzov working over the bench as Donald watched.
"What are you working on, Doc?' she asked.

"Wdll, I'm trying to remember some of the theory behind that weapon of Rackle's. If | can duplicateit,
we should have another fine wegpon to add to our arsend.”

"Do we need another one?"

"One can never have asurfeit of wegpons. Besides, there's the challenge of the thing. Science, Athena,
science. We must continualy push back the vell of ignorance. Here we have the embodiment of new
physical laws, unheard of before, but now becoming just another tool for the betterment of man.
Anyway, anything that nincompoop Rackle can do, | can do better.”

"Aslong asyou get that feedback connected correctly,” Mary said.

"That must have been just arandom accident,” Minzov said. "It happensto the best of us. Perhapsa
dtray cosmic ray interacted with the synapses of my brain while | was working on Rackle's wegpon. That
would certainly account for the mistake, If indeed it wasamistake."

"I'll go dong with that," Athenasaid. "Donad, why don't you come up to the control cabin with mefor a
minute?'

"All right,” he said, and followed Athenathrough the hatch.

Sheinvited him to St in her chair, while she sat next to him.

"Well, we made it through another one," she said.

"Just barely," hereplied. "There were severd timeswhen | thought it was going to be dl over for us."

"Widl, we couldn't have made it without you, Donad. And Colond Richards saysweredl going to get
medas”

"How about alittle vacation instead?"

"l supposewe might be abletotalk himintoit." She moved closer to him. "Y ou know it's been along
time since we've been done together.”

"l know," Donald said, easing back in the seat.
"Maybe alittle vacation wouldn't be such abad idea.”

They cametogether, their lips touching gently. They reached for each other, embracing, then they fell
together into her seat. They laughed.

"What's going on up there?' Minzov called out.

"Nothing, Doc," Athenasaid. "I'vejust got alittle project of my own to attend to."



She stood and smiled at Donald, arching her eyebrows, then went to the hatch, swinging it closed. She
was just about to secure it when an explosion came through from the work cabin, pushing the hatch open
and throwing her over the back of her chair. Under her weight, Donald collapsed against the control
panel. By the time she was able to regain her feet, the rockets were dready roaring, and the Soace
Eagle was moving away from the ground.

"l didn't doit thistime," Donald cried.

"I know," she said, trying to get to the seat against the acceleration. "What happened, Doc?'
Coughing through the smoke, the blackened face of Dr. Minzov appeared in the hatch.

"I guessthe polarity of the feedback hasto be postive,” he said. "Why are we taking off?"
"It'san accident,” she said.

She got Donald from her chair and sat, looking at the instruments. She shrugged at Donald, knowing they
would have to walit until it was safe to shut down the engines and start a controlled descent back to the
space port.

"I'll have to do something abouit this control panel, one of these days,” she said.
#

The rough, craggy planet was set in the end of one of the galaxy's spiral arms, far from the rest of
civilization. A smdl ship broke through the planet's defenses, roaring through the thick cloudsto land by
the shack containing the world's sole inhabitant.

A creature came out of the shack, to be greeted by two others emerging from the ship. Like him, they
had bulbous segmented bodies with articulated, sticklike legs. They clacked out a greeting using their
hard mandibles and with movements of their fibrous antennae.

"Y our mgjesty,” they bowed.
"Quickly," he said. "We must escape before the keepers of my exile are larmed.”

"We areready to leave a your command,” they said, and led Emperor Atufet of the Ant Men aboard the
ship.

Ashe stood in the hatch, he looked up at the clouds through his multifaceted eyes, glad to know that he
would soon seethelight of stars again, and relive thejoys of conquest.

Before entering the ship, he made avow.

"Agro Athena. Y ou will soon know my vengeance.”



