7«/0&»1,0

Sﬂﬂ%"""ﬁ!ﬁ

-+ .4 | PEBBLE

K 1S SKY s

5 Y % dqlSAAC'_ Asmov pr i
'QS“ :

-

Fublished in

book Form by
Doubleday &
Co. Inc.
2.50

W“- mi
fm&KJ GSLAYE&

“«fy L. RON HUBBARD
Published in book form by Fantasy Pub, Gewdnc, $3.00




wrome mwore Edition of Famous Manual

NEW!

Nuw You Can Repair
ALL 1950 MODELS—As Well
As Any Car Built Since 19351

Over 2100 in AllL

Covers Autemetic Tram

Mare Chaptersl Meee Fasist

TRY BOOK FOR A WI|°I.E WEEI(-—

Retuin and Pu

l'N

P mitke, modal, s job In quick

ox—and go o it

EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW TO REPAIR ANY CARI
750 BIG pages; 2100 “how-to-do-it” win moee prestige.
pictures; 200 “quick-check” specifica-
tions, charts, and tables; over 200,000
facts make every operation a “snap”!
Includes automatic transmissions; new

ochess B

Wm Prestige! Earn
More Money!
Factory engineers from

clear terms in one handy
book! Now you can tackle
jobsyou wouldn’t thinkof
trying before. And you'll

Same FREE Offer on

MoToR’ s TRUCK & TRACTOR MﬂNlIM



25+ Zuro Complete

; iUlie

BOOKS

VOL |, NO. | e A FICTION HOUSE MAGAZINE . WINTER, 1950

T. T. 30OTT, Prasident
JERCME NIXBY, Edttor
MALCOLM REISE, Geawal Masaper

PEBBLE IN THE SKY
by Isacc Asimov . . 2
® Young Bel Arvardan, Cosmic Archeo-
logist, bellevod that this leprous outpest, Earth,
had once been greal. He believed Earth's Blaz-
Infg crust hod lounchad the first questing galleons
space. He was right. Bel Arvardan wias fo see
lPi!J 1n:mms rise ogain — this fime in hidecus

£ 1M by Totae Asimor; reoriniad by permission of
day wad On., lns

THE KINGSLAYER
by L. Ron Hubbard . 102
® Assignment; DANGER! . . . in a Galaxy
uelhmu with row violence and mnnguo Kit Kol
fan, flome-haired advent urar o it sant
oul singh ahonded 1o stop a war . . . for Vanpall,
the leoder, would rather ses hl; skilled llautenant
daad then In the orms of beautiful Carlal
1449 by Funtary Fubllihing Ca, fas,

DCINCEANVVENTURE, BOOKS) PuIit suwrterty
tma e Niw Yok TR Y Brimied | T



PEBBLE
in the sky

by lsaac Asimov

¢
WO minutes before he disappeared  Young Bel Arvardan believed that
forever from the face of the Earth  yhig |gprous outpost, Earth, had once

he knew, Joseph Schwartz strolled "

along the pleasant streets of suburban Chi- ldwen great. He wa.lfhng"" ?el Arver-

cago quoting Browning to himself. angwas _’° SOON ) A"C'e":s rise
In a sense this was strange, since again—in hideous glory.
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Schwartz would scarcely have impressed
any casual passer-by as the Browning-quot-
ing type. He looked exactly what he was:
a retired tailor, thoroughly lacking in what
the sophisticates of today call a “formal
education.” Yet he had expended much
of an inquisitive nature upon random read-
ing. By the sheer forcé of indiscriminate
voracity, he had glmncd a smattering of
practically everything, and by means of a
trick memory had managed to keep it all
straight.

For instance, he had read Robert Brown-
ing’s Rabbi Ben Ezra twice when he was
younger, so, of course, knew it by heart.
Most of it was obscure to him, but those
first three lines had become one with the
beating of his heart these last few years.
He intoned them to himself, deep within
the silent fortress of his mind, that very
sunny and very bright early summer day
of 1949:

“Grow old along with me!

The best is yet to

The last of Ivfe, for uhnh the first was

made

Schwartz fell that to its fullness. After
the struggles of youth in Europe and those
of his early manhood in the United States,
the serenity of a comfortable old age was
pleasant. With a house of his own and
money of his own, he could, and did, re-
tire,. With a wife in good health, two
daughters safely married, a grandson to
soothe these last best years, what had he
to worry about?

There was the atom bomb, of course,
and this somewhat lascivious talk about
World War III, but Schwartz was a be-
liever in the goodness of human nature.
Hedidn’tthink there would beanotherwar.
Hedidn’t think Earth would ever seeagain
the sunlike hell of an atom exploded in
anger. So he smiled tolerantly at the child-
ren he passed and silently wished them
a speedy and not too difficult ride through
youth to the peace of the best that was
yet to be.

He lifted his foot to step over a Rag-
gedy Ann doll smiling through its neglect
as it lay there in the middle of the walk,
a foundling not yet missed. He had not
quite put his foot down again . . .

IN another part of Chicago stood the In-
stitute for Nuclear Research, in which

men may have had theories upon the essen-
tial worth of human nature but were half
ashamed of them, since no quantitative
instrument had yet been designed to mea-
sure it. When they thought about it, it
was often enough to wish that some stroke
from heaven would prevent human nature
(and damned human ingenuity) from
turning every innocent and interesting dis-
covery into a deadly weapon.

Yet, in a pinch, the same man who could
not find it in his conscience to curb his
curiosity into the nuclear studies that
might someday kill half of Earth would
risk his life to save that of an unimportant
fellow man.

It was the blue glow behind the chemist’s
back that first attracted the attention of
Dr. Smith.

He peered at it as he passed the half-
open door. The chemist, a cheerful young-
ster, was whistling as he tipped up a volu-
metric flask, in which the solution had al-
ready been made up to volume. A white
powder tumbled lazily through the liquid,
dissolving in its own good time. For a
moment that was all, and then Dr: Smith’s
instinct, which had stopped him in the
first place, stirred him to action.

He dashed inside, snatched up a yard-
stick, and swept the contents of the desk
top to the floor. There was the deadly hiss
of molten metal. Dr. Smith felt a drop
of perspiration slip to the end of his nose.

The youngster stared blankly at the
concrete floor along which the silvery metal
had already frozen in thin splash marks.
They still radiated heat strongly.

He said faintly, “What happened ?”

Dr. Smith shrugged. He wasn’t quite
himself either. “I don’t know. You tell
me . What’s been doing here?”

“Nothmg 's been doing here,” the chemist
yammered. “That was just a sample of
crude uranium. I'm making an electrolytic
copper determination . . . I don’t know
what could have happened.”

“Whatever happened, young man, I can
tell you what I saw. That platinum crucible
was showing a corona. Heavy radiation was
taking place. Uranium, you say?”

“Yes, but crude uranium, and that isn’t
dangerous. I mean, extreme purity is one
of the most important qualifications for fis-
sion, isn’t it?”

“And,” said Dr. Smith thoughtfully, “it
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was below the critical mass. Or, at least,
below the critical masses we think we
know.” He stared at the soapstone desk,
at the burned and blistered paint of the
cabinets and the silvery streaks along the
iconcrete floor. “Yet uranium melts at about
1800 degrees Centigrade, and nuclear phe-
nomena are not so well known-that we can
afford to talk too glibly. After all, this
place must be fairly saturated with stray
radiations. When the metal cools, young
man, it had better be chipped up, col-
lected, and thoroughly analyzed.”

He gazed thoughtfully about him, then
stepped to the opposite wall and felt un-
easily at a spot about shoulder height.

“What’s this?” he said to the chemist.
“Has this always been here?”

“What, sir?” The young man stepped
up nervously and glanced at the spot the
older man indicated. It was a tiny hole,
one that might have been made by a thin
nail driven into the wall and  withdrawn—
but driven through plaster and brick for
the full thickness of the building’s wall,
since daylight could be seen through it.

The chemist shook his head. “I never
saw that before.”

Dr. Smith said nothing. He stepped back
slowly and passed the thermostat, a paral-
lelopiped of a box made out of thin sheet
iron. The water in it moved swirlingly as
the stirrer turned in motor-driven mono-
mania, while the electric bulbs beneath the
water, serving as heaters, flicked on and
off distractingly, in time with the clicking
of the mercury relay.

“Well, then, was this here?” And Dr.
Smith scraped gently with his fingernail
at a spot near the top of the wide side
of the thermostat. It was a neat, tiny cir-
cle drilled through the metal. The water
did not quite reach it.

The chemist’s eyes widened. “No, sir,
that wasn’t there ever before. I'll guaran-
tee that”

“Hmm. Is there one on the other side?”

“Well, I’ll be damned. I mean, yes, sir!”

“All right, come round here and sight
through the holes . . . Shut the thermostat
off, please. Now stay there.” He placed
his finger on the hole in the wall. “What
do you see?” he called out.

“I see your finger, sir. Is that where
the hole is?”

Dr. Smith did not answer. He said, with

a calmness he was far from feeling, “Sight
through in the other direction . . . Now
what do you see?” y

“Nothing now.”

“But that’s the place where the crucible
with the uranium was standing. You're
looking at the exact place, aren’t you?”

Reluctantly, “I think so, sir.”

Dr. Smith said frostily, with a quick
glance at the name plate on the still-open
door, “Mr. Jennings, this is absolutely top-
secret. I don’t want you ever tospeak about
this to anyone. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely, sir!”

Dr. Smith never brought himself to tell
all the truth in the report he eventually
prepared. He made no mention of the holes
in the laboratory, no mention of the fact
that the one nearest the spot where the
crucible had been was barely visible, the
one on the other side of the thermostat was
a trace larger, while the one in the wall,
three times as far away from that fearful
spot, could have had a nail thrust through
it.

A beam expanding in a straight line
could travel several miles beforc the Earth’s
curvature made the surface fall away from
it sufficiently to prevent further damage,
and then it would be ten feet across. After
that, flashing emptily into space, expand-
ing and weakening, a queer strain in the
fabric of the cosmos,

He never told anyone of that fancy.

He called for the morning papers next
day, and searched the columns with a de-
finite purpose in mind.

But so many people in a giant metropo-
lis disappear every day. And nobody had
gone screaming to the police with vague
tales of how, before his eyes, a man had
disappeared. At least no such case was
reported.

Dr. Smith forced forgetfulness, even-
tually.

O Joseph Schwartz it *had happened

between one step and the next. He
had lifted his right foot to clear the Rag-
gedy Ann doll and for a moment he had
felt dizzy—as though for the merest trifle
of time a whirlwind had lifted him and
turned him inside out. When he placed his
right foot down again, all the breath went
out of him in a gasp and he felt himself
slowly crumple and slide down to the grass.
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He waited a long time with his eyes
closed—and then he opened them.

It was true! He was sitting on grass,
where previously he had been walking on
concrete.

The houses were gome! The white
houses, each with its lawn, squatting there,
row on row, all gone! ;

And it was not a lawn he was sitting
on, for the grass was growing rank, un-
tended, and there were trees about, many
of them, with more on the horizon.

That was when the worst shock of all
came, because the leaves on those trees
were ruddy, some of them, and in the curve
of his hand he felt the dry brittleness of a
dead leaf. He was a city man, but he knew
autumn when he saw it.

Autumn! Yet when he had lifted his
right foot it had been a June day, with
everything a fresh and glistening green.

He looked toward his feet automatically
as he thought that and, with a sharp cry,
reached toward them . . . The little cloth
doll that he had stepped over, a little breath
of reality, a—

Well, no! He turned it over in his tremb-
ling hands, and it was not whole. Yet it
was not mangled; it was sliced. Now
wasn't that queer! Sliced lengthwise very
neatly, so that the waste-yarn stuffing
wasn't stirred a hair. It lay there in in-
terrupted threads, ending flatly.

The glitter on his left shoe caught
Schwartz’s eye. Still clutching the doll, he
forced his foot over his raised knee. The
extreme tip of the sole, the part that ex-
tended forward past the uppers, was
smoothly sliced off. Sliced off as no earthly
knife in the hand of an earthly cobbler
could have duplicated. The fresh surface
gleamed almost liquidly in its unbelievable
smoothness.

Schwartz’s confusion had reached up
from his spinal cord and touched the cere-
brum, where it finally froze him with hor-
ror.

At last, because even the sound of his
own voice was a soothing element in a
world otherwise completely mad, he spoke
aloud. The voice he heard was low and
tense and panting.

He said, “In the first place, I'm not
crazy. I feel inside just the way I've al-
ways felt . . . Of course, if maybe I were
crazy, I wouldn’t know it, or would I?

No—" Inside, he felt the hysteria rise and
forced it down. “There must be something
else possible.”

He considered, “A dream, maybe ? How
can I tell if it’s a dream or not?” He
pinched himself and felt the nip, but shook
his head. “I can always dream I feel a
pinch. That’s no proof.”

He wiped futilely at the cold dampness
of his forehead. “What about amnesia?”

He did not answer himself, but slowly
buried his head in both hands.

If he had lifted his foot and, as he did
so, his mind had slipped the well-worn
and well-oiled tracks it had followed so
faithfully for so long . . . If three months
later, in the autumn, or a year and three
months later, he had put his foot down
in this strange place, just as his mind re-
turned . . . Why, it would seem a single
step, and all this . . . Then where had he
been and what had he done in the inter-
val?

“No!” The word came out in a loud cry.
That couldn’t be! Schwartz looked at his
shirt. It was the one he had put on that
morning, or what should have been that
morning, and it was a fresh shirt. He be-
thought himself, plunged a fist into his
jacket pocket, and brought out an apple.

He bit into it wildly. It was fresh and
still had a lingering coolness from the
refrigerator which had held it two hours
earlier—or what should have been two
hours.

And the little rag doll, what about
that?

He felt himself beginning to go wild.
It had to be a dream, or he really was
insane.

IT struck him that the time of day had
changed. It was late afternoon, or at
least the shadows were lengthening. The
quiet desolation of the place flooded down
upon him suddenly and freezingly.

He lurched to his feet. Obviously he
would have to find people, any people.
And, as obviously, he would have to find
a house, and the best way to do that
would be to find a road.

Automatically he turned in the direction
in which the trees seemed thinnest, and
walked.

The slight chill of evening was creeping
inside his jacket and the tops of the trees
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were becoming dim and forbidding when
he came upon that straight and impersonal
streak of macadam. He lunged toward it
with sobbing gratitude and loved the feel
of the hardness beneath his feet.

But along either direction was absolute
emptiness, and for a moment he felt the
cold clutch again. He had hoped for cars.
It would have been the easiest thing to
wave them down and say—he said it aloud
in his eagerness—"Going toward Chicago,
maybe?”

‘What if he was nowhere near Chicago?
‘Well, any large city; anyplace he could
reach a telephone line. He had only four
dollars and twenty-seven cents in his
pocket, but there was always the police...

He was walking along the highway,
walking along the middle, watching in both
directions. The setting of the sun made
no impression upon him, or the fact that
the first stars were coming out.

No cars. Nothing! And it was getting
to be really dark.

He thought that first dizziness might be
coming back, because the horizon at his
left glimmered. Through the gaps in the
trees there was a cold blue shine. It was
not the leaping red he imagined a forest
fire would be like, but a faint and creeping
glow. And the macadam beneath his feet
seemed to sparkle ever so faintly. He bent
down to touch it, and it felt normal. But
there was that tiny glimmer that caught the
edges of his eyes.

He found himself running wildly along
the highway, his shoes thudding in blunt
and uneven rhythm. He was conscious
of the damaged doll in his hand and he
tossed it wildly over his head.

Leering, mocking remnant of life . . .

And then he stopped in a panic. What-
ever it was, it was a proof of his sanity.
‘And he needed it! So he felt about in the
darkness, crawling on his knees till he
found it, a dark patch on the ultra-faint
glow. The stuffing was plumping out and,
absently, he forced it back.

He was walking again—too miserable
to run, he told himself.

He was getting hungry and really, really
frightened when he saw that spark to the
right.

It was a house, of course!

He shouted wildly and no one answered,
but it was a house, a spark of reality
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blinking at him through the horrible, name-
less wilderness of the last hours. He turned
off the road and went plunging cross-
country, across ditches, around trees,
through the underbrush, and over a creek.

Queer thing! Even the creek glowed
faintly—phosphorescently ! But it was only
the tiniest fragme'nt of his mind that noted
it.

‘Then he was there, with his hands reach-
ing out to touch the hard white structure.
It was neither brick nor stone nor wood,
but he never paid that the least mind.
It looked like a dull, strong porcelain, but
he didn’t give a hoot. He was just looking
for a door, and when he came to it and
saw no bell, he kicked at it and yelled like
a demon.

He heard the stirring inside and the
blessed, lovely sound of a human voice
other than his own. He yelled again.

“Hey, in there!”

There was a faint, oiled whir, and the
door opened. A woman emerged, a spark
of alarm in her eyes. She was tall and
wiry, and behind her was the gaunt figure
of a hard-faced man in work clothes . . .
No, not work clethes. Actually they were
like nothing Schwartz had ever seen, but,
in some indefinable way, they looked like
the kind of clothes men worked in.

But Schwartz was not analytical. To him
they, and their clothes, were beautiful;
beautiful only as the sight of friends to
a man alone can be beautiful.

The woman spoke and her voice was
liquid, but peremptory, and Schwartz
reached for the door to keep himself up-
right. His lips moved, uselessly, and, in
a rush, all the clammiest fears he had
known returned to choke his windpipe and
stifle his heart.

For the woman spoke in no language
Schwartz had ever heard.

his

OA MAREN and her stolid husband,
Arbin, played cards in the cool of the
same evening, while the older man in the
motor-driven wheel chair in the corner
rustled his newspaper angrily and called,
“Arbin!”
Arbin Maren did not answer at once.
He fingered the thin, smooth rectangles
carefully as he considered the next play.
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Then, as he slowly made his decision, he
responded with an absent, “What do you
want, Grew?’

The grizzled Grew regarded his son-in-
law fiercely over the top of the paper and
rustled it again. He found noise of that
sort a great relief to his feelings. When
a man teems with energy and finds him-
self spiked to a wheel chair with two dead
sticks for legs, there must be something,
by Space, he can do to express himself.
Grew used his newspaper. He rustled it;
he gestured with it; when necessary, he
swatted at things with it.

Grew said, “Did you read about the
archaeological expedition they’re sending
o Earth?”

“No, I haven’t,” said Arbin calmly.

Grew knew that, since nobody but him-
self had seen the paper yet, and the family
had given up their video last year. But
then his remark had simply been in the
nature of an opening gambit, anyway.

He said, “Well, there’s one coming. And
on an Imperial grant, too, and how do
you like that?” He began reciting in the
queer unevenness of tone that most people
somehow assume automatically when read-
ing aloud, “Bel Arvardan, Senior Research
Associate at the Imperial Archaeological
Institute, in an interview granted the Gal-
actic Press, spoke hopefully of the ex-
pected valuable results of archaeological
studies which are being projected upon
the planet Earth, located on the outskirts
of the Sirius Sector. “Earth,” he said,
“with its archaic civilization and its unique
environment, offers a freak culture which
has been too long neglected by our social
scientists, except as a difficult exercise in
local government. I have every expecta-
tion that the next year or two will bring
about revolutionary changes in some of
our fundamental concepts of social evolu-
tion and human history.”

Arbin Maren had been listening with
only half an ear. He mumbled, “What
does he mean, ‘freak culture’?”

Loa Maren hadn’t been listening at all.
She simply said, “It’s your play, Arbin.”

Grew went on, “Well, aren’t you going
to ask me why the Tribune printed it?
You know they wouldn’t print a Gal~
actic Press release for a million Imperial
Credits without a good reason.”

He waited uselessly for an answer, then

said, “Because they have an editorial on
it. A full-page editorial that blasts the
living daylights out of this guy Arvardan.
Here’s a fellow wants to come here for
scientific purposes and they’re choking
themselves purple to keep him out.”

Loa Maran put down her cards and
clamped her thin lips firmly together. “Fa-
ther,” she said, “we’ve had a hard day, so
let’s not have politics just now. Later,
maybe, eh? Please, Father.”

Grew scowled and mimicked, “ ‘Please,
Father! Please, Father.” I'm in your way,
I suppose, sitting here in the corner and
letting you two work for three . . . Whose
fault is it? I'm strong. I'm willing to work.
And you know I could get my legs treated
and be as well as ever.” He slapped them
as he spoke: hard, savage, ringing slaps,
which he heard but did not feel. “The only
reason I can’t is because I'm getting too
old to make a cure worth their while.
Don'’t you call that a ‘freak culture’? What
else could you call a world where a man
can work but they won’t let him? By
Space, I think it’s about time we stopped
this nonsense about our so-called ‘peculiar
institutions.” ‘They’re not just peculiar;
they’re cracked!”

He was waving his arms and angry
blood was reddening his face.

But Arbin had risen from his chair,
and his grip was strong on the older man's
shoulder. He said, “Now, where’s the call
to be upset, Grew? When you're through
with the paper, I'll read the editorial.”

“Sure, but you'll agree with them, so
what’s the use? You young ones are a
bunch of milksops; just sponge rubber in
the hands of the Ancients.”

And Loa said sharply, “Quiet, Father.
Don’t start that.” She sat there listening
for a moment. She could not have said
exatcly what for, but . . .

Arbin felt that cold little prickle that
always came when the Society of Ancients
was mentioned. It just wasn't safe to talk
as Grew did, to mock Earth’s ancient cul-
ture, to—to—

Why, it was rank Assimilationism. He
swallowed earnestly ; the word was an ugly
one, even when confined to thought.

Of course in Grew’s youth there had
been much of this foolish talk of abandon-
ing the old ways, but these were different
times. Grew should know that—and he
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probably did, except that it wasn'’t easy to
be reasonable and sensible when you were
in a wheel-chair prison, just waiting away
your days for the next Census.

Grew was perhaps the least affected, but
he said no more. As the moments passed
he grew quieter.

ARBIN was beginning to consider his
cards again, and as he reached for
one the pounding at the door sounded,
with hoarse yells that didn’t quite coalesce
into words.

Arbin’s hand lurched and stopped. Loa’s
eyes grew fearful. “Get Grew out of here.
Quickly I”

Loa was at the wheel chair as Arbin
spoke. She made soothing sounds with her
tongue.

But the sleeping figure gasped, startled
awake at the first motion of the chair.

“What's the matter?” he demanded irri-
tably, and by no means in a whisper.

“Shh, It's all right muttered Loa
vaguely, and wheeled the chair into the
next room. She closed the door and placed
her back against it, thin chest heaving as
her eyes sought those of her husband.
There was that pounding again.

They stood close to each other as the
door opened, almost defensively so, and hos-
tility peeped from them as they faced the
short, plump man who smiled faintly at
them.

Loa said, “Is there anything we can do
for you?” with a ceremonial courtesy,
then jumped back as the man gasped and
put out a hand to stop himself from fall-

ing.
g“Is he sick #” asked Arbin bewilderedly.
“Here, help me take him inside.”

The hours after that passed, and in the
quiet of their bedroom Loa and Arbin
prepared slowly for bed.

“Arbin,” said Loa.

“What is it?”

“Is it safe?”

“Safe?” He seemed to avoid her mean-
ing deliberately.

“I mean, taking this man into the house.
Who is he?

“How should I know ?” was the irritated
response. “But, after all, we can’t refuse
shelter to a sick man. Tomorrow, if he
Tacks identification, we'll inform the Re-
gional Security Board, and that will be
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the end of it.” He turned away in an
obvious attempt at breaking off the con-
versation.

But his wife broke the returning silence.
“You don’t think he might be an agent
of the Society of Ancients, do you?”

“You mean because of what Grew said
tonight? That's past the limit of reason.
T won’t argue about it.”

“I don’t mean that, and you know it.
I mean that we've been keeping Grew ille-
gally now for two years, and you know
we're breakmg just about the most serious
Custom.”

Arbin muttered, “We’re harming no one.
We're filling our quota, aren’t we, even
though it’s set for three people—three

. workers? Besides, it does not make any

sense at all to consider the fellow an agent
of the Brotherhood. Do you suppose that
they would go through such an elaborate
trickery for the sake of a poor old man
in a wheel chair? Couldn’t they enter by
daylight and with legal search warrants?
Please, reason this thing out.”

“Well, then, Arbin”—her eyes were sud-
denly bright and eager—“if you really
think so—and I've been so hoping you
would—he must be an Outsider. He can’t
be an Earthman.”

“What do you mean, he can’t be? Why
should a man of the Empire come here
to Earth, of all places?”

“Maybe he’s committed a crime out
there.” She was caught up instantly in
her own fancy. “Why not? It makes sense.
Earth would be the natural place to come
to. Who would ever think of looking for
him here?”

“If he’s an Outsider. What evidence do
you have for that?”

“He doesn’t speak the language, does
he? You'll have to grant me that. So he
must come from some far-off corner of
the Galaxy . . . But don’t you see what
all this can mean? If he’s a stranger on
Earth, he will have no registration with
the Census Board, and he will be only
too glad to avoid reporting to them. We
can use him on the farm, in the place of
Father, and it will be three people again,
not two, who will have to meet the quota
for three this next season . . .”

She looked anxiously at the uncertain
face of her husband, who considered long,
then said, “Well, go to bed, Loa. We'll
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speak further in the common sense of
daylight.”

‘The whispering ended, the light was put
out, and eventually sleep filled the room
and the house.

HE next morning it was Grew’s turn

to consider the matter. Arbin put
the question to him hopefully. He felt a
confidence in his father-in-law that he
could not muster in himself.

Grew said, “Your troubles, Arbin, ob-
viously arise from the fact that I am reg-
istered as a worker, so that the produce
quota is set at three. I'm tired of creating
trouble. This is the second year I have
lived past my time. It is enough.”

Arbin was embarrassed. “Now that
‘wasn’t the point at all. I'm not hinting that
you're a trouble to us.”

“Well, after all, what’s the difference?
In two years there will be the Census, and
I will go anyway.”

“At least you will have two more years
of your books and your rest. Why should
you be deprived of that?”

“Because others are. And what of you
and Loa? When they come to take me,
they will take you two as well. What kind
of a man would I be to live a few stinking
years at the expense—"

“Stop it, Grew. I don’t wan’t histrionics.
We've told you many times what we’re
going to do. We’ll report you a week be-
fore the Census.”

“And fool the doctor, I suppose?”

“We'll bribe the doctor.”

“Hmp. And this new man—he’ll double
the offense. You’ll be concealing him too.”

“We’ll turn him loose. For Space’s sake,
why bother about this now? We have two
years. What shall we do with him?”

“A stranger,” mused Grew. “He comes
knocking at the door. He’s from nowhere.
He speaks unintelligibly . . . I don’t know
what to advise.”

The farmer said, “He is mild-mannered;
seems frightened to death. He can’t do us
any harm.”

“Frightened, eh? What if he’s feeble-
minded? What if his babbling isn’t a for-
eign dialect at all, but just insane mouth-
“ing P’

“That doesn’t sound likely.” But Arbin
stirred uneasily.

“You tell yourself that because you want
to use him . . . All right, I'll tell you what
to do. Take him into town.”

“To Chica?” Arbin was horrified. “That
would be ruin.”

“Not at all,” said Grew calmly. “The
trouble with you is that you don’t read
the newspapers. Fortunately for this family,
I do. It so happens that the Institute for
Nuclear Research has developed an in-
strument that is supposed to make it easier
for people to learn. There was a full-page
spread in the Week-end Supplement. And
they want volunteers. Take this man. Let
him be a volunteer.”

Arbin shook his head firmly. “You're
mad. I couldn’t do anything like that,
Grew. They’ll ask for his registration num-
ber first thing. It’s only inviting investiga-
tion to have things in improper order,
and then they’ll find out about you.”

“No, they won’t. It so happens you’re
all wrong, Arbin. The reason the Insti-
tute wants volunteers is that the machine
is gtill experimental. Tt’s probably killed a
few people, so I'm sure they won’t ask
questions. And if the stranger dies, he’ll
probably be no worse off than he is
now . ..”

juig

EL ARVARDEN, fresh from his in-

terview with the press, on the occa-
sion of his forthcoming expedition to
Earth, felt at supreme peace with all the
hundred million star systems that com-
posed the all-embracing Galactic Empire.
It was no longer a question of being known
in this sector or that. Let his theories con-
cerning Earth be proven and his reputa-
tion would be assured on every inhabited
planet of the Milky Way, on every planet
where Man had set foot through the hun-
dreds of thousands of years of expansion
through space.

These potential heights of renown, these
pure and rarefied intellectual peaks of sci-
ence were coming to him early, yet not
easily. He was scarcely thirty-five, but al-
ready his career had been packed with con-
troversy. It had begun with an explosion
that had rocked the halls of the University
of Arcturus when he first graduated as
Senior Archaeologist from that instituti
at the unprecedented age of twenty-three,
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The explosion—no less effective for being
immaterial—consisted of the rejection for
publication, on the part of the Jowrnal of
the Galactic Archaeological Society, of his
Senior Dissertation. It was the first time
in the history of the university that a
Senior Dissertation had been rejected. It
was equally the first time in the history of
that staid professional journal that a re-
jection had been couched in such blunt
terms.

To a non-archaeologist, the reason for
such anger against an obscure and dry lit-
tle pamphlet, entitled On the Antiquity of
Artifacts in the Sirius Sector with Con-
siderations of the Application Thereof to
the Radiation Hypothesis of Human Ori-
gin, might seem mysterious. What was in-
volved, however, was that from the first
Arvardan adopted as his own the hypothesis
advanced earlier by certain groups of mys-
tics who were more concerned with meta-
physics than with archaeology; i.e., that
Humanity had originated upon some single
planet and had radiated by degrees through-
out the Galaxy. This was a favorite theory
of the fantasy writers of the day, and the
bete noire of every respectable. archaeolo-
gist of the Empire.

But Ardvardan became a force to be
teckoned with by even the most respect-
able, for within the decade he had become
the recognized authority on the relics of
the pre-Empire cultures still left in the
eddies and quiet backwaters of the Galaxy.

For instance, he had written a mono-
graph on the mechanistic civilization of the
Rigel Sector, where the development of
robots created a separate culture that per-
sisted for centuries, till the very perfec-
tion of the metal slaves reduced the human
initiative to the point where the vigorous
fleets of the War Lord, Moray, took easy
control. Orthodox archaeology insisted on
the evolution of Human types indepen-
dently on various planets and used such
atypical cultures, as that on Rigel, as ex-
amples of race differences that had not
yet been ironed out through intermarriage.
Arvardan destroyed such concepts effec-
tively by showing that Rigellian robot cul-
ture was but a natural outgrowth of the
economic and social forces of the times and
of the region.

Then there were the barbarous worlds
of Ophiuchus, which the orthodox had

long upheld as samples of primitive Hu-
manity not yet advanced to the stage of
interstellar travel. Every textbook used
those worlds as the best evidence of the
Merger Theory; ie., that Humanity was
the natural climax of evolution on any
world based upon a water-oxygen chem-
istry with proper intensities of tempera-
ture and gravitation; that each indepen-
dent strain of Humanity could intermarry;
that with the discovery of interstellar
travel, such intermarriage took place.

Arvardan, however, uncovered traces of
the early civilization that had preceded the
then thousand-year-old barbarism of Ophi-
uchus and proved that the earliest records
of the planet showed traces of interstellar
trade. The final touch came when he de-
monstrated beyond any doubt that Maa
had emigrated to the region in an already
civilized state.

It was after that that the J. Gal. drch.
Soc. (to give the Journad its professional
abbreviation) decided to print Arvardan’s
Senior Dissertation more than ten years
after it had been presented.

And now the pursuit of his pet theory
led Arvardan to probably the least signifi-
cant planet of the Empire—the planet
called Earth.

ARVARDAN landed at that one spot
of Empire on all Earth, that patch
among the desolate heights of the plateaus
north of the Himalayas. There, where
radioactivity was not, and never had been,
there gleamed a palace that was not of
Terrestrial architecture. In essence it was
a copy of the viceregal palaces that existed
on more fortunate worlds. The soft lush-
ness of the grounds was built for comfort.
The forbidding rocks had been covered
with topsoil, watered, immersed in an arti-
ficial atmosphere and climate—and con-
verted into five square miles of lawns and
flower gardens.

The cost in energy involved in this per-
formance was terrific by Earthly calcula=
tions, but it had behind it the completely
incredible resources of tens of millions of
planets, continually growing in number.
(It has been estimated that in the Year
of the Galactic Era 827 an average of
fifty new planets each day were achieving
the dignity of provincial status, this con-
dition requiring the attainment of a popu-
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lation of five hundred millions.)

In this spot of non-Earth lived the Pro-
curator of Earth, and sometimes, in this
artificial luxury, he could forget that he
was a Procurator of a rathole world and
remember that he was an aristocrat of
great honor and ancient family.

His wife was perhaps less often deluded,
particularly at such times as, topping a
grassy knoll, she could see in the distance
the sharp, decisive line separating the
grounds from the fierce wilderness of
Earth. It was then that not all the colored
fountains (luminescent at night, with an
effect of cold liquid fire), flowered walks,
or idyllic groves could compensate for the
knowledge of their exile.

So perhaps Arvardan was welcomed
even more than protocol might call for.
To the Procurator, after all, Arvardan was
a breath of Empire, of spaciousness, of
boundlessness.

And Arvardan for his part found much
to admire.

He said, “This is done well—and with
taste. It is amazing how a touch of the
central culture permeates the most out-
tying districts of our Empire, Lord En-
nius.”

Ennius smiled. “I’'m afraid the Procura-
tor’s court here on Earth is more pleasant
to visit than to live in. It is but a shell
that rings hollowly when touched. When
you have considered myself and family, the
staff, the Imperial garrison, both here and
in the important planetary centers, together
with an occasional visitor such as your-
self, you have exhausted all the touch of
the central culture that exists. It seems
scarcely enough.”

They sat in the colonnade in the dying
afternoon, with the sun glinting downward
toward the mist-purpled jags of the hori-
zon and the air so heavy with the scent
of growing things that its motions were
merely sighs of exertion.

It was, of course, not quite suitable for
even a Procurator to show too great a
curiosity about the doings of a guest, but
that does not take into account the inhu-
manity of day-to-day isolation from all
the Empire.

Ennius said, “Do you plan to stay for
some time, Dr. Arvardan?’

“As tothat,Lord Ennius, I cannot surely
say. I have come ahead of the rest of my

expedition in order to acquaint myself with
Earth’s culture and to fulfill the necessary
legal requirements. For instance, I must
obtain the usual ial permission from
you to establish camps at the necessary
sites, and so on.”

“Oh, granted, granted! But when do
you start digging? And whatever can you
possibly expect to find on this miserable
heap of rubble?”

“I hope, if all goes well, to be able to
set up camp in a few months. And as to
this world—why, it’s anything but a mis-
erable heap. It is absolutely unique in the
Galaxy.”

“Unique?” said the Procurator stiffly.
“Not at all! It is a very ordinary world.
It is more or less of a pigpen of a world,
or a horrible hole of a world, or a cesspool
of a world, or almost any other particularly
derogative adjective you care to use. And
yet, with all its refinement of nausea, it
cannot even achieve uniqueness in villainy,
but remains an ordinary, brutish peasant
world.”

“But,” said Arvardan, somewhat taken
aback by the energy of the inconsistent
statements thus thrown at him, “the world
is radioactive.”

“Well, what of that? Some thousands of
planets in the Galaxy are radioactive, and
some are considerably more so than
Earth.”

It was at this moment that the soft-glid-
ing motion of the motile cabinet attracted
their attention. It came to a halt within
easy hand reach.

Ennius gestured toward it and said to
the other, “What would you prefer?”

“I'm not particular. A lime twist, per-
haps.”

“That can be handled. The cabinet wilt
have the ingredients . . . With or without
Chensey ?”

“Just about a tang of it,” said Arvar-
dan, and held up his forefinger and thumb,
nearly touching.

“You’ll have it in a minute”

OMEWHERE in the bowels of the

cabinet (perhaps the most universally
popular mechanical offspring of human in-
genuity) a bartender went into action—a
non-human bartender whose electronic soul
mixed things not by jiggers but by atom
counts, whose ratios were perfect every
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time, and who could not be matched by all
the inspired artistry of anyone merely hu-
man.

The tall glasses appeared from nowhere,
it seemed, as they waited in the appro-
priate recesses.

Arvardan took the green one and, for a
moment, felt-the chill of it against his
cheek. Then he placed the rim to his lips
and tasted.

“Just right,” he said. He placed the glass
in the well-fitted holder in the arm of hls
chair and said, “T} ds of e

loidal which we cal
The effect of radioactivity that I Just talked
of does not apply simply to some forms
of human life, or to some forms of any
life. It applies to all life, since it is based
upon the quantum mechanics of the pro-
tein molecules. It applies to you, to me,
to Earthmen, to spiders, and to germs.
“You see, proteins, as I probably needn’t
tell you, are immensely complicated group-
ings of amino acids and certain other spe-
cnahzed compounds, arranged in intricate

planets, Procarator, just as you say, but
only one of them is inhabited. This one,
Procurator.”

“Well”—Ennius smacked his lips over
his own drink and seemed to lose some of
his sharpness after contact with its velvet
—‘“perhaps it is unique in that way. It’s
an unenviable distinction.”

“But it is not just a question of statistical
uniqueness.” Arvardan spoke deliberately
between occasional sips. “It goes further;
it fias F ot o e

1 patterns that are as un-
stable as sunbeams on a cloudy day. It is
this instability that is life, since it is for-
ever changing its position in an effort to
maintain its identity—in the manner of a
long rod balanced on an acrobat’s nose.
“But this marvelous chemical, this pro-
tein, must be first built up out of inor-
ganic matter before life can exist. So, at
the very beginning, by the influence of
the sun’s radiant energy upon those huge
solutions we call oceans, organic molecules

have shown, or claim to have shown, that
on planets in which the intensity of radio-
activity in the atmosphere and in the seas
is above a certain point life will not de-
velop . . . Earth’s radioactivity is above
that point by a considerable margin.”
“Interesting. I didn’t know that. I ima-
gine that this would constitute definite
proof that Earth life is fundamentally dif-
ferent from that of the rest of the Galaxy
. . That should suit you, since you're
from Sirius.” He seemed sardonically
amused at this point and said in a confiden-
tial aside, “Do you know that the biggest
single difficulty involved in ruling this
planet lies in coping with the intense anti-
Terrestrialism that exists throughout the
entire Sirius Sector? And the feeling is
returned with interest on the part of these
Earthmen. I'm not saying, of course, that
anti-Terrestrialism doesn’t exist in more or
less diluted form in many places in the
Galaxy, but not like on Sirius.”
Arvardan’s response was impatient and
vehement. “Lord Ennius, I reject the im-
plication. I have as little intolerance in
me as any man living. I believe in the
oneness of humanity to my very scientific
core, and that includes even Earth. And
all life ¢s fundamentally one, in that it is
all based upon protein complexes in col-

dually increase in lexity from meth-
ane to formaldehyde and finally to sugars
and starches in one direction, and from
urea to amino acids and proteins in an-
other direction. It’s a matter of chance, of
course, these combinations and disintegra-
tions of atoms, and the process on one
world may take millions of years while on
another it may take only hundreds. Of
course it is much more probable that it
will take millions of years. In fact, it is
most probable that it will end up never
happening.

“Now physical organic chemists have
worked out with great exactness all the
reaction chain involved, particularly the
energetics thereof ; that is, the energy rela-
tionships involved in each atom shift. It
is now known beyond the shadow of a
doubt that several of the crucial steps in
the building of life require the absence of
radiant energy. If this strikes you as queer,
Procurator, I can.only say that photo-
chemistry (the chemistry of reactions in-
duced by radiant energy) is a well-de-
veloped branch of the science, and there
are innumerable cases of very simple re-
actions which will go in one of two dif-
ferent directions depending upon whether
it takes place in the presence or absence
of quanta of light energy.

“In ordinary worlds the sun is the only
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source of radiant energy, or, at least, by
far the major source. In the shelter of
clouds, or at night, the carbon and nitro-
gen compounds combine and recombine,
in the fashions made possible by the ab-
sence of those little bits of energy hurled
into the midst of them by the sun—like
bowling balls into the midst of an infinite
number of infinitesimal tenpins.

“But on radioactive worlds, sun or no
sun, every drop of water—even in the

“Because how can a world becone radio-
active? The life of the radioactive elements
in the planet’s crust are in the millions and
billions of years. I’ve learned that, at least,
during my university career, even in a pre-
law course. They must have existed inde-
finitely in the past.”

“But there is such a thing as artificial
radioactivity, Lord Ennius—even on a
huge scale. There are thousands of nuclear
reactions of suﬁiclent energy to create all

deepestnight, even five miles und

kles and bursts with darting gamma rays,
kicking up the carbon atoms—activating
them, the chemists say—and forcing cer-
tain key reactions to proceed only in cer-
tain ways, ways that ever result in life.”

RVARDAN’S drink was gone. He
placed the empty glass on the waiting
cabinet. It was withdrawn instantly into
the special compartment where it was
cleaned, sterilized, and made ready for the
next drink.

“Another one?” asked Ennius.

“Ask me after dinner,” said Arvardan.
“T've had quite enough for now.”

Ennius tapped a tapering fingernail upon
the arm of his chair and said, “You make
the process sound quite fascinating, but if
all is as you say, then what about the life
on Earth? How did i develop?”

“Ah, you see, even you are beginning
to wonder. But the answer, I think, is
simple. Radioactivity, in excess of the min-
imum required to prevent life, is still not
necessarily sufficient to destroy life already
formed. It might modify it, but, except
in comparatively huge excess, it will not
destroy it . . . You see, the chemistry in-
volved is different. In the first case, simple
molecules must be prevented from build-
ing up, while in the second, already-formed
complex molecules must be broken down.
Not at all the same thing.”

“I don’t get the applicationi of that at
all,” said Ennius.

“Isn’t it obvious? Life on Earth origi-
nated before the planet became radioactive.
My dear Procurator, it is the only .possible
explanation that does not involve denying
either the fact of life on Earth or enough
chemical theory to upset half the science.”

Ennius gazed at the other in amazed
disbelief. “But you can’t mean that.”

“Why not2*

sorts of r isotopes. Why, if we
were to suppose that human beings might
use some applied nuclear reaction in indus-
try, without proper controls, or even in
war, if you can imagine anything like a
war proceeding on a single planet, most of
the topsoil could, conceivably, be converted
into artificially radioactive materials. What
do you say to that?”

The sun had expired in blood on the
mountains, and Ennius’s thin face was
ruddy in the reflection of that process. The
gentle evening wind stirred, and the
drowsy murmur of the carefully selected
varieties of insect life upon the palace
grounds was more soothing than ever.

Ennius said, “It sounds very artificial
to me. For one thing, I can’t conceive
using nuclear reactions in war or letting
them get out of control to this extent in
any manner—”

“Naturally, sir, you tend to underesti-
mate nuclear reactions because you’re liv-
ing in the present, when they’re so easily
controlled. But what if someone—or some
army—used such weapons before the de-
fense had been worked out? For instance,
it’s like using fire bombs before anyone
knew that water or sand would put out
fire.”

“Hmm,” said Ennius, “you sound like
Shekt.”

“Who’s Shekt?” Arvardan looked up
quickly.

“An Earthman. One of the few decent
ones—I mean, one that a gentleman can
speak to. He’s a physicist. He told me once
that Earth mlght not always have been
radioactive.”

“Ah . .. Well, that’s not unusual, since
the theory is certainly not original with
me. It’s part of the Book of the Ancients,
which contains the traditional, or mythical,
history of prehistoric Earth. I'm saying
what it says, in a way, except that I'm
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putting its rather elliptical pk 1

e,

y in-
to equivalent scientific statements.”

“The Book of the Ancients?” Ennius
seemed surprised, and a little upset
“Where did you get that?”

“Here and there. It wasn’t easy, and I
only obtained parts. Of course all this tra-
ditional information about non-radioactiv-
ity, even where completely unscientific, is
in:*p?rtxnt to my project . . . Why do you
ask?”

“Because the book is the revered text
of a radical sect of Earthmen. It is forbid-
den for Outsiders to read it. I wouldn’t
broadcast the fact that you did, either,
while you're here. Non-Earthmen, or Out-
siders, as they call them, have been lynched
for less.”

“You make it sound as if the Imperial
police power here is defective.”

“It is in cases of sacrilege. A word to
the wise, Dr. Arvardan!’

A melodious chime sounded a vibrant
note that seemed to harmonize with the
tustling whisper of the trees. It faded out
slowly, lingering as though in love with
its surroundings.

Ennius rose. “I believe it is time for
dinner. Will you join me, sir, and enjoy
such hospitality as this husk of Empire on
Earth can afford?”

An occasion for an elaborate dinner came
infrequently enough. An excuse, even a
slim one, was not to be missed. So the
courses were many, the surroundings lav-
ish, the men polished, and the women be-
witching. And, it must be added, Dr. B.
Arvardan of Baronn, Sirius, was lionized
to quite an intoxicating extent.

Arvardan took advantage of his dinner
audience during the latter portion of the
banquet to repeat much of what he had
said to Ennius, but here his exposition met
with markedly less success.

A FLORID gentleman in colonel’s uni-
form leaned toward him with that
marked condescension of the military man
for the scholar and said, “If I interpret your
expressions rightly, Dr. Arvardan, you are
trying to tell us that these hounds.of Earth
represent an ancient race that may once
have been the ancestors of all humanity?’

“I hesitate, Colonel, to make the flat
assertion, but I think there is an interesting
chance that it might be so. A year from

now I ly hope to be able to make
@ definite judgment.”

“If you find that they are, Doctor, which
I strongly doubt,” rejoined the colonel,
“you will astonish me beyond measure. I
have been stationed on Earth now for
four years, and my experience is not of
the smallest. I find these Earthmen to be
rogues and knaves, every one of them.
They are definitely our inferiors intellec-
tually. They lack that spark that has spread
humanity throughout the Galaxy. They are
lazy, superstitious, avaricious, and with no
trace of nobility of soul. I defy you, or
anyone, to show me an Earthman who
can in any way be an equal of any true
man—yourself or myself, for instance—
and only then will I grant you that he may
represent a race who once were our ances-
tors. But, until then, please excuse me
from making any such assumption.”

A portly man at the foot of the table
said suddenly, “They say the only good
Earthman is a dead Earthman, and that
even then they generally stink,” and
laughed immoderately.

Arvadan frowned at the dish before him
and said, without looking up, “I have no
desire to argue racial differences, espe-
cially since it is irrelevant in this case, It
is the Earthman of prehistory that I speak
of. His descendants of today have been
long isolated, and have been subjected to
a most unusual environment—yet I still
would not dismiss them too casually.”

He turned to Ennius and said, “My
Lord, I believe you mentioned an Earth-
man before dinner.”

“I did? I don’t recall.”

“A physicist. Shekt.”

“Oh yes, yes.”

“Affret Shekt, perhaps?”

“Why, yes. Have you heard of him?”

“I think I have. It's been bothering me
all through dinner, ever since you men-
tioned him, but I think I've placed him.
He wouldn’t be at the Institute of Nuclear
Research at—Oh, what’s the name of that
damned place?” He struck at his forehead
with the heel of his palm once or twice.
“At Chica?”

“You have the right person. What about
him

“Only this. There was an article by
him in the August issue of Physical Re-
views. I noticed it I was looking
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for anything that had todo with Earth,and
articles by Earthmen in journals of Gal-
actic circulation are very rare . . . In any
case, the point I am trying to make is
that the man claims to have developed
something he calls a Synapsifier, which is
supposed to improve the learning capacity
of the mammalian nervous system.”

“Really?” said Ennius a bit too sharply.
“I haven’t heard about it.”

“I can find you the reference. It’s quite
an interesting article; though, of course,
I can’t pretend to understand the mathe-
matics involved. What he has done, how-
ever, has been to treat some indigenous
animal form on Earth—rats, I believe they
call them—with the Synapsifier and then
put them to solving a maze. You know
what I mean: learning the proper pathway
through a tiny labyrinth to some food
supply. He used non-treated rats as con-
trols and found that in every case the
Synapsified rats solved the maze in less
than one third the time . . . Do you see
the significance, Colonel?”

The military man who had initiated the
discussion said indifferently, “No, Doctor,
I do not.”

“Tll explain, then, that I firmly believe
that any scientist capable of doing such
work, even an Earthman, is certainly my
intellectual equal, at least, and, if you'll
pardon my presumption, yours as well.”

Ennius interrupted. “Pardon me, Dr.
Arvardan. I would like to return to the
Synapsifier. Has Shekt experimented with
‘human beings?”

Arvardan laughed. “I doubt it, Lord
Ennius. Nine tenths of his Synapsified rats
died during treatment. He would scarcely
dare use human subjects until much more
progress has been made.”

So Ennius sank back into his chair
with a slight frown on his forehead and,
thereafter, neither spoke nor ate for the
remainder of the dinner.

Before midnight the Procurator had
quietly left the gathering and, with a bare
word to his wife only, departed in his
private cruiser on the two hour trip to the
city of Chica, with the slight frown still
on his forehead and a raging anxiety in
his heart.

Thus it was that on the same afternoon
that Arbin MarenbroughtJoseph Schwartz

into Chica for treatment with Shekt's
Synapsifier, Shekt himself had been
closeted with none less than the Procurator
of Earth for over an hour.

v

ARBIN was uneasy in Chica. He felt
surrounded. Somewhere in Chica,
one of the largest cities on Earth—they
said it had fifty thousand human beings in
it—somewhere there were officials of the
great outer Empire.

To be sure, he had never seen a man of
the Galaxy; yet here, in Chica, his neck
was continually twisting in fear that he
might. If pinned down, he could not have
explained how he would identify an Out-
sider from an Earthman, even if he were
to see one, but it was in his very marrow
to feel that there was, somehow, a dif-
ference.

He looked back over his shoulder as he
entered the Institute. His biwheel was
parked in an open area, with a six-hour
coupon holding a spot open for it. Was
the extravagance itself suspicious? . .
Everything frightened him now. The alr
was full of eyes and ears.

If only the strange man would re-
member to remain hidden in the bottom
of the rear compartment He had nodded

but had he ? He was
suddenly impatient with himself. Why had
he let Grew talk him into this madness?

And then somehow the door was openin
front of him and a voice had broken in on
his thoughts.

It said, “What do you want?”

It sounded impatient ; perhaps it had al-
ready asked him that same thing several
times,

He answered hoarsely, words choking
out of his throat like dry powder, “Is this
where a man can apply for the Synap-
sifier?”

The recepuomst looked up sharply and
said, “Sign here.”

Arbin put his hands behind his back and
repeated huskily, “Where do I see about
the Synapsifier?” Grew had told him the
name, but the word came out queerly,
like so much gibberish.

But the receptionist said, with iron in
her voice, “I can’t do anything for you
unless "you sign the register as a visitor,
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It’s in the rules.”

Without a word, Arbin tured to go.
The young woman behind the desk pressed
ther lips together and kicked the signal bar
at the side of her chair violently.

Arbin was fighting desperately for a
lack of notoriety and failing miserably in
his own mind. This girl was looking hard
at him. She’d remember him a thousand
years later. He had a wild desire to run,
run back to the car, back to the farm . . .

Someone in a white lab coat was coming
rapidly out of another room, and the re-
ceptionist was pointing to him. “Volunteer
for the Synapsifier, Miss Shekt,” she was
saying. “He won’t give his name.”

Arbin looked up. It was still another
girl, young. He looked disturbed. “Are
you in charge of the machine, miss?”

“No, not at all.” She smiled in a very
friendly fashion, and Arbin felt anxiety
ebb slightly.

“I can take you to him, though,” she
went on. Then, eagerly, “Do you really
want to volunteer for the Synapsifier?”

“I just want to see the man in charge,”
‘Arbin said woodenly.

“All right.”” She seemed not all disturbed
by the rebuff. She slipped back through
the door from which she had come. There
was a short wait. Then, finally, there was
the beckon of a finger ...

He followed her, heart pounding, into a
small anteroom. She said gently, “If you
will wait about half an hour or less, Dr.
Shekt will be with you. He is very busy
justnow . . . If you would like some book
films and a viewer to pass the time—"

But Arbin shook his head. The four
walls of the small room closed about him,
and held him, rigid, it seemed. Was he
trapped? Were the Ancients coming for
him?

It was the longest wait in Arbin’s life.

Lord Ennius, Procurator of Earth, had
experienced no comparable difficulties in
seeing Dr. Shekt, though he had ex.
perienced an almost comparable excite-
ment. In his fourth year as Procurator, a
visit to Chica was still an event. As the
direct representative of the remote Em-
peror, his social standing was, legalistically,
upon a par with viceroys of huge Galactic
sectors that sprawled their gleaming vol-
2—Two Complete Science.Adventure Books—Winter
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umes across hundreds of cubic parsecs of
space, but, actually, his post was little
short of exile.

Trapped as he was in the sterile empti-
ness of the Himalayas, among the equally
sterile quarrels of a population that hated
him and the Empire he represented, even
a trip to Chica was escape.

To be sure, his escapes were short ones.
They had to be short, since here at Chica
it was necessary to wear lead-impregnated
clothes at all times, even while sleeping,
and, what was worse, to dose oneself con-
tinually with metaboline.

He spoke bitterly of that to Shekt.

“Metaboline,” he said, holding up the
vermillion pill for inspection, “is perhaps
a true symbol of all that your planet
means to me, my friend. Its function is to
heighten all metabolic processes while I sit
here immersed in the radioactive cloud that
surrounds me and which you are not even
aware of.”

He swallowed it. “There! Now my
heart will beat more quickly; my breath
will pump a race of its own accord; and
my liver will boil away in those chemical
syntheses that, medical men tell me, make
it the most important factory in the body.
And for that I pay with a siege of head-
aches and lassitude afterward.”

R. SHEKT listened with some
amusement. He gave a strong im-
pression of being nearsighted, did Shekt,
not because he wore glasses or was in any
way afflicted, but merely because long
habit had given him the unconscious trick
of peering closely at things, of weighing
all facts anxiously before saying anything.
He was tall and in his late middle age,
his thin figure slightly stooped.

But he was well read in much of Gal-
actic culture, and he was relatively free of
the trick of universal hostility and sus-
picion that made the average Earthman so
repulsive even to so cosmopolitan a man
of the Empire as Ennius.

Shekt said, “I'm sure you don’t need
the pill. Metaboline is just one of your
superstitions, and you know it. If T were
to substitute sugar pills without your
knowledge, you'd be none the worse.
What’s more, you would even psycho-
somatic yourself into similar headaches
afterward.”
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“You gay that in the comfort of your
own environment. Do you deny that your
basal metabolism is higher than mine?”

“Of course I don’t, but what of it? I
know that it is a superstition of the
Empire, Ennius, that we men of Earth are
different from other human beings, but
that’s not really so in the essentials. Or
are you coming here as a missionary of
the anti-Terrestrians ?”

Ennius groaned. “By the life of the
Emperor, your comrades of Earth are
themselves the best such missionaries. Liv-
ing here, as they do, cooped up on their
deadly planet, festering in their own anger,
they're nothing but a standing ulcer in the
Galaxy.

“I'm gerious, Shekt. What planet has
so much ritual in its daily life and ad-
heres to it with such masochistic fury?
Not a day passes but I receive delegations
from one or another of your ruling bodies
for the death penalty for some poor devil
whose only ‘crime has been to invade a
forbidden area, to evade the Sixty, or per-
haps merely to eat more than his ghare
of food.”

“Ah, but you always grant the death
penalty. Your idealistic distaste seems to
stop short at resisting.”

“The Stars are my witness that I
struggle to deny the death. But what can
one do? The Emperor zill have it that all
the subdivisions of the Empire are to re-
main undisturbed in their local customs—
and that is right and wise, since it removes
popular support from the fools who would
otherwise kick up rebellion on alternate
Tuesdays and Thursdays. Besides, were
I to remain obdurate when your Councils
and Senates and Chambers insist on the
death, such a shrieking would arise and
such a wild howling and such denuncia-
tion of the Empire and all its works that
I would sooner sleep in the midst of a
legion of devils for twenty years than
face such an Earth for ten minutes.”

Shekt sighed and rubbed the thin hair
back upon his skull. “To the rest of the
Galaxy, if they are aware of us at all,
Earth is but a pebble in the sky. To us
it is home and all the home we know. Yet
we are no different from you of the outer
worlds, merely more unfortunate. We are
crowded here on a world all but dead,
immersed within a wall of radiation that

imprisons us, surrounded by a huge Gal-
axy that rejects us. What can we do
against the feeling of frustration that burns
us? Would you, Procurator, be willing
that we send our surplus population a-
broad?”

Ennius shrugged. “Would T care? It is
the outside populations themselves that
would. They don’t care to fall victim to
Terrestrial diseases.””

“Terrestrial diseases!” Shekt scowled.
“It is a nonsensical notion that should be
eradicated. We are not carriers of death,
Are you dead for having been among us?”

“To be sure,” smiled Ennius, “I do
everything to prevent undue contact.”

“It is because you yourself fear the pro-
paganda created, after all, only by the stue
pidity of your own bigots.”

“Why, Shekt, no scientific basis at all
to the theory that Earthmen are them-
selves radioactive?”

“Yes, certainly they are. How could they
avoid it? So are you. So is everyone on
every one of the hundred million planets
of the Empire. We are more so, I grant
you, but scarcely enough to harm anyone.”

“But the average man of the Galaxy be-
lieves the opposite, I am afraid, and is
not desirous of finding out by experiment.
Besides—’

“Besides, you’re going to say, we’re
different. We’re not human beings, because
we mutate more rapidly, due to atomic
radiation, and have therefore changed in
many ways . . . Also not proven.”

“But believed.”

“And as long as it is believed, Pro-
curator, and as long as we of Earth are
treated as pariahs, you are going to find
in us the characteristics to which you ob-
ject. If you push us intolerably, is it to be
wondered at that we push back? Hating
us as you do, can you complain that we
hate in our turn? No, no, we are far more
the offended than the offending.”

Ennius was chargined at the anger he
had raised. Even the best of these Earth-
men, he thought, have the same blind spot,
the same feeling of Earth versus all the
universe,

HE SAID tactfully, “Shekt, forgive my

boorishness, will you? Take my
youth and boredom as excuse. You see
before you a poor man, a young fellow of
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forty—and iorty is the age of a babe in
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self is an immense grouping of similar

the pr 1 civil servi ho - is
grinding out his apprenticeship here on
Earth. It may be years before the fools in
the Bureau of the Outer Provinces re-
member me long enough to promote me
to something less deadly. So we are both
prisoners of Earth and both citizens
of the great world of the mind in which
there is distinction of neither planet nor
physical characteristics. Give me your
hand, then, and let us be friends.”

The lines on Shekt’s face smoothed out,
or, more exactly, were replaced by others
more indicative of good humor. He
laughed outright. “The words are the
words of a suppliant, but the tone is
still that of the Imperial career diplomat.
You are a poor actor, Procurator.”

“Then counter me by being a good
teacher, and tell me of this Synapsifier of

ours.”

Shekt started visibly and frowned,
“What, you have heard of the instrument?
You are then a physicist as well as an
administrator?”

“All knowledge is my province. But
seriously, Shekt, I would really like to
(e

‘The physicist peered closely at the other
and seemed doubtful. He rose and his
gnarled hand lifted to his lip, which it
pinched thoughtfully. “I scarcely know
where to begin.”

“Well, Stars above, if you are consider-
ing at which point in the mathematical
theory you are to begin, I'll simplify your
problem. Abandon them all. I know noth-
mg of your functions and tensors and what

Shekts eyes twinkled. “Well, then, to
stick to descriptive matter only, it is
simply a device intended to increase
the learning capacity of a human being.”

“Of a human being? Really! And does
it work?”

“I wish we knew, Much more work is
necessary. I'll give you the essentials, Pro-
curator, and you can judge for yourself.
The nervous system in man—and in

imals—i of neuro-protei
material. Such material consists of huge
molecules in very precarious electrical
balance. The slightest stimulus will upset
the next, which will repeat the process,
until the brain is reached, The brain it-

lecules which are connected among
themselves in all possible ways. Since
there are something like ten to the
twentieth power—that is, a one with
twenty zeros after it—such neuroproteins
in the brain, the number of possible com-
binations are of the order of factorial ten
to the twentieth power. This is a number so
large that if all the electrons and protons
in the universe were made universes them-
selves, and all the electrons and protons in
all of these new universes again made uni-
verses, then all the electrons and protons
in all the universes so created would still
be nothing in comparison . . . Do you
follow me?”

“Not a word, thank the Stars. If I
even attempted to, I should bark like a
dog for sheer pain of the intellect.”

“Hmp. Well, in any case, what we call
nerve impulses are merely the progressive
electronic unbalance that proceeds along
the nerves to the brain and then from
the brain back along the nerves. Do you
get that?”

“YVes?

“Well, blessings on you for a genius,
then. As long as this impulse continues
along a nerve cell, it proceeds at a rapid
rate, since the neuroproteins are practi-
cally in contact. However, nerve cells are
limited in extent, and between each nerve
cell and the next is a very thin partition
of non-nervous tissue. In other words,
two adjoining nerve cells do not actually
connect with each other.”

“Ah,” said Ennius, “and the nervous
impulse must jump the barrier.”

“Exactly! The partition drops the
strength of the impulse and slows the
speed of its transmission according to the
square of the width thereof. This holds
for the brain as well. But imagine, now,
if some means could be found to lower
the dielectric constant of this partition
between the cells.”

“The what constant?”

“The insulating strength of the parti-
tion. That’s all I mean. If that were de-
creased, the impulse would jump the gap
more easily. You would think faster and
learn faster.”

“Well, then, I come back to my origi-
nal question. Does it work?”

“I have tried the instrument on ani-
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mals.”

“And with what result?”

“Why, that most die very quickly of
denaturation of brain protein—coagula-
tion, in other words, like hard-boiling an
ega.”

NNIUS winced. “There is something

ineffably cruel about the cold-blood-
edness of science. What about those that
didn’t die?”

“Not conclusive, since they’re not hu-
man beings. The burden of the evidence
seems to be favorable, for them . . . But
I need humans. You see, it is a matter
of the natural electronic properties of the
individual brain. Each brain gives rise to
microcurrents of a certain type. None
are exactly duplicates. They’re like fin-
gerprints, or the blood-vessel patterns of
the retina. If anything, they’re even more
individual. The treatment, I believe, must
take that into account, and, if I am right,
there will be no more denaturation . . .
But I have no human beings on whom
to experiment. I ask for volunteers, but
—" He spread his hands.

“I certainly don’t blame them, old man,”
said Ennius. “But seriously, should the
instrument be perfected, what do you in-
tend doing with it?”

The physicist shrugged. “That’s not
for me to say. It would be up to the
Grand Council, of course.”

“You would not consider making the
inventinn available to the Empire?”

“I? I have no objections at all. But
only the Grand Council has jurisdiction
over—”"

“Oh,” said Ennius with impatience,
“the devil with your Grand Council. I
have had dealings with them before.
Would you be willing to talk to them at
the proper time?”

“Why, what influence could I possibly
have?”

“You might tell them that if Earth
could produce a Synapsifier that would
be applicable to human beings in com-
plete safety, and if the device were made
available to the Galaxy, then some of the
restrictions on emigration to other planets
might be broken down.”

“What,” said Shekt sarcastically, “and
risk epidemics and our differtness and
our non-humanity?”

“You might,” said Ennius quietly, “even
be removed en masse to another 'planet.
Consider it.””

The door opened at this point and a
young lady brushed her way in past the
book-film cabinet. She destroyed the musty
atmosphere of the cloistered study with an
automatic breath of spring. At the sight
of a stranger she reddened slightly and
turned.

“Come in, Pola,” called Shekt hastily.
“My Lord,” he said to Ennius, “I be-
lieve you have never met my daughter.
Pola, this is Lord Ennius, Procurator
of Earth”

The Procurator was on his feet with
an easy gallantry that negated her first
wild attempt at a curtsy.

“My dear Miss Shekt,” he said, “you
are an ornament I did not believe Earth
capable of producing. You would, in-
deed, be an ornament on any world I
can think of.”

He took Pola’s hand, which was quickly
and somewhat bashfully extended to meet
his gesture. For a moment Ennius made
as if to kiss it, in the courtly fashion of
the past generation, but the intention, if
such it was, never came to fruition. Half
lifted, the hand was released—a trace
too quickly, perhaps.

Pola, with the slightest of frowns, said,
“I'm overwhelmed at your kindness, my
Lord, to a simple girl of Earth. You are
brave and gallant to dare infection as
you do.”

Shekt cleared his throat and interrupted.
d P is leti
her studies at the University of Chica and
is obtaining some needed field credits by
spending two days a week in my labora-
tory as a technician. A competent girl, and
though I say it with the pride of a father,

she may someday sit in my place.”

“Father,” said Pola gently, “I have
some important information for you.” She
hesitated.

“Shall I leave?” said Ennius quietly.

“No, no,” said Shekt. “What is it,
Pola?”

The girl said, “We have a volunteer,
Father.”

Shekt stared, almost stupidly. “For the
Synapsifier ?”

“So he says.”

“Well,” said Ennius, “I bring you good

«
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fortune, T see.”

“So it would seem.” Shekt turned to
his daughter. “Tell him to wait. Take
him to Room C, and Tll be with him
soon.”

He turned to Ennius after Pola left.
“Will you excuse me, Procurator?”

“Certainly. How long does the opera-
tion take?”

“It is a matter of hours, I'm afraid.
Do you wish to watch?”

T can imagine nothing more gruesome,
my dear Shekt. T'll be in the State House
till tomorrow. Will you tell me the re-
sult?”

Shekt seemed relieved. “Yes, certainly.”

“Good And think over what I
said about your Synapsifier. Your new
royal road to knowledge.”

Ennius left, less at ease than when he
had arrived; his knowledge no greater,
his fears much increased.

v

NCE alone, Dr. Shekt, quietly and
cautiously, touched the summoner,
and a young technician entered hurriedly,
white robe sparkling, long brown hair
carefully bound back.
Dr. Shekt said, “Has Pola told you—"
“Yes, Dr. Shekt. I've observed him
through the visiplate, and he must un-
d be a legiti 1 He’s

in a way, he knew enough. Enough to
feel himself at the mercy of them, and
certainly more than any of the Ancients
suspected he knew.

Yet what could he do, since his life
was doubly in danger?

Ten minutes later Dr. Shekt was peer-
ing helplessly at the gnarled farmer stand-
ing before him, cap in hand, head half
averted, as though attempting to avoid
a too-close scrutiny. His age, thought
Shekt, was certainly under forty, but the
hard life of the soil was no flatterer of
men. The man’s cheeks were reddened
beneath the leathery brown, and there
were distinct traces of perspiration at
the hairline and the temples, though the
room was cool The man’s hands were
fumbling at each other.

“Now, my dear sir,” said Shekt kindly,
“T understand you refuse to give your
name.”

Arbin was a blind stubbornness. “I was
told no questions would be asked if you
had a volunteer.”

“Hmm. Well, is there anything at all
you would like to say? Or do you just
want to be treated immediately?”

“Me? Here, now?” in sudden panic.
“It's not myself that's the volunteer. I
didn’t say anything to give that impres-
sion.”

“No? You mean someone else is the

certainly not a subject sent in the usual
ner.”

“Ought 1 refer to the Council, do you
suppose?”’

“l don’t know what to advise. The -

Council wouldn’t approve of any ordin-
ary communication. Any beam can be
tapped, you know.” Then, eagerly, “Sup-
pose I get rid of him. I can tell him we
need men under thirty. The subject is
easily thirty-five”

“No, no. I'd better see him” Shekt’s
mind was a cold whirl. So far things
had been most judiciously handled. Just
enough information to lend a spurious
‘frankness, but no more. And now an ac-
tual volunteer—and immediately after En-
nius’s visit. Was there a connection?
Shekt himself had but the vaguest know-
ledge of the giant misty forces that were
now beginning to wrestle back and forth
across the blasted face of Earth. But,

“Certainly. What would I want—"

“I understand. Is the subject, this other
man, with you?”

“In a way,” said Arbin cautiously.

“All right. Now, look, just tell us what-
ever you wish. Everything you say will
be held in strict confidence, and we’ll help
you in whatever way we can. Agreed?”

The farmer ducked his head, as a sort
of rudimentary gesture of respect. “Thank
you. It’s like this, sir. We have a man
about the farm, a distant—uh—relative.
He helps, you understand—"

Arbin swallowed with difficulty, and
Shekt nodded gravely.

Arbin continued. “He’s a very willing
worker and a very good worker—we had
a son, you see, need the help—she’s not
well—we could not get along without him,
scarcely.” He felt that somehow the story
was a complete mess.

But the gaunt scientist nodded at him.
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“And this relative of yours is the one
you wish treated ?”

“Why, yes, I thought I had said that
—but you'll pardon me if this takes me
some time. You see, the poor fellow is
not—exactly—right in his head” He hur-
ried on, furiously. “He is not sick, you
understand. He is not wrong so that he
has to be put away. He’s just slow. He
doesn’t talk, you see.”

“He can'’t talk?” Shekt seemed startled.

“Oh—he can. It’s just that he doesn’t
like to. He doesn't talk well.”

The physicist looked dubious. “Andyou
want the Synapsifier to improve his men-
tality, eh?”

Slowly, Arbin nodded. “If he knew a
bit more, sir, why, he could do some of
the work my wife can’t, you see.””

“He might die. Do you understand
that?”

Arbin looked at him helplessly, and his
fingers writhed furiously.

Shekt said, “I'd need his consent.”

The farmer shook his head slowly, stub-
bornly. “He won’t understand.” Then,
urgently, almost beneath his breath,
“Why, look, sir, I'm sure you'll under-
stand me. You don’t look like a man who
doesn’t know what a hard life is. This
man is getting old. It’s not a question of
the Sixty, you see, but what if, in the
next Census, they think he’s a half-wit
and—and take him away? We don’t like
to lose him, and that’s why we bring him
here.

“The reason I'm trying to be secret-
like is that maybe—maybe”—and Arbin’s
eyes swiveled involuntarily at the walls,
as if to penetrate them by sheer will and
detect the listeners that might be behind
—“well, maybe the Ancients won't like
what I'm doing. Maybe trying to save
an afflicted man can be judged as against
the Customs, but life is hard, sir . . .
And it would be useful to you. You kave
asked for volunteers.”

“I know. Where is your relative?”

Arbin took the chance. “Out in my
biwheel, if no one’s found him. He
wouldn’t be able to take care of himself
if anyone has—"

“Well, we’ll hope he’s safe. You and I
will go out right now and bring the car
around to our basement garage. I'll see
to it that no one knows of his presence

but ourselves and my helpers. And I
assure you that you won't be in trouble
with the Brotherhood.”

His arm dropped in friendly fashion
to Arbin's shoulder, who grinned spas-
modically. To the farmer it was like a
rope loosening from about his neck.

HEKT looked down at the plump,
balding figure upon the couch. The
patient was unconscious, breathing deeply
and regularly. He had spoken unintelli-
gibly, had understood nothing. Yet there
had been none of the physical stigmata
of feeble-mindedness. Reflexes had been
in order, for an old man.
! Hmm.
He looked across at Arbin, who
watched everything with a glance like a

vise.

“Would you like us to take a bone an-
alysis?”

“No,” cried Arbin. Then, more softly,
“I dont want anything that might be iden-
tification.”

“It might help us—be safer, you know
—if we knew his age,” said Shekt.

“He’s fifty,” said Arbin shortly.

The physicist shrugged. It didn’t mat-
ter. Again he looked at the sleeper. When
brought in, the subject had been, or cer-
tainly seemed, dejected, withdrawn, un-
earing. Even the Hypnopills had appar-
ently aroused no suspicion. They had been
offered him; there had been a quick, spas-
modic smile in response, and he had swal-
lowed them.

The technician was already rolling in
the last of the rather clumsy units which
together made up the Synapsifier. At the
touch of a push button the polarized glass
in the windows of the operating room
underwent molecular rearrangement and
became opaque. The only light was the
white one that blazed its cold brilliance
upon the patient suspended, as he was,
(T rand T e i :
field some two inches above the operating
table to which he was transferred.

Arbin still sat in the dark there, under-
standing nothing, but determined in deadly
fashion to prevent, somehow, by his pres-
ence, the harmful tricks he knew he had
not the knowledge to prevent.

The physicists paid no attention to him.
The electrodes were adjusted to the pa-
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tient’s skull. It was a long job. First there
was the careful study of the skull for-
mation by the Ullster technique that re-
vealed the winding, tight-knit fissures.
Grimly, Shekt smiled to himself. Skull
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lar peaks and troughs.

Then the graphs were removed and
placed on the illuminated opal glass. They
bent low over it, whispering.

Arbin caught disjointed flashes: “ .

fissures weren't an

tive measure of age, but they were good
enough in this case. The man was older
than the claimed fifty,

And then, after a while, he did not
smile. He frowned. There was some-
thing wrong with the fissures. They
seemed odd—not quite . . .

For a moment he was ready to swear
that the skull formation was a primitive
one, a throwback, but then . . . Well, the
man was subnormal in mentality. Why
not?

And suddenly he exclaimed in shock,
“Why, I hadn’t noticed! This man has
hair on his face!” He turned to Arbin.
“Has he always been bearded?”

“Bearded?”

“Hair on his face! Come here! Don’t
you see it?”

“Yes, sir.” Arbin thought rapidly. He
had noticed it that morning and then had
forgotten. “He was born like that,” he
said, and then weakened it by adding, “I
think.”

“Well, let’s remove it. You don’t want
him going around like a brute beast, do
you?”

“No, sir.”

The hair came off smoothly at the ap-
plication of a depilatory salve by the care-
fully gloved technician.

The technician said, “He has hair on
his chest too, Dr. Shekt.”

“Great Galaxy,” said Shekt, “let me
see! Why, the man is a rug! Well, let
it be. It won’t show with a shirt, and I
want to get on with the electrodes. Let’s
have wires here and here, and here.” Tiny
pricks and the insertion of the platinum
hairlets. “Here and here.”

A dozen connections, probing through
skin to the fissures, through the tightness
of which could be felt the delicate shadow
echoes of the microcurrents that surged
from cell to cell in the brain.

Carefully they watched the delicate am-
meters stir and leap, as the connections
were made and broken. The tiny needle-
point recorders traced their delicate spider
webs across the graphed paper in irregu-

kably regular . . . look at the helght
of the quinternary peak . think it
ought to be analyzed . . . clear enough
to the eye . . .”

And then, for what seemed a long
time, there was a tedious adjustment of
the Synapsifier. Knobs were turned, eyes
on vernier adjustments, then clamped and
their readings recorded. QOver and over
again the various electrometers were
checked and new adjustments were made
necessary.

Then Shekt smiled at Arbin and said,
“It will all be over very soon.”

The large machinery was advanced upon
the sleeper like a slow-moving and hun-
gry monster. Four long wires were dan-
gled to the extremities of his limbs, and
a dull black pad of something that looked
like hard rubber was carefully adjusted
at the back of his neck and held firmly
in place by clamps that fitted over the
shoulders. Finally, like two giant mandi-
bles, the opposing electrodes were parted
and brought downward over the pale,
pudgy head, so that each pointed at a
temple.

Shekt kept his eyes firmly on the chron-
ometer; in his other hand was the switch.
His thumb moved; nothing visible hap-
pened—not even to the fear-sharpened
sense of the watching Arbin. After what
might have been hours, but was actually
less than three minutes, Shekt’s thumb
moved again.

His assistant bent over the still-sleeping
Schwartz hurriedly, then looked up tri-
umphantly. “He’s alive.””

There remained yet several hours, dur-
ing which a library of recordings were
taken, to an undertone of almost wild
excitement. It was well past midnight
when the hypodermic was pressed home
and the sleeper’s eyes fluttered.

Shekt stepped back, bloodless but
happy. He dabbed at his forehead with the
back of a hand. “It's all right”

He turned to Arbin firmly. “He must
stay with us a few days, sir.”

The look of alarm grew madly in Ar-
bin’s eyes. “But—but—"
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“No, no, you must rely on me” ur-
gently. “He will be safe; I will stake
my life on it. I om staking my life on
it. Leave him to us; no one will see him
but ourselves. If you take him with
you now, he may not survive. What
good will that do you? . .. And if he
does die, you may have to explain the
corpse to the Ancients.”

It was the last that did the trick. Arbin
swallowed and said, “But look, how am
I to know when to come and take him?
I won't give you my name!”

But it was submission. Shekt said, “I'm
not asking you for your name. Come a
week from today at ten in the evening.
Tll be waiting for you at the door of
the garage, the one we took in your bi-
wheel at. You must believe me, man; you
have nothing to fear.”

Tt was evening when Arbin arrowed out
of Chica. Twenty-four hours had passed
since the stranger had pounded at his
door, and in that time he had doubled
his crimes against the Customs. Would
he ever be safe again?

He could not help but glance over
his shoulder as his biwheel sped along
the empty road. Would there be someone
to follow? Someone to trace him home?
Or was his face already recorded? Were
matchings being leisurely made somewhere
in the distant files of the Brotherhood at
Washenn, where all living Earthmen, to-
gether with their vital statistics, were
listed, for purposes of the Sixty.

The Sixty, which must come to all
Earthmen eventually. He had yet a quar-
ter of a century before it came to him,
yet he lived daily with it on Grew's ac-
count, and now on the stranger’s account.

What if he never returned to Chica?

No! He and Loa could not long con-
tinue producing for three, and once they
failed, their first crime, that of concealing
Grew, would be discovered. And so crimes
against the Customs, once begun, must be
compounded.

Arbin knew that he would be back,
despite any risk.

T was past midnight before Shekt
thought of retiring, and then only be-
cause the troubled Pola insisted. Even
then he did not sleep. His pillow was a
subtle smothering device, his sheets a pair

of maddening snarls. He arose and took
his seat by the window. The city was
dark now, but there on the horizea, oa
the side opposite the lake, was the faint
trace of that blue glow of death that
held sway over all but a few patches of:
Earth,

The activities of the hectic day just
past danced madly before his mind. His
first action after having persuaded the
frightened farmer to leave had been to
televise the State House. Ennius must
have been waiting for him, for he him-
self had answered. He was still encased
in the heaviness of the lead-impregnated
clothing.

“Ah, Shekt, good evening. Your ex-
periment is over?”

“And nearly my volunteer as well, poor
man.”

Ennius looked ill. “I thought well when
1 thought it better not to stay. You sci-
entists are scarcely removed from mur-
derers, it seems to me.”

“He is not yet dead, Procurator, and
it may be that we will save him,
And he shrugged his shoulders.

“I'd stick to rats exclusively hencefor-
ward, Shekt . . . But you don’t look at
all your usual self, friend. Surely you, at
least, must be hardened to this, even if I
am not.”

“I am getting old, my Lord,” said Shekt
simply.

“A dangerous pastime on Earth,” was
the dry reply. “Get you to bed, Shekt.”

And so Shekt sat there, looking out
at the dark city of a dying world.

For two years now the Synapsifier had
been under test, and for two years he
had been the slave and sport of the So-
ciety of Ancients, or the Brotherhood,
as they called themselves,

He had seven or eight papers that
might have been published in the Sirion
Journal of Neurophysiology, that might
have given that Galaxy-wide fame to him
that he so wanted. These papers moldered
in his desk. Instead there was that ob-
scure and deliberately misleading paper
in Physical Reviews. That was the way
of the Brotherhood. Better a half-truth
than a lie.

And still Ennius was inquiting. Why?

Did it fit in with other things he had
learned? Was the Empire suspecting what
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he himself suspected?

Three times in two hundred years Earth
had risen. Three times, under the banner
of a claimed ancient greatness, Earth had
rebelled against the Imperial garrisons.
Three times they had failed—of course—
and had not the Empire been, esssentially,
enlightened, and the Galactic Councils,
by and large, statesmanlike, Earth would
have been bloodily erased from the roll
of inhabited planets.

But now things might be different...
Or could they be different? How far
could he trust the words of a dying mad-
man, three quarters incoherent?

What was the use? In any case, he
dared do nothing. He could only wait.
He was getting old, and, as Ennius had
said, that was a dangerous pastime on
Earth. The Sixty was almost upon him,
and there were few exceptions to its
inevitable grasp.

And even on this miserable, burning
mud ball of Earth, he wanted to live.

He went to bed once more at that
point, and just before falling asleep he
wondered feebly if his call to Ennius
might have been tapped by the Ancients.
He did not know at the time that the
Ancieats had other sources of informa-
tion.

IT WAS morning before Shekt’s young
techmclan had completely made up his

He admired Shekt, but he knew well
that the secret treatment of a non-au-
thorized volunteer was against the direct
order of the Brotherhood. And that order
had been given the status of a Custom,
which made disobedience a capital of-
fense.

He reasoned it out. After all, who was
this man who had been treated? The
campaign for volunteers had been care-
fully worked out. It was designed to gwe
enough about the Synap:
to remove suspicion on the part of possi-
ble Imperial spies without giving any real
encouragement to volunteers. The Society
of Ancients sent their own men for treat-
ment, and that was enough.

Who had sent this man, then? The
Society of Ancients in secret? In order
to test Shekt’s reliability?

Or was Shekt a traitor? He had been
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closeted with someone earlier in the day
—someone in bulky lothes, such as Out-
siders wore in fear of radioactive poison-
ing.

In either case Shekt might go down
in doom, and why should he himself be
dragged down as well? He was a young
man with nearly four decades of life be-
fore him. Why should he anticipate the
Sixty?

Besides, it would mean promotion for
him . . . And Shekt was so old, the
next Census would probably get him any-
way, so it would involve very little harm
for him. Practically none at all.

The technician had decided. His hand
reached for the communicator, and hé
punched the combination that would lead
directly to the private room of the High
Minister of all Earth, who, under the
Emperor and Procurator, held the power
of life and death over every man on
Earth.

T was evening again before the misty

impressions  within Schwartz’s skull
sharpened through the pink pain. He re-
membered the trip to the low, huddling
structures by the lakeside, the long crouch-
ing wait in the rear of the car.

And then—what? What? His mind
yanked away at the sluggish thoughts...
Yes, they had come for him. There was a
room, with instruments and dials, and
two pills . . . That was it. They had
given him pills, and he had taken them
cheerfully. What had he to lose? Poison-
ing would have been a favor.

And then—nothing.

Wait! There had been flashes of
consciousness . People bending over
im . Suddenly he remembered the

old motlon of a stethoscope over his
chest . . . A girl had been feeding him.

It flashed upon him that he had been
operated upon and, in panic, he flung the
bed sheets from him and sat up.

A girl was upoft him, hands on his
shoulders, forcing him back onto the pil-
lows. She spoke soothingly, but he did
not understand her. He tensed himself
against the slim arms, but uselessly. He
had no strength.

He held his hands before his face.
They seemed normal. He moved his legs
and heard them brush against the sheets.
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They couldn’t have been amputated.

He turned to the girl and said, without
much hope, “Can you understand me?
Do you know where I am?” He scarcely
recognized his own voice.

The girl smiled and suddenly poured
out a rapid patter of liquid sound.
Schwartz groaned. Then an older man
entered, the one who had given him the
pills. The man and the girl spoke to-
gether, the girl turning to him after a
while, pointing to his lips and making
little gestures of invitation to him.

“What?” he said.

She nodded eagerly, her pretty face
glowing with pleasure, until, despite him-
‘self, Schwartz felt glad to look at it.

“You want me to talk?” he asked.

The man sat down upon his bed and
motioned him to open his mouth. He said,
“Ahh-h-h,” and Schwartz repeated
“Ah-h-h” while the man’s fingers mas-
saged Schwartz’s Adam’s apple.

“What’s the matter?” said Schwartz
peevishly, when the pressure was re-
moved. “Are you surprised I can talk?
What do you think I am?”

The days passed, and Schwartz learned
a few things. The man was Dr. Shekt—
the first human being he knew by name
since he had stepped over the rag doll.
The girl was his daughter, Pola. Schwartz
found that he no longer needed to shave.
The hair on his face never grew. It
frightened him. Did it ever grow?

His strength came back quickly. They
were letting him put on clothes and walk
about now, and were feeding him some-
thing more than mush.

Was his trouble amnesia, then? Were
they treating him for that? Was all this
world normal and natural, while the world
he thought he remembered was only the
fantasy of an amnesic brain?

And they never let him step out of
the room, not even into the corridor. Was
he a prisoner, then? Had he committed
a crime?

There never can be a man so lost as
one who is lost in the vast and intricate
corridors of his own lonely mind, where
none may reach and none may save. There
never was a man so helpless as one who
cannot remember.

Pola amused herself by teaching him
words. He was not at all amazed at the
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ease with which he picked them up and
remembered. He remembered that he had
had a trick memory in the past; that
memory, at least, seemed accurate. In
two days he could understand simple
sentences. In three he could make him-
self understood.

On the third day, however, he did be-
come amazed. Shekt taught him numbers
and set him problems. Schwartz would
give answers, and Shekt would look at
a timing device and record with rapid
strokes of his stylus. But then Shekt ex-
plained the term “logarithm” to him and
asked for the logarithm of two.

Schwartz picked his words carefully.
His vocabulary was still minute and he
reinforced it with gestures. “I—not—say.
Answer—not—number.”

Shekt nodded his head excitedly and
said, “Not number. Not this, not that;
part this, part that”

Schwartz understood quite well that
Shekt had confirmed his statement that
the answer was not an even number but
a fraction and therefore said, “Point
three zero one zero three—and—more—
numbers.”

“Enough!”

Then came the amazement. How had
he known the answer to that? Schwartz
was certain that he had never heard of
logarithms before, yet in his mind the
answer had come as soon as the question'
was put. He had no idea of the process
by which it had been calculated. It was
as if his mind were an independent en-
tity, using him only as its mouthpiece,

Or had he once been a mathematician,
in the days before his amnesia?

He found it exceedingly difficult to
wait the days out. Increasingly he felt
he must venture out into the world and
force an answer from it somehow. He
could never learn in the prison of this
room, where (the thought suddenly came
to him) he was but a medical specimen.

The chance came on the sixth day.
They were beginning to trust him too
much, and one time when Shekt left he
did not lock the door. Where usually the
door so neatly closed itself that the very
crack of its joining the wall became in-
visible, this time a quarter inch of space
showed.

He waited to make sure Shekt was
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not returning on the instant, and then
slowly put his hand over the little gleam-
ing light as he had seen them often
do. Smoothly and silently the door slid
open . . . The corridor was empty.

And so Schwartz ‘escaped.’

How was he to know that for the
six days of his residence there the So-
ciety of Ancients had its agents watching
the hospital, his room, himself?

Vi

HE Procurator’s palace was scarcely

less a fairyland at night. The even-
ing flowers (none native to Earth)
opened their fat white blossoms in fes-
toons that extended their delicate fra-
grance to the very walls of the palace.
Under the polarized light of the moon,
the artificial silicate strands woven clev-
erly into the stainless aluminum alloy of
the palace structure sparked a faint violet
against the metallic sheen of their sur-
roundings.

Ennius looked at the stars. They were
the real beauty to him, since they were
the Empire.

Earth’s sky was of an intermediate
type. It had not the unbearable glory of
the skies of the Central Worlds, where
star elbowed star in such blinding com-
petition that the black of night was nearly
lost in a coruscant explosion of light.
Nor did it possess the lonely grandeur
of the skies of the Periphery, where the
unrelieved blackness was broken at great
intervals by the dimness of an orphaned
star—with the milky lens shape of the
Galaxy spreading across the sky, the in-
dividual stars thereof lost in diamond
dust.

On Earth two thousand stars were vis-
ible at one time. Ennius could see Sirius,
round which circled one of the ten most
populous planets of the Empire. There
was Arcturus, capital of the sector of
his birth. The sun of Trantor, the Em-
pire’s capital world, was lost somewhere
in the Milky Way. Even under a tele-
scope it was just part of a general blaze.

He felt a soft hand on his shoulder,
and his own went up to meet it.

“Flora?” he whispered.

“Tt had better be,” came his wife’s half-
amused voice, “Do you know that you
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haven’t slept since you returned from
Chica? Do you know further that it is
almost dawn? . . . Shall I have break-
fast sent out here?”

“Why not?” He smiled fondly up at
her and felt in the darkness for the brown
ringlet that hovered next to her cheek. He
tugged at it. “And must you wait up with
me and shadow the most beautiful eyes in
the Galaxy?”

She freed her hair and replied gently,
“You are trying to shadow them your-
self with your sugar syrup, but I've seen
you this way before and am not in the
least hoodwinked. What worries you to-
night, dear?”

“Why, that which always worries me.
That I have buried you here uselessly,
when there’s not a viceregal society in
the Galaxy you could not grace.”

“Besides that! Come, Ennius, I will
not be played with.”

Ennius shook his head in the shadows
and said, “I don’t know. I think an ac-
cumulation of little puzzling things has
finally sickened me. There’s the matter
of Shekt and his Synapsifier. And there’s
this archaeologist, Arvardan, and his theo-
ries. And other things, other things. Oh,
what’s the use, Flora—I'm doing no good
here at all.”

“Surely this time of the morning isn’t
quite the moment for putting your mor-
ale to the test”

But Ennius was speaking through
clenched teeth. “These Earthmen! Why
should so few be such a burden to the
Empire? Do you remember, Flora, when
I was first appointed to the Procuracy,
the warnings I received from old Faroul,
the last Procurator, as to the difficulties
of the position? . . . He was right. If
anything, he did not go far enough in
his warnings. Yet I laughed at him at
the time and privately thought him the
victim of his own senile incapacity. I
was young, active, daring. I would do
better . . .” He paused, lost in himself,
then continued, apparently at a discon-
nected point. “Yet so many independent
pieces of evidence seem to show that these
Earthmen are once again being misled
into dreams of rebellion.”

He looked up at his wife. “Do you
know that it is the doctrine of the So-
ciety of Ancients that Earth was at one
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time the sole home of Humanity, that it
is the appointed center of the race, the
true representation of Man?”

“Why, so Arvardan told us two even-
ings ago, didn’t he?” It was always best
at these times to let him talk himself
out.

“Yes, so he did,” said Ennius gloomily,
“but even so, he spoke only of the past.
The Society of Ancients speaks of the
future as well Earth, once more, they
say, will be the center of the race. They
even claim that this mythical Second
Kingdom of Earth is at hand; they wam
that the Empire will be destroyed in a
general catastrophe which will leave Earth
triumphant in all its pristine glory”—
and his voice shook—"as a backward, bar-
barous, soil-sick world. Three times be-
fore this same nonsense has raised rebel-
lion, and the destruction brought down
upon Earth has never served in the least
to shake their stupid faith.”

“They are but poor creatures,” said
Flora, “these men of Earth. What should
they have, if not their Faith? They are
certainly robbed of everything else—of
a decent world, of a decent life. They are
even robbed of the dignity of acceptance
on a basis of equality by the rest of the
Galaxy. So- they retire to their dreams.
Can you blame them?”

“Yes, I can blame them,” cried Ennius
with energy. “Let them turn from their
dreams and fight for assimilation. They
don’t deny they are different. They simply
wish to replace ‘worse’ by ‘better, and
you can’t expect the rest of the Galaxy
to let them do that. Let them abandon
their cliquishness, their outdated and of-
fensive ‘Customs.’ Let them be sen, and
they will be considered men. Let them
be Earthmen and they will be considered
only as such.

“But never mind that. For instance,
what’s going on with the Synapsifier?
Now there’s a little thing that is keeping
me from sleep.” Ennius frowned thought-
fully at the dullness which was over-
coming the polished darkness of the east-
ern sky.

“The Synapsifier? . . . Why, isn’t that
the instrument Dr. Arvardan spoke of at
dinner? Did you go to Chica to see about
that?”

Ennius nodded.

“And what did you find out there?”

“W HY, nothmg at all,” said Ennius.
“I know Shekt. I know him
well. T can tell when he’s at ease; I can
tell when he isn’t. I tell you, Flora, that
man was dying of apprehension all the
time he was speaking to me. And when
I left he broke into a sweat of thankful-
ness. It is an unhappy mystery, Flora.”

“But will the machine work?”

“Am I a neurophysicist? Shekt says it
will not. He called me up to tell me that
a volunteer was nearly killed by it. But
I don't believe that. He was excited! He
was more than that. He was triumphant!
His volunteer had lived and the experi-
ment had been successful, or I've never
seen a happy man in my life. .. Now why
do you suppose he lied to me, then? Do
you suppose that the Synapsifier is in
operation? Do you supose that it can be
creating a race of geniuses?”

“But then why keep it secret?”

“Ah! Why? It isn’t obvious to you.
Why has Earth failed in its rebellions?
There are fairly tremendous odds against
it, aren’t there? Increase the average in-
telligence of the Earthman. Double it.
Triple it. And where may your odds be
then?”

“Oh, Ennius.”

“We may be in the position of apes
attacking human beings. What price nu-
merical odds?”

“You're really jumping at shadows.
They couldn’t hide a thing like that.
You can always have the Bureau of
Outer Provinces send in a few psyco-
logists and keep testing random samples
of Earthmen. Surely any abnormal rise
in 1.Q. could be detected instantly.”

“Yes. I suppose so But that may
not be it. I'm not sure of anything, Flora,
except that a rebellion is in the cards.
Something like the Uprising of 750, ex-
cept that it will probably be worse.”

“Are we prepared for it? I mean, if
you're so certain—"

“Prepared?” Ennius’s laughter was a
bark. “I am. The garrison is in readiness
and fully supplied. Whatever can possibly
be done with the material at hand, I have
done. But, Flora, I don’t want to have a
rebellion. I don’t want my Procuracy to
go down in history as the Procuracy of the




PEBBLE IN

Rebellion. I don’t want my name lmked
with death and slaugt T’ll be d
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fun of me, Ennius. How should I guess?

for it, but a century from now the history
books will call me a bloody tyrant. What
about the Viceroy of Santanni in the
sixth century? Could he have done other
than he did, though millions died? He
was honored then, but who has a good
word for him now? I would rather be
known as the man who prevented a re-
bellion and saved the worthless lives of
twenty million fools.” He sounded quite
hopeless about it.

“Are you so sure you can’t, Ennius—
even yet?” She sat down beside him and
brushed her finger tips along the line of
his jaw.

He caught them and held them tightly.
“How can I? Everything works against
me. The Bureau itself - rushes into the
struggle on the side of the fanatics of
Earth by sending this Arvardan here.”

“But, dear, I don’t see that this archae-
ologist will do anything so awful. Tl
admit he sounds like a faddist, but what
harm can_he do?”

“Why, isn’t it plain? He wants to be al-
lowed to prove that Earth is the original
home of Humanity. He wants to bring
scientific authority to the aid of sub-
version,”

“Then stop him.”

“I can’t. There you have it, frankly.
There’s a theory about that viceroys can
do anything, but that just isn’t so. That
man, Arvardan, has a writ of permission
from the Bureau of Outer Provinces. It
is approved by the Emperor. That super-
sedes me completely. I could do nothing
without appealing to the Central Council,
and that would take months. .. And what
reasons could I give? If I tried to stop
him by force, on the other hand, it would
be an act of rebellion; and you know how
ready the Central Council is to remove
any executive they think is overstepping
the line, ever since the Civil War of the
eighties. And then what? I'd be replaced
by someone who wouldn’t be aware of
the situation at all, and Arvardan would
go ahead anyway.

“And that still isn’t the worst, Flora.
Do you know how he intends to prove
the antiquity of Earth? Suppose you

oo

Flora laughed gently. “You're making

I'm no arct I suppose he’ll try
to dig up old statues or bones and date
them by their radioactivity or something
like that”

“I wish it were like that. What Ar-
vardan intends to do, he told me yester-
day, is to enter the radioactive areas on
Earth. He intends to find human artifacts
there, show that they exist from a time
previous to that at which Earth's soil be-
came radioactive — since he insists the
radioactivity is man-made—and date it in
that fashion.”

“But that’s almost what I said.”

“Do you know what it means to enter
the radioactive areas? They’re Forbidden.
It's one of the strongest Customs these
Earthmen have. No one can enter the
Forbidden Areas, and all radioactive areas
are Forbidden.”

“But then that's good. Arvardan will
be stopped by the men of Earth them-
selves.”

“Oh, fine. He'll be stopped by the
High Minister! And then how will we
ever convince him that all this was not a
Government-sponsored project, that the
Empire is not conniving at deliberate
sacrilege ?”

“The High Minister can’t be that
touchy.”

“Can’t he?” Ennius reared back and
stared at his wife. The night had lightened
to a slatiness in which she was just vi-
sible.

“You have the most touching naivete.
He certainly can be that touchy. Do you
know what happened—oh, about fifty
years ago? I'll tell you, and then you can
judge for yourself.

ARTH, it so happens, will allow no

ouward sign of Imperial domination
on their world because of their insistence
that Earth is the rightful ruler of the
Galaxy. But it so happened that young
Stannell II—the boy emperor who was
somewhat insane and who was removed
by assassination after a reign of two
years; you remember!—ordered that the
Emperor’s insignia be raised in their
Council Chamber at Washenn. In itself
the order was reasonable, since the in-
signia is present in every planetary Coun-
cil Chamber in the Galaxy as a symbol of
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the Imperial unity. But what happened in
this case? The day the insignia was raised,
the town became a mass of riots.

“The lunatics of Washenn tore down
the insignia and took up arms against the
garrison. Stannell was sufficiently mad to
demand that his order be complied with
if it meant the slaughter of every Earth-
man alive, but he was assassinated before
that could be put into effect, and Edard,
his successor, canceled the original order.
All was peace again.”

“You mean,” said Flora incredulously,
“that the Imperial insignia was not re-
placed ?”

“I mean that exactly. By the Stars,
Earth is the only one of the millions and
millions of planets in the Empire that has
no insignia in its Council Chamber. This
miserable planet we are on now. And if
even today we were to try again, they
would fight to the last man to prevent
us. And you ask me if they’re touchy.
I tell you they’re mad.”

There was silence in the slowly graying
light of dawn, until Flora’s voice
again, little and unsure of itself.

“Ennius?”

“Yes?

“You're not just concerned about the
rebellion that you're expecting because of
its effect on your reputation. I wouldn’t
be your wife if T couldn’t half read your
thoughts, and it seems to me that you
expect something actually dangerous to
the Empire . . . You shouldn’t hide any-
thing from me, Ennius. You're afraid
these Earthmen will win.”

“Flora, I can’t talk about it.” There
was something tortured in his eyes. “It
isn’t even a hunch . . . Maybe four years
on this world is too long for any sane
man. But why are these Earthmen so
confident ?”

“How do you know they are?”

“Oh, they are. I have my sources of
information too. After all, they’ve been
crushed three times. They can’t have il-
lusions left. Yet they face two hundred
million worlds, each one singly stronger
than they, and they are confident. Can
they really be so firm in their faith in
some Destiny or some supernatural Force
—something that has meaning only to
them? Maybe—maybe—maybe—"

“Maybe what, Ennius ?”

“Maybe they have their weapons.”

“Weapons that will allow one world to
defeat two hundred millions? You are
panicky. No weapon could do that.”

“I have already mentioned the Synap-
sifier.”

“And I have told you how to take
care of that. Do you know of any other
type of weapon they could use?”

Reluctantly, “No.”

“Exactly. There isn’t any such weapon
passible. Now T'll tell you what to do,
dear. Why don’t you get in touch with
the High Minister and, in earnest of your
good faith, warn him of Arvardan’s
plans? Urge, unofficially, that he not be
granted permission. This will remove any
suspicion—or should—that the Imperial
Government has any hand in this silly
violation of their customs. At the same
time you will have stopped Arvardan
without having appeared in the mess your-
self. Then have the Bureau send out two
good psychologists—or, better, ask for
four, so theyll be sure to send at least
two—and have them check on the Sy-
napsifier possibility . . . And anything else
can taken care of by our soldiers,
while we allow posterity to take care
of itself.

“Now why don’t you sleep right here?
‘We can put the chair back down, you
can use my fur piece as a blanket, and
T'll have a breakfast tray wheeled out
when you awake. Things will seem dif-
ferent in the sun.”

And so it was that Ennius, after waking
the night through, fell asleep five minutes
before sunrise.

Thus it was eight hours later that’the
High Minister first learned of Bel Ar-
vardan and his mission from the Procu-
rator himself,

vII

S FOR Arvardan, he was concerned

only with making holiday. His ship,
the Ophiuchus, was not to be expected for
at least a month, therefore he had a
month to spend as lavishly as he might
wish.

So it was that on the sixth day after
his arrival at Everest, Bel Arvardan left
his host and took passage on the Ter-
restrial Air Transport Company’s largest
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jet Stratospheric, traveling between Eve-
test and the Terrestrial capital, Washenn.

If he took a commercial liner, rather
than the speedy cruiser placed at his
service by Ennius, it was done deliber-
ately, out of the reasonable curiosity of
a stranger and an archaeologist toward the
ordinary life of men inhabiting such a
planet as Earth.

And for another reason too.

Arvardan was from the Sirian Sector,
notoriously the sector above all others in
the Galaxy where anti-Terrestrian pre-
judice was strong. Yet he had always
liked to think he had not succumbed to
that prejudice himself. As a scientist, as
an archaeologist, he couldn’t afford to. Of
course he had grown into the habit of
thinking of Earthmen in certain set cari-
cature types, and even now the word
“Earthman” seemed an ugly one to him.
But he wasn’t really prejudiced.
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different, these Earthmen, but could he
have told these from ordinary men if he
had met them casually in a crowd? He
didn’t think so. The women weren’t bad-
looking . . . His brows knit. Of course
even tolerance must draw the line some-
where, Intermarriage, for instance, was
quite unthinkable.

The plane itself was, in his eyes, a
small affair of imperfect construction. It
was, of course, atomic-powered, but the
application of the principle was far from
efficient. For one thing, the power unit
was not shielded. Then it occurred to Ar-.
vardan that the presence of stray gamma
rays and a high neutron density in the
atmosphere might well strike Earthmen
as less important than it might strike
others.

Then the view caught his eyes. From
the dark wine-purple of the extreme at-

Earth

At least he didn’t think so. For instance,
if an Earthman had ever wished to join
an expedition of his or work for him in
any capacity—and had the training and
the ability—he would be accepted. If there
were an opening for him, that was. And
if the other members -of the expedition
didn’t mind too much. That was the rub.
Usually the fellow workers objected, and
then what could you do?

He pondered the matter. Now certainly
he would have no objection to eating with
an Earthman, or even bunking with one
in case of need—assuming the Earthman
were reasonably clean, and healthy. In
fact, he would in all ways treat him as
he would treat anyone else, he thought.
Yet there was no denying that he would
always be conscious of the fact that an
Earthman was an Earthman. He couldn’t
help that. That was the result of a child-
hood immersed in an atmosphere of bi-
gotry so complete that it was almost in-
visible, so entire that you accepted its
axioms as second nature. Then you left
it and saw it for what it was when you
looked back.

But here was his chance to test himself.
He was in a plane with only Earthmen
about him, and he felt perfectly natural,
almost. Well, just a little self~onscious.

Arvardan looked about at the undis-
tinguished and normal faces of his fellow
passengers, They were supposed to be

d a fabulous ap-
pearance. Beneath him the vast and misted
land areas in sight (obscured here and
there by the patches of sun-bright clouds)
showed a ‘desert orange. Behind them,
slowly receding from the fleeing strato-
liner, was the soft and fuzzy night line,
within whose dark shadow there was the
sparking of the radioactive areas.

His attention was drawn from the win-
dow by the laughter among the others. It
seemed to center about an elderly couple,
comfortably stout and all smiles.

nudged his neighbor.
“Whats going on?”

His neigbor paused to say, “They've
been married forty years, and they’re mak-
ing the Grand Tour.”

“The Grand Tour?”

“You know. All around the Earth.”

The elderly man, flushed with pleasure,
was recounting in voluble fashion his ex-
periences and impressions. His wife joined
in periodically, with meticulous corrections
involving completely unimportant points;
these being given and taken in the best of
humor. To all this the audience listened
with the greatest attention, so that to
Arvardan it seemed that Earthmen were
as warm and human as any people in the
Galaxy.

And then someone asked, “And when
is it that you're scheduled for the Sixty?”

“In about a month,” came the ready,
cheerful answer. “Sixteenth November.”
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“Well,” said the questioner, “I hope
you have a nice day for it. My father
reached his Sixty in a damned pouring
rain, I've never seen one like it since. I
was going with him—you know, a fellow
likes company on a day like that—and
he complained about the rain every step
of the way. We had an open biwheel,
you see, and we got soaked. ‘Listen’ I
said, ‘what are you complammg about,
Dad? I've got to come back.’”

HERE was a general howl of laugh-

ter which the anniversary couple
were not backward in joining. Arvardan,
however, felt plunged in horror as a dis-
tinct and uncomfortable suspicion entered
his mind.

He said to the man sharing his seat,
“This Sixty, this subject of conversation
here—I take it they're referring to eutha-
nasia. I mean, you're put out of the way
when you reach your sixtieth birthday,
aren’t you?”

Arvardan’s voice faded somewhat as
his neighbor choked off the last of his
chuckles to turn in his seat and favor the
questioner with a long and suspicious
stare. Finally he said. “Well, what do
you think he meant?”

Arvardan made an indefinite gesture
with his hand and smiled rather foolishly.

e had known of the custom, but only
academically. Something in a book. Some-
thing discussed in a scientific paper. But
it was now borne in upon him that it
actually applied to living beings, that the
men and women surrounding him could,
by custom, live only to sixty.

The man next to him was still staring.
“Hey, fella, where you from? Don’t they
know about the Sixty in your home
town?”

“We call it the ‘Time,’” said Arvardan
feebly. “I'm from back there.” He jerked
his thumb hard over his shoulder, and
after an additional quarter minute the
other withdrew that hard, questioning
stare.

Arvardan’s lips quirked. These people
were suspicious. That facet of the cari-
cature, at least, was authentic.

The elderly man was talking again.
“She’s coming with me,” he said, nod-
ding toward his genial wife. “She’s not
due for about three months after that,

but there’s no point in her waiting, she
thinks, and we might as well go together.
Isn't that it, Chubby?”

“Oh yes,” she said and giggled rosily.
“Our children are all married and have
homes of their own. I'd just be a bother
to them. Besides, I couldn’t enjoy the
time anyway without the old fellow—so
we'll just leave off together.”

Whereupon the entire list of passen-
gers seemed to engage themselves in a si-
multaneous arithmetical calculation of the
time remaining to each—a process involv-
ing conversion factors from months to
days that occasioned several disputes
among the married couples involved.

One small fellow with tight clothes and
a determined expression said fiercely,
“T've got exactly twelve years, three
months, and four days left. Twelve years,
three months, and four days. Not a day
more, not a day less.”

‘Which someone qualified by saying,

reasonably, “Unless you die first,
course.”
“Nonsense,” was the immediate reply.

“I have no intention of dying first. Do I
look like the sort of man who would die
first? I'm living twelve years, three
months, and four days, and there’s not a
man here with the hardihood to deny it.”
And he looked very fierce indeed.

A slim young man took a long, dan-
dyish cigarette from between his lips to
say darkly, “It’s well for them that can
calculate it out to a day. There’s many a
man living past his time.”

“Ah, surely,” said another, and there
was a general nod and a rather inchoate
air of indignation arose.

“Not,” continued the young man, in-
terspersing his cigarette puffs with a com-
plicated flourish intended to remove the
ash, “that I see any objection to a man
—or woman—wishing to continue on past
their birthday to the next Council day,
particularly if they have some business to
clean up. It’s these sneaks and parasites
that try to go past to the next Census,
eating the food of the next generation—’
He seemed to have a personal grievance
there.

Arvardan interposed gently, “But aren’t
the ages of everyone registered? They
can't very well pass their birthday too
far, can they?”
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A general silence followed, admixtured
mot a little with contempt at the foolish
idealism expressed. Someone said at last,
in diplomatic fashion, as though attempt-
ing to conclude the subject, “Well, there
isn't much point living past the Sixty, I
suppose.”

“Not if you're a farmer,” shot back
another vigorously. “After you've been
working in the fields for half a céntury,
you'd be crazy not to be glad to call it off.
How about the administrators, though,
and the businessmen?”

Finally the elderly man, whore fortieth
wedding anniversary had begun the con-
versation, ventured his own opinion, em-
boldened perhaps by the fact that, as a
current victim of the Sixty, he had noth-
ing to lose.

“As to that,” he said, “it depends on
who you know.” And he winked with a
sly innuendo, “I knew a man once who
was sixty the year after the 810 Census
and lived till the 820 Census caught him.
He was sixty-nine before he_left off.
Sixty-nine! Think of that!”

- “How did he manage that?”

“He had a little money, and his brother
was one of the Society of Ancients.
There’s nothing you can’t do if you've
got that combination.”

HERE was general approval of that
sentiment,

“Listen,” said the young man with the
cigarette emphatically, “I had an uncle
who lived a year past—just a year. He
was just one of these selfish guys who
don’t feel like going, you know. A lot
he cared for the rest of us ... And I
didn’t know about it, you see, or I would
have reported him, believe me, because a
guy should go when it’s his time. It’s only
fair to the next generation. Anyway, he
got caught all right, and the first thing T
knew, the Brotherhood calls on me and
my brother and wants to know how come
we didn’t report him. I said, hell, I
didn’t know anything about it; nobody
in my family knew anything about it. I
said we hadn’t seen him in ten years. My
old man backed us up. But we got fined
five hundred credits just the same. That’s
when you don’t have any pull.”

- The look of discomposure on Arvar-
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dan’s face was growing. Were these people
madmen to accept death so—to resent
their friends and relatives who tried to
escape death? Could he, by accident, be
on a ship carrying a cargo of lunatics to
asylum—or euthanasia? Or were these
simply Earthmen?

His neighbor was scowling at him
again, and his voice broke in on Arvar-
dan’s thoughts. “Hey fella, where’s ‘back
there’?”

“Pardon me?”

“I said—where are youfrom? You said
‘back there” What's ‘back there’? Hey?”

Arvardan found the eyes of all upon
him now, each with its own sudden spark
of suspicion in it. Did they think him a
member of this Society of Ancients of
theirs? Had his questioning seemed the
cajolery of an agent provocateurf

So he met that by saying, in a burst of
frankness, “I'm not from anywhere on
Earth. I'm Bel Arvardan from Baronn,
Sirius Sector. What’s your name?” And
he held out his hand.

He might as well have dropped an
atomic explosive capsule into the middle
of the plane.

The first silent horror on every face
turned rapidly into angry, bitter hostility
that flamed at him. The man who had
shared his seat rose stiffly and crowded
into another, where the pair of occupants
squeezed closely together to make room
for him.

Faces turned away. Shoulders sur-
rounded him, hemmed him in. For a
moment Arvardan burned with indigna-
tion. Earthmen to treat kim so. Earthmen!
He had held out the hand of friendship
to them. He, a Sirian, had condescended
to treat with them and they had rebuffed

im.

And then, with an effort, he relaxed. It
was obvious that bigotry was never a
one-way operation, that hatred bred hatred !

He was conscious of a presence beside
him, and he turned toward it resentfully.
ENE

It was the young man with the cigarette.
He was lighting a new one as he spoke.
“Hello,” he said. “My name’s Creen . . .
Don't let those jerks get you.”

“N'o one’s getting me,” said Arvardan
shortly. He was not too pleased with the

, nor was he in the mood for



34 Two Complete SCIENCE-ADVENTURE BOOKS

patronizing advice from an Earthman.

But Creen was not trained to the de-
tection of the more delicate nuances. He
puffed his cigarette to life in man-sized
drags and tapped its ashes over the arm
of the seat into the middle aisle.

“Provincials!” he whispered with con-
tempt. “Just a bunch of farmers . . .
They:lack the Galactic view. Don’t bother
with them . . . Now you take me. I got
a different philosophy. Live and let live,
1 say. I got nothing against Outsiders. If
they want to be friendly with me, I'll be
friendly with them. What the hell—They
can’t help being an Outsider just like I
can’t help being an Earthman. Don’t you
think I'm right?” And he tapped Arvar-
dan familiarly on the wrist.

Arvardan nodded and felt a crawling
sensation at the other’s touch. Social con-
tact with a man who felt resentful over
losing a chance to bring about his uncle’s
death was not pleasant, quite regardless of
planetary origin.

Creen leaned back. “Heading for Chica?
What did you say your name was? Al-
badan?”

“Arvardan. Yes, I'm going to Chica.”

“That’s my home town. Best damned
city on Earth. Going to stay there long?”

“Maybe. I haven’t made any plans.”

“Umm . .. Say, I hope you don’t object
to my saying that I've been noticing your
shirt. Mind if I take a close look? Made
in Sirius, huh?"

“Yes, it is.”

“It’s very good material. Can’t get any-
thing like that on Edrth . . . Say, bud,
you wouldn’t have a spare sh.\rt like that in
your luggage, would you? I'd pay for it if
you wanted to sell it. It’s a snappy num-
ber.”

RVARDAN shook his head emphati-

cally. “Sorry, but I don’t have much
of a wardrobe. I am planning to buy
clothes here on Earth as I go along.”

“I'll pay you fifty credits,” said Creen

. Silence. He added, with a touch of
resentment, “That’s a good price.”

“A very good price,” said Arvardan,
“but, as I told you, I have no shirt to
sell.”

“Well . . .” Creen shrugged. “
to stay on Earth quite a*while, I suppose?”

“Maybe.”

“What's your line of business?”

The archaeologist allowed irritation to
rise to the surface, “Look, Mr. Creen, iff
you don’t mind, I'm a little tired and
would like to take a nap. Is thatall righti
with you?”

Creen frowned. “What’s the matter,
with you? Don’t your kind believe in
being civil to people? I'm just asking you
a pohte question; no need to bite my ear
off.

The conversatlon, hitherto conducted in
a low voice, had suddenly amplified itself
into a near shout. Hostile expressions
turned Arvardan’s way, and the archae-
ologist’s lips compressed themselves into
a thin line.

He had asked for it, he decided bitterly.
He would not have gotten into this mess
if he had held aloof from the beginning,
if he hadn’t felt the necessity of vaunting'
‘his damned tolerance and forcing it on
people who don’t want it.

He said levelly, “Mr. Creen, I didn’t
ask you to join me, and I haven't been
uncivil. T repeat, I am tired and would
like to rest. I think there’s nothing un-
usual in that”

“Listen”—the young man rose from
his seat, threw his cigarette away with &
violent gesture, and pointed a finger—
“you don’t have to treat me like I'm a dog
or something. You stinking Outsiders
come here with your fine talk and stand-
offishness and think it gives you the right
to stamp all over us. We don’t have to
stand for it, see. If you don’t like it here,
you can go back where you came from,
and it won't take much more of your
lip to make me light into you, either. You
think Pm afraid of you?”

Arvardan turned his head away and
stared stonily out the window.

Creen said no more, but took his
original seat once again. There was am
excited buzz of conversation round and
about the plane which Arvardan ignored.
He felt, rather than saw, the sharpened
and envenomed glances being cast at him.
Until, gradually, it passed, as all thingg
did.

He completed his journey, silent and
alone.

The landing at the Chica airport was
welcome. Arvardan smiled to himself af
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the first sight from the air of the “best
dammned city on Earth” but found it,
nevertheless, an immense improvement
over the thick, unfriendly atmosphere of
the plane.

He supervised the unloading of his
luggage and had it transferred into a bi-
wheel cab. At least he would be the only
passenger here, so that if he took care not
to speak unnecessarily to the driver, he
could scarcely get into trouble.

“State House,” he told the cabby, and
they were off.

Arvardan thus entered Chica for the
first time, and he did so on the day that
Joseph Schwartz escaped from his room
at the Institute for Nuclear Research.

Creen watched Arvardan leave with a
bitter half-smile. He took out his little
book and studied it closely between
puffs at his cigarette. He hadn’t gotten
much out of the passengers, despite his
story about his uncle (which he had used
often before to good effect). To be sure,
the old guy had complained about 2 man
living past his time and had blamed it on
“pull” with the Ancients. That would come
under the heading of slander against the
Brotherhood. But then the geezer was
heading for the Sixty in a month, anyway.
No use putting his name down.

But this Outsider, that was different.
He surveyed the item with a feeling of
pleasure: “Bel Arvardan, Baronn, Sirius
Sector—curious about the Sixty—secret-
ive about his own aflairs—entered Chica
by commercial plane 11 A.M. Chica time,
12 October—anti-Terrestrian attitude
very marked.”

This time maybe he had a real haul.
Picking up these little squealers who made
incautious remarks was dull work, but
things like this made it pay off.

The Brotherhood would have his report
before half an hour was up. He made
his way leisurely off the field,

vir

'OR THE twentieth time Dr. Shekt
leafed through his latest volume of
research notes, then looked up as Pola
entered his office. She frowned as she
slipped on her lab coat.
“Now, Father, haven’t you eaten yet?”
“Eh? Certainly I have . . . Oh, what’s

this?”

“This is lunch. Or it was, once. What
you ate must have been breakfast. Now
there’s no sense in my buying meals and
bringing them here if youre not going
to eat them. I'm just going to make you
go home for them.”

“Don’t get ‘excited. I'll eat it. I can’t
interrupt a vital experiment every time
you think I ought to eat, you know.”

He grew cheerful again over the des-
sert. “You have no idea,” he said, “the
kind of man this Schwartz is. Did I ever
tell you about his skull sutures?”

“They’re primitive. You told me.”

“But that’s not all. He’s got thirty-two
teeth: three molars up and down, left and
right, counting one false and that must be
homemade. At least I've never seen a
bridge that has metal prongs hooking it
onto adjacent teeth instead of being
grafted to the jawbone . . . But have you
ever seen anyone with thirty-two teeth?”

“I don’t go about counting people’s
teeth, Father. What’s the right number—
twenty-eight ?”

“It sure as Space is . . . I'm still not
finished, though. We took an internal
analysis yesterday. What do you suppose
we found? . . . Guess!”

“Intestines?”

“Pola, you're being deliberately annoy-
ing, but I don’t care. You needn’t guess;
Tl tellyou. Schwartz has a vermiform ap-
pendix, three and a half inches long, and
it’s open. Great Galaxy, it’s completely un-
precedented! I have checked with the
Medical School—cautiously, of course—
and appendixes are practically never
longer than half an inch, and they’re
never open.”

“And just what does that mean?”

“Why, he’s a complete throwback, a
living fossil” He had risen from his
chair and paced the distance to the wall
and back with hasty steps. “I tell you
what, Pola, I don’t think we ought to give
Schwartz up. He’s too valuable a speci-
men.”

“No, no, Father,” said Pola quickly,
“you can’t do that. You promised that
farmer to return Schwartz, and you must
for Schwartz’s own sake. He’s unhappy.”

“Unhappy! Why, were treating him
like a rich Outsider.”

“What difference does that make? The
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poor fellow is used to his farm and his
people. He’s lived there all his life. And
now he’s had a frightening experience—
a painful one, for all I know—and his
mind works differently now. He can’t be
expected to understand. We've got to
consider his human rights and return him
to his family.” s

“But, Pola, the cause of “science—"

“Oh, slush! What is the cause of
science worth to me? What do you sup-
pose the Brotherhood will say when they
hear of your unauthorized experiments?
Do you think they care about the cause of
science? I mean, consider yourself if
you don’t wish to consider Schwartz. The
longer you keep him, the greater the
chance of being caught. You send him
home tomorrow night, the way you origin-
ally planned to, do you hear? . .. I'll
go down and see if Schwartz wants any-
thing before dinner.”

But she was back in less than five
minutes, face damp and chalky, “Father,
he’s gone!”

“Who’s gone?” startled.

“Schwartz!” she cried, half in tears,
“You must have forgotten to lock the
door when you left him.”

Shekt was on his feet, throwing a
hand out to steady himself. “How long?”

“I don’t know. But it can’t be very long.
When were you last there?”

“Not fifteen minutes. I had just been
here a minute or two when you came in.”

“Well, then,” with sudden decision, “I'll
run out. He may simply be wandering
about the neighborhood. You stay here.
If someone else picks him up, they
mustn’t connect him with you. Under-
stand?”

Shekt could only nod.

OSEPH Schwartz felt no lifting of

the heart when.he exchanged the con-
fines of his prison hospital for the ex-
panses of the city outside. He did not de-
lude himself to the effect that he had a
plan of action. He knew, and knew well,
that he was simply improvising.

If any rational impulse guided him (as
distinct from mere blind desire to ex-
change inaction for action of any sort),
it was the hope that by chance encounter
some fact of life would bring back his
wandering memory. That he was an am-
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nesiac he was now fully convinced. :

The first glimpse of the city, however,
was disheartening. It was late afternoon
and, in the sunlight, Chica was a milky,
white. The buildings might have been con-
structed of porcelain, like that farmhouse
he had first stumbled upon.

Stirrings deep within him told him that
cities should be brown and red. And they
should be much dirtier. He was sure of
that,

He walked slowly. He felt, somehow,
that there would be no organized search
for him, He knew that, without knowing
how he knew. To be sure, in the last few
days he had found himself growing in-
creasingly sensitive to “atmosphere,” to
the “feel” of things about him. It was
part of the strangeness in his mind, since
—since . . .

His thought trailed away.

In any case, the “atmosphere” at the
hospital prison was one of secrecy; a
frightened secrecy, it seemed. So they
could not pursue him with loud outcry.
He knew that. Now why should he know
that? Was this queer activity of his mind
part of what went on in cases of amnesia?

He crossed another intersection.
Wheeled vehicles were relauvely few.

. Their
clothes were rather laughablc mmlas,
buttonless, colorful. But then so were his
own. He wondered where his old clothes
were, then wondered if he had ever really
owned such clothes as he remembered,
It is very difficult to be sure of any-
thing, once you begin doubting your
memory on principle.

But he remembered his wife so clearly;
his children. They couldn’t be fictions.
He stopped in the middle of the walk to
regain a composure suddenly lost. Per«
haps they were distorted versions of real
people, in this so unreal-seeming real life,
whom he must find,

People were brushing past him and
several muttered unamiably. He moved on.
The thought occurred to him, suddenly and
forcibly, that he was hungry, or would
be soom, and that he had no money.

He looked about. Nothing like a restau~
rant in sight. Well, how did he know?
He couldn’t read the signs.

He gazed into each store front he
passed . . . And then he found an interior
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which consisted in part of small alcoved
tables, at one of which two men sat and
another- at which a single man sat. And
the men were eating.

At least that hadn’t changed. Men who
ate still chewed and swallowed.

He stepped in and, for a moment,
stopped in considerable bewilderment.
There was no counter, no cooking going
on, no signs of any kitchen. It had been
his idea to offer to wash the dishes for a
meal, but—to whom could he make the

offer?

Diffidently, he stepped up to the two
diners. He pointed, and said painstakingly,
“Food! Where? Please.”

They looked at him, rather startled. One
spoke fluently, and quite incomprehensibly,
patting a small structure at the wall end
of the table. The other joined in, im-
patiently.

Schwartz’s eyes fell. He turned to leave,
and there was a hand upon his sleeve—

RANZ had seen Schwartz while the
latter was still only a plump and
wistful face at the window.

He said, “What's he want?”

Messter, sitting across the little table,
with his back to the street, turned, looked,
shrugged his shoulders, and said nothing.

Granz said, “He’s coming in,” and
Messter replied, “So what?”

“N'othing. Just mentioning it.””

But a few moments later the new-
ocomer, after looking about helplessly, ap-
proached and pointed to their beef stew,
saying in a queer accent, “Food! Where?
Please.”

Granz looked up. “Food right here, bud.
Just pull up a chair at any table you want
and use the Foodomat . . . Foodomat!
Don’t you know what a Foodomat is? . . .
Look at the poor jerk, Messter. He’s look-
ing at me as if he doesnt understand a
word I say. Hey, fella—this thing, see.
Just put a coin in and let me eat, will
your”

“Leave him alone,” grunted Messter.
“He just a bum, looking for a handout.”

“Hey, hold on” Granz seized
Schwartz's sleeve as the latter turned to
go. He added in an aside to Messter,
“Space, let the guy eat. He’s probably
getting the Sixty soon. It’s the least I
can do to give him a break . . . Hey, bud,
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you got any money? . . . Well, I'll Be
damned, he still doesn’t understand me.
Money, pal,money! This—” Andhedrewa
shining half-credit piece out of his pocket,
flipping it so that it sparkled in the air.

“Got any?” he asked.

Slowly Schwartz shook his head.

“Well, then, have this on me!” He
replaced the half-credit piece in his pocket
and tossed over a considerably smaller
coin.

Schwartz held it uncertainly.

“All right. Don’t just stand there. Stick
it in the Foodomat. THis thing here.”

Schwartz suddenly found himself un-
derstanding. The Foodomat had a series of
slits for coins of different sizes and a
series of knobs opposite little milky rect-
angles, the writing upon which he could
not read. Schwartz pointed to the food on
the table and ran a forefinger up and
down the knobs, raising his eyebrows in
question.

Messter said in annoyance, “A sandwich
isn’t good enough for him. We're getting
classy bums in this burg nowadays. It
doesn’t pay to humor them, Granz.”

“All right, so I loose point eight five
credits. Tomorrow’s payday, anyway . . .
Here,” he said to Schwartz. He placed
coins of his own into the Foodomat and
withdrew the wide metal container from
the recess in the wall “Now take it to
another table. . . . Nah, keep that tenth
piece. Buy yourself a cup of coffee with
it”

Schwartz carried the container gingerly
to the next table. It had a spoon attached
to the side by means of a transparent,
filmy material, which broke with a slight
pop under the pressure of a fingernail. As
it did so, the top of the container parted
at a seam and curled back upon itself.

The food, unlike that which he saw
the others eating, was cold; but that was
a detail. It was only after a minute or
so that he realized the food was getting
warmer and that the container had grown
hot to the touch. He stopped, in alarm,
and waited.

The gravy first steamed, then bubbled
gently for a moment. It cooled again and
Schwartz completed the meal.

Granz and Messter were still there
when he left. So was the third man,
to whom, throughout, Schwartz had paid
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no attention.

Nor had Schwartz noticed, at any time
since he had left the Institute, the thin,
little man who, without seeming to, had
managed to remain always within eyeshot.

EL Arvardan, having showered and

changed his clothes, promptly fol-
lowed his original intention of observing
the human animal, subspecies Earth, in
its native habitat. The weather was mild,
the light breeze refreshing, the village
itself—pardon, the city—bright, quiet,
and clean. 2

Not so bad.

Chica first stop, he thought. Largest
collection of Earthmen on the planet.
‘Washenn next; local capital. Senloo! Sen-
fran! Bomair! . . . He had plotted an
itinerary all over the western continents
(where most the meager scattering of
Ea.rth’s population lived) and, allowing
two or three days at each, he would be
back in Chica just about the time his ex~
peditionary ship was due.

It would be educational.

As afternoon began to decline he
stepped into a Foodomat and, as he ate,
observed the small drama that played
itself out between the two Earthmen who
had entered shortly after himself and the
plump, elderly man who came in last of
all. But his observation was detached and
casual, simply noting it as an item to set
against his unpleasant experience on the
jet transport. The two men at the table
were obviously air-cab drivers and not
wealthy, yet they could be charitable.

The beggar left, and two minutes later
Arvardan left as well.

The streets were noticeably fuller, as
the workday was approaching its end,

He stepped hastily aside to avoid col-
lldmg with a young girl.

“Pardon me,” he said.

She was dressed in white, in clothing
which bore the stereotyped lines of a
uniform. She seemed quite oblivious of
the near collision. The anxious look on
her face, the sharp turning of her head
from side to side, her utter preoccupation,
made the situation quite obvious.

He laid a light finger on her shoulder,
“May I help you, miss? Are you in
trouble?” _

She stopped and turned startled eyes

upon him. Arvardan found himself judg-
ing her age at nineteen to twenty-one,
observing carefully her brown hair and
dark eyes, her high cheekbones and little
chin, her slim waist and graceful carriage.
He discovered, suddenly, that the thought
of. this little female creature being an
Earthwoman lent a sort of perverse
piquancy to her attractiveness.

But she was still staring, and almost at
the moment of speaking she seemed to
break down. “Oh, it's no use. Please
don’t bother about me. It's silly to ex-
pect to find someone when you don’t
have the slightest idea where he could
have gone” She was drooping in dis-
couragement, her eyes wet. Then she
straightened and breathed deeply. “Have
you seen a plump man about five-four,
dressed in green and white, no hat, rather
bald?”

Arvardan looked at her in astonishment,
“What? Green and white? . . . Oh, I don’t
believe this . . . Look, this man you're
referring to—does he speak with diffi
culty?”

“Yes, yes, oh yes. You have seen
him, then?”

“Not five minutes ago he was there eat-
ing with two men. . . . Here they are ...
Say, you two.” He beckoned them over.

Granz reached them first. “Cab, sir?”

“No, but if you tell the young lady what
happened to the man you were eating
with, you'll stand to make the fare, any-
way.”

Granz paused and looked chagrined.
“Well, I'd like to help you, but I never
saw him before in my life.”

Arvardan turned to the girl. “Now look,
miss, he can’t have gone in the direction
you came from or you'd have seen him.
And he can’t be far away. Suppose we
move north a bit. Il recognize him if
I see him.”

His offer of help was an impulse, yet
Arvardan was not, ordinarily, an impul-
sive man. He found himself smiling at
her.

Granz interrupted suddenly. “What's
he done, lady? He hasn’t broken any of
the Customs, has he?”

“No, no,” she replied hastily. “He’s
only a little sick, that's all.”

Messter looked after them as they left.
“A little sick?* He shoved his visored
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tap back upon his head, then pinched
balefully at his chin. “How d'ya like that,
Granz? A little sick.”

His eyes looked askance at the other
for a moment.

“What's got into you?” asked Granz
uneasily.

“Something that’s making me a little
sick. That guy must've been straight out
of the hospital. That was a nurse looking
for him, and a plenty worried nurse, too.
Why should she be worried if he was
just a little sick? He couldn’t hardly talk,
and he didn’t hardly understand. You
noticed that, didn’t you?”

There was a sudden panicky light in
Granz's eyes. “You don’t think it's
Fever?”

“I sure do think it's Radiation Fever—
and he’s far gone. He was within a foot
of us, too. It’s never any

There was a little thin man next to
them, A little thin man with bright,
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from the Foodomat,
see him,” whispered Arvardan.

"Now stay back and let me follow him.
If he sees you and dashes into the mob,
we’ll never locate him.”

Casually they followed in a sort of
nightmare chase. The human contents of
the store was?la quicksand which could
absorb its prey slowly—or quickly—keep
it hidden impenetrably, spew it forth un-
expectably, set up barriers that somehow
would not yield. The mob might almost
have had a malevolent conscious mind of
its own.

And then Arvardan circled a counter
watchfully, playing Schwartz as though
he were at the end of a fishing line. His
huge hand reached out and closed on the
other’s shoulder.

Schwartz burst into mcomprehensxb]e
prose and jerked away in panic. Arvar-
dan’s grip, however, was unbreakable to
men far stronger than Schwartz, and he

sharp eyes and a twil voice, who
had stepped out of nowhere. “What's that,
gents? Who's got Radiation Fever?”

He was regarded with disfavor. “Who
are you?”

“Ho,” said the sharp little man, “you
want to know, do you? It so happens that
I'm a messenger of the Brotherhood, to
be sure.” He flashed a little glowing badge
on the inner lapel of his jacket. “Now, in
the name of the Society of Ancients,
what’s all this about Radiation Fever?”

Messter spoke in cowed and sullen
tones. “I don't know nothing. There’s a
nurse looking for somebody who's sick,
and I was wondering if it was Radiation
Fever. That’s not against the Customs,
is it?”

“Ho! You're telling me about the Cus-
toms, are you? You better go about
your business and let me worry about the
Customs.”

The little man rubbed his hands to-
gether, gazed quickly about him, and hur-
ried northward.

66 HERE HEis!” And Pola clutched

feverishly at her companion’s el-
bow. It had happened quickly, easily, and
accidentally. Through the despairing blank-
ness he had suddenly materialized just
within the main entrance of the self-
service department store, not three blocks

himself with smiling and say-
mg, in normal tones, for the benefit of the
curious  spectator, ‘“Hello, old chap,
haven’t seen you in months. How are
you?”

A palpable fraud, he supposed, in the
face of the other’s gibberish, but Pola had
joined them.

“Schwartz,” she whispered, “come back
with us.”

For a moment Schwartz stiffened in
rebellion, then he drooped.

He said wearily, ‘T—go—along—you,”
but the statement was drowned in the sud-
den blare of the store’s loud-speaker sys-
tem,

“Attention! Attention! Attention! The
management requests that all patrons of
the store leave by the Fifth Street exit in
orderly fashion. You will present your
registration cards to the guards at the
door. It is essential that this be done
rapidly. Aftention! Attention! Attention!”

The message was repeated three times,
the last time over the sound of scuffling
feet as crowds were beginning to line up
at the exits. A many-tongued cry was
making itself heard, asking in various
fashions the forever-unanswerable ques-
lion of “What's happened? What's going

Arvardan shrugged and said, “Let’s get
on line, miss, We're leaving anyway.”
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But Pola shook her head. “We can’t—"
“Why not?” the archaeologist frowned.
The girl merely shrank away from him.

had

gazed into the middle distance with an

ineffable boredom. He was completing his

second year of duty on Earth and waited
fos

How could she tell him that Sch

no registration card? Who was he? Why
had he been helping her? She was in a
whirl of suspicion and despair.

She said huskily, “You'd better go, or
you'll get into trouble.”

They were pouring out the elevators as
the upper floors emptied. Arvardan, Pola,
and Schwartz were a little island of
solidity in the human river.

Looking back on it later, Arvardan
realized that at this point he could have
left the girl Left her! Never seen her
again! Have nothing to reproach himself
with! . . . And all would have beea dif-
ferent. The great Galactic Empxrc would
have dissolved in chaos and

r

Nowhere in the Galaxy was the problem
of mamlammg a ison quite so com-
plicated as it was on this horrible world.
On other planets there existed a certain
camaraderie between soldier and civilian,
particularly female civilian. There was a
sense of freedom and openness.

But here the garrison was a prison.
There were the radiation-proof barracks
and the filtered atmosphere, free of radio-
active dust. There was the lead-impreg-
nated clothing, cold and heavy, which
could not be removed without grave risk.
As a corollary to that, fraternization with
the populasion (assuming that the des-

He did not leave the girl. She was
scarcely pretty in her fear and despair.
No one could be. But Arvardan felt dis-
turbed at the sight of her helplessness.

He had taken a step away, and now ha
turned. “Are you going to stay here?”

She nodded.

“But why?” he demanded.

“Because”—and the tears now over-
flowed—"1 don’t know what else to do.”

She was just a little, frightened girl,
even if she was an Earthie. Arvardan
said, in a softer voice. “If you'll tell me
what's wrong, I'll try to help.”

There was no answer.

The three formed a tablean. Schwartz
had sunk to the floor in a squatting
posture, too sick at heart to try %o follow
the conversation, to be curious at the sud-
den emptiness of the store, to do anything
but bury his head in his hands in the last
unspoken and unuttered whimper of des-
pair. Pola, weeping, knew only that she
was more frightened than she had ever
thought it possible for anyone to be. Ar-
vardan, puzzled and waiting, tried clumsily
and ineffectually to pat Pola’s shoulder in
encouraging fashion, and was conscious
only of the fact that for the first time he
had touched an Earthgirl,

The litde man came upon them thus.

X

IEU'I‘ENANT Marc Claudy of the
Chica garrison yawned slowly and

peration of loneli could drive a soldier
to the society of an “Earthie” girl) was
out of the question.

What was left, then, but short snorts,
long naps, and slow madness?

Lieutenant Claudy shook his head in
a futile attempt to clear it, yawned again,
sat up and began ing on his shoes.
He looked at his watch and decided it
was not yet quite time for evening chow.

And then he jumped to his feet, omly
one shoe on, acutely conscious of his un-
cambed hair, and saluted.

‘The colonel jooked about him disparage
ingly but said nothing directly on the sub~
ject. Instead he directed crisply, “Lieu-
tenant, there are reports of rioting in the
business district. You will take a deconta-
mination squad to the Dunham depart-
mentswtemdtakzcharg&\’ouwillsee
to it that all your men are thoroughly pro-
tected against infection by Radiation
Fever”

“Radiation Fevert” cried the lieutenant,
“Pardon me, sir, but—"

“You will be ready to leave in fifteen
minutes,” said the colonel coldly.

Arvardan saw the little man first, and
stiffened as the other made a little gesture
of greeting. “Hi, guy'ner. Hi, big fella.
Tell the little lady there ain’t no call for
the waterworks.”

Pola’s head had snapped up, her breath
sucked in. Automatically she leaned to-
ward the protecting balk of Arvardan,
who, as automatically, put a protective am
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about her, It did not occur to him that that
was the second time he had touched an
Earthgirl.

He said sharply, “What do you want?”

The little man with the sharp eyes
stepped diffidently out from behind a
counter piled high with packages. He
spoke in a manner which managed to be
both ingratiating and impudent simul-
taneously.

“Here’s a weird go outside,” he said,
“but it don’t need bother you, miss. I'll
get your man back to the Institute for

ou.”

“What institute?” demanded Pola fear-
fully.

“Aw, come off it,” said the little man.
“I'm Natter, fella with the fruit stand
right across the street from the Institute
for Nuclear Research. I seen you there
lots of times.”

“See here,” said Arvardan abruptly,
“what’s all this about?”

Natter’s little frame shook with merri-
ment. “They think this fella here has
Radiation Fever—"

“Radiation Fever?” It came from both
Arvardan and Pola at once.

Natter nodded. “That’s right. Two cab-
bies. ate with him and that's what they
said. News like that kinda spreads, you
know.”

“The guards outside,” demanded Pola,

“are just looking for someone with
fever?”
“That’s right.”

“And just why aren’t you afraid of
the fever?” demanded Arvardan abrupty.
“I take it that fear of contagion caused
the authorities to empty the store.”

“Sure, the authorities are waiting out-
side, afraid to come in, too. They’re wait-
ing for the Outsiders’ decontamination
squad to get here.”

“And you're not afraid of fever, is that
it?”

“Why should I be? This guy don’t have
no fever. Look at him. Where’s the sores
on his mouth? He isn't flushed. His eyes
are all right. I know what fever looks like.
Come on, miss, we'll march out of here,
then.”

But Pola was frightened again. “No,
no. We can’t. He's—he’s—" She couldn’t

on.
Natter said insinuatingly, “I could take

him out. No questions asked. No re-
gistration card necessary—"

Pola failed to surpress a little cry, and
Arvardan said, with coasiderable distaste,
“What makes you so important?”

Natter laughed hoarsely. He flipped his
lapel. “Messenger for the Society of An-
cients. Nobody’ll ask me questions.”

“And what's in it for you?”

“Money! You're anxious and I can help
you. There ain’t no fairer than that. It’s
worth, say, a hundred credits to you, and
it's worth a hundred credits to me. Fifty
credits now, fifty on delivery.”

But Pola whispered in horror. “You'll
take him to the Ancients.”

“What for? He’s no good to them, and
he’s worth a hundred credits to me. If
you wait for the Outsiders, they’re liable
to kill the fella before they find out he’s
fever-free. You know Outsiders—they
don’t care if they kill an Earthman or
not. They'd rather, in fact.”

Arvardan said, “Take the young lady
with B .

But Natter’s little eyes were sharp and
very sly. “Oh no. Not that, guv'ner. I
take what you call calculated risks. I can
get by with one, maybe not with two.
And if I only take one, I take the one
what’s worth more, Ain't that reasonable
to you?”

“What,” said Arvardan, “if I pick you
up and pull your legs off? What'll happea
then?”

ATTER FLINCHED, but found his
voice, nevertheless, and a
laugh. “Why, then, you're a dope. They’ll

- get you anyway, and there’ll be murder,

too, on the list . . . All right, guv'ner.
Keep your hands off.”

“Please”—Pola was dragging at Ar-
vardan’s arm—“we must take a chance.
Let him do as he says . .. Youll be
honest with us, w-won’t you, Mr, Natter?”

Natter’s lips were curling. “Your big
friend wrenched my arm. He had no call
to do that, and I don’t like nobody to push
me around. I'll just take an extra hundred
credits for that. Two hundred in all.”

“My father’ll pay you—"

“One hundred in advance,” he replied
obdurately.

“But I don’t have a hundred credits,”
Pola wailed.
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“That’s all nght, mlss,
stonily. “I can swing it.”

He opened his wallet and plucked out

” said Arvardan

several bills. He threw them at Natter.
“Get going!”

“Go with him, Schwartz,” whispered
Pola.

Schwartz did, without comment, with-
out caring. He would have gone to hell
at that moment with as little emotion.

And they were alone, staring at each
other blankly. It was perhaps the first
time that Pola had actually looked at
Arvardan, and she was amazed to find
him tall and craggily handsome, calm and
self-confident, She had accepted him till
now as an inchoate, unmotivated helper,
but now—She grew suddenly shy, and all
the events of the last hour or two were
enmeshed and lost in a scurry of heart-
beating.

They didn’t even know each other’s

name.,

She smiled and said, “T'm Pola Shekt.”

Arvardan had not seen her smile before,
and found himself interested in the phe-
nomenon. It was a glow that entered
her face, a radiance. It made him feel—
But he put that thought away roughly. An
Earthgirl!

So he said, with perhaps less cordiality
than he intended, “My name is Bel Arvar-
dan.” He held out a bronzed hand, into
which her little one was swallowed up for
a moment.

She said, “I must thank you for all
your help.”

Arvarda.n shrugged it away. “Shall we
leave? I mean, now that your friend is
gone; safely, I trust.”

“I think we would have heard quite a
noise if they had caught him, don’t you
think so?” Her eyes were pleading for
confirmation of her hope, and he refused
the temptation toward softness.

“Shall we go?”

She was somehow frozen.
not?” sharply.

But there was a whining in the air, a
shrill moan on the horizon, and the girl’s
eyes were wide and her outstretched hand
suddenly withdrawri again.

“What's the matter now?” asked Ar-
vardan.

“It’s the Imperials.”

“And are you frightened of them too?”

“Yes, why
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It was the self consciously non-Earthman
Arvardan who spoke—the Sirian archae-
ologist. Prejudice or not, however the
logic might be chopped and minced, the
approach of Imperial soldiers meant a
trace of sanity and humanity. There was
room for condescension here, and he grew
kind.

“Don’t worry about the Outsiders,” he
said, even stooping to use their term for
non-Earthmen. “T’ll handle them, Miss
Shekt.”

She was suddenly concerned. “Oh no,
don’t try anything like that. Just don’t
talk to them at all. Do as they say, and
don’t even look at them.”

Arvardan’s smile broadened.

HE GUARDS saw them while they

were still a distance from the main
entrance and fell back. They emerged into
a little space of emptiness and a strange
hush. The whine of the army cars was
almost upon them.

And then there were armored cars in
the square and groups of glass-globe-
headed soldiers springing out therefrom.
‘The crowds scattered before them in
panic, aided in their scramblings by clipped
shouts and thrusts with the butt ends of
the neuronic whips.

Lieutenant Claudy, in the lead, ap-
proached an Earthman guard at the main
entrance. “All right, you, who’s got the
fever?”

His face was slightly distorted within
the enclosing glass, with its content of
pure air. His voice was slightly metallic
as a result of radioamplification.

The guard bent his head in deep respect.
“If it please your honor, we have iso~
lated the patient within the store. The two
who were with the patient are now stand-
ing in the doorway before you.”

“They are, are they? Good! Let them
stand there. Now—in the first place, I
want this mob out of here. Sergeant!
Clear the square!”

There was a grim efficiency in the pro-
ceedings thereafter. The deepening twi-
light gloomed over Chica as the crowd
melted into the darkening air. The
streets were beginning to gleam in soft,
artificial lighting.

Lieutenant Claudy tapped his heavy
boots with the butt of his neuronic whip.
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“You're sure the sick Earthie is inside?”
“He has not left, your honor. He must

“Well, we'll assume he is and waste
no time about it. Sergeant! Decontami-
nate the building!”

A contingent of soldiers, hermetically
sealed away from all contact with Terres-
trial environment, charged into the build-
ing. A slow quarter hour passed, while
Arvardan watched all in absorbed fashion.
It was a field experiment in intercultural
relationships that he was professionally
reluctant to disturb.

The last of the soldiers were out again,
and the store was shrouded in deepening

night.

“Seal the doors!”

Another few minutes and then the cans
of disinfectant which had been placed
in several spots on each floor were dis-
charged at long distance. In the recesses
of the building those cans were flung
open and the thick vapors rolled out and
curled up the walls, clinging to every
square inch of surface, reaching through
the air and into the inmost crannies. No
protoplasm, from germ to man, could
ramain alive in its presence, and chemi-
cal flushing of the most painstaking type
would be required eventually for decon-
tamination,

But now the lieutenant was approaching
Arvardan and Pola.

“What was his name?” There was not
even cruelty in his voice, merely utter
indifference. An Farthman, he thought,
had been killed. Well, he had killed a
fly that day also. That made two.

He received no answer, Pola bending
her head meekly and Arvardan watching
curiously. The Imperial officer did not
take his eyes off them. He beckoned
curtly, “Check them for infection.”

An officer bearing the insignia of the
TImperial Medical Corps approached them,
and was not gentle in his investigation.
His gloved hands pushed hard under
their armpits and yanked at the corners
of their mouths so that he might investi-
gate the inner surfaces of their cheeks.

“No infection, Lieutenant. If they had
been exposed this afternoon, the stigmata
would be clearly visible by now if infec-
tion had occurred.”

“Umm.” Lieutenant Claudy carefully
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removed his globe and enjoyed the touch
of “live” air, even that of Earth. He
tucked the ungainly glass object into the
crook of his left elbow and said harshly,
“Your name, Earthie-squaw?”

The term itself was richly insulting;
the tone in which it was uttered added
disgrace to it, but Pola showed no sign
of resentment.

“Pola Shekt, sir,” she responded in a
whisper.

“Your papers!”

She reached into the swall pocket of
her white jacket and removed the pink
folder.

He took it, flared it open in the light
of his pocket flash, and studied it. Then
he tossed it back. It fell, fluttering, to
the floor, and Pola bent quickly for it.

“Stand up,” the officer ordered impa-
tiently, and kicked the booklet out of
reach, Pola, white-faced, snatched her fin-
gers away.

Arvardan frowned and decided it was
time to interfere. He said, “Say, look
here, now.”

The lieutenant turned on him in a
flash, his lips dmwn back. “What did
you say, Earthie?”

Pola was between them at once. “If you
please, sir, this man has nothing to do
with anything that has happened today.
I never saw him before”

The lieutenant yanked her aside. “I
said, What did you say, Earthie?”

Arvardan returned his stare coolly. “I
said, Look here, now. And I was going
to say further that I don’t like the way
you treat women and that I'd advise you
to improve your manners.”

He was far too irritated to correct the
lieutenznt’s impression of his planetary
origin,

Lleutenant Claudy smiled without hu-
mor. “And where have you been brought
up, Earthie? Don’t you believe in saying
‘sir” when you address a man? You don't
know your place, do you? Well, it’s been
a while since I've had the pleasure of
teaching the way of life to a nice big
Earthie-buck. Here, how’s this—"

And quickly, like the flick of a snake,
his open palm was out and across Ar-
vardan’s face, back and forth, once, twice.
Arvardan stepped back in surprise and
then felt the roaring in his ears. His
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hand shot out to catch the extended arm
that pecked at him. He saw the other’s
face twist in surprise—

The muscles in  his shoulders writhed
easily.

The i was on the p:
with a crashmg thud that sent ‘the glass
globe rolling into shattered fragments.
He lay still, and Arvardan’s half-smile
was ferocious. He dusted his hands
lightly. “Any other bastard here think
he can play pattycake on my face?”

But the sergeant had raised his neu-
ronic whip. The contact closed and there
was the dim violet flash that reached out
and licked at the tall archaeol
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ears, and -when he felt the hypodermic’s
thrust he .could not gather his muscles
into motion.

And then there was the wash of won-
derful soothing non-pain along his veins
and nerves. His arms unknotted and his
back released itself slowly from its rigid
arch, settling down. He fluttered his eye-
lids rapidly and, with a thrust of his el-
bow, sat up.

The colonel was regarding him thought-
fully; Pola, apprehensively, yet, some-
how, joyfully.

The colonel said, “Well, Dr. Arvar-
dan, we seem to have had an unpleasant

Every muscle in Arvardan’s body stif-
fened in unbearable pain, and he sank
slowly to his knees. Then, with total
paralysis upon him, he blacked out.

HEN Arvardan swam out of the

haze he was conscious first of all
of a wash of welcome coolness on his
forehead. He tried to open his eyes and
found his lids reacting as if swinging on
rusty hinges. He let them remain closed
and, with infinitely slow jerks (each frag-
mentary muscular: movement shooting
pins through him), lifted his arm to his

ace.

A soft, damp towel, held by a little
hand . . .

He forced an eye open and battled with
the mist.

“Pola,” he said.

There was a little cry of sudden joy.
“Yes. How do you feel?”

“As if I were dead,” he croaked,
“without the advantage of losing pain

‘What happened?”

“We were carted off to the military
base. The colonel’s been in here. They've
searched you—and I don’t know what
they’re going to do, but—Oh, Mr. Ar-
vardan, you shouldn’t ever have struck the
lieutenant. I think you broke his arm.”

A faint smile wrenched at Arvardan’s
face. “Good! I wish I'd broken his back.”

“But resisting an Imperial officer—it’s
a capital offense.” Her voice was a horri-
fied whisper.

“Indeed? We'll see about that.”

“Ssh. They’re coming back.”

Arvardan closed his eyes and relaxed.
Pola’s cry was faint and far-off in his

ps in the city this evening.” -

Dr. Arvardan. Pola realized the little
she knew about him, not even his occu-
pation . . . She had never felt quite like
this.

Arvardan laughed shortly. “Unpleasant,
you say. I consider that a rather inade-
quate adjective.”

“You have broken the arm of an offi-
cer of the Empire about the performance
of his duty.”

“That officer struck me first. His duty
in no way included the necessity for
grossly insulting me, both verbally and
physically. In doing so he forfeited any
claim he might have to treatment as an
officer and gentleman. As a free citizen
of the Empire, I had every right to re-
sent such cavalier, not to say illegal,
treatment.”

The colonel harumphed and seemed at
a loss for words. Pola stared at both of
them with wide, unbelieving eyes.

Finally the colonel said softly, “Well,
I need not say that I consider the whole
incident to have been unfortunate. Ap-
parently the pain and indignity involved
have been equally spread on both sides.
It may be best to forget this matter.”

“Forget? I think not. I have been a
guest at the Procurator’s palace, and he
may be interested in hearing exactly in
what manner his garrison maintains or-
der on Earth.”

“Now, Dr. Arvardan, if I assure you
that you will receive a public apology—"

“To hell with that. What do you in-
tend doing with Miss Shekt?”

“What would you suggest?”

“That you free her instantly, return her
papers, and tender her your apologies—
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right now.”

The colonel reddencd, then said with
an effort, “Of course” He turned to Pola.
“If the young lady will accept my deepest
regrets . ., .

HEY had left the dark garrison walls

behind them. It had been a short and
silent ten-minute air-taxi ride to the city
proper, and now they stood at the de-
serted blackness of the Institute. It was
past midnight.

Pola said, “I don’t think I quite under-
stand. You must be very important. It
seerus silly of me not to know your
name. I didn’t ever imagine that Out-
siders could treat an Earthman so.”

Arvardan felt oddly reluctant and yet
compelled to end the fiction. “I'm not
an Earthman, Pola. I'm an archaelogist
from the Sirian Sector.”

She turned on him quickly, her face
white in the moonlight. For the space of
a slow count to ten she said nothing.
“Then you outfaced the soldiers because
you were safe, after all, and knew it.
And I thought—I should have known.”

There was an outraged bitterness about
her. “I humbly beg your pardon, sir,
if at any time today, in my
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his shoulder. He was lost in the night.
And Pola found herself weeping!
Shekt met Pola at the door of his
office.

“He's back,” he said. “A little thin
man_brought him.”

“Good!” She was having difficulty
speaking.

“He asked for two hundred credits. I
gave it to him.”

“He was to ask for one hundred, but
never mind.”

She brushed past her father. He said
wistfully, “I was terribly worried. The
commotions in the neighborhood—I dared
not ask; I might have endangered you.”

“It’s all right. Nothing’s happened .
Let me sleep here tonight, Father.”

But not all her weariness could make
her sleep, for something had happened.
She had met a man, and he was an Out-
sider,

But she had his address. She had his
address.

X

THEY presented a complete contrast,
these two Earthmcn—one with the

affected any disrespectful familiarity
with you—"

“Pola,” he cried angrily, “what’s the
matter? What if I’'m not an Earthman?
How does that make me different from
what I seemed to you to be five minutes

I

“You might have told me, sir.”

“I'm not asking you to call me ‘sir.”
Don't be like the rest of them, will you?”

“Like the rest of whom, sir? The rest
of the disgusting animals that live on
Earth? ... I owe you a hundred credits.”

“Forget it,” said Arvardan disgustedly.

“I cannot follow that order. If you'll
give me your address, I will send you
a money order for the amount tomor-
row.”

Arvardan was suddenly brutal. “You
owe me much more than a hundred
credits.”

Pola bit her lip and said in lowered
tones, “It is the only part of my great
debt, sir, that I can repay. Your ad-
dress?”

“State House,” he flung at her across

greatest bl power on arth,
and one with the greatest reality.

Thus the High Minister was the most
important Earthman on Earth, the recog-
nized ruler of the planet by direct and
definite decree of the Emperor of all the
Galaxy—subject, of course, to the orders
of the Emperor’s Procurator. His Secre-
tary seemed no one at all, really—merely
a member of the Society of Ancients, ap-
pointed, theoretically, by the High Minis-
ter to take care of certain unspecified de-
tails, and dismissable, theoretically, at will.

The High Minister was known to all the
Earth and was looked up to as the supreme
arbiter on matters of Custom. It was he
who announced the exemptions to the Sixty
and it was he who judged the breakers of
ritual, the defiers of rationing and of pro-
duction schedules, the invaders of restricted
territory and so on. The Secretary, on the
other hand, was known to nobody, not
even by name, except to the Society of
Ancients and, of course, to the High Min-
ister himself.

The High Minister had a command of
language and made frequent speeches to
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the people, speeches of high emotional
content and copious flow of sentiment. He
had fair hair, wom long, and a delicate
and patrician countenance. The Secretary,
snub-nosed and wry-faced, preferred a
short word to a long one, a grunt to a
word, and silence to a grunt—at least
in public.

It was the High Minister, of course,
who had the semblance of power; the Sec-
retary who had the reality. And in the
privacy of the High Minister’s office that
circumstance was quite plain.

For the High Minister was pettishly
puzzled and the Secretary coolly indif-
ferent.

“What I don't see,” said the High Min-
ister, “is the connection of all these re-
ports you bring me. Reports, reports !
He lifted an arm above his head and struck
viciously at an imaginary heap of paper.
“I don’t have the time for them.”

“Exactly,” said the Secretary coldly. “It
is why you hire me. I read them, digest
them, transmit them.”

“Well, good Balkis, about your busi-
ness, then. And quickly, since these are
minor matters.”

“Minor? Your Excellency may lose a
great deal someday if your judgment is
not sharpened . . . Let us see what these
reports mean, and I shall then ask you
if you still consider them minor. First
we have the original report, now seven
days old, from Shekt’s underling, and it
is that which first put me on the trail”

“What trail?”

Balkis’s smile was faintly bitter. “May
I recall to Your Excellency certain im-
portant projects whichi I have been nur-
turing here on Earth for several years.”

“Ssh!” the High Minister, in sudden
loss of dignity, could not forbear looking
about hastily.

“Your Excellency, it is not nervousness
but confidence that will win for us . . .
You know further that the success of this
project has depended upon the judicious
use of Shekt’s little toy, the Symapsifier.
Until now, at least as far as we know,
it has been utilized under our direction
only, and for definite purposes. And
now, without warning, Shekt has Syn-
apsified an unknown man, in complete
violation of our orders.”

“This,” said the High Minister, “is a
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simple matter. Discipline Shekt, take the
treated man into custody, and end the mat-
ter.”

“No, no. You are far too straightfor-
ward, Your Excellency. You miss the
point. It is not what Shekt has done, but
why he has done so. Note that there exists
a coincidence about the matter, one of a
considerable series of subsequent coinci-
dences. The Procurator of Earth had
visited Shekt that same day, and Shekt
himself reported to us, in loyal and trust-
worthy fashion, all that had passed between
them. Ennius had wanted the Synapsifier
for Imperial use. He made promise, it
seems, of great help and gracious assistance
frgm the Emperor.”

“Hmm,” said the High Minister.

“You are intrigued? A compromise such
as that seems attractive as compared to
the dangers attending our present course?
. . . Do you remember the promises of
food to us during the famine five years
ago? Do you? Shipments were refused be-
causewelacked Imperialcredits, and Earth
manufactured products would not be ac-
cepted, as being radioactively contaminated.
‘Was there a free gift of food as promised ?
Was there even a loan? A hundred thou-
sand died of starvation Don’t put your
trust in Outsider promises.

“But that does not matter. What does
is that Shekt made a great display of
loyalty. Surely we could never doubt him
again. With compounded certainty, we
could not suspect him of treason that very
day. Yet so it came to pass.”

“You mean in this unauthorized experi-
ment, Balkis?”

“I do, Your Excellency. Who was the
man treated? We have photographs of him
and, with the help of Shekt’s technician,
retinal patterns. A check with the Plane-
tary Registry shows no record of him. The
conclusion must therefore be reached that
he is no Earthman, but an Outsider. Fur-
thermore, Shekt must have been aware of
it, since a registration card cannot be
forged or transferred, if checked with ret-
inal patterns. So, in simple fashion, the
unalterable facts lead us to the conclusion
that Shekt has Synapsnﬁed knowingly, an
Outsider. And why?

“The answer to that may be disturbingly
simple. Shekt is not an ideal instrument
for our purposes. In his youth he was an
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Assimilationist; he even once stood for
election to the Washenn Council on a plat-
form of conciliation with the Empire. He
was defeated, by the way.”

The High Minister interrupted. “I didn’t
know that.”

“That he was defeated?”

“No, that he ran. Why wasn't I in-
formed of this? Shekt is a very dangerous
man in the position he now holds.”

BALKIS smiled softly and tolerantly.
“Shekt invented the Synapsifier and
still represents the one-man truly experi-
enced in its operation. He has always been
watched, and will now be watched more
closely than ever. Do not forget that a
traitor within our ranks, known to s,
can do more harm to the enemy than a
loyal man can do good to us.

“Now, let us continue to deal with the
facts. Shekt has Synapsified an Outsider.
Why? There is only one reason why a
Synapsifier can possibly be used—to im-
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known, but, instead, a famous figure. He
is not a secret intruder, but one who comes
floating on a tidal wave of publicity. We
are warned of him not by an obscure
techmcnan, but the Procurator of Earth
himself.”

“Do you think there is a connection,
Balkis?”

“Your Excellency may suppose it pos-
sible that one may be designed to distract
our attention from the other. Or else,
since the ruling classes of the Empire are
skilled enough in intrigue, we have an ex-
ample of two methods of camouflage. In
the case of Schwartz, the lights are put
out. In the case of Arvardan, the lights
are flashed in our eyes. In neither case
are we intended to see anything . -
Come, of what did Ennius warn us con-
cerning Arvardan?’

The High Minister rubbed his nose
thoughtfully. “Arvardan, he said, was on
an archaeological expedition under Im-
perial sp hip and wished to enter the

prove a mind. And why that? Because oaly
so can the minds of our scientists, already
xmpfoved by Synapsification, over-
taken. Eh? This means that the Empire
has at least a faint suspicion of what is
going on upon Earth, Is that minor, Your
Excellency ?”

There was a scattered dew on the High
Minister’s forehead. “Do you really think
s0?”

“The facts are a jigsaw puzzle that
can fit only one way. The Outsider, so
treated, was a man of undistinguished,
even contcmpuble. appearance. A good
stroke, too, since a bald and fat old man
can still be the Empire’s most skilled es-
pionage agent. Oh yes. Yes. Who else
could be trusted on a mission such as
this? . . . But we have followed this stran-
ger, wI\ose alias, by the way, is Schwartz,
uiaraswecan Let us take this second
file of reports.”

The High Minister cast an eye upoil
them. “The ones concerning Bel Arvar-
dan?”

“Dr. Bel Arvardan,” assented Balkis,
“eminent archaeologist of the gallant Sirian
Sector, those worlds of brave and chival-
rous bigots.” He spat the last out. Then,
“Well, never mind. In any case, we have
here a queer mirror image to Schwartz,
an almost poetic contrast. He is not un-

Forbidden Areas for scientific purposes.
No sacrilege, he said, was intended, and
if we could stop him in gentle fashion,
he would back our action to the Imperial
Council. Something like that.”

“So then we will watch Arvardan closely,
but for what purpose? Why, to see that
he makes no unauthorized entry into the
Forbidden Areas. Here’s the head of an
archaeological expedition without men,
ships, or equipment. Here’s an Outsider
who does not remain at Everest, where
he belongs, but wanders about Earth, for
some reason—and goes to Chica first. And
how is our attention distracted from all
these most curious and suspicious circum-
stances? Why, by urging us to watch
carefully something that is of no impor-
tance.

“But notice, Your Excellency, that
Schwartz was kept hidden in the Institute
for Nuclear Research for six days. And
then he escaped. Isn’t that strange? The
door, suddenly, wasn’t locked. The cor-
ridor, suddenly, wasn’t guarded. What
queer negligence. And on what day was
it that he escaped? Why, on the same day
that Arvardan arrived at Chica. A second
peculiar coincidence.”

“You think, then .
Minister tensely.

“I think that Schwartz is the Outsider

. .” said the High
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agent on Earth, that Shekt is the contact
man with the Assimilationist traitors
among us, and that Arvardan is the con-
tact man with the Empire. Observe the
skill with which the meeting between
Schwartz and Arvardan was arranged.
Schwartz is allowed to escape, and after
an appropriate interval his nurse—Shekt’s
daughter, by a not-too-surprising additional
coincidence—is out after him. If anything
were to go wrong with their split-second
timetable, it is obvious that she would have
found him suddenly; that he would have
become a poor, sick patient for the benefit
of anyone’s curiosity ; that he would have
been brought back to safety for another
attempt later. In fact, two overcurious cab-
bies were told that he was a sick man, and
that, ironically enough, back-fired upon
them.

“Follow it closely, now. Schwartz and
Arvardan meet first in a Foodomat. They
are, apparently, unaware of each other’s
existence. It is a preliminary meeting, de-
signed, simply, to indicate that all has gone
well so far and that the next step may be
taken. .. At least they don’t underestimate
us, which is gratifying.

“Then Schwartz leaves; a few minutes
later Arvardan leaves and the Shekt girl
meets him. It is stop-watch timing. To-
gether, after playing a little part for the
benefit of the aforementioned cabbies,
they head for the Dunham department
store, and now all three are together.
‘Where else but a department store? It
is an ideal meeting place. It has a secrecy
no cave in the mountains could duplicate.
Too open to be suspected. Too crowded
to be stalked. Wonderful—wonderful—I
give credit to my opponent.”

{The High Minister writhed in his chair.
“If our opponent deserves too much credit,
he will win”

“Impossible. He is already defeated. And
in that respect we must give credit to
the excellent Natter.”

“And who is Natter?”

66 AN insignificant agent who must be

used to the limit after this. His
actions yesterday could not have been im-
proved upon. His long-range assignment
has been to watch Shekt. For the pur-
pose, he keeps a fruit stand across the
street from the Institute. For the last week

he has been specifically instructed to watch
the development of the Schwartz affair,

“He was on hand when the man, known
to him through photographs and through
a glimpse at the time he was first brought
to the Institute, escaped. He observed
every action, himself unobserved, and it is
his report that details yesterday’s events.
‘With incredible intuition, he decided that
the entire purpose of the ‘escape’ was to
arrange a meeting with Arvardan. He felt
himself to be not in a position, single-
handed, to exploit that meeting, so he de-
cided to prevent it. The cabbies, to whom the
Shekt girl had described Schwartz as being
sick, speculated on Radiation Fever. Nat-
ter seized on that with the swiftness of
genius. As soon as he observed the meeting
in the department store, he reported the
case of fever and the local authorities
at Chica were, praised be Earth, intelligent
enough to co-operate quickly,

“The store was emptied, and the camou-
flage which they counted upon to hide their
conversation was stripped from them. They
were alone and very conspicuous in the
store. Natter went further. He approached
them and talked them into allowing him to
escort Schwartz back to thelnstitute. They
agreed. What could they do? . . . So that
the day ended with not a single word
passing between Arvardan and Schwartz.

“Nor did he commit the folly of ar-
resting Schwartz. The two are still in ig-
norance of their detection and will yet lead
us to bigger game.

“And Natter went further still. He noti-
fied the Imperial garrison, and that is be-
yond praise. It presented Arvardan with
a situation he could not possibly have
counted upon. He must either reveal him-
self to be an Outsider and destroy his use-
fulness, which apparently depends upon
conducting himself upon Earth as though
he were an Earthman, or he must keep the
fact secret and subject himself to what-
ever unpleasantness might result. He took
the more heroic alternative, and even broke
the arm of an officer of the Empire, in
his passion for realism. That, at least, must
be remembered in his favor.

“It is significant that his actions were
as they were. Why should he, an Outsider,
expose himself to the neuronic whip for
an Earthgirl if the matter at stake was
not supremely important?”
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Both fists of the High Minister were
on the desk before him. He glowered
savagely, the long, smooth lines of his
face crumpled in distress. “It is well for
you, Balkis, from such meager details,
to construct the spider web you do. It is
skillfully done, and T feel that it is as you
say. Logic leaves us no other alternative . . .
But it means thatthey are too close, Balkis.
They are too close . . . And they will have
no mercy this time.”

Balkis shrugged. “They cannot be too
close, or, in a case of such potential de-
structiveness for all the Empire, they
would have already struck . . . And their
time is running short. Arvardan must still
meet with Schwartz if anything is to be
accomplished, and so I can predict for you
the future.”

“Do so—do so.”

“Schwartz must be sent away now and
events allowed to quiet down—"

“But where will he be sent?”

“We know that too. Schwartz was
brought to the Institute by a man, ob-
viously a farmer. Descriptions reached us
from both Shekt’s technician and from Nat-
ter. We went through the registration data
of every farmer within sixty miles of Chica,
and Natter identified one Arbin Maren
as the man. The technician supported that
decision independently. We investigated
the man quietly, and it seems that he is
supporting a father-in-law, a helpless crip-
ple, in evasion of the Sixty.”

The High Minister pounded the table.
“Such cases are entirely too frequent, Bal-
kis. The laws must be tightened—"

“It is not now the point, Your Excel-
lency. What is important is the fact that
since the farmer is violating the customs,
he can be blackmailed.”
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“Shekt, and his Outsider allies, need
a tool for just such a case—that is, where
Schwartz must remain in seclusion for a
longer period than he can safely stay hid-
den in the Institute. This farmer, prob-
ably helpless and innocent, is perfect for
the purpose. Well, he will be watched.
Schwartz will never be out of sight . . .
Now, eventually another meeting between
him and Arvardan will have to be ar-
ranged, and that time we will be pre-
pared. Do you understand everything
4—TwoComplete Science-Adventure Books—W'inter
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now?”

“I do.”

“Well, praise Earth. Then I will leave
you now.” And, with a sardonic smile,
he added, “With your permission, of
course.”

And the High Minister, completely ob-
livious to the sarcasm, waved a hand in
dismissal.
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The Secretary, on his way to his own
small office, was alone, and, when alone,
his thoughts sometimes escaped from be-
neath his firm control and disported them-
selves in the secrecy of his mind.

They concerned themselves very little
with Dr. Shekt, Schwartz, Arvardan—
least of all with the High Minister.

Instead there was the picture of a planet,
Trantor—from whose huge, planet-wide
metropolis all the Galaxy was ruled. And
there was the picture of a palace whose
spires and sweeping arches he had never
seen in reality ; that no other Earthman had
ever seen. He thought of the invisible lines
of power and glory that swept from sun
to sun in gathering strings, ropes, and
cables to the central palace and to that
abstraction, the Emperor, who was, after
all, merely a man,

His mind held that thought fixedly—
the thought of that power which could
alone bestow a divinity during life—con-
centrated in one who was merely human.

Merely human! Like himself!

He could be—

X1

HE coming of the change was dim
in Joseph Schwartz’s mind. Many
times, in the absolute quiet of the night—
how much more quiet the nights were now ;
were they ever noisy and bright and clang-
ing with the life of energetic millions?P—
in the new quiet, he traced it back. He
would have liked to say that here, here
was the moment. 2
There was first that old, shattering day
of fear when he was alone in a strange
world—a day as misty in his mind now
as the memory of Chicago itself. There
was the trip to Chica, and its strange,
complicated ending. He thought of that
often.
Something about a machine—pills he had
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taken. Days of recuperation and then the
escape, the wandering, the inexplicable
events that last hour in the department
store. He couldn’t possibly remember that
part correctly. Yet, in the two months
since, how clear everything was, how un-
faulted his memory.

Even then things had begun to seem
strange. He had been -sensitive to atmo-
sphere. The old doctor and his daughter
had been uneasy, even frightened. Had
he known that then? Or had it just been
a fugitive impression, strengthened by thes
hindsight of his thoughts since?

But, then, in the department store, just
before that big man had reached out and
trapped him—just before that—he had be-
come conscious of the coming snatch. The
warning had not been soon enough to save
him, but it was a definite indication of the
change.

And, since then, the headaches. No, not
quite headaches. Throbbings, rather, as
though some hidden dynamo in his brain
had started working and, with its unac-
customed action, was vibrating every bone
of his skull. There had been nothing like
it in Chicago—supposing his fantasy of
Chicago had meaning—or even during his
first few days here in reality.

Had they done something to him that
day in Chica? The machine? The pills—
that had been anaesthetic. An operation?
And his thoughts, having reached that
point for the hundredth time, stopped once
more,

He had left Chica the day after his
abortive escape, and now the days passed
easily.

There had been Grew*in his wheel chair,
repeating words and pointing, or making
motions, just as the girl, Pola, had done
before him. Until one day Grew stopped
speaking nonsense and began talking Eng-
lish. «©Or no, he himself—he, Joseph
Schwartz—had stopped speaking English
and had begun talking nonsense. Except
that it wasn't nonsense, any more.

It was so easy. He learned to read in
four days. He surprised himself. He had
had a phenomenal memory once, in Chica-
go, or it seemed to him that he had. But
he had not been capable of such feats.
Yet Grew did not seem gurprised,

Schwartz gave it up.

Then, when the autumn had become
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really golden, things were clear again, and

was out in the fields working. It was
amazing, the way he picked it up. There
it was again—he mever made a mistake.
There were complicated machines that he
could run without trouble after a single
explanation.

He waited for the cold weather and it
never quite came. The winter was spent
in clearing ground, in fertilizing, in pre-
paring for the spring planting in a dozen
ways.

He questioned Grew, tried to explaifi
what snow was, but the latter only stared
and said, “Frozen water falling like rain,
eh? Oh! The word for that is snow! I
understand it does that on other planets
but not on Earth.”

Schwartz watched the temperature there-
after and found that it scarcely varied from
day to day—and yet the days shortened,
as would be expected from a northerly lo-
cation, say as northerly as Chicago. He
wondered if he was on Earth.

He tried reading some of Grew’s book
films but gave up. People were people
still, but the minutiae of daily life, the
knowledge of which was taken for granted,
the historical and sociological allusions that
meant nothing to him, forced him back.

The puzzles continued. The uniformly
warm rains, the wild instructions he re-
ceived to remain away from certain re-
gions. For instance, there had been the
evening that he had finally become too in-
trigued by the shining horizon, the blue
glow to the south . . .

He had slipped off after supper, and
when not a mile had passed, the almost
noiseless whir of the biwheel engine came
up behind him and Arbin’s angry shout
rang out in the evening air. He had stopped
and had been taken back.

Arbin had paced back and forth before
him and had said, “You must stay away
from anywhere that it shines at night.””

Schwartz had asked mildly, “Why?”

And the answer came with biting in-
cision, “Because it is forbidden” A long
pause, then, “You really don’t know what
it’s like out there, Schwartz?”

Schwartz spread his hands,

Arbin said, ‘Where do you come from?
‘Are you an—an Outsider?”

“What's an Outsider?”

Arbin shrugged and left.
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But that night had had a great impor-
tance for Schwartz, for it was during that
short mile toward the shiningness that the
strangeness in his mind had coalesced into
the Mind Touch. It was what he called it,
and the closest he had come, either then
or thereafter, to describing it.

E had been alone in the darkling pur-

ple. His own footsteps against the
springy pavement were muted. He hadn’t
seen anybody. He hadn’t heard anybody.
He hadn’t touched anything.

‘Not exactly . . . It had been something
like a touch, but not anywhere on his body.
It was in his mind . . . Not exactly a touch,
but a presence—a somethingness there like
@ velvety tickle.

Then there had been two—#wo touches,
distinct, apart. And the second—how could
he tell them apart?—had grown louder
‘(no, that wasn’t the right word); it had
grown distincter, more definite.

And then he knew it was Arbin. He
knew it five minutes, at least, before he
fcaught the sound of the biwheel, ten min-
utes before he laid eyes on Arbin.

Thereafter it occurred again and again
w:th increasing frequency.

It began to dawn on him that he always
knew when Arbin, Loa, or Grew was with-
in a hundred feet of himself, even when
he had no reason for knowing, even when
he had every reason to suppose the oppo-
site. It was a hard thing to take for
granted, yet it began to seem so natural.

He experimented, and found that he
knew exactly where any of them were, at
any time. He could distinguish between
them, for the Mind Touch differed from
person to person. Not once had he the
nerve to mention it to the others.

And sometimes he would wonder what
that first Mind Touch on the road to the
Shiningness had been. It had been neither
Arbin, Loa, nor Grew. Well? Did it make
a difference?

It did later. He had come across the
Touch again, the same one, when he
brought in the cattle one evening. He came
to Arbin then and said:

“What about that patch of woods past
the South Hills, Arbin?”

“Nothing about it,” was the gruff an-
swer. “It’s Ministerial Ground.”

“What’s that?”
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Arbin seemed annoyed. “It’s of no im-
portance to you, is it? They call it Min-
isterial Ground because it is the property
of the High Minister.”

“Why isn’t it cultivated?”

“It’s not intended for that.” Arbin’s voice
was shocked. “It was a great Center. In
ancient days. It is very sacred and must
not be disturbed. Look, Schwartz, if you
want to remain here safely, curb your
curiosity and tend to your job.”

“But if it’s so sacred, then nobody can
live there?”’

“Exactly. You're right.”

“Are you sure?”

“I'm sure . . . And you're not to tres-
pass. It wal mean the end for you”

“I we

Schwzrtz walked away, wondering and
oddly uneasy. It was from that wooded
ground that the Mind Touch came, quite
powerfully, and now something additional
had been added to the sensation. It was
an unfriendly Touch, a threatening Touch.

Why? Why?

And still he dared not speak. They would
not have believed him, and something un-
pleasant would happen to him as a conse-
quence. He knew that too. He knew too
much, in fact.

He was younger these days, also. Not
so much in the physical sense, to be sure.
He was thinner in his stomach and broader
in his shoulders. His muscles were harder
and springier and his digestion was better.
That was the result of work in the open.
But it was something else he was chiefly
conscious of. It was his way of thinking.

Old men tend to forget what thought
was like in their youth; they forget the
quickness of the mental jump, the daring
of the youthful intuition, the agility of
the fresh insight. They become accus-
tomed to the more plodding varieties of
reason, and because this is more than made
up by the accumulation of experience, old
men think themselves wiser than the

ung.

Bu% to Schwartz experience remained,
and it was with a sharp delight that he
found he could understand things at a
bound, that he gradually progressed from
following Arbin’s explanations to antici-
pating them, to leaping on ahead. As a
result, he felt young in a far more subtle
way than any amount of physical excel-
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lence could account for.

Two months passed, and it all come out
—over a game of chess with Grew in the
arbor.

Chess, somehow, hadn’t changed, except
for the names of the pieces. It was as he
remembered it, and therefore it was al-
ways a comfort to him. At least, in this
one respect, his poor memory did not play
him false.

Grew told him of variations of chess.

was four-handed chess, in which
each player had a board, touching each
other at the corners, with a fifth board
filling the hollow in the center as a com-
mon No Man’s Land. There were three-
dimensional chess games in which eight
transparent boards were placed one over
the other and in which each piece moved in
three dimensions as they formerly moved
in two, and in which the number of pieces
and pawns were doubled, the win coming
only when a simultaneous check of both
enemy kings occurred. There were even
the popular varieties, in' which the original
positions of the chessmen were decided by
throws of the dice, or where certain
squares conferred advantages or disadvan-
tages to the pieces upon them, or where
new pieces with strange properties were
introduced.

But chess itself, the original and un-
changeable, was the same—and the tourna-
ment between Schwartz and Grew had
completed its first fifty games.

Schwartz had a bare knowledge of the
moves when he began, so that he lost
constantly in the first games. But that had
changed and losing games were becoming
rarer. Gradually Grew had grown slow
and cautious, had taken to smoking his
pipe into glowing embers in the intervals
between moves, and had finally subsided
into rebellious and querulous losses.

Grew was White and his pawn was al-
ready on King 4.

“Let’s go,” he urged sourly. His teeth
were clamped hard on his pipe and his
eyes were already searching the board
tensely,

CHWARTZ took his seat in the gath-
ering twilight and sighed. The games
were really becoming uninteresting as more
and more he became aware of the nature of
Grew’s moves before they could be made.

It was as if Grew had a misty window in
his skull. And the fact that he himself
imew, almost instinctively, the proper
course of chess play to take was simply
of a piece with the rest of his problem.

They used a “night-board,” one that
glowed in the darkness in a checkered blue-
and-orange glimmer. The pieces, ordinary
lumpish figures of a reddish clay in the
sunlight, were metamorphosz:d at night.
Half were bathed in a creamy whiteness
that lent them the look of cold and shining
porcelain, and the others sparked in tiny.
glitters of red.

The first moves were rapid. Schwartz’s
own King’s Pawn met the first enemy ad-
vance head on. Grew brought out his
King’s Knight to Bishop 3; Schwartz
countered with Queen’s Knight to Bishop
3. Then the White Bishop leaped to
Queen’s Knight 5, and Sahwartz's Queen’s
Rook’s Pawn slid ahead a square to drive
it back to Rook 4. He then advanced his
other Knight to Bishop 3.

The shining pieces slid across the board
with an eery volition of their own as the
grasping fingers lost themselves in the
night.

Schwartz was frightened. He might be
revealing insanity, but he hsd to know.
He said abruptly, “Where am 1

Grew looked up in the midst of a delib-
erate move of his Queen’s Knight to Bi«
shop 3 and said, “What?*

Schwartz didn’t know the word for
“country," or “nation” He said, “What
world i xs this?”” and moved his Bishop to
King

"Earth ” was the short reply, and Grew
castled with great emphasis, first the tall
figurine that was the King, moving, and
then the lumpish Rook topping it and
resting on the other side.

That was a thoroughly umsatisfactory
answer, The word Grew had used Schwartz
translated in his mind as “Earth” But
what was “Earth?” Any planet is “Earth”
to those that live on it. He advanced his
Queen’s Knight's Pawn two spaces, and
again Grew’s Bishop had to retreat, to
Knight 3 this time. Then Schwartz and
Grew, each in turn, advanced the Queen’s
Pawn one space, each freeing his Bishop
for the battle int the center that was soon
to begin.

Schwartz asked, as calmly and casually
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as he could, “What year is this.” He cas-
tled.

Grew paused. He might have been
startled. “What is it you're harping on
today ? Don’t you want to play? If it will
make you happy, this is 827.” He added
sarcastically, “G.E.” He stared frowningly
at the board, then slammed his Queen’s
Knight to Queen 5, where it made its first
assault.

Schwartz dodged quickly, moving his
own Queen’s Knight to Rook 4 in counter-
attack. The skirmish was on in earnest.
Grew’s Knight seized the Bishop, which
leaped upward in a bath of red fire to be
dropped with a sharp click into the box
where it might lie, a buried warrior, until
the next game. And then the conquering
Knight fell instantly to Schwartz’s Queen.
In a moment of overcaution, Grew’s at-
tack faltered and he moved his remain-
ing Knight back to the haven of King 1,
where it was relatively useless. Schwartz’s
Queen’s Knight now repeated the first ex-
change, taking the Bishop and falling prey
in its tum to the Rook’s Pawn,

Now another pause, and Schwartz asked
mildly, “What’s G.E.?”

“What?” demanded Grew bad-humor-
edly. “Oh—you mean you’re still wonder-
ing what year this is? Of all the fool—
Well, T keep forgetting you just learned
to talk a month or so ago. But you’re
intelligent. Don’t you really know? Well,
it’s 827 of the Galactic Era. Galactic Era:
G.E.—see? It’s 827 years since the founda-
tion of the Galactic Empire; 827 years
since the coronation of Frankenn the First.
Now, please, it’s your move.”

But the Knight that Schwartz held was
swallowed up in the grip of his hand for
the moment. He was in a fury of frus-
tration. He said, “Just one minute,” and
put the Knight down on Queen 2. “Do you
recognize any of these names? America,
Asia, the United States, Russia, Europe
—" He groped for identification.

In the darkness Grew’s pipe was a sul-
len red glow and the dim shadow of him
hunched over the shining chessboard as
if it had the less life of the two. He might
have shaken his head curtly, but Schwartz
could not see that. He didn’t have to. He
sensed the other’s negation as clearly as
though a speech had been delivered.

Schwartz tried again. “Do you know
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where I can get 2 map?”

“No maps,” growled Grew, “unless you
want to risk your neck in Chica. I'm no
geographer. I never heard of the names
you mention, either. What are they? Peo-
ple?”

Risk his neck? Why that? Schwartz
felt the coldness gather. Had he com-
mitted a crime? Did Grew know about it?

He asked doubtfully, “The sun has nine
planets, hasn’t it?”

“Ten,” was the uncompromising answer.

CHWARTZ hesitated. Well, they might

have discovered another that he hadn’t
theard about. But then why should Grew
have heard about it? He counted on his
fingers, and then, “How about the sixth
planet? Has it got rings?’

Grew was slowly moving the King’s Bi-
shop’s Pawn forward two squares, and
Schwartz instantly did the same.

Grew said, “Saturn, you mean? Of
course it has rings.” He was calculating
now. He had the choice of taking either
the Bishop’s Pawn or the King’s Pawn,
and the consequences of the choice were
not too clear.

“And is there an asteroid belt—little
planets—between Mars and Jupiter? I
mean between the fourth and fifth planets ?”

“Yes,” mumbled Grew. He was relight-
ing his pipe and thinking feverishly.
Schwartz caught that agonized uncertainty
and was annoyed at it. To him, now that
he was sure of Earth’s identity, the chess
game was less than a trifle. Questions
quivered along the inner surface of his
skull, and one slipped out.

“Your book films are real, then? There
are other worlds? With people?”

And now Grew looked up from the
board, eyes probing uselessly in the dark-
ness. “Are you serious?”

“Are there?”

“By the Galaxyl I believe you really
don’t know.

Schwartz felt humiliated in his ignor-
ance. “Please—"

“Of course there are worlds. Millions
of them! Every star you see has worlds,
and most of those you don’t see. It’s all
part of the Empire.”

Delicately, inside, Schwartz felt the faint
echo of each of Grew’s intense words
as they sparked directly from mind to
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mind. Schwartz felt the mental contacts
growing stronger with the days. Maybe,
soon, he could hear those tiny words. in
his mind even when the person thinking
them wosn’t talking.

And now, for the first time, he finally
thought of an alternative to insanity. Had
he passed through time, somehow? Slept
through, perhaps ?

He said huskily, “How long since it’s
all happened, Grew? How long since the
time when there was only one planet?”

“What do you mean?’ He was suddenly
cautious. “Are you a member of the An-
cients?”

“Of the what? I'm not a member of
anything, but wasn’t Earth once the only
planet? . . . Well, wasn’t it?”’

“The Ancients say so,” said Grew grim-
ly, “but who knows? Who really knows?
The worlds up there have been existing
all history long as far as I know.”

“But how long is that?’

“Thousands of years, I suppose. Fifty
thousand, a hundred—I can’t say.”

Thousands of years! Schwartz felt a
gurgle in his throat and pressed it down
in panic, All that between two steps? A
breath, a moment, a flicker of time—and
he had jumped thousands of years? He
felt himself shrinking back to amnesia. His
identification of the Solar System must
have been the result of imperfect memories
penetrating the mist.

But now Grew was making his next
move—he was taking the other’s Bishop’s
Pawn, and it was almost mechanically that
Schwartz noted mentally the fact that it
was the wrong choice. Move fitted to move
now with no conscious effort. His King’s
Rook swooped forward to take the fore-
most of the now-doubled White Pawns.
White’s Knight advanced again to Bishop
3. Schwartz’s Bishop moved to Knight 2,
freeing itself for action. Grew followed suit
by moving his own Bishop to Queen 2.

Schwartz paused before launching the
final attack. He said, “Earth is boss, isn’t
it?”

“Boss of what?”

“Of the Emp—"

But Grew looked up with a roar at which
the chessmen quivered. “Listen, you, I'm
tired of your questions. Are you a com-
plete fool? Does Earth look as if it’s boss
of anything?” There was a smooth whir

as Grew’s wheel chair circled the table.
Schwartz felt grasping fingers on his arm.

“Look! Look there!” Grew’s voice was
a whispered rasp. “You see the horizon?
You see it shine?”

RRVEsHe
“That is Earth—all Earth. Except here
and there, where a few patches like this
one exist.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Earth’s crust is radioactive. The soil
glows, always glowed, will glow forever.
Nothing can grow. No one can live—You
really didn’t know that? Why do you sup~
pose we have the Sixty?”

The paralytic subsided. He circled his
chair about the table again. “It's your
move.”

HE Sixty! Again a Mind Touch with
an indefinable aura of menace.
Schwartz’s chess pieces played themselves,
while he wondered about it with a tight-
pressed heart. His King’s Pawn took the
opposing Bishop’s Pawn. Grew moved his
knight to Queen 4 and Schwartz’s Rook
side-stepped the attack to Knight 4. Again
Grew’s Knight attacked, moving to Bishop
3, and Schwartz’s Rook avoided the issue
again to Knight 5. But now Grew’s King’s
Rook’s Pawn advanced one timorous square
and Schwartz’s Rook slashed forward. It
took the Knight’s Pawn, checking the ene-
my King. Grew’s King promptly took the
Rook, but Schwartz’s Queen plugged the
hole instantly, moving to Knight 4 and
checking. Grew’s King scurried to Rook
1, and Schwartz brought up his Knight,
placing it on King 4. Grew moved his Queen
to King 2 in a strong attempt to mobilize
his defenses, and Schwartz countered by
marching his Queen forward two squares
to Knight 6, so that the fight was now in
close quarters. Grew had no choice; he
moved his Queen to Knight 2, and the two
female majesties were now face to face.
Schwartz’s Knight pressed home, taking.
the opposing Knight on Bishop 6, and
when the now-attacked White Bishop
moved quickly to Bishop 3, the Knight
followed to Queen 5. Grew hesitated for
slow minutes, then advanced his outflanked
Queen up the long diagonal to take
Schwartz’s Bishop.
Then he paused and drew a relieved
breath. His sly opponent had a Rook in
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danger with a check in the offing and his
own Queen ready to wreck havoc. And he
was ahead a Rook to a Pawn.

“Your move,” he said with satisfaction.

Schwartz said finally, “What—what is
the Sixty?”

There was a sharp unfriendliness to
Grew’s voice. “Why do you ask that?
What are you after?”

“Please,” humbly. He had little spirit
left in him. “I am a man with no harm
in me. I don’t know who I am or what
happened to me. Maybe I'm an amnesia
case.”

“Very likely,” was the contemptuous re-
ply. “Are you escaping from the Sixty?
Answer truthfully.”

“But 1 tell you I don’t know what the
Sixty is!”

It carried conviction. There was a long
silence. To Schwartz, Grew’s Mind Touch
was ominous, but he could not, quite,
make out words.

Grew said slowly, “The Sixty is your
sixtieth year. Earth supports twenty mil-
lion people, no more. To live, you must
produce. If you cannot produce, you can-
not live. Past Sixty—you cannot pro-
duce.”

“And so . .
mained open.

“You're put away. It doesn’t hurt”

“Yow're killed?”

“It’s not murder,” stiffly. “It must be
that way. Other worlds won’t take us,
and we must make room for the children
some way. The older generation must
make room for the younger.”

“Suppose you don’t tell them you're
sixty?”

“Why shouldn’t you? Life after sixty
is no joke . And there’s a Census
every ten years to catch anyone who is
foolish enough to try to live. Besides,
they have your age on record.”

“Not mine.”” The words slipped out.
‘Schwartz couldn’t stop them. ‘“Besides,
I'm only fifty—next birthday.”

“It doesn’t matter. They can check by
your bone structure, Don’t you know that?
‘There’s no way of masking it. They’ll gec
me next time . . . Say, it’s your move.”

Schwartz dlsregarded the urging. “You
mean they’ll—

“Sure, I'm only fifty-five, but look at
my legs. I can’t work, can I? There are

. Schwartz’s mouth re-

three of us registered in our family, and
our quota is adjusted on a basis of three
workers, When I had the stroke I should
have been reported, and then the quota
would have been reduced. But I would
have gotten a premature Sixty, and Arbin
and Loa wouldn’t do it. They’re fools,
because it has meant hard work for them
—till you came along. And they’ll get me
next year, anyway . . . Your move.”

“Is next year the Census?”

“That’s right . . . Your move.”

“Wait!” urgently. “Is everyome put
away after sixty? No exceptions at all?”

“Not for you and me. The High Min-
ister lives a full life, and members of the
Society of Ancients; certain scientists or
those performing some great service. Not
many qualify. Maybe a dozen a year . . .
If's your move!”

“Who decides who qualifies?”

“The High Minister, of course. Are
you moving?”

But Schwartz stood up. “Never mind.
It’s checkmate in five moves. My Queen
is going to take your Pawn to check you;
you’ve got to move to Knight 1; I bring
up the Knight to check you at King 2;
you must move to Bishop 2; my Queen
checks you at King 6; you must move to
Knight 2; my Queen goes to Knight 6,
and when you’re then forced to Rook 1,
my Queen mates you at Rook 6.

“Good game,” he added automatically.

Grew stared long at the board, then,
with a cry, dashed it from the table. The
gleaming pieces rolled dejectedly about on
the lawn.

“You and your damned distracting chat-
ter,” yelled Grew.

But Schwartz was conscious of nothing.
Nothing except the overwhelming neces-
sity of escaping the Sixty. For though
Browning said:

Grow old along with mel

The best is yet to be . . .
that was in an Earth of teeming billions
and of unlimited food. The best that was
70w to be was the Sixty—and death.

Schwartz was sixty-two.

Sixty-two . . .

X1

I T WORKED out so neatly in Schwartz’s
methodical mind, Since he did not want
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to die, he would have to leave the farm.
If he stayed where he was, the Census
would come, and with it, death.

Leave the farm, then. But where would
he go?

There was the—what was it, a hospital?
—in Chica. They had taken care of him
before. And why? Because he had been
a medical “case.” But wasn’t he still a
case? And he could talk now; he could
give them the symptoms, which he
couldn’t before. He could even tell them
about the Mind Touch.

Or did everyone have the Mind Touch?
Was there any way he could tell? . ..
None of the others had it. Not Arbin or
Loa or Grew. He knew that. They had
no way of telling where he was unless
they saw or heard him. Why, he couldn’t
beat Grew in chess if Grew could—

Wait, now, chess was a popular game.
And it couldn’t be played if people had
the Mind Touch. Not really.

So that made him a peculiarity—a psy-
chological specimen. It might not be a
particularly gay life, being a specimen,
but it would keep him alive.

And suppose one considered the new
possibility that had just - arisen. Suppose
he were not an amnesiac but a man who
had stumbled through time. Why, then,
in addition to the Mind Touch, he was
a man from the past. He was a historical

i an archaeological specimen: they
conldn’t kill him,

If they believed him.

Hmm, if they believed him.

That doctor would believe. He had
needed a shave that morning Arbin took
him to Chica. He remembered that very
well. After that hishair never grew, so they
must have done something to him. That
meant that the doctor knew that he—he,
Schwartz —had had hair on his face.
Wouldn’t that be significant? Grew and
Arbin never shaved. Grew had once told
him that only animals had hair on their
face,

So he had to get to the doctor.

What was his name? Shekt? . . .
Shekt, that was right.

But he knew so little of this horrible
world. To leave by night or cross-country
would have entangled him in mysteries,
would have plunged him into radioactive
danger pockets of which he knew noth-

ing. So, with the boldness of one with
no choice, he struck out upon the high-
way in the early afternoon.

They wouldn’t be expecting him back
before suppertime, and by that time he
would be well away. They would have
no Mind Touch to miss.

For the first half hour he experienced
a feeling of elation, the first such sensa-
tion he had had since all this had started. He
was finally doing something; he was mak-
ing an attempt to fight back at his ens
vironment. Something with a purpose, and
not mere unreasoning flight as that time
in Chica.

Ah, for an old man he wasn't bad.
He'd show them.

And then he stopped—He stopped ith
the middle of the highway, because some-
thing obtruded itself upon his notice,
something he had forgotten.

There was the strange Mind Touch,
the unknown Mind Touch; the one hé
had detected first when he had tried to
reach the shining horizon and had been
stopped by Arbin; the one that had been
watching from the Ministerial Ground.

It was with him now—behind him and
watching.

He listened closely—or, at least, he did
that which was the equivalent of listening
with regard to the Mind Touch. It came
no closer, but it was fastened upon him-
self. It had within it watchfulness and
enmity, but not desperation.

Other things became clear. The follower
must not lose sight of him, and the fol-
lower was armed.

Cautiously, almost automatically,
Schwartz turned, picking apart the hori-
zon with eager eyes.

And the Mind Touch changed instantly.

It became doubtful and cautious, du-
bious as to its own safety, and the sucv
cess of its own project, whatever that
was. The fact of the follower’s weapon
became more prominent, as though he
were speculating upon using it if trapped.

Schwartz knew that he himself was
unarmed and helpless. He knew that the
follower would kill him rather than allowt
him to get out of sight; kill him at the
first false move . . . And he saw no one.

So Schwartz walked on, knowing that
his follower remained close enough to kill
him. His back was stiff in the anticipation
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of he knew not what. How does death
feel? . . . How does death feel? . . . The
thought jostled him in time to his steps,
ljounced in his mind, jiggled in his sub-
conscious, until it went nearly past en-
durance.

He held onto the follower’s Mind Touch
as the one salvation. He would detect that
instant’s increase in tension that would
mean that a weapon was being leveled, a
trigger being pulled, a contact being closed.
At that instant he would drop, he would

n—

But why? If it were the Sixty, why
not kill him out of hand?

The time-slip theory was fading out in
his mind ; ammesia again. He was a crimi-
nal, perhaps—n dangerous man, who must
be watched. Maybe he had once been a
high official, who could not be simply
killed but must be tried. Perhaps his am-
nesia was the method used by his un-

to escape the realization of some
tremendous guilt,

And so now he was walking down an
empty highway toward a doubtful des-
tination, with death walking at his back.

T was growing dark, and the wind had
a dying chill to it. As wsual, it didn’t
seem right. Schwartz judged it to be De-
cember, and certainly sunset at four-thirty
was right for it, but the wind's chill
was not the iciness of a midwestern win-

ter.

Schwartz had long decided that the
reason for the prevalent mildness was
that the planet (Earth?) did not depend
on the sun entirely for its heat. The radio-
activesoil itself gave off heat, small by the
square foot but huge by the million
square miles.

And in the darkness the follower’s
Mind Touch grew nearer. Still attentive,
and keyed up to a gamble. In the dark-
ness, following was harder. He had fol-
lowed him that first night—toward the
shiningness. Was he afraid to take the
risk again?

“Hey! Hey, fella—""

It was a nasal, high-pitched voice.
Schwartz froze.

Slowly, in one piece, he turned around.
The small figure coming up to him waved
its hand, but in the sunless time of day
he could not make it out clearly. It ap-

proached, unhurrying. He waited.

“Hey, there. Glad to see you. It ain't
much fun beating it along the road with-
out company. Mind if I go along with

ou?”

“Hello,” said Schwartz dully. It was
the correct Mind Touch. It was the fol-
lower. And the face was familiar. It
belonged to that hazy time, in Chica.

And then the follower gave every sign
of recognition. “Say, I know you. Sure!

. Don’t you remember me?”

It was impossible for Schwartz to say
whether under ordinary conditions, in
another time, he might or might not have
believed the other to be sincere. But now
how could he avoid seeing that thin,
ragged layer of synthetic recognition that
overlay the deep currents of a Touch
that told him—shouted at him—that the
little man with the very sharp eyes had
known him from the start? Knew him
and had a death weapon ready for him,
if necessary.

Schwartz shook his head.

“Sure,” insisted the little man. “It was
in the department store. I got you away
from that mob.” He seemed to double
up in artificial laughter. “They thought
you had Radiation Fever. You remem-

.

Schwartz did, too, vaguely—dimly. A’
man like this, for a few minutes, and a
crowd, which had first stopped them
and then parted for them.

“Yes,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”
It wasn’t very brilliant conversation, but
Schwartz could do no better, and the
little man did not seem to mind.

“My name’s Natter,” he said, shoving
out a limp hand at the other. “I didn't
get a chance to talk much with you that
first time—overlooked it in the crisis of
things, you might say—but I'm sure glad
to get a second chance . . . Let’s have the
mitt.”

“I'm Schwartz.” And he touched palms
with the other, briefly.

“How come you're walking?”
Natter. “Going somewheres?”

Schwartz shrugged. “Just walking.”

“A hiker, huh? That’s for me too. All
year round I'm on the road—puts the old
kibosh on the grummlies.”

“What?”

“You know. Makes you full of life.

asked
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You get to breathe that air and feel the
blood pumping, hey? . . . Walked too far
this time. Hate to get back after night
by my lonesome. Always glad for the
company. Where you going?”

It was the second time Natter had
asked the question, and the Mind Touch
made plain the importance attached to it.
Schwartz wondered how long he could
evade the issue. There was a questing
anxiety in the follower’s mind. And no
lie would do. Schwartz didn’t know
enough about this new world to lie.

He said, “I'm going to the hospital.”

“The hospital? What hospital ?”

“I was there when I was in Chica.”

“You mean the Institute, Ain’t that it?
That’s where I took you before, that time
in the department store, I mean.” Anxiety
and increasing tension.

“To Dr. Shekt,” said Schwartz. “Do
you know him?”

“I've heard of him. He’s a big shot.
Are you sick?”

“No, but I'm supposed to report once
in a while.” Did that sound reasonable?

“Walking?” said Natter. “Doesn’t he
send a can for you?” Apparently it did
not seem reasonable.

Schwartz said nothing now—a clammy
silence.

Natter, however, was buoyant. “Look
here, chum, soon’s pass a public
Communi-wave, I'll order a taxi from the
city. Itll meet us on the road.”

“A Communi-wave ?”

“Sure. They have ’em all
the highway. See, there’s one.”

He took a step away from Schwartz,
and the latter found himself in a sudden
shriek. “Stop! Don’t move.”

Natter stopped. There was a queer cold-
ness in his expression as he turned.
“What's eating you, bud?”

Schwartz found the new language al-
most inadequate for the rapidity with
which he hurled words at the other. “I'm
tired of this acting. I know you, and I
know what you’re going to do. You’re
going to call somebody to tell them I'm
going to Dr. Shekt. They’ll be ready for
me in the city and they’ll send out a car
to pick me up. And you'll kill me if I
try to get away.”

There was a frown on Natter’s face. He
muttered, “You're sure right on the gizzbo

along

with that last—" It was not intended for
Schwartz’s ears, nor did it reach them,
but the words rested lightly on the very
surface of his Mind Touch.

Aloud he said, “Mister, you’ve got me
confused. You're shoving a fast one right
past my nose.” But he was making room,
and his hand was drifting toward his hip.

And Schwartz lost control of himself.
He waved his arms in a wild fury. “Leave
me alone, why don’t you? What have I
done to you? . . . Go away! Go away!”

He ended in a voicecracked shriek, his
forehead ridged with hate and fear of the
creature who stalked him and whose mind
was so alive with enmity. His own emo-
tions heaved and thrust at the Mind
Touch, attempting to evade the clinging-
ness of it, rid itself of the breath of it—

And it was gone. Suddenly and com-
pletely gone. There had been the moment-
ary consciousness of overwhelming pain
—not in himself, but in the other—then
nothing. No Mind Touch. It had dropped
away like the grip of a fist growing lax
and dead.

Nadder was a crumpled smear on the
darkening highway. Schwartz crept toward
him. Natter was a little man, easy to turn
over. The look of agony on his face
might have been stamped on, deeply,
deeply. The lines remained, did not relax.
Schwartz felt for the heartbeat and did
not find it.

He straightened in a deluge of self-

TTOT.

He had murdered a man!

And then a deluge of amazement—

Without touching him! He had killed
this man just by hating him, by striking
somehow at the Mind Touch.

‘What other powers did he have?

He made a quick decision. He searched
the other’s pockets and found money.
Good! He could use that. Then he
dragged the corpse into the fields and let
the high grass cover it.

He walked on for two hours. N'o other
Mind Touch disturbed him.

He slept in an open field that night,
and the next morning, after two hours
more, reached the outskirts of Chica.

HICA was only a village to Schwartz,
and by comparison with the Chicago
he remembered, the motion of the popu-
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lace was still thin and sporadic. Even so,
the Mind Touches were for the ﬁtst nme
numerous. They amazed and
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which he punched the answers,
Schwartz stammered his lies and truths
with equal

him,

So many! Some drifting ‘and diffuse,
some pointed and intense. There were
men who passed with their minds popping
in tiny explosions; others with nothing in-
side their skulls but, perhaps, a gentle
rumination on the breakfast just com-

ed.

pleted.

At first Schwartz tumed and jumped
with every Touch that passed, taking each
as a personal contact; but within the hour
he learned to ignore them.

He was hearing words now, even when
they were not actually mouthed. This was
something new, and he found himself
listening. They were thin, eery phrases,
disconnected and wind-whipped; far off,
far off . . . And with them, living, crawl-
ing emotion and other subtle things that
cannot be described—so that all the world
was a panorama of boiling life visible to
himself only.

He found he could penetrate buildings
as he walked, sending his mind in as
though it were something he held on a
leash, somethmg that could suck its way
into crannies invisible to the eye ana
bring out the bones of men’s inner
thoughts.

It was before a huge stone-fronted
building that he halted, and considered.
They (whoever they were) were after
him, He had killed the follower, but
there must be others—the others that the
follower had wanted to call. It might be
best for him to make no move for a few
days, and how to do that best? ... A

He prohed the building before which he
had stopped. In there was a distant Mind
Touch that to him might mean a job.
They were looking for textile workers
in there—and he had once been a tailor.

He stepped inside, where he was
promptly ignored by everyone. He touched
someone’s shoulder.

“Where do I see about a job, please?”

“Through that door!” The Mind Touch
that reached him was full of annoyance
and suspicion.

Through the door, and then a thin,
point-chin feflow fired questions at him
and fingered the classifying machine onto

But the personnel man began, at least,
with a definite unconcern. The questions
were fired rapidly: “Age? . .. Fifty-two?
Hmm, State of health? . . . Married? .
Experience? . . . Worked with textiles?

. . Well, what kind? . . .
plastic? Elastomeric? . . .
mean, you think all kinds?
did you work with last? . . .
mame . . . You're not from Chica,

ou? . . . Where are your papers? . . .
You'll have to bring them here if you
want action taken. . .. What's your re-
gistration number? . . .”

Schwartz was backing away. He hadn’t
foreseen this end when he had begun. And
the Mind Touch of the man before him
was changing. It had become suspicious
to the point of single-trackedness, and
cautious too. There was a surface layer of
sweetness and good-fellowship that was
so shallow, and which overlay animosity
so thinly, as to be the most dangerous
feature of all.

“I think,” said Schwartz nervously,
“that I'm not suited for this job.”

“No, no, come back” Again the man
beckoned at him. “We have something
for you. Just let me look through the files

a bit.” He was smiling, but his Mind
Tcmch was clearer now and even more
unfriendly.

He had punched a buzzer on his desk—

Schwartz, in a sudden panic, rushed for
the door.

“Hold him!” cried the other instantly,
dashing from behind his desk.

Schwartz struck at the Mind Touch,
lashing out violently with his own mind,
and he heard a groan behind him. He
looked quickly over his shoulder. The per-
sonnel man was seated on the floor, face
contorted and temples buried in his pahns,
Another man bent over him; then, at an
urgent gesture, headed for Schwartz
Schwartz waited no more,

He was out on the street, fully aware
now that there must be an alarm out for
him with a complete description made
public, and that the personnel man, at
least, had recognized him.

He ran and doubled along the streets
blindly. He attracted attention; more of it
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now, for the streets were filling up—sus-
picion, ici everywher

because he ran—suspicion because his
clothes were wrinkled and ill-fitting—

In the multiplicity of Mind Touches
and in the confusion of his own fear
and despair, he could not identify the true
enemies, the ones in which there was not
only suspicion but certainty, and so he
hadn't the slightest warning of the neu-
ronic whip.

There was only that awful pain, which
descended like the whistle of a lash and
remained like the crush of a rock. For
seconds he coasted down the slope of
that descent into agony before drifting
into the black.

X111

HE grounds of the College of An-

cients in Washenn are nothing if
not sedate. Austerity is the key word,
and there is something authentically grave
about the clustered knots of novices taking
their evening stroll among the trees of the
Quadrangle—where none but Ancients
might trespass. Occasionally the green-
robed figure of a Senior Ancient might
make its way across the lawn, receiving
reverences graciously.

And, once in a long while, the High
Minister himself might appear.

But not as now, at a half run, almost
in a perspiration, disregarding the res-
pectful raising of hands, oblivious to the
cautious stares that followed him, the
blank looks at one another, the slightly
raised eyebrows.

He burst into the Legislative Hall by
the private entrance and broke into an
open run down the empty step-ringing
ramp. The door that he thundered at
opened at the foot pressure of the one
within, and the High Minister entered.

His Secretary scarcely looked up from
behind his small, plain desk, where he
hunched over a midget Field-shielded
Televisor, listening intently and allowing
his eyes to rove over a quire or so of
official-looking communications that piled
high before him.

The High Minister rapped sharply on
the desk. “What is this? What is going
on?”

The Secretary’s eyes flicked coldly at
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him, and the Televisor was put to one
side. “Greetings, Your Excellency.”

“Greet me no greetings!” retorted the
High Minister impatiently. “I want to
know what is going on.”

“In a sentence, our man has escaped.”

“You mean the man who was treated
by Shekt with the Synapsifier—the Out-
sider—the spy—the one on the farm out-
side Chica—"

It is uncertain how many qualifications
the High Minister, in his anxiety, might
have rattled out had not the Secretary
interrupted with an indifferent “Exactly.”

“Why was I not informed? Why am I
never informed?”

“Immediate action was necessary and
you were engaged. I substituted, therefore,
to the best of my ability.”

“Yes, you are careful about my en-
gagements when you wish to do without
me. Now, I'll not have it. I will not
permit myself to be by-passed and side-
tracked, I will not—"

“We delay,” was the reply at ordina~y
speaking volume, and the High Minister’s
half shout faded. He coughed, hovered un-
:ertainly at further speech, then said
mildly :

"What are the details, Balkis?”

“Scarcely any. After two months of
patient waiting, with nothing to show for
it, this man Schwartz left—was followed
—and was lost.”

“How lost?”

“We are not sure, but there is a further
fact. Our agent, Natter, missed three
reporting periods last night. His alter-
nates set out after him along the highway
toward Chica and found him at dawn. He
was in a ditch at the side of the highway,
—quite dead.”

The High Mmlseter paled. “The Out-
sider had killed him!

“Presumably, though we cannot say cer-
tainly, There were no visible signs of
violence other than a look of agony on
the dead face. There will be an autopsy,
of course. He might have died of a stroke
just at that inconvenient moment.”

“That would be an incredible coin-
cidence.”

“So I think,” was the cool response,
“but if Schwartz killed him, it makes sub-
sequent events puzzling. You see, Your Ex-
cellency, it seemed quite obvious from our



PEBBLE IN THE SKY 61

previous analysis that Schwartz would
make for Chica in order to see Shekt,
and Natter was found dead on the high-
way between the Maren- farm and Chica.
We therefore sent out an alarm to that
city three hours ago and the man was
caught,”
“Schwartz?” incredulously.

“Certainly.”

“Why didn’t you say that immedi~
ately?”

Balkis shrugged. “Your Excellency,

there is more important work to be done.
I said that Schwartz was in our hands.
Well, he was caught quickly and easily,
and that fact does not seem to me to
jibe very well with the death of Natter.
How could he be at once so clever as to
detect and kill Natter—a most capable
man—and so stupid as to enter Chica the
very next morning and openly enter a
factory, without disguise, to find a job?”

“Is that what he did?”

“That’s what he did. . . . Thereare two
possible thoughts that this gives rise to,
therefore, either he has already transmit-
ted such information as he has to Shekt or
Arvardan, and has now let himself be
caught in order to divert our attention,
or else other agents are involved, whom
we have not detected and whom he is now
covering. In either case, we must not
Be overconfident.”

“I don’t know,” said the High Minister
helplessly, his handsome face twisted
into anxious lines. “It gets too deep for

»

Balkis smiled with more than a trace of
ol h

“Well, I shall try.”

EL ARVARDAN arrived in good

time, and was able to look about him.
To a man well acquainted with the archi-
tectural triumphs of all the Galaxy, the
College of Ancients could scarcely seem
more than a brooding block of steel-ribbed
granite, fashioned in an archaic style. To
one who was an archaeologist as well, it
might signify, in its gloomy, nearly sav-
age austerity, the proper home of a
gloomy, nearly savage way of life. Its
very primitiveness marked the turning
back of eyes to the far past.

And Arvardan’s thoughts slipped away
once again. His two-month tour about
Earth’s western continents had proven not
quite—amusing. That first day had ruined
things. He found himself- thinking back
to that day at Chica.

He was instantly angry with himself for
thinking about it again. She had been
rude, egregiously ungrateful, a common
Earthgirl. Why should he feel guilty?
and yet . ..

Had he made allowances for her shock
at discovering him to be an Outsider, like
that officer who had insulted her and
whose arrogant brutality he had repaid
with a broken arm? After all, how could
he know how much she had already suf-
fered at the hands of Outsiders? And then
to find out, like that, without any soften-
ing of the blow, that he was one.

If he had been more patient . . . Why
had he broken it off so brutally? He
didn’t even remember her name. It was

an: a
“You have an appointment four hours
from now with Professor Bel Arvardan”

“I have? Why? What am I to say to
him? T don’t want to see him.”

“Relax. You must see him, Your Ex-
cellency. It seems obvious to me that
since the date of commencement of his
fictitious expedition is approaching, he
must play out the game by asking you for
permission to investigate the Forbidden
Areas. Ennius warned us he would, and
Ennius must know exactly the details of
this comedy. I suppose that you are able
to return him froth for froth in this
matter and to counter pretense with pre-
tense.”

The High Minister bowed his head.

Pol hi Strange! His memory
was ordinarily better than that. Was it an
unconscious effort to forget?

Well, that made sense. Forget! What
was there to remember, anyway? An
Earthgirl. A common Earthgirl.

She was a nurse in a hospital. Suppose
he tried to locate the hospital. It had been
just a vague blot in the night when he
parted from her, but it must be in the
neighborhood of that Foodomat.

He snatched at the thought and broke
into a thousand angry fragments. Was he
mad? What would he have gained? She
was an Earthgirl. Pretty, sweet, somehow
entic—

An Earthgirl!

The High Minister was entering, and
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Arvardan was glad. It meant relief from
that day in Chica. But, deep in his mind,
he knew that they would return. They—
the thoughts, that is—always did.

As for the High Minister, his robe was
new and glistening in its freshness. His
forehead showed no trace of haste or
doubt; perspiration might have been a
stranger to it.

And the conversation was friendly,
indeed. Arvardan was at pains to mention
the well-wishings of some of the great
men of the Empire to the people of Earth.
The High Minister was as careful to
express the thorough gratification that
must be felt by all Earth at the generosity
and enlightenment of the Imperial Gov-
ernment.

Arvardan expounded on the importance
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“Yes,” commented the High Minister
dryly, “and such a conception also involves
the necessity of having several hundred,
or thousand, separately evolved beings of
a more or less human type so closely re-
lated chemically and biologically that inter-
marriage is possible.”

“True,” replied Arvardan with satis-
faction. “You have put your finger on an
1mpossxb1y weak point. Yet most archae-
ologists ignore it and adhere finmly to the
Merger Theory, which would, of course,
imply the possibility that in isolated por-
tions of the Galaxy there might be sub-
species of humanity who remained dif-
ferent, didn’t intermarry—"

“You mean FEarth,” commented the
High Minister.

“Earth is considered an example. The

of gy to Imperial phil , on
its contribution to the great conclusion
that all humans of whatever world of the
Galaxy were brothers—and the High Min-
ister agreed blandly and pointed out that
Earth had long held such to be the case
and could only hope that the time would
shortly come when the rest of the Galaxy
might turn theory into practice.

Arvardan smiled very shortly at that
and said, “It is for that very purpose,
Your Excellency, that I have approached
you. The differences between Earth and
some of the Imperial Dominions neighbor-
ing it rest largely, perhaps, on differing
ways of thinking. Still, a good deal of
friction could be removed if it could be
shown that Earthmen were not different,
racially, from other Galactic citizens.”

“And how would you propose to do
that, sir?”

“That is not easy to explain in a word.
As Your Excellenecy may know, the two
main currents of archaeological thinking
are commonly called the Merger Theory
and the Radiation Theory.”

“I am acquainted with a layman'’s view
of both”

“Good. Now the Merger Theory, of
course, involves the notion that the
various types of humanity, evolvmg in-
dependently, have intermarried in the very
early, scarcely documented days of prim-
itive space travel. A conception like that
is necessary to account for the fact that
Humans are so alike one to the other
now.”

Radi Theory, on the other han

“Considers us all descendants of one
plane(ary group of humans,”

“Exac

“My pcople, said the High Minister,
“because of the evidence of our own
history, and of certain wrisings which are
sacred to us and cannot be exposed to the
view of Outsiders, are of the belief that
Earth itself is the original home of
humanity.”

“And so I believe as well, and I ask
your help to prove this point to all the

Ayl

“You are optimistic. Just what is in~
volved ?”

“It is my conviction, Your Excellency,
that many primitive artifacts and arch-
itectural remains may be located in those
areas of your world which are now, un-
fortunately, masked by radioactivity. The
age of the remains could be accurately
calculated from the radioactive decay
present and compared—"

BUT the High Minister was shaking
his head. “That is out of the ques-
tion.”

“Why?” And Arvardan frowned in
thorough amazement.

“For one thing,” said the High Min-
ister, reasoning mildly, “what do you
expect to accomplish? If you prove your
point, even to the satisfaction of all the
worlds, what does it matter that a million
years ago all of you were Earthmen?
After all, a billion years ago we were all
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apes, yet we do not admnt present-day apes
e relationship.’

"Ca-ne Your Excelicncy she analogy is
unreasonable.”

“Not at all, sir. Isn’t it reasonable to
assume that Earthmen, in their long isola-
tion, have so changed from their emigrat-
ing cousins, especially under the influence
of radioactivity, as now to form a dif-
ferent race?”

Arvardan bit at his lower lip and an-
swered reluctantly, “You angue well on
the side of your enemy.”

“Because I ask myself what my enemy

68
sideration of the Society of Ancients be-
fore final decisions are possible.”

Arvardan shook his head. “This is
most unfortunate. The Procurator warned
me of the difficulties, yet I was hoping
that—When can you consult your legisla-
ture, Your Excellency?”

“The Presidium of the Society of An-
cients will meet three days hence. It is
beyond my power to alter the agenda, so
it may be a few days more before the
matter can be discussed. Say a week.”

Arvardan nodded abstractedly. “Well, it
will have Ls"du. « . . By the way, Your
e Z

will say. So you will lish nothing,

sir, except perhaps to further exacerbate.

the hatred against us.”

“But,” said Arvardan, “there is still
the matter of the interests of pure science,
the advance of knowledge—"

The High Minister nodded gravely. “I
am truly sorry to have to stand in the way
of that. I speak now, sir, as one gentlerran
of the Empire to another. I myself would
cheerfully help you, but my people are
an obstinate and stiff-necked race, who
over centuries have withdrawn into them-
selves because of the—uh—lamentable at-
titudes toward them in parts of the Gal-
axy. They have certain taboos, certain
fixed Customs—which even I could rot
afford to violate”

“And the radioactive areas—"

“Are one of the most important taboos
Even if I were to grant you i

“Yest

“There is a scientist upon ypur planet
whom I would like to meet. A Dr. Shekt
at Chica. Now, I've been in Chica, bt left
before I could do much and would like to
repair the omission. Since I am sure he
is a busy man, I wonder if I could trouble
you for a letter of introduction?”

The High Minister had stiffened vis-
ibly and for several moments said nothing.
Then, “May I ask what it is you want
to see him about ?*

“Certainly. I have read of an instrument
he has developed, which he calls a Synap-
sifier, I believe. It conceras theneurochem-
istry of the brain and could have some-
thing very interesting to do with amother
project of mine. I hawe been doing some
work oa the classlﬁmnon of humamty into

ips—b rain-current

and ccrtzmly my every |mpulse is to do
0, it would merely provoke rioting and
disturbances, which would not only en-
danger your life and those of the mem-
bers of your expedition but would, in
the long run, bring down upon Earth the
disciplinary action of the Empire. I would
betray my position and the trust of my
people if I were to allow that.”

“But I am willing to take all reasonable
precautions. If you wish to send observers
with me—Or, of course, I can offer to
consult you before publishing any results
obtained.”

The High Minister said, “You tempt
me, sir. It is an interesting project. But
you overestimate my power, even if we
leave the people themselves out of con-
sideration. I am not an absolute ruler, In
fact, my power is sharply timited—and
all matters must be submitted to the con-

types, you understand '

- I have heard vaguely about
the devioe, T seem to recall that it was not
a success.”

“Well, maybe not, but he is an expert
in the field and could probably be very
helpful to me”

“I see. In that case a letter of intro-
duction will be prep:
you. Of course. there must be no mention
of your intentions with regard to the
Forbidden Areas.”

“That is understood, Your Excellency.”
He rose. “I thank you for your courtesy
and your kind attitude and can oaly hope
that the Council of Ancients will be liberal
with respect to my project.”

HE Secretary entered after Arvar-
dan left. His lips were spread im
his characteristic cold, savage smile,
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“Very good,” he said. “You handled
yourself well, Your Excellency.”

The High Minister looked at him som-
berly and said, “What was that last about
Shekt?”

“You are puzzled? Don’t be. All things
are working out well. You noticed his
lack of heat when you vetoed his project.
‘Was that the response of a scientist whose
heart is set upon something withdrawn
from his grasp for no apparent reason?
Or is it the response of one who is playing
a part and is relieved to be well rid of it?

“And again we have a queer coin-
cidence. Schwartz escapes and makes his
way to Chica. The very next day Arvar-
dan appears here and, after a lukewarm

about his
casually that he is going to Chica to see
Shekt.”

“But why mention it, Balkis? It seems
foolhardy.”

“Because you are stra:ghtforward Put
yourself in his position. He unagmes we
suspect nothing. In such a case it is au-
dacity that wins. He’s going to see Shekt.
Good! He mentions it frankly. He even
asks for a letfer of introduction. What
better guarantee of honest and innocent
intentions can he present? And that brings
up another point. Schwartz may have dis-
covered that he was being watched. He
may have killed Natter. But he has had no
time to warn the others, or this comedy
could not have played itself out in just
this fashion,”

The Secretary’s eyes were half lidded
as he spun his spider web. “There is no
way of telling how long it will be before
Schwartz’s absence becomes suspicious for
them, but it is at least safe to allow suf-
ficient time for Arvardan to meet Shekt.
We'll' catch them together; there will be
that much less they can deny.”

“How much time do we have?” de-
manded the High Minister.

Balkis looked up thoughtfully. “The
schedule is fluid, and ever since we un-
covered Shekt’s treason they’'ve been on
triple shift—and things are proceeding
well. We await only the mathematical
computations for the necessary orbits,
‘What holds us up there is the inadequacy
of our computers, Well . . . it may be
only a matter of days now.”

“Days!” It was said in a tone queerly

compounded of triumph and horror.

“Days!” repeated the Secretary. “But
remember—one bomb even two seconds
before zero time will be enough to stop
us. And even afterward there will be a
period of from one to six atonths when
reprisals can be taken. So we are not yet
entirely safe.”

Days! And then the most incredibly
one-sided battle in the history of the Gal-
axy would be joined and Earth would
attack all the Galaxy.

The High Minister’s
tremblmg gently.

hands were

Arvardan was seated in a stratoplane
again. His thoughts were savage ones.

ere seemed no reason to believe that
the High Minister and his psychopathic
subject population would allow an official
invasion of the radioactive areas. He was
prepared for that. Somehow he wasn’t
even sorry about it. He could have put
up a better fight—if he had cared more.

As it was, by the Galaxy, there-would
Pe illegal entry. He would arm his ship
and fight it out, if necessary. He would
Tather.

The bloody fools! Who in hell did they
think they were?”

Yes, yes, he knew. They thought they
were the original humans, the inhabitants
of the planet—

The worst of it was he knew that they
were right.

‘Well . . . The ship was taking off. He
felt himself sinking back into the soft
cushion of his seat and knew that within
the hour he’d be seeing Chica.

Not that he was ea; to see Chica, he
told himself, but the Synapsifier thing
could be important, and there was no use
being on Earth if he didn’t take advantage
of it. He certainly never intended to re-
turn once he left.

Rathole!
Ennius was right.
This Dr. Shekt, however . . . He

fingered his letter of introduction, heavy
with official formality—

And then he sat bolt upright—or tried
to, struggling bitterly against the forces
of inertia that were compressing him down
into his seat as the Earth still sank away
and the blue of the sky was deepened
into a rich purple.
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He remembered the girl's name. It
was Pola Shekt.
- Now why had he forgotten? He felt
angry and cheated. His mind was plotting
against him, holding back the last name
till it was too late.

But, deep underneath, something was
tather glad of it.

X

N the two months that had elapsed
from the day that Dr. Shekt’s Synap-
sifier had been used on Joseph Schwartz
the physicist had changed completely.
Physically not so much, though perhaps he
was a thought more stooped, a shade thin-
ner. It was his manner—abstracted, fear-
ful. He lived in an inner conununion, with-
drawn from even his closest colleagues,
and from which he emerged with a re-
fuctance that was plain to the blindest.

Only to Pola could he unburden him-
self, perhaps because she, too, had been
strangely withdrawn those two months.

“They’re watching me,” he would say.
“I feel it somehow. Do you know what
the feeling is like? . . . There’s been
a turnover in the Institute in the last
month or so, and it’s the ones I like and
feel I can trust that go. . . . I never get
a minute to myself. Always someone
about. They won’t even let me write re-
ports.”

And Pola would alternately sympathise
with him and laugh at him, saying over
and over again, “But what can they pos-
sibly have against you to do all this? Even
if you did experiment on Schwartz, that’s
not such a terrible crime. They’d have just
called you on the carpet for it.”

But his face was yellow and thin as he
muttered, “They won’t let me live. My
Sixty is coming and they won’t let me
live.”

“After all you’ve done. Nonsense!”

“I know too much, Pola, and they don’t
trust me.”

“Know too much about what?”

He was tired that night, aching to re-
move the load. He told her. At first she
wouldn’t believe him, and finally, when
she did, she could only sit there, in cold
horror.

Pola called up the State House the
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next day from a public Communi-wave
at the other end of town. She spoke
through a handkerchief and asked for
Dr. Bel Arvardan.

He wasn't there. They thought he
might be in Bonair, six thousand miles
away, but he hadn’t been following his
scheduled itinerary very closely. Yes, they
did expect him back in Chica eventually,
but they didn’t know exactly when. Would
she leave her name? They would try to
find out.

She broke connections at that and
leaned her soft cheek against the glass
enclosure, grateful for the coolness there-
of. Her eyes were deep with unshed tears
and liquid with disappointment.

Fool. Fool!

He had helped her and she had sent
him away in bitterness. He had risked the
neuronic whip and worse to save the
dignity of a little Earthgirl against an
Outsider and she had turned on him

anyway.

The hundred credits she had sent to the
State House the momning after that in-
cident had been returned without com-
ment. She had wanted then to reach him
and apologize, but she had been afraid.
The State House was for Outsiders only,
and how could she invade it? She had
never even seen it, except from a distance.

And now—She’d have gone to the
palace of the Procurator himself to—to—

Only he could help them now. He, an
Qutsider who could talk with Earthmen
on a basis of equality. She had never
guessed him to be an Outsider until he
had told her. He was so tall and self-con-
fident. He would know what to do.

And someone had to know, or it would
mean the ruin of all the Galaxy.

Of course so many Outsiders deserved
it—but did all of them? The women and
children and sick and old? The kind and
the good? The Arvardans? The ones who
had never heard of Earth? And they were
humans, after all. Such a horrible revenge
would for all time drown whatever. justice
might be—no, was—in Earth’s cause, in
an endless sea of blood and rotting flesh.

And then, out of nowhere, came the
call from Arvardan. Dr. Shekt shook his
head. “I can't tell him.”

“You must,” said Pola savagely.

“Here? It is impossible~it would mean
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ruin for both”

“Then turn him away. I'll take care of
it”

Her heart was singing wildly, It was
only because of this chance to save so
many countless myriads of humans, of
course. She remembered his wide, white
smile. She remembered how he had calmly
forced a colonel of the Emperor’s own for-
ces to turn and bow his head to her in
apology—to her, an Earthgirl, who could
stand there and forgive him.

Bel Arvardan could do anything!

RVARDAN could, of course, know
nothing of all this. He merely took
Shekt’s attitude for what it d
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and is worth less.”

His arm had already brolsen the photo-
electric beam that opened the front door
when he heard the flurry of quick steps
behind him and a hist of warning in his
ear. A piece of paper was thrust in his
hand, and when he turned there was only,
a flash of red as a figure disappeared.

He was in his rented ground car be-
fore he unraveled the paper in his hand.
‘Words were scrawled upon it:

“Ask your way to the Great Playhouse
at eight this evening. Make sure you are
not followed.”

He frowned ferociously at it and read
it over five times, then stared ajl over it,
as though invisible ink to bound

abrupt and odd rudeness, of a piece with
everything else he had experienced on
Earth,

He felt annoyed, there in the anteroom
of the carefully lifeless office, quite ob-
viously an unwelcome intruder.

He picked his words. “I would never
have dreamed of imposing upon you to
the extent of visiting you, Doctor, were
it not that I was professionally mterested
in your psifier. I have been i
that, unlike many Earthmcn, you are not
unfriendly to men of the Galaxy.”

It was apparently an unfortunate
phrase, for Dr. Shekt jumnped at it. “Now,
whoever your informant is, he does wrong
to impute any especial friendliness to
strangers as such. I have no likes and dis-
likes. I am an Earthman—"

Arvardan’s lips compressed and he half
turned. -

“You understand, Dr. Arvardan”—the
words were hurried and whispered—*“I am
sorry if I seem rude, but I really can-
not—"

“I quite understand,” the archaeologist
said coldly, though he did not understand
at all. “Good day, sir.”

Dr. Shekt smiled feebly. “The pressure
of my work—"

“I am very busy too, Dr. Shekt.”

He turned to the door, raging inwardly
at all the tribe of Earthmen, feeling with-
in him, involuntarily, some of the catch-
words that were bandied so freely on his
home world. The proverbs, for instance:
“Politeness on Earth is like dryness in
the ocean,” or “An Earthman will give
you anything as long as it costs nothing

into visibility. Involuntarily, he looked be-
hind him. The street was empty. He half
raised his hand to throw the silly scrap
out of the window, hesitated, then stuffed
it into his vest et

Undoubtedly, if he had had one single
thing to do that evening other than what
the scrawl had suggested, that would
have been the end of it, and, perhaps, of
several trillions of people. But, as it
turned out, he had nothing to do.

And, as it turned out, he wondered
if the sender of the note had been—

T EIGHT o'clock he was making his

slow way as part of a long line of
ground cars along the serpentine way that
apparently led to the Great Playhouse.
He had asked only once, and the passerby
questioned had stared suspiciously at him
(apparently no Earthman was ever free
of that all-pervasive suspicion) and had
said curtly, “You just follow all the
rest of the cars.”

It seemed that all the rest of the cars
were indeed going to the Playhouse, for
when he got there he found all being swal-
lowed, one by one, into the gaping maw
of the underground parking lot. He swung
out of line and crawled past the Play-
house, waiting for he knew not what.

A slim figure dashed down from the
pedestrian ramp and hung outside his
window. He stared at it, startled, but it
had the door open and was inside in a
single gesture.

“Pardon me,” he said, “but—"

“Ssh!” The figure was hunched down
low in the seat. “Were you followed?”
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“Should I have been?”

“Don’t be funny. Go straight ahead.
Turn when I tell you. . .. My goodness,
what are you waiting for?”

He knew the voice. A hood had shifted
down to the shoulders, and light brown
hair was showing. Dark eyes were gazing

him.

at .

“You'd better move on,” she said softly.

He did, and for fifteen minutes, except
for an occasional muffled but curt direc-
tion, she said nothing. He stole glances at
her and thought, with a sudden pleasure,
that she was even prettier than he had
remembered her. Strange that now he
felt no resentment.

They stopped—or Arvardan did at the
girl's direction—at the corner of an un-
peopled residential district. After a careful
pause the girl motioned him ahead once
more and they inched down a drive that
ended in the gentle ramp of a private
garage.

The door closed behind them and the
light in the car was the only source of
illumination.

And now Pola looked at him gravely
and said, “Dr. Arvardan, I'm sorry that
I had to do this in order to speak to
you privately. I know that I have no
standing in your good opinion to lose—"

“Don’t think that,” he said awkwardly.

“I must think that. I want you to believe
that I fully realize how small and vicious
I was that night. I don’t have the proper
words to apologize—"

“Please don’t” He glanced away from
her. “I might have been a little more
diplomatic.”

“Well .. .” Pola paused a few moments
to regain a certain minimal composure.
“It’s not what I've brought you here for.
You're the only Outsider I've ever met
that could be kind and noble—and I need
your help.”

A cold pang shot through Arvardan.
‘Was this what it wasall about? He packed
that thought into a cold “Oh?”

And she cried, “No,” in return. “It is
not for me, Dr. Arvardan. It is for all the
Galaxy. Nothing for myself. Nothing!”

“What is it?”

“First—I don’t think anyone followed
us, but if you hear any noise at -all,
would you—would you”—her eyes

—“put your arms about me, and
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—and—you know.”

He nodded his head and said dryly. “I
believe I can improvise without any
trouble. Is it necessary to wait for noise?”

Pola reddened. “Please don't joke
about it, or mistake my intentiens. It
would be the only way of avoiding sus-
picion of our real intentions. It is the one
thing that would be convincing.”

Arvardan said softly, “Are things that
serious?”

He looked at her curiously. She seemed
so young and so soft. In a way he felt it
to be unfair. Never in his life did he act
unreasoningly. He took pride in that. He
was a man of strong emotions, but he
fought them and beat them. And here,
just because a girl seemed weak, he felt
the unreasoning urge to protect her.

She said, “Things are that serious. I'm.
going to tell you something, and I know
you won't believe it at first. But I want
you to try to believe it. I want you to
make up your mind that I'm sincere. And
most of all T want you to decide that you
will stick with us after I tell you and see
it through. Will you try? T'll give you
fifteen minutes, and if you think at the
end of that time that I'm not worth
trusting or bothering with, I'll leave, and
that’s the end of it.”

“Fifteen minutes?” His lips quirked in
an involuntary smile, and he removed his
wrist watch and put it before him. “All
right”

She clasped her hands in her lap and
looked firmly ahead through the wind-
shield that afforded a view only of the
blank wall of the garage ahead.

He watched her thoughtfully—the
smooth, soft line of her chin, belying the
firmness into which she was attempt-
ing to force it, the straight and thinly
drawn nose, the peculiarly rich overtone
to the complexion, so characteristic of
Earth.
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He caught the corner of her eye upon
him. It was hastily withdrawn.
“What's the matter?” he said.

HE turned to him and caught her un-
derlip in two teeth. “I was watching
»

“Yes, I could see that. Smudge on my
nose?”
“No.” She smiled the first since she
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had entered his car. He was becoming
absurdly conscious of little things about
her: the way her hair seemed to hover
and float gently each time she shook her
head. “It’s just that I've been wondering
ever since— that night— why you don’t
wear that lead clothing, if you're an Out-
sider. That's what fooled me. Outsiders
generally look like sacks of potatoes.”

“And I don’t?”

“Oh no”—and there was a sudden tinge
of enthusiasm in her voice—“you look—
you look quite like an ancient marble
statue, except that you're alive and warm.
««. I'm sorry. I'm being impertinent.”

“You mean you think tha.t it's my
opinion youre an Earthgirl who doesn’t
know your place. You'll havetostopthink-
ing that of me, or we can’t be friendly.

. I don’t believe in the radioactivity
supersition. I've measured the atmo-
spheric radioactivity of Earth and TI've
conducted laboratory ewperiments on ami-
mals. I'm quite convinced that under ordi-
nary circumstances the radiation won't
hurt me. I’ve been here two months and
I don’t feel sick yet. My hair isn't falling
out”—he pulled at it—“my stomach isn’t
in knots. And I doubt that my fertility is
being endangered, though I will admit to
taking slight precautions in that respect.
But lead-impregnated shorts, you see,
don’t show.”

He said that gravely, and she was. smil-
ing again. “You're slightly mad, I think,”
she said.

“Really? You'd be surprised how many
very intelligent and famous archaeologists
have said that—and in long speeches, too.”

And she said suddenly, “Will you
listen to me now? The fifteen minutes are

P“What do you think?”

“Why, that you might be. If you
weren’t, you wouldn’t still be sitting here.
Not after what I've done.”

He said softly, “Are you under the
impression that I have to force, myself
very hard to sit here next to you? If you
do, youre wrong. . . . Do you know,
Pola, I've never seen, I really believe I've
never seen, a girl quite as beautiful as
yourself.”

She looked up quickly, with fright in
her eyes. “Please don’t. I'm not trying
for that. Don't you believe me?”
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“Yes, I do, Pola. Tell me whasever it
is you want to. I'll believe it and I'll help
you.” He believed himself, implicitly. At
the moment Arvardan would cheerfully,
have undertaken to unseat the Emperor,
He had never been in love before, and at
that point he ground his thoughts to a
halt. He had not used that word before,

Love? With an Earthgirl?

“You've seen my father, Dr. Arvare
dan?”

“Dr. Shekt is your father? ...
call me Bel. I call you Pola.”

“If you want me to, I'll try. I supposd
you were pretty angry with him.”

“He wasn't very polite.”

“He couldn’t be. He’s been watched,
In fact, he and I arranged in advance that
he was to get rid of you and I was to see
you here. Thisisourhouse youkmrw
« . . You see”—her woice
tlght whisper—“Earth is going to tev\)h.

Pleasd

RVARDAN couldn’t resist a moment
of amusement. “No!” he said, open~
ing his eyes wide. “All of it?”

But Pola flared into instant fury. “Don’8
laugh at me. You said you would listen
and believe me. Earth is going to revolt,
and it is serious, because Earth can de-
stroy all the Empire.”

“Earth can do that?” Arvardan
struggled successfully against a burst of
laughter. He said gently, “Pola, how well
do you know your hy 2

“As well as anybody, teacher, and what)
has that to do with it, anyway?”

“It has-this to do with it. The Galaxy,
has a volume of several million cubic llght-
years, It contains two hundred million in-
habited planets and an approximate pop-
ulation of five hundred quadrillion people,
Right?”

“I suppose so, if you say so.”

“It is, believe me. Now, Earth is ond
planet, with a population of twenty mile
lions, and no resources besides. In othes
words, there are twenty-five billion Gale
actic citizens for every single Earthman,
Now what harm can Earth do against odds
of twenty-five billion to one?”

For a moment the girl seemed to sink
into doubt, then she emerged. “Bel,” she
said firmly, “I can’t answer that, but my
father can. He has not told me the crucial
details, because he claims that that would
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endanger my life. But he will now, if you
come with me. He’s told me that Earth
knows a way by which it can wipe out all
life outside Earth, and he must be right.
He’s always been right before.”

Her cheeks were pink with earnestness,
and Arvardan longed to touch them. (Had
he ever before touched her and felt hor-
rified at it? What was happening to him?)

“Is it after ten?” asked Pola.

“Yes,” he replied.

“Then he should be upstairs now—if
they haven’t caught him.” She looked
about with an involuntary shudder. “We
can get into the house directly from the
garage now, and if you'll come with me—"

She had her hand on the knob that con-
trolled the car door, when she froze. Her
voice was a husky whisper: “There’s
someone coming . . . Oh, quick—"

The rest was smothered. It was any-
thing but difficult for Arvardan to re-
member her original injunction. His arms
swept about her with an easy motion, and,
in an instant, she was warm and soft
against him. Her lips trembled upon his
and were limitless seas of sweetness

For about ten seconds he swiveled his
eyes to their extremes in an effort to see
that first crack of light or hear that first
footstep, but then he was drowned and
swept under by the excitement of it all.
Blinded by stars, deafened by his own
heartbeat.

Her lips left his, but he sought them
again, frankly, and found them. His arms
tightened, and she melted within them un-
til her own heartbeat was shaking him in
time to his own.

It was quite a while before they broke
apart, and for a moment they rested, cheek
against cheek.

Arvardan had never been in love before,
and this time he did not start at the word.

‘What of it? Earthgirl or not, the Gal-
axy could not produce her equal.

He said, with a dreamy pleasure, “It
must have been only a traffic noise.”

“It wasn’t,” she whispered. “I didn’t
hear any noise.”

He held her at arms distaace, but her
€yes did not falter. “You devil. Are you
serious?”

Her eyes sparkled. “I wanted you to
kiss me. I'm not sorry.”

“Do you think I am? Kiss me again,
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then, for no reason but that I want to
this time.”

Another long, long moment and she
was suddenly away from him, arranging
her hair and adjusting -the collar of her
dress with prim and precise gestures. “I
think we had better go into the house
now. Put out the car light. Tve got a
pencil flash.”

He stepped out of the car after her,
and in the new darkness she was the
vaguest shadow in the little pockmark of
light that came from her pencil flash.

She said, “You'd better hold my hand.
There’s a flight of stairs we must go up.”

His voice was a whisper behind her. “I
love you, Pola.” It came out so easily—
and it sounded so right. He said it again.
“I love you, Pola.”

She said softly, “You hardly know me.”

“No. All my life. I swear! All my life.
Pola, for two months I've been thinking
and dreaming of you. I swear it.”

“I am an Earthgirl, sir.”

“Then I will be an Earthman. Try me.”

He stopped her and bent her hand up
gently until the pocket flash rested upon
her flushed, tear-marked face. “Why are
you crying?”

“Because when my father tells you what
he knows, youll know that you cannot
love an Earthgirl.”

“Try me on that too.”

XV

RVARDAN and Shekt met in a

back room on the second story of
the house, with the windows carefully
polarized to complete opaqueness. Pola
was downstairs, alert and sharp-eyed
in the armchair from which she watched
the dark and empty street.

Shekt’s stooped figure wore somehow
an air different from that which Arvardan
had observed some ten hours previously.
The physicist’s face was still haggard,and
infinitely weary, but where previously it
had seemed uncertain and timorous, it
now bore an almost desperate defiance.

“Dr. Arvardan,” he said, and his voice
was firm, “I must apologize for my treat-
ment of you in the morning. I had hoped
you would understand—"

“I must admit I didn’t, sir, but I be-
lieve I do now.”
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Shekt seated himself at the table and
gestured toward the bottle of wine. Ar-
vardan waved his hand in a deprecating
motion. “If you don’t mind, I'll have some
of the fruit instead. . . . What is this?
I don’t think I've ever seen anything like
it

“It’s a kind of orange,” said Shekt. “I
don’t believe it grows outside Earth. The
rind comes off easily.” He demonstrated,
and Arvardan, after sniffing at it curiously,
sank his teeth into the winy pulp. He
came up with an exclamation.

“Why, this is delightful, Dr. Shekt!
Has Earth ever tried to export these
objects?”

“The Ancients,” said the biophysicist
grimly, “are not fond of trading with the
Outside. Nor are our neighbors in space
fond of trading with us. It is an aspect of
our difficulties here.”

Arvardan felt a sudden spasm of an-
noyance seize him. “That is the most
stupid thing yet. I tell you that I could
despair of human intelligence when I see
what can exist in men’s minds.”

Shekt shrugged with the tolerance of
lifelong use. “It is part of the nearly in-
soluble problem of anti-Terrestrianism, I
fear.”

“But what makes it so nearly insoluble,”
exclaimed the archaeologist, “is that no
one seems to really want a solution! How
many Earthmen respond tothe situation by
hating all Galactic citizens indiscrimi-
nately? It is an almost universal disease—
hate for hate. Do your people really want
equality, mutual tolerance? No! Most of
them want only their own turn as top

»

“Perhaps there is much in what you
say,” said Shekt sadly. “I cannot deny it.
But that is not the whole story. Give us
but the chance, and a new generation of
Earthmen would grow to maturity, lack-
ing insularity and believing wholeheart-
edly in the oneness of Man. The Assimi-
lationists, with their tolerance and belief
in wholesome compromise, have more than
once been a power on Earth. I am one.
Or, at least, I was one once. But the
Zealots rule all Earth now. They are the
extreme nationalists, with their dreams of
past rule and future rule. It is against
them that the Empire must be protected.””

Arvardan frowned, “You refer to the

revolt Pola spoke of ?”

“Dr. Arvardan,” Shekt said grimly “it's
not too easy a job to convince anyone of
such an apparently ridiculous possibility
as Earth conquering the Galaxy, but it's
true. I am not physically brave, and I
am most anxious to live. You can imagine,
then, the immense crisis that must now,
exist to force me to run the risk of com-
mitting treason with the eye of the local
administration already upon me.”

“Well,” said Arvardan, “if it is that
serious, I had better tell you one thing
immediately, I will help you all T can,
but only in my own capacity as a Galactic
citizen. I thave no official standing here,
nor have I any particular influence at the
Court or even at the Procurator’s Palace.
I am exactly what I seem to be—an ar-
chaeologist on a scientific expedition which
involves only my own interests. Since you
are prepared to risk treason, hadn’t you
better see the Procurator about this? He
could really do something.”

“That is exactly what I cannot do, Dr.
Arvardan. It is that very contingency
against which the Ancients guard me.
When you came to my house this moming
I even thought you might be a go-between.
I thought that Ennius supected.”

“He may suspect—I cannot answer for
that. But I am not a go-befween. I'm
sorry. If you insist on making me your
confidant, I can promise to see him for

»

“Thank you. It is all T ask. That—and
to use your good offices to intercede for
Earth against too strong a reprisal.”

“Of course.” Arvardan was uneasy. At
the moment he was convinced that he was
dealing with an elderly and eccentric par-
anoiac, perhaps harmless, but thoroughly
cracked. Yet he had no choice but to
remain, to listen, and to try to smooth
over the gentle insanity—for Pola’s sake.

Shekt said, “Dr. Arvardan, you have
heard of the Synapsifier? You said so this
morning.”

“Yes, I did. I read your original
article in Physical Reviews. 1 discussed
the instrument with the Procurator and
with the High Minister.”

“With the High Minister?”

“Why, certainly. When I obtained the
letter of introduction that you—uh—re-
fused to see, 'm afraid.”
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“I'm sorry for that. But I wish you
had not—What 1s the extent of your

the Synap:

"That it is an interesting faxlure It
is designed to improve learning capacity.
It has succeeded to some extent on rats,
but has failed on human beings.”

HEKT was chagrined. “Yes, you could

think nothing else from that article.
It was publicized as a failure, and the
eminently successful results have been
suppressed, deliberately.”

“Hmp. A rather unusual display of
scientific ethics, Dr. Shekt.”

“I admit it. But I am fifty-six, sir, and
if you know anything of the customs of
Earth, you know that I haven't long
to live.”

“The Sixty. Yes, I have heard of it—
more than I would have liked, in fact.”
And he thought wryly of that first
trip on a Terrestrian stratoliner. “Ex-
ceptions are made for noted scientists,
among others, I have heard.”

“Certainly. But it is the High Minister
and the Council of Ancients who decide
on that, and there is no appeal from their
decisions, even to the Emperor. I was
told that the price of life was secrecy con~
cerning the Synapsifier and hard work for
its improvement.” The older man spread
his hands helplessly. “Could I know then
of the outcome, of the use to which the
machine would be put?”

“And the use?” Arvardan extracted
a cigarette from his shirt-pocket case and
offered one to the other, which was re-
fused.

“If you'll wait a moment—One by
one, after my experiments had reached
the point where I felt the instrument
might be safely applied to human beings,
certain of Earth’s biologists were treated.
In each case they were men I knew to be
in sympathy with the Zealots—the ex-
tremists, that is. They all survived, though
secondary effects made themselves shown
after a time. One of them was brought
back for treatment eventually. I could not
save him. But, in his dying delirium, I
found out.”

It was close upon midnight. The day
had been lorg and much had lmppened.
But now something stirred within Arvar-
dan. He said tightly, “I wish you'd get to

the point.”

Shekt said, “I beg your patience. I must
explain thoroughly, if you're to believe
me. You, of course, know of Earth’s
peculiar environment—its radioactivity—"

“Yes, I have a fair knowledge of the
matter.”

“And of the effect of this radioactvity
upon Earth and its economy?”

“Yes”

“Then I won’t belabor the point. I need
only say that the incidence of mutation
on Earth is greater than in the rest of
the Galaxy. The idea of our enemies that
Earthmen are different thus has a certain
basis of physical truth, To be sure, the
mutations are minor, and most possess
no survival value. If any permanent
change has occurred in Earthmen, it is
only in some aspects of their internal
chemistry which enables them to display
greater resistance to their own particular
environment. Thus they show greater re-
sistance to radiation effects, more rapid
healing of burned tissues—"

“Dr. Shekt, I am acquainted with all
you say.”

“Then has it ever occurred to you that
these mutational processes occur in living
species on Earth other than human?”

There was a short silence, and then
Arvardan  said, ‘Why, no, I hadn’t,
though, of course, it is qmte inevitable,
now that you mention it.”

“That is so. It happens. Our domestic
animals exist in greater variety than on
any other inhabited world. The orange you
ate is a mutated variety, which exists no-
where else. It is this; among other things,
which makes the orange so unacceptable
for export. Outsiders suspect it as they
suspect us—and we ourselves guard it as
a valuable property peculiar to ourselves.
And of course what applies to animals and
plants applies also to microscopic life.”

And' now, indeed, Arvardan felt the
thin pang of fear enter.

He said, “You mean—bacteria?”

“I mean the whole domain of primitive
life. Protozoa, bacteria, and the self-re-
producmg proteins that some people call
viruses.”

“And what are you getting at?”

“I think you have a notion of that,
Dr. Arvardan. You seem suddenly inter-
ested. You see, there is a belief among
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your people that Earthmen are bringers
of death, that to associate with an Earth-
man is to die, that Earthmen are the
Mrus of misfortune, possess a sort of
evil eye—"

L knm all that. It is merely super-
stition.”

“Not entirely. That is the dreadful part.
Like all common beliefs, however super-
stitious, distorted, and perverted, it has
a speck of truth at bottom. Sometimes,
you see, an Earthman carries within his
body some mutated form of mi

and, recently, isolated the virus of Com-
mon Fever.”

“What is Common Fever?”

“A mild endemic disease on Earth,
That is, it is always with us. Most Earth-
men have it in their childhood, and its
symptoms are not very severe. A mild
fever, a transitory rash, and inflammation
of the joints and of the lips, combined
with an annoying thirst. It runs its course
in four to six days, and the subject is
thereafter |mmnne I've had it. Pola has
had it. Occasi y there i virulent

parasite which is not quite like any known
elsewhere, and to which, sometimes, Out-
siders are not particularly resistant. What
follows is simple biology, Dr. Arvardan.”

Arvardan was silent.

Shekt went on, “We are caught some-
times, too, of course. A new species of
germ will make its way out of the radio-
active mists and an epidemic will sweep
the planet, but, by and large, Earthmen
have kept pace. For each variety of germ
and virus, we build our defense over the
generations, and we survive. Outsiders
don’t have the opportunity.”

“Do you mean,” said Arvardan with a
strangely faint sensation, “that contact
with you now—" He pushed his chair
back. He was thinking of the evening’s
kisses.

HEKT shook his head. “Of course

not. We don't create the disease; we
merely carry it. And even such carriage
occurs very rarely. If I lived on your
world, I would no more carry the germ
than you would; I have no spedial affinity
for it. Even here it is only one out of
every quadrillion germs, or one out of
every quadrillion of quadrillions, that is
dangerous. The chances of your infection
right now are less than that of a meteorite
penetrating the roof of this house and
hitting you. Unless the germs in question
are deliberately searched for, isolated, and
concentrated.”

Again a silence, longer this time. Ar-
vardan said in a queer, strangled voice,
“Have Earthmen been doing that?”

He had stopped thinking in terms of
paranoia. He was ready to believe,

“Yes. But for innocent reasons, at first.
Our biologists are, of course, particularly
interested in the peculiarities of Earth life,

form of this same dlsease—a slightly dif-
ferent strain of virus is pre-
sumably—and then it is called Radiation
Fever.”

“Radiation Fever. I've heard of it,”
said Arvardan,

“Oh, really? It is called Radiation Feven
because of the mistaken notion that it is
caught after exposure to radioactive areas.
Actually, exposure to radioactive areas is
often followed by Radiation Fever, be-
cause it is in those areas that the virus
is most apt to mutate to dangerous forms.
But it is the virus and not the radiation
which does it. In the case of Radiation
Fever, symptoms develop in a matter of
two hours. The lips are so badly affected
that the subject can scarcely talk, and he
may be dead in a matter of days.

“Now, Dr. Arvardan, this is the crucial
point. The Earthman has adapted himself
to Common Fever and the Outsider has
not. Occasionally a member of the Im-
perial garrison is exposed to it, and, in
that case, he reacts to it as an Earthman
would to Radiation Fever. Usually he dies
within twelve hours. He is then burned
—by Earthmen—since any other soldier;
approaching also dies.

“The virus, as I say, was isolated ten
years ago. It is a nucleo-protein, as are
most filtrable viruses, which, however,
possesses the remarkable property of con-
taining an unusually high concentration
of radioactive carbon, sulphur, and phos-
phorus. When I say unusually high I mean
that fifty per cent of its carbon, sulphur,
and phosphorus is radioactive, It is sup-
posed that the effects of the organism
on its host is largely that of its radiations,
rather than of its toxins. Naturally ¥
would seem logical that Earthmen, who
are adapted to gamma radiations, are oaly;
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slightly affected. Original research in the
virus centered at first about the method
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some out-of-the-way eddies of the Galaxy
that could ‘escape, or even a few cases
of natural i

whereby it d its

isotopes. As you know, no chemical means
can separate isotopes except through very
long and tedious procedures. Nor is any
organism other than this virus known
which can do so. But then the direction of
research changed.

“I'll be short, Dr. Arvardan. I think
you see the rest. Experiments might be
conducted on animals from outside Earth,
but not on Outsiders themselves. The
numbers of Outsiders on Earth were too
few to allow several to disappear without
notice. Nor could premature discovery
of their plans be allowed. So it was a
group of bacteriologists that was sent to
the Synapsifier, to return with insights
enormously developed. It was they who
developed a new mathematical attack on
protein chemistry and on immunology,
which enabled them finally to develop an
artificial strain of virus that was designed
to affect Galactic human beings—Outsiders
—only. Tons of the crystallized virus now

In the horrible b’ankness that followed
—during which Arvardan never thought
of doubting the truth of what he had
heard, the horible truth which at a stroke
wiped out the odds of twenty-five billion
to one—Shekt’s voice was small and tired.

“It is not Earth that is doing this. A
handful of leaders, perverted by the gi-
gantic pressure that excluded them from
the Galaxy, hating those who keep them
outside, wanting to strike back at any cost,
and with insane intensity—

“Once they have begun, the rest of
Earth must follow. What can it do? In
its tremendous guilt, it will have to finish
what it started. Could it allow enough
of the Galaxy to survive and thus risk
a later punishment?

“Yet before I am an Earthman, I am
a man. Must trillions die for the sake of
millions? Must a civilization spreading
over a Galaxy crumble for the sake of

exist.”

RVARDAN was hagmrd He felt

however justified, of a single
planet? And will we be better off for all
that? The power in the Galaxy will reside
still on those worlds with the necessary

the drops of glide slug-
gishly down his temple and cheek.

“Then you are telling me,” he gasped,
“that Earth intends to set loose this virus
on the Galaxy; that they will initiate a
gxganuc bacteriological warfare—"

“Which we cannot lose and you cannot
win. Exactly. Once the epidemic starts,
millions will die each day, and nothing
will stop it. Frightened refugees fleeing

across space will carry the virus with -

them, and if you attempt to blow up en-
tire planets, the disease can be started
again in new centers. There will be no
reason to connect the matter with Earth.
By the time our own survival becomes
suspicious, the ravages will have pro-
gressed so far, the despair of the Out-
siders will be so deep, that nothing will
matter to them.”

“And all will die?”” The appalling horror
did not penetrate—could not.

“Perhaps not. Qur new science of bac-
teriology works both ways. We have the
antitoxin as well, and the means of pro-
duction thereof. It might be used in case
of early surrender. Then there may be

d we have none. Earthmen
may even rule at Trantor for a genera-
tion, but their children will become Tran-
torians, and in their turn will look down
upon the remnant on Earth,

“And besides, is there an advantage to
Humanity to exchange the tyranny of a
Galaxy for the tyranny of Earth? No—
no—There must be a way for all men, a
way to justice and freedom.”

His hands stole to his face, and behind
their gnarled fingers he rocked gently to
and fro.

Arvardan had heard all this in a
numbed haze. He mumbled, “There is no
treason in what you have done, Dr. Shekt.
I will go to Everest immediately. The
Procurator will believe me. He must be-
lieve me.”

There was the sound of running foot-
steps, the flash of a frightcned face into
the room, the door left swinging open.

“Father—men are coming up the walk.”

Dr. Shekt went gray. “Quickly, Dr. Ar-
vardan, through the garage” He was
pushing violently. “Take Pola, and don’t
worry about me. I'll hold them back.”
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But a man in a green robe waited for
them as they turned. He wore a thin
smile and carried, with a casual ease, a
neuronic whip. There was a thunder of
fists at the main door, a crash, and the
sound of pounding feet.

“Who are you?” demanded Arvardan
in a feeble defiance of the armed green-
robe. He had stepped before Pola.

“I?” said Green-robe harshly. “I am
merely the humble Secretary of His Ex-
cellency, the High Minister.” He ad-
vanced. “I almost waited too long. But
not quite. Hmm, a girl, too. In-
judicious—"

Arvardan said evenly, “I am a Galactic
citizen, and I dispute your right to detain
me—or, for that matter, to enter this
house—without legal authority.”

“I"—and the Secretary tapped his chest
gently with his free hand—“am all the
right and authority on this planet. Withim
a short time I will be all the right and
authority on the Galaxy. We have all of
you, you know—even Schwartz.”

“Schwartz!” cried Dr. Shekt and Pola,
nearly together.

“You are surpnsed" Comc, I will bring
you to him.”

The last thing Arvardan was conscious
of was that smile, expanding—and the
flash of the whip. He toppled through a
crimson sear of pain into unconsciousness.

XVI

R THE moment Schwartz was rest-

ing uneasily on a hard bench in one
of the small sub-basement rooms of the
Chica “Hall of Correction.”

The Hall, as it was commonly termed,
was the great token of the local power of
the High Minister and those surrounding
him. It lifted its gloominess in a rocky,
angular height that overshadowed the Im-
perial barracks beyond it, just as its
shadow clutched at the Terrestrial male-
factor far more than did the unexerted
authority of the Empire.

Within its walls many an Earthman in
past centuries had waited for the judgment
that came to one who falsified or evaded
the quotas of production, who lived past
his time, or connived at another’s such
crime, or who was guilty of attempting
subversion of the local government, Oc-
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casionally, when the petty prejudices of
Terrestrial justice made particularly little
sense to the sophisticated and usually
blase Imperial government of the time, a
conviction might be set aside by the Proc-
urator, but this meant insurrection, or,
at the very least, wild riots.

Ordinarily, where the Council de-
manded death, the Procurator yielded.
After all, it was only Earthmen who suf-
fered—

Of all this, Joseph Schwartz, very
naturally, knew nothing. To him, im-
mediate optical awareness consisted of a
small room, its walls transfused with but
a dim light, its furniture consisting of two
hard benches and a table, plus a small
recess in the wall that served as washroom
and sanitary convenience combined. There
was no window for a glimpse of sky, and
the drift of air into the room through the
ventilating shaft was feeble.

He rubbed the hair that circled his bald
spot and sat up ruefully. His attempt to
escape to nowhere (for where on Earth
was he safe?) had been short, not sweet,
and had ended here.

At least there was the Mind Touch to
play with.

But was that bad or good?

At the farm it had been a queer, dis-
turbing gift, the nature of which he did
not know, the possibilities of which he
did not think of. Now it was a flexible
gift to be investigated.

With nothing to do for twenty-four
hours but brood on imprisonment, he could
have been courting madness. As it was,
he could Touch the jailers as they passed,

* reach out for guardsmen in the adjacent

corridors, extend the furthest fibrils of his
mind even to the Captain of the Hall in
his distant office.

He turned the minds over delicately and
probed them. They fell apart like so many
walnuts—dry husks out of which emotions
and notions fell in a sibilant rain.

He learned much in the process of
Earth and Empire—more than he had, or
could have, in all two months on the farm.

Of course one of the items that he
learned, over and over again, beyond any
chance of mistaking, was just this:

He was condemned to death!

There was no escape, no doubt, no re=
servation.
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It might be today; it might be to-
morrow. But he would die! |

Somehow it sank in and he accepted
it almost gratefully.

The door opened, and he was on his
feet, in tense fear. One might accept
death reasoningly, with every aspect of
the conscious mind, but the body was a
brute beast that knew nothing of reason.
This was it!

No—it wasn’t. The entering Mind
Touch held nothing of death in it. It was
a guard with a metal rod held ready in his
hand. Schwartz knew what it was.

“Come with me,” he said sharply.

Schwartz followed him, speculating on
this odd power of his. Long before his
guard could use his weapon, long before
he could possibly know he should, he
oould be struck down without a sound,
without a giveaway moment. His mind

was in Schwartz's mental hands. A slight -

squeeze and it would be over.

But why? There would be others. How
many could he-handle at once? How many
pairs of hands were in his mind?

He followed, docilely.

It was a large, large room that he was
brought into. Two nien and a girl oc-
cupied it, stretched out corpsewise on high,
high benches. Yet not corpses— since
three active minds were much in evidence.

Paralyzed! Familiar? . . . Were they
familiar?

He was stopping to look, but the guard’
hard hand was on his shoulder. “Get on.”

There was a fourth slab, empty. There
was no death in the guard’s mind, so
Schwartz climbed on. He knew what was
‘coming.

The guard’s steely rod touched each of
his limbs. They tingled and left him, so
that he was nothing but a head, floating on
nothingness.

He turned it.

“Pola,” he cried. “You're Pola, aren’t
you? The girl who—"

She was nodding. He hadn’t recognized
her Touch as such. He had never been
aware of it that time two months ago. At
that time his mental progression had
reached only the stage of sensitivity to
“atmosphere.” In the brilliance of hind-
sight, he remembered that well.

But from the contents he could still
learn much. The one past the girl was

Dr. Shekt; the one furthest of all was
Dr. Bel Arvardan: He could filch their
names, sense their despair, taste the last
dregs of horror and fright in the young
girl's mind.

For a moment he pitied them, and then
he remembered who they were and what
they were. And he hardened his heart.

Let them die!

HE other three had been there for

the better part of an hour. The room
in which they were left was evidently one
used for assemblies of several hundred.
The prisoners were lost and lonely in its
size. Nor was there anything to say. Ar-
vardan’s throat burned dryly and he turned
his head from side to side with a futile
restlessness. It was the only part of his
body that he could move.

Shekt’s eyes were closed and his lips
were colorless and pinched.

Arvardan Whlspel'ed fiercely, “Shekt.
Shekt, I say!

“What? .
at best.

“What are you domg? Going to sleep?
Think, man, think!”

“Why? What is there to think of ?””

“Who is this Joseph Schwartz?””

Pola’s voice sounded, thin and weary.
“Don’t you remember, Bel? That time in
the department store, when I first met you
—so long ago?”

Arvardan wrenched wildly and found
he could lift his head two aching inches.
A bit of Pola’s face was just visible.

“Pola! Polal” If he could have moved
toward her—as for two months he might
have and hadn’t. She was looking at him,
smiling so wanly that it might have been a
statue’s smile, and he said, “We’ll win out
yet. You'll see.”

But she was shaking her head—and his
neck gave way, its tendons in panging

. What?” A feeble whisper

agony.

“Shekt,” he said again. “Listen to me.
How did you meet this Schwartz? Why
was he a patient of yours?”
“The Synapsifier. He came as a volun~
teer.”

“And was treated ?"

“Yes?

Arvardan revolved that in his mind.
“What made him come to you?”

“I don’t know.”
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“But then—Maybe he is an Imperial
agent.”

(Schwartz followed his thought well
and smiled to himself. He said nothing,
and he meant to keep on saying nothing.)

Shekt stirred his head. “An Imperial
agent? You mean because the High
Priest’s Secretary says he is. Oh, non-
sense. And what difference does it make?
He’s as helpless as we. . . . Listen, Ar-
vardan, maybe, if we tell some sort of
concerted story, they might wait. Even-
tually we might—'

The archaeologist laughed hollowly, and
his throat burned at the friction. “We
might live, you mean. With the Galaxy
dead and civilization in ruins? Live? I
might as well die!”

“I’m thinking of Pola,” muttered Shekt.

“I am too,” said the other. “Ask her.

. Pola, shall we surrender? Shall we
try to live?”

Pola’s voice was firm. “I have chosen
my side, I don’t want to die, but if my
side dies, I'll go with it.”

Arvardan felt somehow triumphant.
‘When he brought her to Sirius, they might
call her an Earthgirl, but she was their
equal, and he would, with a great and
good pleasure, smash teeth into the throat
of any—

And he remembered that he wasn't
likely to bring her to Sirius—to bring any-
one to Sirius. There wasn’t likely to be
a Sirius.

Then, as though to escape from the
thought, to escape anywhere, he shouted,
“You! Whatchername! Schwartz!”

Schwartz raised his head for a moment
and allowed a glance to ooze out toward
the other. He still said nothing.

“Who are you?” demanded Arvardan.
“How did you get mixed up in this?
What's your part in it?”

And at the question, all the injustice of
everything descended on Schwartz. All
the harmlessness of his past, all the in~
finite horror of the present burst in upon
him, so that he said in a fury, “I? How
did I get mixed up in it? Listen. I was
once a nobody. An honest man, a hard-
working tailor. I hurt nobody, I bothered
nobody, I took care of my family. And
then, for no reason, for no reason—I
came here.”

“To Chica?” asked Arvardan, who did
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not quite follow.

“No, not to Chica!” shouted Schwartz
in wild derision. “I came to this whole
mad world. . . . Oh, what do I care if
you believe me or not? My world is in
the past. My world had land and food
and two billion people, and it was the
only world.”

Arvardan fell silent before the verbal
assault. He turned to Shekt. “Can you
understand him ?”

“Do you realize,” said Shekt in feeble
wonder, “that he has a vermiform ap-
pendix, which is three and a half inches
long? Do you remember, Pola? And wis-
dom teeth. And hair on his face.”

“Yes, yes,” shouted Schwartz defiantly.
“And I wish I had a tail I could show you.
I'm from the past. I traveled through
time. Only, I don’t know how, and I
don’t know why. Now leave me alone.” He
added suddenly, “They will soon be here
for us. This wait is just to break us.”

RVARDAN said suddenly, “Do you
know that? Who told you?”

Schwartz did not answer.

“Was it the Secretary? Stocky man
with a pug nose?”

Schwartz had no way of telling the
physical appearance of those he Touched
only by mind, but—secretary? There had
been just a glimpse of a Touch, a power-
ful one of a man of power, and it
seemed he had been a secretary.

“Balkis?” he asked in curiosity.

“What?” said Arvardan, but Shekt in=-

terrupted, “That’s the name of the Sec-
retary.”

“Oh—What did he say?”

“He didn’t say anything,” said

Schwartz. “I know. It’s death for all of
us, and there’s no way out.”

Arvardan lowered his voice. “He’s mad,
wouldn’t you say?”

“I wonder . . . His skull sutures, now.
They were primitive, very primitive.”

Arvardan was amazed. “You mean—
Oh, come, it’s impossible.”

“I've always supposed so.” For the
moment Shekt’s voice was a feeble im-
itation of normality, as though the pres-
ence of a scientific problem had switched
his mind to that detached and objective
groove in which personal matters disap-
peared. “They’ve calculated the energy
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required to displace matter along the
time axis and a value greater than infi-
nity was arrived at, so the project has
always been looked upon as impossible.
But others have talked of the possibility
of ‘time faults,’ analogous to geological
faults, you know. Space ships hove dis-
appeared, for one thing, almost in full
view. There’s the famous case of Hor
Devallow in ancient times, who stepped
into his house one day and never came
out, and wasn’t inside, either. . . . And
then there’s the planet, which you'll find
in the Galactography books of the last
century, which was visited by three ex-
peditions that brought back full des-
criptions—and then was never seen again.

“Then there are certain developments in
nuclear chemistry that seem to deny the
law of conservation of mass-energy.
They’ve tried to explain that by postu-
lating the escape of some mass along the
time axis. Uranium nuclei, for instance,
when mixed with copper and barium in
minute but definite proportions, under the
influence of light gamma irradiation, set
up a resonating system—"

“Father," said Pola, “don’t! There’s
no use—"

But Arvardan’s interruption was per-
emptory. “Wait, now. Let me think. I'm

the one who can settle this. Who better? -

Let me ask him a few questions. . . .
Look, Schwartz.”

Schwartz looked up again.

“Yours was the only world in the
Galaxy ?”

Schwartz
“YVes”

“But you only thought that. I mean
you didn’t have space travel, so you
couldn’t check up. There might have been
many other inhabited worlds.”

“I have no way of telling that.”

“Yes, of course. A pity. What about
atomic power?” |

“We had an atomic bomb. Uranium—
and plutonium—I guess that’s what made
this world radioactive. There must have
been another war after all—after I left.

. Atomic bombs.” Somehow Schwartz
was back in Chicago, back in his old
world, before the bombs. And he was
sorry. Not for himself, but for that
beautiful world. . . .

But Arvardan was muttering to himself.

nodded, then said dully,
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Then, “All right. You had a language, of
course.”

“Earth? Lots of them.”

“How about you?”

“English—after I was a grown man.”

“Well, say something in it.”

For two months or more Schwartz had
said nothing in English. But now, with
lovingness, he said slowly, “I want to go
home and be with my own people.”

Arvardan spoke to Shekt. “Is that the
language he used when he was Synapsi-
fied, Shekt?”

“I can’t tell,” said Shekt, in mystifica-
tion. “Queer sounds then and queer sounds
now. How can I relate them?”

“Well, never mind. . . . What’s your
word for ‘mother’ in your language,
Schwartz

Schwartz told him.

“Uh-huh, How about ‘father’. . o
‘brother’ . . . ‘one’—the numeral, that is
... ‘two’ . .. thre¢ . .. ‘house . ..
‘man’ . . . ‘wife’...”

This went on and on, and when Ar-
vardan paused for breath his expression
was one of awed bewilderment.

“Shekt,” he said, “either this man is
genuine or I'm the victim of as wild a
nightmare as can be conceived. He’s speak-
ing a language practically equivalent to
the inscriptions found in the fifty-
thousand-year-old strata on Sirius, Arc-
turus, Alpha Centauri, and twenty others.
He speaks it. The language has only been
deciphered in the last generation, and
there aren’t a dozen men in the Galaxy
besides myself who can understand it.”

“Are you sure of this?”

“Am I sure? Of course I'm sure. I'm
an archaeolognst. It’s my business to
know.”

OR AN instant Schwartz felt his
armor of aloofness cracking. For the
first time he felt himself regaining the
individuality he had lost. The secret was
out; he was a man from the past, and
they accepted it. It proved him sane,
stilled forever that haumting doubt, and
he was grateful. And yet he held aloof.
“I've got to have him.” It was Arvar-
dan again, buming in the holy flame of
his profession. “Shekt, you have no idea
what this means to archaeology. Shekt—
it’s 2 man from the past. Oh, Great
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Space! . . . Listen, we can make a deal.
This is the proof Earth is looking for.
They can have him. They can—"

Schwartz interrupted sardonically, “I
know what you're thinking. You think
that Earth will prove itself to be the
source of civilization through me and that
they will be grateful for it. I tell you, no!
I've thought of it and I would have
bartered for my own life. But they won’t
believe me—or you.”

“There’s absolute proof.”

“They won't listen. Do you know why?
Because they have certain fixed notions
about the past. Any change would be
blasphemy in their eyes, even if it were
the truth. They don’t want the truth;
they want their traditions.”

“Bel,” said Pola, “I think he’s right.”

Arvardan ground his teeth. “We could

»

“We would fail,” insisted Schwartz.

“How can you know?”

“I know!” And the words fell with
such oracular insistence that Arvardan
was silent before them.

It was Shekt who was looking at him
now with a strange light in his tired eyes.

He asked softly, “Have you felt any
bad effects as a result of the

popped wildly.

nd even Pola’s face somehow gained
interest. “Can you really?” she asked
Schwartz.

He nodded at her. She had taken care
of him, and now they would kill her. Yet
she was a traitor.

Shekt was saying, “Arvardan, you re-
member the bacteriologist I told you
about, the one who died as a result of the
effects of the Synapsifier? One of the
first symptoms of mental breakdown was
his claim that he could read minds. And he
could. T found that out before he died,
and it’s been my secret. I've told no one—
but it’s possible, Arvardan, it’s possible.
You see, with the lowering of brain-cell
resistance, the brain may be able to pick
up the magnetic fields induced by the
microcurrents of other’s thoughts and re-
convert it into similar vibrations in itself.
It’s the same principle as that of any
ordinary recorder. It would be telepathy
in every sense of the word—"

Schwartz maintained a stubborn and
hostile silence as Arvardan turned slowly
in his direction. “If this is so, Shekt, we
might be able to use him.” The archae-
ologist’s mind was, spinning wildly, work~

Schwartz didnt know the word but
caught the meaning. They had operated,
and on his mind How much he was
learning !

He said, “No bad effects.”

“But I see you learned our language
rapidly. You speak it very well. In fact,
you might be a native. Doesn’t it surprise
you?r”

“I always had a very good memory,”
was the cold response.

“And so you feel no different now than
before you were treated?”

“That’s right.”

Dr. Shekt’s eyes were hard now, and
he said, “Why do you bother? You know
that I'm certain you know what I'm
thinking.”

Sehwartz laughed shortly. “That I can
read minds? Well, what of it?”

But Shekt had dropped him. He had
turned his white, helpless face to Arvar-
dan. “He can sense minds, Arvardan.
How much I could do with him. And to
be here—to be helpless . . .”

“What—what—what—" Arvardan

ing out “There may be a
way out now. There must be a way out.
For us and the Galaxy.”

But Schwartz was cold to the tumult
in the Mind Touch he sensed so clearly.
He said, “You mean by my reading their
minds? How would that help? Of course
I can do more than read minds. How’s
that, for instance?”

It was a light push, but Arvardan
yelped at the sudden pain of it.

“I did that,” said Schwartz.
more?”

Arvardan gasped, “You can do that to
the guards? To the Secretary? Why did
you let them bring you here? Great Gal-
axy, Shekt, there’ll be no trouble, Now,
listen, Schwartz—""

“No,” said Schwartz, “you listen. Why
do I want to get out? Where will I be?
Still on this dead world. I want to go
home, and I can’t go home. I want my
people and my world, and I can’t have
them. And I went to die.”

“But it’s a question of all the Galaxy,
Schwartz. You can't think of yourself.”

“Can’t I? Why not? Must I worry

“Wanp
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about your Galaxy now? I hope your
Galaxy rots and dies. I know what Earth
is planning to do, and I am glad, The
young lady said before she had chosen
her side. Well, I've chosen my side, and
my side is Earth.”

“What?”

“Why not? I'm an Earthman!”

XVIL

N hour had passed since Arvardan

had first waded thickly out of un-
consciousness to find himself slabbed like
a side of beef awaiting the cleaver. And
nothing had happened. Nothing but this
feverish, inconclusive talk that unbearably
passed the unbearable time.

None of it lacked purpose. He knew
that much. To lie prone, helpless, without
even the dignity of a guard, without even
that much concession to a conceivable
danger, was to become conscious of over-
whelming weakness, A stubborn spirit
could not survive it, and when the in-
quisitor did arrive there would be little
defiance, or none, for him to be pre-
sented with.

Arvardan needed a break in the silence.
He said, “T suppose this place is Spy-
waved. We should have talked less.””

“It isn't,” came Schwartz’s voice flatly.
“There’s nobody listening.”

The archaeologist was ready with an
automatic, “How do you know?” but never
said it.

For a power like that to exist! And not
for him, but for a man of the past who
called himself an Earthman and wanted
to die!

‘Within optical sweep was only a patch
of ceiling. Turning, he could see Shekt’s
angular profile; the other .way, a blank
wall. If he lifted his head he could make
out, for a moment, Pola’s pale, worn ex-
Ppression.

Occasionally there was the burning
thought that he was a man of the Empire
—of the Empire, by the Stars, a Galactic
citizen—and that there was a particularly
vile injustice in hés imprisonment, a par-
ticularly deep impurity in the fact that he
had allowed Earihmen to do this to him.

And that faded too.

They might have put him next to Pola
« .+ No it was better this way. He was

not an inspiring sight.

“Bel?” The word trembled into sound
and was stangely sweet to Arvardan,
coming as it did in this vortex of coming
death.

“Yes, Pola?”

“Do you think they’ll be much longer?”

“Maybe not, darling. . .. It’s too bad.
We wasted two months, didn’t we?”

“My fault,” she whispered. “My fault.
‘We might have had these last few minutes,
though. It’s so—unnecessary.”

Arvardan could not answer. His mind
whirred in circles of thought, lost on a
greased wheel. Was it his imagination, or
did he feel the hard plastic on which he
was so stiffly laid? How long would the
paralysis last?

Schwartz must be made to help. He
tried guarding his thoughts—knew it to
be ineffective.

He said, “Schwartz—"

CHWARTZ lay there as helpless, and

with an added, uncalculated refine-

ment to his suffering. He was four minds
in one.

By himself he might}ave maintained
his own shrinking eagerness for the infi-
nite peace and quiet of death, fought
down the last remnants of that love of
life which even as recently as two days
previously—three?P—had sent him reeling
away from the farm. But how could he?
‘With the poor, weak horror of death that
hung like a pall over Shekt; with the
strong ehagrin and rebellion of Arvardan’s
hard, vital mind; with the deep and path-
etic disappointment of the young girl.

He should have closed his own mind.
‘What did he need to know of the suffer-
ing of others? He had his own life to live,
his own death to die.

But they battered at him, softly, in-
cessantly—probing and sifting through the
crannies.

And Arvardan said, “Schwartz,” then,
and Schwartz knew that they wanted him
to save them. Why should he? Why
should he?

“Schwartz,” repeated ‘Arvardan insinu-
atingly, “you can live a hero. You have
nothing to die for here—not for those
men out there” .

But Schwartz was gathering the mem-
ories of his ewn youth, clutching themy
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desperately to his wavering mind. It was
a queer amalgamation of past and present
that finally brought forth his indignation.

But he spoke calmly, restrainedly. “Yes,
I can live a hero—and a traitor. They
want to kill me, those men out there. You
call them men, but that was with your
tongue; your mind called them something
I didn'’t get, but it was vile. And not be-
cause they were vile, but because they
were Earthmen.”

“That’s a lie,” hotly,

“That is not a lie,” as hotly, “and
everyone here knows that. They want to
kill me, yes—but that is because they
think I'm one of your kind of people,
who can condemn an entire planet at a
stroke and drench it with your contempt,
choke it slowly with your insufferable
superiority. Well, protect yourself against
these worms and vermin who are somehow
managing to threaten their Godlike over-
lords. Don't ask for the help of one of
them.”

“You talk like a Zealot,” said Arvardan
with amazement. “Why? Have you suf-
fered? You were a member of a large and
independent planet, you say. You were an
Earthman when Earth was the sole re-
pository of life. You're one of us, man;
one of the rulers. Why associate yourself
with a desperate remnant? This is not
the planet you remember. My planet is
more like the old Earth than is this
diseased world.”

Schwartz laughed. “I'm one of the
rulers, you say? Well, we won’t go into
that. It isn’t worth explaining. Let’s take
you instead. You're a fine sample of the
product sent us by the Galaxy. You are
tolerant and wonderfully bighearted, and
admire yourself because you treat Dr.
Shekt as an equal. But underneath—yet
not so far underneath that I can’t see it
plainly in your mind—you are uncomfor-
table with him. You don’t like the way he
talks or the way he looks. In fact, you
don’t like him, even though he is offering
to betray Earth. ... Yes, and you kissed
a girl of Earth recently and look back
upon it as a weakness. You're ashamed
of it—"

“By the Stars, I'm not. . . . Pola,”
desperately, “don’t believe him, Don’t
listen to him.”

Pola spoke quietly. “Don’t deny it, or
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make yourself unhappy about it, Bel. He’s
looking below the surface to the residue
of your childhood. He would see the same
if he looked into mine. He would see
things similar if he could look into his
own in as ungentlemanly a fashion as he
probes ours.”

Schwartz felt himself reddening.

Pola’s voice did not rise in pitch or
intensity as she addressed him directly.
“Schwartz, if you can sense minds, in-
vestigate mine. Tell me if I intend treason.
Look at my father. See if it is not true
that he could have avoided the Sixty
easily enough if he had co-operated with
the madmen who will ruin the Galaxy.
What has he gained by his treason? ..,
And look again, see if any of us wish
to harm Earth or Earthmen.

“You say you have caught a glimpse of
Balkis’s mind. I don’t know what chance
you have had to poke through its dregs.
But when he’s back, when it’s too late,
sift it, strain his thoughts. Find out that
he’s a madman—Then, die!”

Schwartz was silent.

Arvardan broke in hurriedly, “All right,
Schwartz, tackle my mind now. Go as
deep as you want. I was born on Baronn
in the Sirius Sector. I lived my life in
an atmosphere of anti-Terrestrialism in
the formative years, so I can’t help what
flaws and follies lie at the roots of my
subconscious. But look on the surface and
tell me if, in my adult years, I have not
fought bigotry in myself. Not in others;
that would be easy. But in myself, and as
hard as I could.

“Schwartz, you don’t know our history!
You don’t know of the thousands and
tens of thousands of years in which Man
spread through the Galaxy—of the wars
and misery. You don’t know of the first
centuries of the Empire, when still there
was merely a confusion of alternating
despotism and chaos. It is only in the last
two hundred years, now, that our Galactic
government has become a representative
one. Under it the various worlds are
allowed their cultural autonomy—have
been allowed to govern themselves—have
been allowed voices in the common rule
of all.

“At no time in history has Humanity
been as free from war and poverty as
now; at no time has Galactic economy



PEBBLE IN THE

been so wisely adjusted; at no time have
prospects for the future been as bright.
\Would you destroy it and begin all over?
And with what? A despotic theocracy
with only the unhealthy elements of sus-
picion and hatred in it.

“Earth’s grievance is legitimate and
will be solved someday, if the Galaxy
lives. But what they will do is no solution.
Do you know what they intend doing?”

IF Arvardan had had the ability that
had come to Schwartz, he would have
detected the struggle in Schwartz’s mind.
Intuitively, however, he knew the time
had come to halt for a moment.

Schwartz was moved. All those worlds
to die—to fester and dissolve in horrible
disease . Was he an Earthman after
all? Simply an Earthman? In his youth he
had left Europe and gone to America, but
was he not the same man despite that?
And if after him men had left a torn
and wounded Earth for the worlds beyond
the sky, were they less Earthmen? Was
not all the Galaxy his? Were not they all
—all—descended from himself and his
brothers?

He said heavily, “All right, ’'m with
you. How can I help?”

“How far out can you reach for
minds?” asked Arvardan eagerly, with a
hastening quickness as though afraid still
of a last change of mind.

“I don’t know. There are minds out-
side. Guards, I suppose. I think I can
reach out into the street even, but the
further I go, the less sharp it becomes.”

“Naturally,” said Arvardan. “But how
about the Secretary? Could you identify
his mind?”

“I don’t know,” mumbled Schwartz.

A pause . . , The minutes stretched by
unbearably.

Schwartz said, “Your minds are in
the way. Don’t watch me. Think of some-
thing else.”

They tried to. Another pause. Then,
“No—I can’t—I can't

Arvardan said wnth a sudden intensity,
“I can move a bit—Great Galaxy, I can
wiggle my feet. . . . Ouch!” Each motion
was a savage twinge.

He said, “How hard can you hurt some-
one, Schwartz? Can you do it harder
6~Two Complete Science-Adventure Books—Winter
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than the way you hurt me a while back, I

“I'vekilled a man.”

“You have? How did you do that?”

“I don’t know. It just gets done. It's—
it’s—” Schwartz looked almost comically
helpless in his effort to put the wordless
into words.

“Well, can you handle more than one at
a time?”

“T’ve never tried, but I don’t think so.
I can’t read two minds at one time.”

Pola interrupted. “You can’t have him
kill the Secre!ary, Bel. It won’t work.”

“Why not?

“How will we get out? Even if we
caught the Secretary alone and killed him,
there would be hundreds waiting for us
outside. Don’t you see that?”

But Schwartz broke in, huskily, “I've
got him.”

“Whom?” It came from all three. Even
Shekt was staring wildly at him.

“The Secretary. I think it’s his Mind
Touch.”

“Don’t let him go.” Arvardan almost
rolled over in his attempts at exhortation,
and tumbled off the slab, thumping to the
floor with one half-paralyzed leg working
futilely to wedge underneath his body and
lift.

Pola cried, “You're hurt ! and suddenly
found the hinges of her arm uncreaking
as she tried to lift her elbow.

“No, it’s all right. Suck him dry,
Schwartz. Get all the information you
can.”

Schwartz reached out until his head
ached. He clutched and clawed with the
tendrils of his own mind, blindly, clumsily
—like an infant thrusting out fingers it
can’t quite handle for an object it can’t
quite reach. Until now he had taken what-
ever he could find, but now he was look-
ing—Ilooking—

Painfully, he caught wisps. “Triumph!
He’s sure of the results. . . . Something
about space bullets. He’s started them.

. No, not started. Something else. . . .
He’s going to start them.”

Shekt groaned. “They’re automatically
guided missiles to carry the virus, Arvar-
dan. Aimed at the various planets.”

“But where are they kept, Schwartz?”
insisted Arvardan. “Look, man, look—"

“There’s a building I—can’t—quite—
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see. . . . Five points—a star—a name;
Sloo, maybe—

Shekt broke in again. “That’s it. By all
the stars in the Galaxy, that’s it. The
Temple of Senloo. It's surrounded by
radioactive pockets on all sides. No one
would ever go there but the Ancients, Is
it near the meeting of twb large rivers,
Schwartz ?”

“I can't—Yes—yes—yes.”

“When, Schwartz, when? When will
they be set off?”

“I can’t see the day, but soon—soon.
His mind is bursting with that—It will
be very soon” His own head seemed
bursting with the effort.

Arvardan was dry and feverish as he
raised himself finally to his hands and
knees, though they wobbled and gave un-
der him. “Is he coming?”

“Yes. He’s at the door.”

His voice sank and stopped as the door
opened.

ALKIS’S voice was one of cold de-

rision as he filled the room with
success and triumph. “Dr. Arvardan! Had
you not better return to your seat?”

Arvardan looked up at him, conscious
of the cruel indignity of his own position,
but there was no answer to make, and he
made none. Slowly he allowed his aching
limbs to lower him to the ground. He
waited there, breathing heavily. If his
limbs could return a bit more, if he could
make a last lunge, if he could somehow
seize the other’s weapons—

That was no neuronic whip that dangled
so gently from the smoothly gleaming
Flexiplast belt that held the Secretary’s
robe in place. It was a full-size blaster
that could shred a man to atoms in an
instantaneous point of time.

The Secretary watched the four before
him with a savage sense of satisfaction.
The girl he tended to ignore, but other-
wise it was a clean sweep. There was the
Earthman traitor; there the Imperial
agent; and there the mysterious creature
they had been watching for two months.
Were there any others?

To be sure, there was still Ennius, and
the Empire. Their arms, in the person of
these spies and traitors, were pinioned,
but there remained an active brain some-
where—perhaps to send out other arms,

The Secretary stood easily, hands
clasped in contemptuous disregard of any
possible necessity of quickly reaching his
weapon. He spoke quietly and gently.
“Now it is necessary to make things ab-
solutely clear. There is war between Earth
and the Galaxy—undeclared as yet, but,
nevertheless, war. You are our prisoners
and will be treated as will be necessary
under the circumstances. Naturally the
recogmzed pumshment for spies and
traitors is death—

“Only in the case of legal and declared
war,” broke in Arvardan fiercely.

“Legal war?” questioned the Secretary
with more than a trace of a sneer. “What
is legad war? Earth has always been at
war with the Galaxy, whether we made
polite mention of the fact or not.”

“Don’t bother with him,” said Pola to
Arvardan softly. “Let him have his say
and finish with it.”

Arvardan smiled in her direction. A
queer, spasmodic smile, for it was with
a vast strain that he staggered to his feet
and remained there, gasping.

Balkis laughed softly. With unhurried
steps he shortened the distance between
himself and the Sirian archaeologist to
nothing. With an equally unhurried gest«
ure he rested a soft hand upon the broad
chest of the other and shoved.

With splintering arms that would not
respond to Arvardan’s demand for a
warding motion, with stagnant trunk
muscles that could not adjust the body’s
balance at more than snail speed, Arvar«
dan toppled.

Pola gasped. Lashing her own rebellious
flesh and bone, she descended from her
particular bench slowly—so slowly.

Balkis let her crawl toward Arvardan

“Your lover,” he said. “Your strong
Outsider lover. Run to him, girl! Why do
you wait? Clasp your hero tightly and
forget in his arms that he steams in the
sweat and blood of a billion martyred
Earthmen. And there he lies, bold and
valiant—brought to Earth by the gentle
push of an Earthman’s hand.”

Pola was on her knees beside him now,
her fingers probing beneath the hair for
blood or the deadly softness of crushed
bone. Arvardan’s eyes opened slowly and
his lips formed a “Never mind!”

“He’s a coward,” said Pola, “whowould
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fight a paralyzed man and boast his vic-
tory. Believe me, darling, few Earthmen
are like that.”

“I know it, or you would not be an
Earthwoman.”

The Secretary stiffened. “As I said, all
lives here are forfeit, but, nevertheless, can
be bought. Are you interested in the
price?”

Pola said proudly, “In our case, you
would be. That I know.”

“Ssh, Pola.” Arvardan had not yet re-
covered his breath entirely. “What are you
proposing?”

“Oh,” said Balkis, “you are willing to
sell yourself? As I would be, for instance?
1, a vile Earthman?”

“You know best what you are” re-
torted Arvardan. “As for the rest, I am
not selling myself ; I am buying her.”

“I refuse to be bought,” said Pola.

“Touching,” grated the Secretary. “He
stoops to our females, our Earthie-squaws
—and can still play-act at sacrifice.”

“What are you proposing?” demanded
Arvardan.

“This. Obviously, word of our plans
has leaked out. How it got to Dr. Shekt
is not difficult to see, but how it got to the
Empire is puzzling. We would like to
know, therefore, just what the Empire
does know. Not what you have learned,
Arvardan, but what the Empire now
knows.”

“I am an archaeologist and not a spy,”
bit out Arvardan. “I don’t know anything
at all about what the Empire knows—but
1 hope they. know a damned lot.”

“So I imagine. Well, you may change
your mind. Think, all of you.”

Throughout, Schwartz had contributed
nothing ; nor had he raised his eyes.

)

HE SECRETARY WAITED, then

said, perhaps a trifle savagely, “Then
Tl outline the price to you of non-
co-operation. It will not be simply death,
since I am quite certain that all of you
are prepared for that unpleasant and in-
evitable eventuality. Dr. Shekt and the
girl, his daughter, who, unfortunately for
herself, is implicated to a deadly extent,
are citizens of Earth. Under the circum-
stances, it will be most appropriate to
have both subjected to the Synapsifier.
You understand, Dr. Shekt?”

The physicist’s eyes were pools of pure
horror.

“Yes, I see you do,” said Balkis. “It
is, of course, possible to allow the Synap-
sifier to damage brain tissue just suffi-
ciently to allow the production of an
acerebral imbecjle. It is a most disgusting
state: one in which you will have to be
fed, or starve; be cleaned, or live in dung;
be shut up, or remain a study in horror
to all who see. It may be a lesson to others
in the great day that is coming.

“As for you”—and the Secretary turned
to Arvardan—*“and your friend Schwartz,
you are Imperial citizens, and therefore
suitable for an interesting experiment. We
have never tried our concentrated fever
virus on you Galactic dogs. It would be
interesting to show our calculations cor-
rect. A small dose, you see, so that death
is not quick. The disease might work its
way to the inevitable over a period of a
week, if we dilute the injection sufficiently.
It will be very painful”

And now he paused and watched them
through shtted eyes. “All that,” he sald

e to a few
words at the present time. How much
does the Empire know? Have they other
agents active at the present moment?
What are their plans, if any, for counter-
action?”

Dr. Shekt muttered, “How do we know
that you won’t have us killed anyway,
once you have what you want of us?”

“You have my assurance that you will
die horribly if you refuse. You will have
to gamble on the alternative. What do you
say?”

“Can’t we have time?”

“Isn’t that what I'm giving you now?
Ten minutes have passed since I entered,
and I am still listening. . . . Well, have
you anything to say? What, nothing?
Time will not endure forever, you must
realize. Arvardan, you still knot your
muscles. You think perhaps you can reach
me before I can draw my blaster. Well,
what if you can? There are hundreds
outside, and my plans will continue with-
out me. Even your separate modes of
punishment will continue without me.

“Or perhaps you, Schwartz. You killed
our agent. It was you, was it not?
Perhaps you think you can kill me?”

For the first time Schwartz looked at
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Balkis.
won't.”

“That is kind of you.”

“Not at all. It is very cruel of me. You
say yourself that there are things worse
than simple death.”

Arvardan found himself suddenly star-
ing at Schwartz in a vastthope.

He said coldly, “I can, but I

XVIII

CHWARTZ'S mind was whirling. In

a queer, hectic way he felt at ease.
There was a piece of him that seemed in
absolute control of the situation, and more
of him that could not believe that. Para-
lysis had been applied to him later than
to the others. Even Dr. Shekt was sitting
up, while he himself could just budge an
arm and little more.

And, staring up at the leering mind
of the Secretary, infinitely foul and in-
finitely evil, he began his duel.

He said, “I was on ydur side originally,
for all that you were preparing to kill
me, I thought I understood your feelings
and your intentions. . . . But the minds of
these others here are relatively innocent
and pure, and yours is past description. It
is not even for the Earthmen you fight,
but for your own personal power. I see
in you not a vision of a free Earth, but
of a re-enslaved Earth. I see in you not
the disruption of the Imperial power, but
its replacement by a personal dictatorship.”

“You see all that, do you?” said Balkis.
“Well see what you wish. I don’t need
you ion after all, you k
so bad]y that I must endure insolence. We
have advanced the hour of striking, it
seems. Had you expected that? Amazing
what pressure will do, even on those who
swear that more speed is impossible. Did
you see that, my dramatic mind reader?”

Schwatz said, “I didn’t. I wasn't looking
for it, and it passed my notice. . . . But I
can look for it now. Two days—ILess—
Let's see—Tuesday—six in the morning—
Chica time.”

The blaster was in the Secretary’s hand,
finally. He advanced in abrupt strides.

“How did you know that?”

Schwartz stiffened; somewhere mental
tendrils bunched and grasped. Physically
his jaw muscles clamped rigorously shut
and his eyebrows curled low, but these

were purely irrelevant — involuntary ac-
companiments to the real effort. Within
his brain there was that which reached
out and seized hard upon the Mind Touch
of the other.

To Arvardan, for precious, wasting
seconds, the scene was meaningless; the
Secretary’s sudden motionless silence was
not significant.

Schwartz muttered gaspingly, “I've got
h|m . Take away his gun. I can’t hold

— It died away in a gurgle.

And then Arvardan understood. With a
lurch he was on all fours. Then slowly,
grindingly, he lifted himself once more,
by main force, to an unsteady erectness.
Pola tried to rise with him, could not
quite make it. Shekt edged off his slab,
sinking to his knees. Only Schwartz lay
there, his face working.

The Secretary might have been struck
by the Medusa sight. On his smooth and
unfurrowed forehead perspiration gath-
ered slowly, and his expressionless face
hinted of no emotion. Only that right
hand, holding the blaster, showed any
signs of life. Watch closely, and
might see it jerk ever so gently; note the
curious flexing pressure of it upon the
contact button: a gentle pressure, not
enough to do harm, but returning, and
returning—

“Hold him tight" gasped Arvandan
with a ferocious joy. He steadied himself
on the back of a chair and tried to gain
his breath. “Let me get to him.”

His feet dragged. He was in a night-
mare, wading through molasses, swim-
ming through tar; pulling with torn
muscles, so slowly—so slowly.

He was not—could not be—conscious
of the terrific duel that proceeded before
him,

The Secretary had only one aim, and
that was to put just the tiniest force into
his thumb—three ounces, to be exact, since
that was the contact pressure required for
the blaster’s operation. To do so his mind
had only to instruct a quiveringly balanced
tendon, already half contracted, to—to—

Schwartz had only one aim, and that
was to restrain that pressure—but in all
the incohate mass of sensation presented
to him by the other’s Mind Touch, he could
not know which particular area was alone
concerned with that thumb. So it was that
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he bent his efforts to produce a stasis, a
complete stasis—

The Secretary’s Mind Touch heaved
and billowed against restraint. It was a
quick and fearfully intelligent mind that
confronted Schwartz’s untried control.
For seconds it remained quiescent, waiting
—then, in a terrific, tearing attempt, it
would tug wildly at this muscle or that—

To Schwartz it was as if he had seized
a wrestling hold which he must maintain
at all costs, though his opponent threw
him about in frenzies.

But none of this showed. Only the
nervous clenching and unclenching of
Schwartz’s jaw; the quivering lips,
bloodied by the biting teeth—and that
occasional soft movement on the part of
the Secretary’s thumb, straining—strain-
ing.

Arvardan paused to rest. He did not
want to. He had to. His outstreched finger
§Just touched the fabric of the Secretary’s
tunic and he felt he could move no more.
His agonized lungs could not pump the
breath his dead limbs required. His eyes
were blurred with the tears of effort, his
mind with the haze of pain.

He gasped, “Just a few more mmutes,
Schwartz. Hold him, hold him—’
Slowly, slowly, Schwartz

head. “I can’t—1I can't—"

And indeed, to Schwartz all the world
was slipping away into dull, unfocused
chaos. The tendrils of his mind were be-
coming stiff and nonresilient.

The Secretary’s thumb pressed once
again upon the contact. It did not relax.
‘The pressure grew by tiny stages.

Schwartz could feel the bulging of his
own eyeballs, the writhing expression of
the veins in his forehead. He could sense
the awful triumph that gathered in the
mind of the other—

shook  his

HEN Arvardar lunged. His stiff and
rebellious body toppled forward,
hands outstretched and clawing.

The yielding, mind-held Secretary
toppled with him. The blaster flew side-
ways, clanging along the hard floor.

The Secretary’s mind wrenched free
almost simultaneously, and Schwartz fell
back, his own skull a tangled jungle of
confusion.

Balkis struggled wildlybeneath the cling-

mg dead weight of Arvardan’s body He
jerked a kmee into the other’s groin with
a vicious strength while his clenched fist
came down sideways on Arvardan’s cheek-
bone. He lifted and thrust—and Arvardan
rolled off in huddled agony.

The Secretary staggered to his feet,
panting and disheveled, and stopped again.

Facing him was Shekt, half reclining.
His right hand, shakingly supportedby the
left, was holding the blaster, and although
it quivered, the business end pointed at
the Secretary.

“You pack of fools,” shrilled the Sec-
retary, passion-choked, “what do you ex-
pect to gain? T have only to raise my
voice—"

“And you, at least,” responded Shekt
weakly, “will die.”

“You will accomplish nothing by killing
me,” said the Secretary bitterly, “and you
know it. You will not save the Empire
you would betray us to—and you would
not save )ourselves Give me that gun and
you will go free.”

He extended a hand, but Shekt laughed
wistfully. “I am not mad enough to be-
lieve that”

“Perhaps not, but you are half para-
lyzed.” And the Secretary broke sharply
to the right, far faster than the physicist’s
feeble wrist could veer the blaster.

But now Balkis’s mind, as he tensed for
the final jump, was utterly and entirely
on the blaster he was avoiding. Schwartz
extended his mind once again in a final
jab, and the Secretary tripped and
slammed downward as if he had been
clubbed.

Arvardan had risen painfully to his feet.
His cheek was red and swollen and he
hobbled when he walked. He said, “Can
you move, Schwartz?”

“A little” came the tired response.
Schwartz slid out of his seat.

“Anyone else coming this way, maybe?”

“Not that I can detect.””

Arvardan smiled grimly down at Pola.
His hand was resting on her soft brown
hair and she was looking up at him with
brimming eyes. Several times in the last
two hours he had been sure that never,
never would he feel her hair or see her
eyes again.

“Maybe there will be a later after all.
Pola?”
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And she could only shake her head and
say, “There’s not enough time. We only
have till six o'clock Tuesday.”

“Not enough time? Well, let’s see.”
Arvardan bent over the prone Ancient
and pulled his head back, none too gently.

“Is he alive?” He felt-futilely for a
pulse with his still-numb finger tips and
then placed a palm beneath the green robe.
He said, “His heart’s beating, anyway.

. . You've a dangerous power there,
Schwartz. Why didn’t you do this in the
first place?”

“Because I wanted to see him held
static.” Schwartz clearly showed the effects
of his ordeal. “I thought that if I could
hold him, we could lead him out before;
use him as decoy; hide behind his skirts.”

Shekt said, in sudden animation, “We
might. There’s the Imperial garrison in
Fort Dibburn not half a mile away. Once
there, we're safe and can get word to
Ennius,”

“Once there! There must be a hundred
guards outside, with hundreds more be-
tween here and there—And what can we
do with a stiff green-robe? Carry him?
Shove him along on little wheels?” Ar-
vardan laughed humorlessly.

“Besides,” said Schwartz gloomily, “I
couldn’t hold him very long. You saw—I
failed.”

Shekt said earnestly, “Because you're
not used to it. Now listen, Schwartz, I've
got a notion as to what it is you do with
your mind. It's a receiving station for the
electromagnetic fields of the brain. I
think you can transmit also. Do you un-
derstand ?”

Schwartz seemed painfully uncertain.

“You must understand,” insisted Shekt.
“You'll have to concentrate on what you
want him to do—and first we're going
to give him his blaster back.”

“What!” The outraged exclamation was
nearly triple.

Shekt raised his voice. “He’s got to lead
us out of here. We can’t get out otherwise,
can we? And how can it look less sus-
picious than to allow him to be obviously
armed?”

“But I couldn’t hold him. I tell you I
couldn’t.” Schwartz was flexing his arms,
slapping them, trying to get back into the
feel of normality. “I don’t care what your
theories are, Dr, Shekt, You don’t know

what goes on. It’s a slippery, painful thing,
and it's not easy.”

“I know, but it’s the chance we take.
Try it now, Schwartz. Have him move
his arm when he comes to.” Shekt’s voice
was pleading.

The Secretary moaned as he lay there,
and Schwartz felt the reviving Mind
Touch. Silently, almost fearfully, he let it
gather strength—then spoke to it. It wag
a speech that included no words; it was
the silent speech you sent to your arm
when you want it to move, a speech so
silent you are not yourself aware of #.

ND Schwartz’s arm did not move;

it was the Secretary’s that did. The
Earthman from the past looked up with a
wild smile, but the others had eyes
only for Balkis—Balkis, that recumbent
figure, with a lifting head, with eyes from
which the glaze of unconsciousness was
vanishing, and an arm which peculiarly
and incongruously jerked outward at a
ninety-degree angle.

Schwartz bent to his task.

The Secretary lifted himself up in ane
gular fashion; nearly, but not quite, overs
balancing himself. And then, in a queer
and involuntary way, he danced.

It lacked rhythm; it lacked beauty;j
but to the three who watched the body,
and to Schwartz, who watched body and
mind, it was a thing of indescribable awe.
For in those moments the Secretary’s
body was under the control of a mind not
materially connected with it.

Slowly, cautiously, Shekt approached the
robotlike Secretary and, not without a
qualm, extended his hand. In the open
palm thereof lay the blaster, butt first.

“Let him take it, Schwartz,” said Shekt.

Balkis’s hand reached out and grasped
the weapon clumsily. For a moment there
was a sharp, devouring glitter in his eyes,
and then it all faded. Slowly, slowly, the
blaster was put into its place in the belt,
and the hand fell away.

Schwartz’s laugh was high-pitched. “He
almost got away, there” But his face
was white as he spoke.

“Well? Can you hold him?”

“He’s fighting like the devil But it’s
not as bad as before.”

“That’s because you know what you're
doing,” said Shekt, with an encoragement
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he did not entirely feel. “Transmit, now.
Don’t try to hold him; just pretend you're
doing it yourself.”

Arvardan broke in. “Can you make him
talk?”

There was a pause, then a low, rasping
growl from the Secretary. Another pause;
another rasp.

“That’s all,” panted Schwartz.

“But why won't it work?” asked Pola,
She looked worried.

Shekt shrugged. “Some pretty delicate
and complicated muscles are involved. It’s
not like yanking at the long limb muscles.
Never mind, Schwartzz. We may get by
without.”

The memory of the next two hours
was something no two of those that took
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He whispered, “Just get him into the
back seat, Schwartz. Il drive. I know
how. From now on just keep him still,
and I'll take the blaster away.”

HE Secretary’s ground car was a

special model. Because it was special,
it was differedt. It attracted attention.
Its green headlight turned to the right
and left in rhythmic swings as the light
dimmed and brightened in emerald flashes.
Men paused to watch. Ground cars ad-
vancing in the opposite direction moved
to the side in a respectful hurry,

Had the car been less noticed, had it
been less obtrusive, the occasional passer-
by might have had time to note the pale,
unmovmg Ancnent m the back seat—might

part in the queer odyssey could dupli

Dr. Shekt, for instance, had acquired a
queer rigidity in which all his fears were
drowned in one breathless and helpless
sympathy with the inwardly struggling
Schwartz. Throughout he had eyes only
for that round face as it slowly furrowed
and twisted with effort. For the others he
had hardly time for more than a moment’s
glance.

The guards immediately outside the
door saluted sharply at the appearance of
the Secretary, his green robe redolent of
officialdom and power. The Secretary re-
turned the salute in a fumbling, flat
manner. They passed, unmolested.

Schwartz alone knew the full cost of
failure. In the enemy Mind that he con-
trolled he could sense the unbearable
humiliation, the surpassing hatred, the
utterly horrible resolves. He had to search
that Mind for the information that guided
him—the position of the official ground
car, the proper route to take—And, in
searching, he also experienced the galling
bitterness of the determined revenge that
would lash out should his control waver
for but the tenth part of the second.

Schwartz gasped at the words when
they reached the ground car. He no
longer dared relax sufficiently to utter
connected sentences. He choked out quick
phrases “Can’t—drive ar—can’t make—

ks n_»

Shekt soothed him with a soft, clucking
sound. He dared not touch him, dared not
speak in an ordinary way, dared not dis-
tract Schwartz’s mind for a second.

have ht have scented dan-
ger—

But they noticed only the car, so that
time passed .

A soldier blocked the way at the gleam»
ing chromium gates that rose sheerly in
the expansive, overwhelming way that
marked all Imperial structures in sharp
contrast to the squatly massive and brood-
ing architecture of Earth. His huge force
gun shot out horizontally in a barring ges-
ture, and the car halted.

Arvardan leaned out. “I'm a citizen of
the Empire, soldier. I'd like to see your
commanding officer.”

“I'll have to see your identification, sir.””

“That’s been taken from me. I am Bel
Arvardan of Baronn, Sirius. I am on
the Procurator’s business and I'm in a
hurry.”

The soldier lifted a wrist to his mouth
and spoke softly into the transmitter.
There was a pause while he waited for
an answer, and then he lowered his rifle
and stepped aside. Slowly the gate swung
open.

XIX

HE hours that followed saw tur-
moil within and without Fort Dib-
burn. More so, perhaps, in Chica itself.
It was at noon that the High Minister
at Washenn inquired via Communi-wave
after his Secretary, and a search for the
latter failed. The High Minister was dis-
pleased; the minor officials at the Hall of
Correction were perturbed.
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Questioning followed, and the guards
outside the assembly room were definite
that the Secretary had left with the pris-
oners at ten-thirty in the moming . .
No, he had left no instructions. They
could not say where he was going; it was,
of course, not their place to ask.

Another set of guards was equally un-
informed and uninformative. A general
air of anxiety mounted and swirled.

t 2 PM. the first report arrived that
the Secretary’s ground car had been seen
that morning—no one had seen if the
Secretary was within—some thought he
had been driving, but had only assumed
it, it turned out—

By two-thirty it had been ascertained
that the car had entered Fort Dibburn,

At not quite three, it was finally de-
cided to put in a call to the commander
of the fort. A lieutenant had answered.

It was impossible at that time, they
learned, for information on the subject
to be given. However, His Imperial Ma-
jesty’s officers requested that order be
maintained for the present. It was fur-
ther requested that news of the absence of
a member of the Society of Ancients be
not generally distributed until further no-
tice.

But that was enough to achieve the
direct opposite of the Imperial desires.

Men engaged in treason cammot take
chances when one of the prime members
of a conspiracy is in the hands of the
enemy forty-eight hours before trigger
time. It can mean only discovery or be-
trayal, and these are but the reverse sides
of a single coin. Either alternative would
mean death.

So word went out—

And the population of Chica stirred—

The professional demagogues were on
the street corners. The secret arsenals
were broken open and the hands that
reached withdrew with weapons. There was
a twisting drift toward the fort, and at
6 PM. a new message was sent to the
commandant, this time by personal envoy.

EANWHILE, this activity was

matched in a smaller way by events
within the fort. It had begun dramatically
when the young officer meeting the enter-
ing ground car reached out a hand for
the Secretary’s blaster.
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“Tll take that,” he said curtly.

Shekt said, “Let him take it, Schwartz"”

The Secretary’s hand lifted the blaster
and stretched out; the blaster left it,
was carried away—and Schwartz, with a
heaving sob of breaking tension, let go.

Arvardan was ready. When the Secre-
tary lashed out like an insane steel coil
released from compression, the archaeolo~
gist pounced upon him, fists pumping
down hard.

The officer snapped out orders. Soldiers
were running up. When rough hands laid
hold of Arvardan’s shirt collar and
dragged him up, the Secretary was limp
upon the seat. Dark blood was flowing
feebly from the corner of his mouth. Ar-
vardan’s own already bruised cheek was
open and bleeding.

He straightened his hair shakily. Then,
pointing a rigid finger, said firmly, “I
accuse that man of conspiring to over-
throw the Imperial Government. I must
have an immediate interview with the
commanding officer.”

“We’ll have to see about that, sir,” said
the officer civilly. “If you don’t mind, you
will have to follow me—all of you.”

And there, for hours, it rested. Their
quarters were private, and reasonably
clean. For the first time in twelve hours
they had a chance to eat, which they did,
despite considerations, with dispatch and
efficiency. They even had the opportunity
of that further necessity of civilization,
a bath,

Yet the room was guarded, and as the
hours passed, Arvardan finally lost his
temper and cried, “But we’ve simply ex-
changed prisons.”

‘The dull, meaningless routine of an
army camp drifted about them, ignoring
them. Schwartz was sleeping and Arvar-
dan’s eyes went to him. Shekt shook his
head.

“We can't,” he said. “It’s humanly im-
possible. The man is exhausted. Let him
sleep.”

“But there are only thirty-nine hours
left.”

“I know—but wait.”

A cool and faintly sardonic voice
sounded. “Which of you claims to be a
citizen of the Empire?”

Arvardan sprang forward. “I am. I—"

And his voice failed as he recognized
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the speaker. The latter smiled rigidly. His
left arm he held a bit stiffly as a remain-
ing memento of their last meeting.

Pola’s voice was faint behind him. “Bel,
it’s the officer—the one of the department
store.”

“The one whose arn he broke,” came
the sharp addition. “My name is Lieu-
tenant Claudy and yes, you are the same
man. So you are a member of the Sirian
worlds, are you? And yet you consort
with these. Galaxy, the depths a man can
sink to! And you've still got the girl
with you” He waited and then said
slowly and deliberately, “The Earthie-
squaw!”

Arvardan bristled, then subsided. He
couldn’t—not yet—

He forced humbleness into his voice.
“May I see the colonel, Lieutenant?”

“The colonel, I am afraid, is not on
duty now.”

“You mean he’s not in the city?”

“I didn’t say that. He can be reached—
if the matter is sufficiently urgent.”

“It is . . . May I see the officer of the

2

“At the moment I am the officer of
the day.”

“Then call the colonel.”

And slowly the lieutenant shook his
head. “I could scarcely do so without be-
ing convinced of the gravity of the situa-
tion.”

Arvardan was shaking with impatience.
“By the Galaxy, stop fencing with me!
It’s life and death.”

“Really?” Lieutenant Claudy swung a
little swagger stick with an air of af-
fected dandyism. “You might crave an
audience with me.”

“All right . . . Well, I'm waiting.”

“I saidl—you might crave one.”

“May I have an audience, Lieutenant?”

But there was no smile on the lieu-
tenant’s face. “I said, crave one—before
the girl. Humbly.”

Arvardan swallowed and drew back.
Pola’s hand was on his sleeve. “lese,
Bel. You mustn’t get him angry.”

The archaeologist growled huskily, “Bel
Arvardan of Sirius humbly craves au-
dience with the officer of the day.”

Lieutenant Claudy said, “That depends.”

He took a step toward Arvardan and
quickly and viciously brought the flat of
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his palm down hard upon the bandagethat
dressed Arvardan’s open cheek.
Arvardan gasped and stifled a shriek.
The lieutenant said, “You resented that
once. Don’t you this time?”
Arvardan said nothing.
The lieutenant said, “Audience granted.”
Four soldiers fell in before and behind
Arvardan, Lieutenant Claudy led the way.

HEKT and Pola were alone with the
sleeeping Schwartz, and Shekt said,
“I don’t hear him any more, do you?”

It was the Secretary he did not hear.
Balkis had been placed in an adjoining
room, where his caged-lion steps had been
clearly and ominously audible. Except that
now they weren’t.

It was a little point, but in the single
mind and body of the secretary there had
somehow become centered and symboled
all the sinister forces of disease and de-
struction that were being loosed on the
giant network of living stars. Shekt jarred
Schwartz gently. “Wake up,” he said.

Schwartz stirred. “What is it?” He felt
scarcely rested. His tiredness went in and
in, so deep as to come out at the other
side, projecting in jagged streaks.

“Where’s Balkis?” urged Shekt.

“Oh—oh yes.” Schwartz looked about
wildly, then remembered that it was not
with his eyes that he looked and saw most
clearly. He sent out the tendrils of his
mind and they circled, sensing tensely for
the Mind they knew so well.

He found it, and avoided touching it.
His long immersion in it had not in-
creased his fondness for the clinging of
its diseased wretchedness.

Schwartz muttered, “He’s on another
floor. He’s talking to someone.”

“To whom?”

“No one whose mind I've even Touched
before. Wait—let me listen. Maybe the
Secretary will—Yes, he calls him Colonel.”

Shekt and Pola looked quickly at one
another,

“It can’t be treason, can it?” whispered
Pola. “I mean, surely an officer of the
Empire wouldn’t deal with an Earthman
against the Emperor, would he?”

“I don’t know,” said Shekt miserably,
“I am ready to believe anything,”

*  x x
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Lieutenant Claudy was smiling. He was
behind a desk, with a blaster at his finger
tips and the four soldiers behind him. He
spoke with the authority that such a situ-
ation would lend one.

“I don’t like Earthies,” he said. “I
never liked them, They’re the scum of
the Galaxy. They're diseased), superstitious,
and lazy. They're degenerate and stupid.
But, by the Stars, most of them know
their place.

“In a way, I can understand them.
That’s the way they were born, and they
can't help it. Of course I wouldn’t en-
dure what the Emperor endures from
them—I mean their blasted customs and
traditions—if I were the Emperor. But
that’s all right. Someday we’ll learn—"

Arvardan exploded. “Now look here.
I didn’t come to listen—"

“You'll listen, because I’'m not finished.
I was about to say that what I can’t
understand is the workings of the mind
of an Earthie-lover. When a man—a real
man, supposedly—can get so low in filth
as to crawl in among them and go nosing
after their womenfolk, I have no respect
for him. He’s worse than they are—"

“Then to Space with you and your poor
filthy excuse of a mind!” fiercely. “Do
you know that there’s treason against the
Empire afoot? Do you know just how
dangerous the situation is? Every minute
you delay endangers every one of the
quadrillions in the Galaxy—"

“Oh, I don’t know, Dr. Arvardan. It
is Dr., isn’t it? I mustn’t forget your
honors. You see, I've got a theory of
my own. You’re one of them. Maybe you
were born in Sirius, but you've got a
black Earthman’s heart, and you’re using
your Galactic citizenship to advance their
cause. You've kidnaped this official of
theirs, this Ancient. (A good thing, by
the way, in itself, and I wouldn’t mind
rattling his throat for him.) But the
Earthmen are looking for him already.
They've sent a message to the for

“They have? Already? Then why are
we talking here? I must see the colonel
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released the Ancient?”

“You cannot” Arvardan rose to his
feet, and for a moment it looked as though
he might hurl himself across the desk
at the other.

But the blaster was in Lieutenant
Claudy’s hand. “Oh, can’t we?
here, now. I've gotten a little of my own
back. I've slapped you and made you
crawl before your Earthie pals. I've made
you sit here while I told you to your
face what a low worm you are. And now
I would love an excuse to blast your arm
off in exchange for what you did to
mine. Now make another move.”

Arvardan froze.

Lieutenant Claudy laughed and put his
blaster away. “It’s too bad I have to save
you for the colonel. He’s to see you at
five-fifteen.”

“You knew that—you knew that all
the time” Frustration tore his throat
into hoarse sandpaper.

“Certainly.”

“If the time we have lost, Lieutenant
Claudy, means that the issue is lost, then
neither of us will have much time to live.”
He spoke with an iciness that distorted
his voice into something horrible. “But
you will die first, because I shall spend
my last minutes smashing your face into
splintered bone and smashed brain.”

“I'll be waiting for you, Earthie-lover.
Any timel”

HE commanding officer of Fort Dib-

burn had grown stiff in the service of
the Empire. In the profound peace of the
last generations there was little in the
way of “glory” that any army officer
could earn, and the colonel, in commen
with others, earned none. But in the long,
slow rise from military cadet he had seen
service in every part of the Galaxy—so
that even a garrison on the neurotic world
of Earth was to him but an additional
chore. He wanted only the peaceful rout-
ine of normal occupation. He asked noth-
ing beyond this, and for it was willing to

1f.

“You expect a riot, trouble of any sort?
Perhaps you even planned one as the first
step in an arranged revolt, eh?”

“Are you mad? Why would I want to
do that?”

“Well, then, you wouldn’t mind if we

humble hi; , when it was nec-
essary, to apologize to an Earthgirl.
seemed tired when Arvardan
enter:d. His shirt collar was open and his
tunic, with its blazing yellow “Spaceship
and Sun” of Empire, hung loosely over
the back of his chair. He cracked the
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Imnuckles of his right hand with an ab-
stracted air as he stared solemnly at Ar-
vardan,

“A very confusing story, all this,” he
said, “very. I recall you well, young man.
You are Bel Arvardan of Baronn, and the
principal of a previous moment of con-
siderable embarrassment. Can’t you keep
out of trouble?”

“It is not only myself that is in trouble,
Colonel, but all the rest of the Galaxy as
well.”

“Yes, I know,” somewhat impatiently.
“Or at least I know that that is what you
clim. I am told that you no longer have
papers of identification.”

“They were taken from me, but I am
known at Everest. The Procurator him-
self can identify me, and will, I hope,
before evening falls.””

“We’ll see about that” The colonel
crossed his arms and teetered backward
on his chair. ‘Suppose you give me your
side of the story.”

“I have been made aware of a danger-
ous conspiracy on the part of a small
group of Earthmen to overthrow the Im-
perial Government by force, which, if not
made known at once to the proper author-
ities, may well succeed in destroying both
the Government and much of the Empire
itself.”

“You go too far, young man, in this
very rash and far fetched statement. That
the men of Earth could stage annoying
riots, lay siege to this fort, do considerable
daisage, I am quite prepared to admit—
but I do not for a moment conceive them
capable of as much as driving the Im-
perial forces from this planet, let alone
destroying the Imperial Government. Yet
I will listen to the details of this—uh—

lot.”

“Unfortunately, the seriousness of the
matter is such that I feel it vital that the
details be told to the Procurator "himself
in person. I request, therefore, to be put
into communication with him now, if
you don’t mind.”

“Umm. ... Let us not act too hurriedly.
Are you aware that the man yon have
brought in is Secretary to the High Min-
ister of Earth, one of their Ancients
and a very important man to them?”

“Perfectly I

“And yet you say that he is a prime

mover m thls conspiracy you mention.”

“Your evidence?”

“You will understand me, I am sure,
when I say that I cannot discuss that with
anyone but the Procurator.”

The colonel frowned and regarded his
fingernails. “Do you doubt my competency
in the case?”

“Not at all, sir. It is simply that only
the Procurator has the authority to take
the decisive action required in this case.”

“What decisive action do you refer to?”

“A certain building on Earth must be
bombed and totally destroyed within thirty
hours, or the lives of most, or all, of
the inhabitants of the Empire will be lost.”

“What building?” asked the colonel
wearily.

Arvardan snapped back, “May I be con-
nected with the Procurator, please?”

There was a pause of deadlock. The
colonel said stiffly, “You realize that in
forcibly kidnaping an Earthman you
have rendered yourself liable to trial and
punishment by the Terrestrial authorities?
Ordinarily the government will protect its
citizens as a matter of principle and insist
upon a Galactic trial. However, affairs on
Earth are delicate and T have strict in-
struction to risk no avoidable clash. There-
fore, unless you answer my questions
fully, I will be forced to turn you and
your companions over to the local police.”

“But that would be a death sentencel
For yourself too! . . . Colonel, I am a
citizen of the Empire, and I demand an
audience with the Pro—"

A buzzer on the colonel’s desk inter-
rupted him. The colonel turned to it, clos-
ing a contact, “Yes?”

“Sir,” came the clear voice, “a body of
natives have encircled the fort. It is be-
lieved they are armed.”

“Has there been any violence?”

“No, sir.””

There was no sign of emotion on the
colonel's face. This, at least, was what he
was trained for. “Artillery and aircraft
are to be made ready—all men to battle
stations. Withhold all fire except in self
defense. Understood ?”

“Yes, sir. An Earthman under flag of
truce wishes audience.”

“Send him in. Also send the High
Minister’s Secretary here again.”
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And now the colonel glared coldly at
the archaeologist. “I trust you are aware
of the appalling nature of what you have
caused.”

“I demand to be present at the inter-
view,” cried Arvardan, nearly incoherent
with fury, “and I further demand the
reason for your allowing me to rot under
guard here for hours while you closet
yourself with a native traitor. I tell you
that I am not ignorant that you inter-
viewed him before speaking with me.”

“Are you making any accusations, sir?”
demanded the colonel, his own voice as-
cending the scale. “If so, make them
plainly.”

“I make no accusations. But I will
remind you that you will be accountable
for your actions hereafter, and that you
may well be known in the future, if you
have a future, as the destroyer. by your
stubbornness, of your people.”

“Silencet I am not accountable to
you, at any rate. We will conduct affairs,
henceforward, as I choose. Do you under-
stand?”

XX

HE Secretary passed through the

door held open by a soldier. On his
purpling, swollen lips there was a brief,
cold smile. He bowed to the colonel and
remained completely unaware, to all ap-
pearances, of the presence of Arvardan.

“Sir,” said the colonel to the Earthman,
“T have communicated to the High Min-
ister the details of your presence here
and the manner in which it came about.
Your detention here is, of course, entirely
—uh—unorthodox, and it is. my purpose
to set you free as soon as I can. However;
I have here a gentleman who, as you
probably know, has lodged against you
a very serious accusation; one which, un-
der the circumstances, we must investi-
ate—""

“I understand, Colonel,” said the Sec-
retary calmly. “However, as I have al-
ready explained to you, this man has
been on Earth, I believe, only a matter
of two months or so, so that his know-
ledge of our internal politics is non-
existent. This is a flimsy basis, indeed;,
for any accusation.”

Arvardan retorted in anger, “I am an
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archaeologist by profession, and one who
has specialized of late on Earth and its
customs. My knowledge of its politics is
far from nonexistent. And in any case,
I am not the only one who makes the
accusation.”

The Secretary. did not look at the
archaeologist either now or later. He spoke
exclusively to the colonel. He said, “One
of our local scientists is involved in this;
one who, approaching the end of his nor-
mal sixty years, is suffering from delu-
sions of persecution. Then, in addition,
there is another mang one of unknown
antecedents and a history of idiocy. All
three could not raise a respectable accu-
sation among them.”

Arvardan ]mnpcd to his feet. “I demand
to be heard—'

“Sit down,” said the colonel coldly and
unsympathetically. “You have refused to
udiscuss the matter with me. Let the re-
fusal stand. Bring in the man with the
flag of truce.”

It was another member of the Society
of Ancients. Scarcely a flicker of the eye-
tid betrayed any emotion on his part at
the sight of the Secretary. The colonel
rose from his chair and said, “Do you
speak for the men outside?”

“I do, sir.”

“I assume, then, that this riotous and
illegal assembly is based upon a demand
for the return of your fellow countryman

. here?”

“Yes,
freed.”

“Indeed! Nevertheless, the interest of
law and order and the respect due His
Imperial Majesty’s representatives or this
world require that the matter cannot pos-
sibly be discussed while men are gathered
in armed rebellion against us. You must
have your men disperse.”

The Secretary spoke up pleasantly. “The
colonel is perfectly correct, Brother Cori.
Please calm the situation. I am perfectly
safe here, and there is no danger—for
anybody. Do you understand? For any-
body. It is my word as an Ancient.”

“Very well, Brother. I am thankful
you are safe.”

He was ushered out.

The colonel said curtly, “We will see that
you leave here safely as soon as matters
in the city have returned to normnal, Thank

sir. He must be immediately
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you for your co-operation in this matter
just concluded.”

Arvardan was again on his feet. “I
forbid it. You will let loose this would-be
murderer of the human race while for-
bidding me an interview with the Pro-
curator when that would be simply in
accord with my rights as a Galactic citi-
zen.” Then, in a paroxysm of frustration,
“Will you show more consideration to an
Earthman dog than you will to me?”

The Secretary’s voice sounded over that
last near-incoherent rage. “Colonel, I will
gladly remain until such time as my case is
heard by the Procurator, if that is what
this man wants. An accusation of treason
is serious, and the suspicion of it—how-
ever farfetched—may be sufficient to ruin
my usefulness to my people. I would really
appreciate the opportunity to prove to
the Procurator that none is more loyal to
the Empire than myself.”

The colonel said stiffly, “I admire your
feelings, sir, and freely admit that were
I in your place my attitude would be
quite different. You are a credit to your
race, sir. I will attempt contact with the
Procurator.”

Arvardan said nothing more until led
back to his cell.

E avoided the glance of the others.
For a long time he sat motionless,
with a knuckle pinched between gnawing

teeth.

Until Shekt said, “Well?”

Arvardan shook his head. “I just about
ruined everything.”

“What did you do?”

“Lost my temper; offended the colonel;
got nowhere—I'm no diplomat, Shekt.”

He felt riven with the sudden urge for
self-defense. “What could I do?” he cried.
“Balkis has already been to the colonel, so
that I couldn’t trust him. What if he’d
been offered his life? What if he’s been in
on the plot all along? I know it’s a wild
thought, but I couldn’t take the chance. It
was too suspicious. I wanted to see Ennius
himself.” .

The physicist was on his feet, withered
hands clasped behind his back. “Well,
then—is Ennius coming?”

“I suppose so. But it is only at Balkis’s
own request, and that I don’t understand.”

“Balkis’s own request? Then Schwartz
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must be right.”

“Yes? What has Schwartz been say-
ing?”

The plump Earthman was sitting on
his cot. He shrugged his shoulders when
the eyes turned to him and spread out
his hands in a helpless gesture. “I caught
the Secretary’s Mind Touch when they
took him past our room just now. He'’s
definitely had a long talk with this officer
you talked to.”

“I know.”

“But there’s no treason in that officer’s
mind.”

“Well,” miserably, “then I guessed
wrong. I'll eat worms when Ennius comes.
What about Balkis ?”

“There’s no worry or fear in his mind;
only hate. And now it’s mostly hate for
us, for capturing him, for dragging him
here. We've wounded his vanity horribly,
and he intends to square it with us. I
saw little daydream pictures in his mind.
Of himself, singlehanded, preventing the
entire Galaxy from doing anything to
stop him even while we, with our know-
ledge, work against him. He's giving us
the odds, the trumps, and then he'll smash
us anyway and triumph over us.”

“You mean that he will risk his plans,
his dreams of Empire, just to vent a
little spite at us? That's mad.”

“I know,” said Schwartz with finality.
“He is mad.”

“And he thinks he'll succeed?”

“That's right”

“Then we must have you, Schwartz,
We'll need your mind. Listen to me—"

But Shekt was shaking his head. “No,
Arvardan, we couldn’t work that. I woke
Schwartz when you left and we discussed
the matter. His mental powers, which he
can describe only dimly, are obviously not
under perfect control. He can stun a man,
or paralyze him, or even kill him. Better
than that, he can control the larger volun-
tary muscles even against the subject’s
will, but no more than that. In the case of
the Secretary, he couldn’t make the man
talk, the small muscles about the vocal
cords being beyond him. He couldn’t co-
ordinate motion well enough to have the
Secretary drive a car; he even balanced
him while walking only with difficulty.
‘Obviously, then, we couldn’t control En-
nius, for instance, to the point of having
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him issue an order, or write one. I've
thought of that, you see . . .” Shekt shook
his head as his voice trailed away.

Arvardan felt the desolation of futility
descend upon him. Then, with a sudden
pang of anxiety, “Where’s Pola?”

“She’s sleeping in the alcove.”

He would have longed to wake her—
longed—Oh, longed a lot of things.

Arvardan looked at his watch. It was
almost midnight, and there were only
thirty hours left.

He slept for a while after that, then
woke for a while, as it grew light again.
No one approached, and a man’s very soul
grew haggard and pale.

Arvardan looked at his watch. It was
almost midnight, and there were only
six hours left.

He looked about him now in a dazed
and hopeless way. They were all here now
—even the Procurator, at last. Pola was
next to him, her warm little fingers on his
wrist and that look of fear and exhaustion
on her face that more than anything else
infuriated him against the Galaxy.

Maybe they all deserved to die, the
stupid, stupid—stupid—

He scarcely saw Shekt and Schwartz.
They sat on the left. And there was
Balkis, the damnable Balkis, with his lips
still swollen, one cheek green, so that it
must hurt like the devil to talk—and Ar-
vardan’s own lips stretched into a furious,
aching smile at the thought and his fists
clenched and writhed. His own bandaged
cheek ached less at the thought.

Facing all of them was Ennius,
frowning, uncertain, almost ridiculous,
dressed as he was in those heavy, shape-
less, lead-impregnated clothes.

And he was stupid, too. Arvardan felt
a thrill of hatred shoot through him at
the thought of these Galactic trimmers
who wanted only peace and ease. Where
were the conquerors of three centuries
back? Where? . . .

Six hours left—

NNIUS had received the call from
the Chica garrison some eighteen
hours before and he had streaked half
around the planet at the summons. The
motives that led him to that were obscure
but nonetheless forceful. Essentially, he
told himself, there was nothing to the

matter but a regrettable kidnapping of one
of those green-robed curiosities of super-
stitious, hagridden Earth. That, and these
wild and undocumented accusations. Noth-
ing, certainly, that the colonel on the spot
could not have handled.

And yet there was Shekt—Shekt was
in this—And not as the accused, but as
an accuser. It was confusing.

He sat now facing them, thinking, quite
conscious that his decision in this case
might hasten a rebellion, perhaps weaken
his own position at court, ruin his chances
at advancement—As for Arvardan’s long
speech just now about virus strains and
unbridled epidemics, how seriously could
he take it? After all, if he took action on
the basis of it, how credible would the
matter sound to his superiors?

And yet Arvardan was an archaeologist
of note.

So he postponed the matter in his
mind by saying to the Sécretary, “Surely
you have something to say in this matter?”

“Surprisingly little,” said the Secretary
with easy confidence. “I would like to ask
what evidence exists for supporting the
accusation ?”

“Your Excellency,” said Arvardan with
snapping patience, “I have already told
you that the man admitted it in every de-
tail at the time of our imprisonment day
before yesterday.”

“Perhaps,” said the Secretary, “you
choose to credit that, Your Excellency,
but it is simply an additional unsupported
statement. Actually the only facts to
which outsiders can bear witness are
that I was the one violently taken prisoner,
not they; that it was my life that was in
peril, not theirs. Now I would like my
accuser to explain how he could find all
this out in the nine weeks that he has been
on the planet, when you, the Procurator,
in years of service here, have found noth-
ing to my disadvantage?”

“There is reason in what the Brother
says,” admitted Ennius heavily. “How do
youknow?”

Arvardan replied stiffly, “Prior to the
accused’s confession I was informed of
the conspiracy by Dr. Shekt.”

“Is that so, Dr. Shekt?” The Procu-
rator’s glance shifted to the physicist.

“That is so, Your Excellency.”

“And how did you find out?”
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Shekt said, “Dr. Atrvardan was admir-
ably thorough and accurate in his des-
cription of the use to which the Synapsi-
fier was put and in his remarks concerning
the dying statements of the bacteriologist,
F. Smitko. This Smitko was a member of
the conspiracy. His remarks were recorded
and the recording is available.”

“But, Dr. Shekt, the dying statements
of a man known to be in delirium—if what
Dr. Arvardan said is true—cannot be of
very great weight. You have nothing else?”

Arvardan interrupted by striking his
fist on the arm of his chair and roaring,
“Is this a law court? Has someone been
guilty of violating a traffic ordinance?
We have no time to weigh evidence on an
analytical balance or measure it with mi-
crometers, I tell you we have till six in
the morning, five and a half hours, in
other words, to wipe out this enormous
threat. . . . You knew Dr. Shekt previous
to this time, Your Excellency. Have you
known him to be a liar?”

The Secretary interposed instantly, “No
one accused Dr. Shekt of deliberately
lying, Your Excellency. It is only that the
good doctor is aging and has, of late,
been greatly concerned over his approach-
ing sixtieth birthday. I am afraid that a
combination of age and fear have induced
slight paranoiac tendencies, common
enough here on Earth. . . . Look at him!
Does he seem to you quite normal?”

He did not, of course. He was drawn
and tense, shattered by what had passed
and what was to come.

Yet Shekt forced his voice into normal
tones, even into calmness. He said, “I
might say that for the last two months T
have been under the continual watch of
the Ancients; that my letters have been
opened and my answers censored. But it
is obvious that all such complaints would
be attributed to the paranoia spoken of.
However, I have here Joseph Schwartz,
the man who volunteered as a subject for
the Synapsifier one day when you were
visiting me at the Institute.”

“I remember” There was a feeble
gratitude in Ennius’s mind that the sub-
ject had, for the moment, veered. “Is that
the man?”

seVies'?

“He looks none the worse for the ex-
perience.”
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“He is far the better. The exposure to
the Synapsifier was uncommonly success-
ful, since he had a photographic memory
to begin with, a fact I did not know at the
time. At any rate, he now has a mind
which is sensitive to the thoughts of
others.”

Ennius leaned far forward in his chair
and cried in a shocked amazement, “What?
Are you telling me he reads minds?”

“That can be demonstrated, Your Ex-
cellency. But I think the Brother will con-
firm the statement.”

'HE Secretary darted a quick look of
hatred at Schwartz, boiling in its
intensity and lightninglike in its passage
across his face. He said, with but the
most imperceptible quiver in his voice,
“It is quite true, Your Excellency. This
man they have here has certain hypnotic
faculties, though whether that is due to
the Synapsifier or not I don’t kmow. I
might add that this man’s subjection to
the Synapsifier was not recorded, a matter
whlch you'll agree is highly suspicious.”
“It was not recorded,” said Shekt
quietly, “in accordance with my standing
orders from the High Minister.” But the
Secretary merely shrugged his shoulders
at that.

Ennius said peremptorily, “Let us get
on with the matter and avoid this petty
bickering. . . . What about this Schwartz?
What have his mind-reading powers, or
hypn otic talents, or whatever they are, to
do with the case?”

“Shekt intends to say,” put in the Sec-
retary, “that Schwartz can read my mind.”

“Is that it? Well, and what is he think-
ing?” asked the Procurator, speaking to
Schwartz for the first time.

“He’s thinking,” said Schwartz, “that
we have no way of convincing you of the
truth of our side of what you call the
case.”

“Quite true,” scoffed the Secretary,
“though that deduction scarcely calls for
much mental power.”

“And also,” Schwartz went on, “that
you are a poor fool, afraid to act, desiring
only peace, hoping by your justice and
impartiality to win over the men of Earth,
and all the more a fool for so hoping.”

The Secretary reddened. “I deny all
that. Tt is an obvious attempt to prejudice
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But Ennius said, “I am not so easily
prejudiced.” And then, to Schwartz, “And
what am I thinking?”

Schwartz replied, “That even if I could
see clearly within a man’s skull, I need not
necessarily tell the truth about what I see.”

he Procurator’s eyebrows lifted in
surprise. “You are correct, quite correct.
Do you maintain the truth of the claims
put forward by Drs. Arvardan and
Shekt?”

“Every word of it!”

“So! Yet unless a second such as you
can be found, one who is not involved in
the matter, your evidence would not be
valid in law even if we could obtain
general belief in you as a telepath.”

“But it is not a question of the law,”
cried Arvardan, “but of the safety of the
Galaxy.”

“Your Excellency”—the Secretary rose
in his seat—“I have a request to make.
I would like to have this Joseph Schwartz
removed from this room.”

“Why so?”

“This man, in addition to reading
minds, has certain powers of mental force.
I was captured by means of a paralysis
induced by this Schwartz. It is my fear
that he may attempt something of the
sort now against me, or even against you,
Your Excellency, that forces me to the
request.”

Arvardan rose to his feet, but the Sec-
retary overshouted him to say, “No
hearing can be fair if a man is present
who might subtly influence the mind of
the judge by means of admitted mental
gifts.”

Ennius made his decision quickly. An
orderly entered, and Joseph Schwartz,
offering no resistance, nor showing the
slightest sign of perturbation on his moon-
like face, was led away.

O Arvardan-it was the final blow.

As for the Secretary, he rose now
and for the moment stood there—a squat,
grim figure in green; strong in his self-
confidence.

He began, in serious, formal style,
“Your Excellency, all of Dr. Arvardan’s
beliefs and statements rest upon the test-
imony of Dr. Shekt. In turn, Dr. Shekt’s
beliefs rest upon the dying delirium of
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-one man.-And all this, Your Excellency,
all this, somehow never reached the sur-
face until after Joseph Schwartz was
submitted to the Synapsifier.

“Who, then, is Joseph Schwartz? Until
Joseph Schwartz appeared on the scene,
Dr. Shekt was a normal, untroubled man.
You yourself, Your Excellency, spent an
afternoon with him the day Schwartz was
brought in for treatment. Was he ab-
normal then? Did he inform you of
treason against the Empire? Of certain
babblings on the part of a dying bio-
chemist? Did he seem even troubled? Or
suspicious? He says now. that he was in-
structed by the High Minister to falsify
the results of the Synapsifier tests, not to
record the names of those treated. Did
he tell you that then? Or only now,
after that day on which Schwartz ap-
peared?

“Again, who is Joseph Schwartz? He
spoke no known language at the time he
was brought in. So much we found out
for ourselves later, when we first began
to suspect the stability of Dr. Shekt’s
reason. He was brought in by a farmer
who knew nothing of his identity, or,
indeed, any facts about him at all. Nor
have any since been discovered.

“Yet this man has strange mental
powers. He can stun at a hundred yards
by thought alone—kill at closer range. I
myself have been paralyzed by him; my
arms and legs were manipulated by him;
my mind might have been manipulated
by him if he had wished.

“I believe, certainly, that Schwartz did
manipulate the minds of these others.
They say I captured them, that I
threatened them with death, that I con-
fessed to treason and to aspiring to Em-
pire—Yet ask of them one question, Your
Excellency. Have they not been thoroughly
exposed to the influence of Schwartz, that
is, of a man capable of controlling their
minds? “Is not perhaps Schwartz a trai-
tor? If not, who is Schwartz?”

The Secretary seated himself, calm, al-
most genial.

Arvardan felt as though his brain had _
mounted a cyclotron and was spinning
outward now in faster and faster revo-
lutions.

What answer could one make? That
Schwartz was from the past? What evi-
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dence was there for that? That the man
spoke a genuinely primitive speech? But
only he himself—Arvardan—could testify
to that. And he, Arvardan, might well
have a manipulated mind. After all, how
could he tell his mind had not been
manipulated? Who was Schwartz? What
had so convinced him of this great plan
of Galactic conquest?

He thought again. From where came
his conviction of the truth of the con-
spiracy? He was an archaeologist, given
to doubting, but now—Had it been one
man’s word? One girl’s kiss? Or Joseph
Schwartz?

He couldn’t think! He couldn’t think!

“Well?” Ennius sounded impatient.
“Have you anything to say, Dr. Shekt?
Or you, Dr. Arvardan?”

But Pola’s voice suddenly pierced the
silence. “Why do you ask them? Can'’t
you see that it’s all a lie? Don't you see
that he’s tying us all up with his false
tongue? Oh, we’re all going to die, and
I don’t care any more—but we could stop
it, we could stop it—And instead we just
sit here and—and—talk—" She burst into
wild sobs.

The Secretary said, “So we are reduced
to the screams of a hysterical girl. . . .
Your Excellency, I have this proposition.
My accusers say that all this, the alleged
virus and whatever else they have in mind,
is scheduled for a definite time—six in
the morning, I believe. I offer to remain
in your custody for a week. If what they
say is true, word of an epidemic in the
Galaxy ought to reach Earth within a
few days. If such occurs, Imperial forces
will still control the Earth—"

“Earth is a fine exchange, indeed, for
a Galaxy of humans,” mumbled the white-
faced Shekt,

“I value my own life, and that of my
people. We are hostages for our innocence,
and I am prepared at this instant to in-
form the Society of Ancients that I will
remain here for a week of my own free
will and prevent any disturbances that
might otherwise occur.”

+ He folded his arms.

Ennius looked up, his face troubled. “I
find no fault in this man—"

Arvardan could stand it no more. With
a quiet and deadly ferocity, he arose and
2~TwoComplete Science.Adventure Books—Winter

strode quickly toward the Procurator.
What he meditated was never known.
Afterward he himself could not remember.
At any rate, it made no difference. Ennius
had a neuronic whip and used it.

For the third time since landing on
Earth everything about Arvardan flamed
up into pain, spun about, and vanished.

In the hours during which Arvardan
was unconscious the six o'clock deadline
was reached—

XXI
AND passed!

Light—

Blurring light and misty shadows—
melting and twisting, and then coming
into focus.

A face—eyes upon his—

“Pola!” Things were sharp and clear
to Arvardan in a single, leaping bound.
“What time is it?”

His fingers were hard upon her wrist,
so that she winced involuntarily.

“It’s past seven, she whispered. “Past
the deadline.”

He looked about wildly, starting from
the cot on which he lay, disregarding the
burning in his joints. Shekt, his lean
figure huddled in a chair, raised his head
to nod in brief mournfulness.

“It’s all over, Arvardan.”

“Then Ennius—"

“Ennius,” said Shekt, “would not take
the chance. Isn’t that strange?” He
laughed a queer, cracked, rasping laugh.
“The three of us singlehandedly discover a
vast plot against humanity, singlehandedly
we capture the ringleader and bring him
to justice. It’s like a visicast, isn’t it, with
the great a]l—conquermg heroes zooming
to victory in the nick of time? That's
where they usually end it. Only in our
case the visicast went on and we found
that nobody believed us. That doesn’t
happen in visicasts, does it? Things end
happily there, don't they? It's funny—"
The words tumned into rough, dry sobs.

Arvardan looked away, sick. Pola’s eyes
were dark universes, moist and tear-filled.
Somehow, for an instant, he was Jost in
them—they were universes, star-filled.
And toward those stars little gleaming
metallic cases were streaking, devouring
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the light-years as they penetrated hyper-
space in calculated, deadly paths. Soon—
perhaps already—they would approach,
pierce atmospheres, fall apart into unseen
rains of virus—

Well, it was over.

It could no longer be stopped.

“Where is Schwartz?” he asked wesakly.

But Pola only shook her head. “They
never brought him back.”

HE door opened, and Arvardan was

not so far gone in the acceptance of
death as to fail to look up with a mo-
mentary wash of hope upon his face.

But it was Ennius, and Arvardan’y
face hardened and turned away.

Ennius approached and looked mo-
mentarily at the father and daughter. But
even now Shekt and Pola were primarily
Earth creatures and could say nothing to
the Procurator, even though they knew
that short and violent as their future
lives were to be, that of the Procurator
would be even shorter and more violent.

Ennius tapped Arvardan on the shoul-
der, “Dr. Arvardan?”

“Your Excellency?” said Arvardan in
a raw and bitter imitation of the other’s
intonation.

“It is after six o'clock.” Ennius had not
slept that night. With his official absolu-
tion of Balkis had come no absolute as-
surance that the accusers were completely
mad—or under mental control. He had
watched the soulless chronometer tick
away the life of the Galaxy.

“Yes,” said Arvardan. “It is after six
and the stars still shine.”

“But you still think you were right?”

“Your Excellency,” said Arvardan, “in
a matter of hours the first victims will die.
They won’t be noticed. Human beings die
every day. In a week hundreds of thou-
sands will have died. The percentage of
recovery will be close to zero. No known
remedies will be available. Several planets
will send out emergency calls for epidemic
relief. In two weeks scores of planets will
have joined the call and States of Emer-
gency will be declared in the nearer sec-
tors. In a month the Galaxy will be a
writhing mass of disease. In two months
not twenty planets will remain untouched.
In six months the Galaxy will be dead.
«+ . And what will you do when those

first reports come in?

“Let me predict that as well. You will
send out reports that the epidemics may
have started on Earth, This will save no
lives. You will declare war on the Ancients
of Earth. This will save no lives. You will
wipe the Earthman from the face of his
planet. This will save no lives. . . . Or else
you will act as go-between for your friend
Balkis and the Galactic Council, or the
survivors thereof. You may then have the
honor of handing the wretched remnants
of the crumbs of the Empire to Balkis in
return for antitoxin, which may or may
not reach sufficient worlds in sufficient
quantities in sufficient time to save a single
human being.”

Ennius smiled without conviction.
“Don’t you think you're being ridiculously
overdramatic?”

“Oh yes. I'm a dead man and you're a
corpse. But let’s be devilishly cool and
Imperial about it, don’t y’ know?”

“If you resent the use of the neuronic
whip—"

“Not at all,” ironically, “I'm used to
it. I hardly feel it anymore.”

“Then I am putting it to you as logi-
cally as I can. This has been a nasty mess,
It would be difficult to report sensibly,
yet as difficult to suppress without reason.
Now the other accusers involved are
Earthmen; your voice is the only one
which would carry weight. Suppose yom
sign a statement to the effect that the
accusation was made at a time when you
were not in your—Well, we’ll think of
some phrase that will cover it without
bringing in the notion of mental control.”

“That would be simple. Say I was
crazy, drunk, hypnotized, or drugged.
Anything goes.”

“Will you be reasonable? Now look, I
tell you that you hove been tampered
with.” He was whispering tensely. “You're
a man of Sirius. Why have you fallen in
love with an Earthgirl?”

“What?”

“Don’t shout. I say—in your normal
state, could you ever have gone native?
Could you have considered that sort of
thing?” He nodded his head just per-
ceptibly in the direction of Pola.

For an instant Arvardan stared at him
in surprise. Then, quickly, his hand shot
out and seized the highest Imperial au-
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thority on Earth by the throat. Ennius’s
hands wrenched wildly and futilely at
the other’s grip.

Arvardan said, “That sort of thing, eh?
Do you mean Miss Shekt? If you do, I
want to hear the proper respect, eh? Ah,
go away. You're dead anyway.”

Ennius said gaspingly, “Dr. Arvardan,
you will consider yourself under ar—"

The door opened again, and the colonel
was upon them.

“Your Excellency, the Earth rabble has
returned.”

“What? Hasn’t this Balkis spoken to
his officials? He was going to arrange for
a week’s stay.”

“He has spoken and he’s still here. But
50 is the mob. We are ready to fire upon
them, and it is my advice as military com-
mander that we proceed to do that. Have
you any suggestions, Your Excellency?”

“Hold your fire until I see Balkis. Have
him sent in here.” He turned. “Dr. Ar-
vardan, I will deal with you later.”

ALKIS was brought in, smiling. He
bowed formally to Ennius, who
yielded him the barest nod in return.

“See here,” said the Procurator
brusquely, “I am informed your men are
packing the approaches to Fort Dibburn.
This was not part of our agreement . . .
Now, we do not wish to cause bloodshed,
but our patience is not inexhaustible. Can

blye”
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in his voice. “But Earth, yourself—you
are all my hostages.”

“Not at all,” came the instant, victor-
ious cry. “It is you and yours that are
1y hostages. The virus that now is spread-
ing through the Universe has not left
Earth immune. Enough already saturates
the atmosphere of every garrison on the
planet, including Everest itself. We of
Earth are immune, but how do you feel,
Procurator? Weak? Is your throat dry?
Your head feverish? It will not be long,
you know. And it is only from us that
you can obtain the antidote.”

For a long moment Ennius said nothing,
his face thin and suddenly incredibly
haughty.

Then he turned to Arvardan and in cool,
cultured tones said, “Dr. Arvardan, I find
I must beg your pardon for having
doubted your word. Dr. Shekt, Miss
Shekt —my apologies.”

Arvardan bared his teeth. “Thank you
for your apologies. They will be of great
help to everybody.”

“Your sarcasm is deserved,” said the
Procurator. “If you will excuse me, I
will return to Everest to die with my
family. Any questmn of compromise with
this—man is, of course, out of the
question. - My soldiers of the Imperial
Procuracy of Earth will, I am sure, ac-
quit themselves properly before their
death, and not a few Earthmen will un-
d

you disperse them

“If I choose, Your Excellency.”

“If you choose? You had better choose.
‘And at once.”

“Not at all, Your Excellency!” And
now the Secretary smiled and flung out an
amm. His voice was a wild taunt, too long
withheld, now gladly released. “Fool! You
waited too long and can die for that! Or
live a slave, if you prefer—but remember
that it will not be an easy life.”

The wilderness and fervor of the state-
ment produced no shattering effect upon
Ennius. Even here, at what was un-
doubtedly the profoundest blow of En-
nius’s career, the stolidity of the Imperial
career diplomat did not desert him. It
was only that the grayness and deep-eyed
weariness about him deepened.

“Then I lost 8o much in my caution?
The story of the virus—was true?” There
was almost an abstract, indifferent wonder

btedly have time to light the way for
us through the passages of death. .
Good-by.”

“H OLD on. Hold ¢n. Don't go.”
Slowly, slowly, Ennius looked up
to the new voice.

Slowly, slowly, Joseph Schwartz, frown-
ing a bit, swaying a bit with weariness,
stepped across the threshold.

The Secretary tensed and sprang back-
ward. With a sudden, wary suspicion, he
faced the man from the past.

“No,” he gritted, “you can’t get the
secret of the antidote out of me. Only
certain men have it, and only certain
others are trained to use it properly. All
these are safely out of your reach for the
time it takes the toxin to do its work.”

“They are out of reach now,” admitted
Schwartz, “but not for the time it would
take the toxin to do its work, You see,
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there s no toxin, and no virus to stamp
out.”

The statement did not quite penetrate.
Arvardan felt a sudden choking thought
enter his mind. Had he been tampered
with? Had all this been a gigantic hoax,
one that had taken in the Secretary as well
as himself ? If so, why?

But Ennius spoke.
Your meaning.”

“It’s not complicated,” said Schwartz.
“When we were here last night I knew I
could do nothing by simply sitting and
listening. So I worked carefully on the
Secretary’s mind for a long time. . . . I
dared not be detected. And then, ﬁnally,
he asked that I be ordered out of the
room. This was what I wanted, of course,
and the rest was easy.

“I stunned my guard and left for the
airstrip. The fort was on a twenty-four-
hour alert. The aircraft were fueled,
armed, and ready for flight. The pilots
were waiting. I picked one out—and we
flew to Senloo.”

The Secretary might have wished to
say something. His jaws writhed sound-
lessly.

It was Shekt who spoke. “But you could
force no one to fly a plane, Schwartz. It
was all you could do to make a man walk.”

“Yes, when it’s against his will But
from Dr. Arvardan’s mind I knew how
Sirians hated Earthmen—so I looked for
a pilot who was born in the Sirlus Sector
and found Lieutenant Claudy.”

“Lieutenant Claudy?” cried Arvardan.

“Yes—Oh, you know him. Yes, I see.
It’s quite clear in your mind.”

“I'll bet. . . . Go ahead, Schwartz”

“This officer hated Earthmen with a
hate that’s difficult to understand, even for
me, and I was inside his mind. He pranted
to bomb them. He wanted to destroy them.
It was only discipline that tied him fast
and kept him from taking out his plane
then and there.

“That kind of a mind is different. Just
a little suggestion, a little push, and dis-
cipline was not enmough to hold him. I
don’t even think he realized that I climbed
into the plane with him.”

“How did you find Senloo?” whispered
Shekt.

“In my time,” said Schwartz, “there
was & city called St. Louis. It was at the

“Quickly, man,
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junction of two great rivers, . . . We
found Senloo. It was night, but there was
a dark patch in a sea of radioactivity—and
Dr. Shekt had said the Temple was an
isolated oasis of normal soil. We dropped
a flare—at least it was my mental sug-
gestion—and there was a five-pointed
building below us. It jibed with the picture
I had received in the Secretary’s mind. . . .
Now thete’s only a hole, a hundred feet
deep, where that building was, That hap-
pened at three in the morning. No virus
was sent out and the universe is free.””

It was an animal-like howl that em-
erged from the Secretary’s lips—the un-
earthly screech of a demon. He seemed
to gather for a leap, and then—collapsed.

A thin froth of saliva trickled slowly
down his lower lip.

“I never touched him,” said Schwartz
softly. Then, staring thoughtfully at the
fallen figure, “I was back before six, but I
knew I would have to wait for the dead-
line to pass. Balkis would have to crow.
I knew that from his mind, and it was
from his own mouth, only, that I could
convict him. . . . Now there he lies.”

XXII

THIRTY days had passed since Joseph

Schwartz had lifted off an airport
runway on a night dedicated to Galactic
destruction, with alarm bells shrilling
madly behind him and orders to return
burning the ether toward him.

He had not returned; not, at least, un~
til he had destroyed the Temple of Senloo.

The heroism was finally made official
now. In his pocket he had the ribbon of
the Order of the Spaceship and Sun,
First Class. Only two others in all the
Galaxy had ever gotten it non-posthu-
mously.

That was something for a retired tailor.

No one, of course, outside the most
official of officialdom, knew exactly what
he had done, but that didn’t matter. Some-
day, in the history books, it would all
become part of a bright and indelible
record.

He was walking through the quiet night
now toward Dr. Shekt’s house. The city
was peaceful, as peaceful as the starry
glitter above. In isolated places on Earth
bands of Zealots still made trouble, but
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their leaders were dead or captive and the
d IE t Ives, could

take care of the rest.

The first huge convoys of normal soil
were already on their way. Ennius had
again made his original proposal that
Earth’s population be moved to another
planet, but that was out. Charity was not
wanted. Let Earthmen have a chance to
remake their own planet. Let them build
once again the home of their fathers, the
native world of man. Let them labor with
their hands, removing the diseased soil
and replacing it with healthy, seeing the
green grow where all had been dead and
making the desert blossom in beauty once
again.

It was an enormous job; it could take
a century—but what of that? Let the
Galaxy lend machinery; let the Galaxy
ship food; let the Galaxy supply soil. Of
their incalculable resources, it would be
a trifle—and it would be repaid.

And someday, once again, the Earthmen
would be a people among peoples, in-
habiting a planet among planets, looking
all humanity in the eye in dignity and
equality.

Schwartz’s heart pounded at the wonder
of it all as he walked up the steps to the
front door. Next week he left with Ar-
vardan for the great central worlds of
the Galaxy. Who else of his generation
had ever left Earth?

And momentarily he thought of the
old Earth, kis Earth. So long dead. So
long dead.

And yet but three and a half months
had passed .

He paused, his hand on the point of
signaling at the door, as the words from
within sounded in his mind. How clearly
he heard thoughts now, like tiny bells.

It was Arvardan, of course, with more
in his mind than words alone could ever
handle. “Pola, I've waited and thought,
and thought and waited. I won’t any more.
You're coming with me.”

And Pola, with a mind as eager as his,
yet with words of the purest reluctance,
said, “I couldn’t, Bel. It's quite impossible.
My backwoods manners and bearing . . .
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T'd feel silly in those big worlds out there.
And, besides, I'm only an Ear—"

“Don’t say it. Youre my wife, that's
all. If anyone asks what and who you
are, you're a native of Earth and a citizen
of the Empn‘e If they want further de-
tails, you're my wife.”

“Well, and after you make this address
at Trantor to your archaeological society,
what next?”

“What next? Well, first we take a
year off and see every major world in
the Galaxy. We won’t skip one, even if
have to get on and off it by mail ship.
You'll get yourself an eyeful of the Gal-
axy and the best honeymoon that govern-
ment money can buy.”

“And then . ..”

“And then it’s back to Earth, and we'll
volunteer for the labor battalions and
spend the next forty years of our lives
lugging dirt to replace the radioactive
areas.”

“Now why are you going to do that?”

“Because”—there was the suspicion of a
deep breath at this point in Arvardan’s
Mind Touch—"T love you and it’s what
you want, and because I'm a patriotic
Earthman and have the honorary natural-
ization papers to prove it.”

“All right .

And at thls point the conversation
stopped.

But, of course, the Mind Touches did
not, and Schwartz, in full satisfaction, and
a little embarrassment, backed away. He
could wait. Time enough to disturb them
when things had settled down further.

E WAITED in the street, with the
cold stars burning down—a whole
Galaxy of them, seen and unseen.

And for himself, and the new Earth,
and all those millions of planets far be-
yond, he repeated softly once more that
ancient poem that he alone now, of so
many quadrillions, knew:

“Grow old along with me!
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was
made . .

s e
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Assignment: DANGER! . . . In a
Galaxy seething with raw violence
and intrigue, Kit Kellan, flame-haired
adventurer of 3974 A. D, is sent out
singlehanded to stop awar . . . for
Vanpoll, the Leader, would rather see
his skilled lieutenant dead than in the
arms of beautiful Carlal
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N 3922 THE ANARCHY OF
governments in space was ended by
muiucl consent with the investment of
enormous powers in the Galoctic Artritra-
tion Council. Heading this was the Arbiter
who came to hold a position of absolute
authority throughout known space.
The Arbiter with his council regulated
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was gold, his shoulders broad. And they
stood there for a space of thirty seconds—
a very long time—looking, wann smiles
growing between them.

And then she asked his name.

“Christopher Randolph Kellan,” he an-
swered. And her eyes flicked and fell
There was di: in her.

and validated all currency. He passed upon
the release and use of ol weapons. His
spies and emissaries were everywhere and
presidents, kings and emperors bowed
down.

The curtain of secrecy was drawn aboud
allaperahon: of the Council. Not one man
in a thousand had ever heard of the Ar-
biter. G wments and great
alone knew, for these depended for their
very existence upon the Arbiter's permis-
sion.

But man is frail and space is large.

By 3976 the concerns of space were wtll
owry and there were those who whis:
pered .

I

Kellan knew he had been born un-

der an evil star. Not that he minded
so much and not that it affected his merry
grin. But it gave pain to many of his fel-
lows.

CHRISTOPHER RANDOLPH

He was a man with a temporary student
pass. Beyond that he had no passport. He
knew nothing of his mother or father and
so might have had a difficult time proving
he had been born, for he knew not where.
And things happened to him, strange
things which he could not explain except
by believing in his evil star.

He was here today in the office of the
Dean of Engineering of Terra University
to account for himself again. He had been
pugnacious. He had refused to believe. His
professors did not like him because he
thought too much and thought too well.

He stepped to the reception desk and
the girl there suddenly took his mind from
his griefs. It was like forging through the
desert cactus and finding a fountain with
flowers growing round.

Her hair was jet and her tunic and
lips were wine. And that was the downfall
of Christopher Randolph Kellan. She
seemed very struck by him. For his hair

“They are waiting,” she said.

“Just a minute. You’re new here,” said
Kit. “I've been on the carpet thirty times
and I've never seen you before. What's
your name?”

His smile was engaging. He did not
look like a man about to be hanged.

“They are waiting,” she said coldly.

Christopher Randolph Kellan entered
and stopped dead. He knew he was getting
on their nerves but he had not expected
the entire staff to congregate and tell him
so. Yet in this shoddy old tomb of an
office five members of the faculty sat, sad
about the board, sadder when they saw
Kit.

Dean Lapham anticipated the young
man’s move toward a chair. “You will
stand, Kellan” And Kit looked at five
pairs of heavy-lensed eyes upon him and
not a smile in the crowd. A shuffle of
feet behind him made him start.

‘The sixth man was sitting in the corner.
He was well dressed and so not of the
university staff. His features were oddly
brutal and with a chill Kit recognized in
him the typical S.B.I. operative.

“This the fellow?’” said the System
Bureau of Investigation agent.

Dean Lapham, bald and grey about the
shine, grey-coated and carpet-slippered,
looked very severely at Kit as though to
make certain of the fact. He nodded po-
litely to the S.B.I. man,

A small, dwarfish professor spread a
tall pile of papers out before him and
ruffled them with importance. He cleared
his throat loudly to make up for his lack
of size. “Christopher Randolph Kellan?”
he queried. His voice broke at his effort
of aggressiveness,

Kit caught a smile Just in time and
looked serious. “Yes, sir.”

“Kellan,” said the dwarfish one, “I have
your grades and attendance records here.
Unless you can very well account for
your conduct and this state of affairs some-
thing dire may happen to you.”
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The culprit was well aware of it. And
he was well aware that no one present
wanted the state of things acounted for.

“How old are you?” piped the dwarf.

“Thirty,” said Kit.

The five heads inclined together.
“Young,” they agreed. “Very young to
be taking his second master’s degree.”

“How long have you been at Terra
University ?’ said Dean Lapham.

“One year,” said Kit. He didn't like the
way the S.B.I. man shuffled his feet each
time he spoke. He felt pounced upon.

They buzzed again. It was a sort of
court-martial, thought Kit, except that he
didn't have his own counsel He glanced
behind him and saw that S.B.I. was still
in his chair.

“From which school did you receive
your master of theoretical engineering phil-
osophy ?” said Lapham.

“College of Nuclear Physics, Martian
University,” said Kit.

“Hmm,” said Lapham. “You are cer-
tain.”

“Of course I am. My sheepskin was
stolen but Mars should be able to send
the record”

“We have heard from Mars,” said the
dwarf, pulling out a light-thin letter. “They
state that whereas you may have been a
student there, no record is available in
their files.”

IT STARTED TO SPEAK HOTLY

and then snatched at his temper and
controlled it. He had argued once too
often, that was why he was here.

“You finished high school right here
in Washington, D.C.,” said the dwarf, “but
we have no further record. In 3960 you
were given high school examinations at
Woodwarde Prep of this city and passed
them, it says, with honors. But you did not
attend that school.”

“I. .. My Aunt Isabel had me taught
by tutors until then. I lived here in the
city.”

“Who is this Aunt Isabel?” said Lap-
ham.

“She is my aunt, my only living relative,
sir. She is like my mother. When I am
on Earth I live with her.”

“Hah!” said S.BI. He’d gotten some-
thing out of that but he subsided under
the press of new questions from the fac-
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ulty.

“You claim to have attended junior col-
lege at Vega's Demara in the city of
Clarkville,” said the dwarf, “and you gave
us Thorpe College, Gamma Centauri’s
Bonner, City of Ghent for your basic en-
gineering degree. Mr. Kellan,” and his
squeaky voice rose and broke with se-
verity. “They have no record of your at-
tendance at any one of these places de-
spite the records you furnished us.”

Now Kit was an amiable young man
‘but he had red hair and red hair can
stand just so many impossibilities, How
could they have lost his records in every
school? He clenched his fists. “Somebody,”
he said, “isn’t telling the truth.”

“Tut, tut, Kellan,” said Lapham. “Blus-
ter won't serve you here. Your transcripts
are obviously false. Further, they show
precocity enough to leave a blank of sev-
eral.years unaccounted for in your life.
Where were you, for instance, two years
ago?”

“I was a space sailor.”

“What?” cried Lapham. “An engineer-
ing major a common sailer? How is
this?”

“I liked it,” said Kit stubbornly. “I've
gone to school and then my Aunt has let
me go where I pleased. I am a space
navigator and have my papers from the
Aldeberan Bureau of Space Inspection and
Navigation. I suppose they are false as
well. I am registered as a tubeman first
class with your Earth Space Merchant
Bureau. I do not see what this has to do
with my scholastic standing ! Somebody has
stolen my papers from those places or
somebody here is lying.”

Lapham was going to batter him down
but desisted. “Read on,” he gaid to the
dwarf.

“He is failing,” said the dwarf, eyes a
little shifty about it. “In binomial quad-
ratics he received the grade of E. In his
advanced spherical differentials he has just
been conditioned. In the calculus of the
tera-dimension he did not even attend his
lectures. He demonstrated in an examina-
tion that he did not know the ten place
logarithm table by heart.”

“That will do,” said Lapham. “Kellan,
is it true that you have a bad habit of
contradicting your professors and refusing
to believe everything you are told?”
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“I ... they say so, sir.”

“Is it true that you have made two
original hypotheses in the field of matter
creation ?” said Lapham severely.

w »

“No alibis, sir.”

“I did,” said Kit, unhappily.

“Did you or did you not state to Pro-
fessor Hortle on my left that psychiatry
was an infant science and beneath the no-
tice of an engineer because we rely on ex-
periments with rats and that human beings
are not rats"’

“f . i

“You attcmptcd‘ sa:d Lapham, a short
method of low order fission in the labora-
tory, did you not”’

“I ... yes, sir,” said Kit, acutely aware
of the S.B.I. man's restlessness.

“You have corrupted students with free
thought,” said Lapham, scowling. “Have
you not?”

“I have . . .
ideas, sir.”

“Ah!” said Lapham in triumph. “Then
you confess to original thought!”

Kit flushed to the roots of his gold

T cannot help but state my

hair.

“You knew, of course,” said Lapham,
“that in an American University, all origi-
nal thought is prohibited. That the deepest
crime you can commit in this institution
is refusal to believe and do and think
exactly what you are told. You knew this !
Lapham turned to the others. “Gentlemen;
he condemns himself. Shall we vote?”

They voted with an emphatic nod and
turned as one to glare at Kit. Dean Lap-
ham stood.

“Christopher Randolph Kellan,” he said,
“you are hereby expelled from the Terra
University. I demand of you your student
cards.”

Kit started to give them up and then
real fear struck him. Without a student
card he could not eat, he could not work.
They would give him back a yellow ticket
which would make him shunned in any
honest organization.

“You're condemning me to God knows
what!” said Kit. “Your charges are false,
they must be false. And as for thinking
my own thoughts, originating new theories
and concepts, when a man gets into the
outposts of space your text books aren’t
worth firewood. I came here to learn more
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about being an engineer and I find you
don’t know enough to teach a straw boss
how to push a wheelbarrow! Here’s your
cards and be damned to you!”

He tore them twice across and flung
them on the floor.

A strong hand closed on his arm and
whirled him.

“Come along, sonny,” said S.B.I,, “We
got a place for you.” Kit jerked free.

“Let’s have your passport, sonny. I
want to look at it.”

Kit reluctantly gave him the passport.
S.B.I took it and looked at it closely.
‘Then he pulled a bulky report from his
coat and peered at it and so back to the
passport.

“Your father and mother are dead,”
said S.B.I. smoothly. “Been dead since
you’ were one year old. Where did they
die?”

“Here in Washington, D.C.,” bridled
Kit.

“Vital statistics has disclosed that no
one by that name died in the entire system

in 3946. How do we account for that,
sonmny P
“You can’t . . . It isn’t true . . . they

.. .” But his mind whirled back. What
did he know of them besides the name?
Nothing. Even his Aunt Isabel had some-
thing mysterious about her, appearing and
disappearing at intervals, having no friends,
giving no parties . . . Sometimes she would
sit and cry for no reason and tell Kit he
was a poor child and that he deserved bet-
ter and she would cry again. He had al-
ways mistrusted himself in this. What did
he know of his parents or even his na-
tionality? It had all come up before, but
not so seriously. He had not been a theo-
retical philospher in engineering then, but
just a college kid, doing a workaway on
the space ships for the devil of it.

“No answer, huh? said the SBIL
“Don’t know or won’t tell. How is it a
man as educated as you and with the ex-
perience you have floats into Terra Uni-
versity for a second master’s degree, all
his transcripts and his passport false? Why
would he do it? I'll let you guess that,
sonny, because you already know. Maybe
you're not Kellan at all, but some other
name, some other nationality.”

“What do you mean to do?” asked the
angry- Kit.
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“Why, to keep a trained engineer, who
could wreck the system with the know-
ledge he’s got from trying to wreck the
system, of course. It’s all under the head
of security, sonny, and the place we got
is plenty securel”

“Give me my passport!”

“Why, sonny? You aren’t going any
place. Now get along!”

I

WINE TUNIC AND JET BLACK
did not ook up when the two went
out. She was studious in her regard for
her shorthand notes. Kit looked back at
Gier with regret and the S.B.I. gave him
a healthy shove.

Impelled to the gravel walk not en-
tirely in control of his way, Kit slammed
into a dapper, spare gentleman who was
evidently just entering. The gentleman
reeled. Kit caught a hasty balance and
apologized. But the dapper one had no
smile for Kit.

“Well, well,” he said to the S.B.I. “An-
other student in the toils of the law. Glad
to see you fellows are on the job, officer.,
‘There’s no telling what would happen in
the system without you.”

The S.B.I. said something idiotic about
doing his duty and then snapped at Kit,
“Why don’t you look where you're going?

e along now !

“I say,” said the dapper one, “if you
haven't a car, I'll gladly have my chauf-
feur run down. Might come along myself
and see the fun. Make a priceless story
to tell Senator Maklin tonight. The other
day he was saying some evil things about

chaps.”

“I'd be putting you out,” said the S.B.I.
“Not a bit, not a bit. Henry! Take
this gentleman where he wants to go.””
The car was a heavy black one with a
ground license. It sidled up and Henry, a
huge Negro of no expression whatever,
stepped out to let the door open. S.B.I. saw
the fancy interior complete with bed and
bar and was a little awed. But he shoved
Kit inside and then started to get in him-
self.

‘What happened then was a little bit con-
fusing to Kit.

There was a dull pop and the S.BI.
man slumped forward like a dead man.
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The dapper one hadn’t entered the building
at all. He had come up behind S.B.I,
drawn a wicked little gunand shot straight
into the copper’s spine. The big Negro
changed expression not a whit. He picked
up S.B.I’s feet and got them inside so
that the door would close. Then he went
around, inverted the license, came back
and stepped on the starter. The car went
up through eight traffic lanes like a sky-
scraper express elevator, switched into the
Arlington high speed track and was lost
completely to Washington.

The dapper little man took a long cigar
out of his black coat, cut off the end with
a silver knife and lit up from a diamond-
studded lighter. He puffed deeply and
settled back with every sign of content-
ment.

Kit was staring down at the S,B.I. man.
who lay so still on the floor.

“Bother you?” said the man.
“Well, don’t let it throw you, my friend.
I dare say you'll get used to this sort of
thing before you're through. Hency, the
young man need$ a drink.”

Henry set the car on auto and turned
his seat around while earth, ten thousand
feet down, crawled by at five hundred
and eighty. Return lane traffic, slightly
below, fascinated Kit. Nobody at this
wheel! But he took the drink that Henry
mixed and was quite amazed to see the
big, good-natured grin on Henry's face.

“Young man,” said Henry, “if you don’t
like that, tell me. If you like it two or
three more, tell me. And if you like too
many more, tell me and I can fix that,
too. But I will say, young man, that you
were pretty nice and cool and that’s a
pleasure to find.” He nodded for empha-
sis and went back to his driving.

“Is he dead?” said Kit, not drinking.

“Good heavens, I should hope so!” And
the dapper man looked closely at the corpse.
“Frightened me there for a moment. Had
to kill him, you know. Frightful things,
disguises. Sticky. Changing car color,
plates, chauffeur . . . messy, what? Much
s:mpler this way. Oh, I say now. You ob-

ject!”

“Well, yes,” said Kit, “as a matter of
fact, I do. A few minutes ago I was just
an expelled student, my only crime was
knowing too much and maybe thinking
too hard about it. Now I'm an accessory
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to the fact of murder. Further, I suppose
that you are a revolutionary agem bent
on over g the Terra

with Democracy, down with the Umted
Planets of Sun . . . Well? Aren’t you?”

“My dear boy,” said the dapper man,
knocking the ashes from his cigar in a
gesture of extravagance, ‘you pay me no
compliment. Indeed no.”

Kit scratched his gold hair and looked
at the dead man. Kit’s nose was stubbed,
and wrinkled when he was worried. “I
haven’t called you a renegade . . . Oh!
Perhaps you belong to a group that wants
to undermine the Six Nations, or . . .”

“Ah, yes. Terra, Centauri, Vega, Sirius,
Procyon and Aldeberan. Henry! I say,
how’s that. Remember every single one of
the six nations. My, my,” he sank back
and wreathed a grin. “Haven’t thought of
it since I was a boy in grammar school.”

Kit felt offended. “Then I'm wrong.
Excuse my unseemly curiosity. It's only
that one usually likes to know the cause
he is serving. Helps.”

'HE DAPPER ONE put down the

cigar in the tray. He took a lap robe
and threw it over the dead man. Then,
shooting his cuffs and straightening his
tie-pin he stiffened into dignity.

“I have offended you,” he apologized.
“Let me introduce myself. I am Peter
Vanpoll. My confederate at the wheel is
Henry Mikmann. You have not been kid-
napped but only rescued since it isn’t
clever of a country to run out its original
thoughts, no matter the interests of se-
curity. T am just as much a friend of
Terra and the government of Terra as
your Dean Lapham or this S.B.I. man—
probably more. Now, then.” And he sank
back and resumed his cigar.

This was all so much more confusion
to Kit. “Sir, I know I am young. I know
I did not even finish college. I have been
told time and again that I am very stupid.
But you have riddled me half to death.
Here’s a dead agent of the Terra govern-
ment and yet you are a friend .

“A friend,” said Peter Vanpoll “but not
a member. My young friend, have you any
idea at all of the situation throughout the
galaxy?”

“All T know is what I read in the news-
papers,” said Kit.
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“Then you must confess your ignorance.
Mr. Kellan . . . Kit started to realize
that Vanpoll knew his name, “ . how
long has it been since the SIX Planets
fought amongst themselves?”

“Oh, about five hundred years.”

“Good. How long has it been since the
Twin Empires threatened war against
Mother Terra?”

Kit scratched his gold hair. “About two
hundred and fifty, more or less. But that’s
all ancient history. My golly, I had an
ancestor that fought in it and I don’t even
know how many times great he was my
grandfather. Twe]ve at least. What's that
got to do .

“Now there are about six thousand
planets in space, constituting some twenty-
seven leagued combines of systems,” said
Peter Vanpoll. “There are eight major em-
pires with the remainder acting as extra
territory or tribute systems or combina-
tions of systems. Am I right?”

“T suppose so,” said Kit dubiously. He
had always flunked history.

“Well now, that’s the size of it,” said
Peter Vanpoll. “Eight major empires. Ter-
ra, controlling the Six Nations and the
Twin Empires, so-called, is the mother.
But the eight have forgotten sentiment.
‘With the chatter about inter-galactic flight
—though lord knows where these crack-
pots get such insane ideas . . .

“Inter-stellar flight was supposed to be
impossible fifteen hundred or two thousand
years ago,” disagreed: Kit.

“Was it? Well, I daresay you're better
at history than 1. Anyway, with threat-
ened inter-galactic flight and all the atten-
dant monkey-business, it's obvious that
eight empires and their satellites are too
many. The Marco-Trigon War of last year
was not decisive. But there will be another
war and another and another. Silly, but
there will. Our Galaxy is too crowded.
People are starving throughout the sys-
tems. And people are scared .

“T don't see what this has to do with @
dead SBI man,” said Kit.

“Well, let it go. There’s one man and
one council that guides the unrest, that
profits from this galaxy’s uncertain politi-
cal future. One man and one council Joans
the money, gets the proﬁl chooses the
rulers, starts the wars .

He was saying it as casually as “Nice
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kitty, pretty kitty,” and his audience didn’t
quitegetastartonit. Suddenly Kit looked
round-eyed as though Peter Vanpoll had
left his senses.

“The Arbiter!” said Kit. And he quickly
took a drink.

“Hah!” said Peter Vanpoll. “We aren’t
so dull or so poorly read as we pretend.
It's supposed to be mutiny to say that.
And yet Earth arms to her toes in case
the balance goes wrong and while she arms
and amends the United Planet constitu-
tion and spends public money for new bat-
tleships, she runs deep into debt with the
Arbiter . . .

““The Galactic Arbitration Council,” said
Kit and took another quick drink.

“Precisely. Well, there you have it, my
boy. The Arbiter and his lads keep every-
body spending to fight and collect the in-
terest and promote a war now and then
and there you are. Ah, yes, there you are.”

He seemed to have forgotten there was
more to the subject for he puffed a long
time on his cigar and pointed out the
beauty of the sunset.

“See here,” said Kit. “We’re on dan-
gerous ground. It is said that the Arbiter
has paid spies everywhere, even in the
governments. It’s said that all security is
just a mask to keep the Arbiter informed.
If this is a trap to lead me into dangerous
statements . . . Just who are you?”

Peter Vanpoll smiled a placid smile and
relighted his cigar. “Me?” he said. “Why,
nothing’s simpler, lad. I'm agente for this
galactic quadrant of the People’s Revolu-
tionary Society. And I've just rescued a
charming young man with too much wit
for his own good and I am taking him to
‘Terra headquarters where I hope to per-
suade him to join us.”

“Join what? To do what?”

“Join the P.R.S, of course.”

“Alright. But what would I do?”

“Mr. Kellan, you have a brilliant mind.
Its sins are originality and versatility.
Your memory is not good and memory is
the educational gauge of your country.
But you've an inquiring head and you've
a taste of original construction. I'm back-
ing you.”

“To do what?” insisted Kit.

“You see nations entangled in wars.
You see people starving, treasuries in debt,
taxes out of sight. You see ruin on every
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hand. Would you like to make your peo-
ple and the people of space free? Of
course you would. Any thinking young
man with an ounce of patriotism would.
So join us.”

Kit was patient. “To do what, Mr. Van-
poli?”

“Why, as to that you see, we've a corps
of picked young men who are trained and
dedicated to just one thing: the killing of
the Arbiter.”

“The kil . . . Say now. Wait! Nobody
even knows who he is nor where .

“Well, that’s the job ahead. Now I
not persuade you against your will. Save
your country, save space and the galaxy

“Or what?”

“Why, then Henry and I will have to
go back and dump you in a Washington
city park with this body and the gun and
let {lou' go your happy way.”

“No!”

“Ah, then,” said Peter Vanpoll. “I see
you have decided to join. Henry, isn’t that
Cuba over there? I think we're about
home.”

11

E SUPPOSED THE DRINK

must have been drugged for when he
woke te had ro connective recollection of
entering the house and going to bed and
%0 sleep. He last recalled spiraling down
upon a coral driveway amid banana plants
and palms. And now he was awakening
in a soft bed and a soothing Caribbean
breeze was softly playing with the big
wooden shutters at his window. Grass
mats were on the floor and a few lazy
lizards about two inches long were on
the white walls but the furniture was very
old, very massive, very beautiful. A ban-
ana plant patted dreamily against the un-
glassed sill of the casement and waves were
whispering just outside.

Christopher Randolph Kellan sat up.
No headache. He looked at his pajamas
and found them to be silk. And then there
was a silvery clink of dishes and some-
body was right beside him. He jumped.

A beaming Chinese put the tray in place
but he was no servant. He was wearing a
loose jacket and a small hand gun plainly
showed under his armpit.
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“Come on now and eat like a good fel-
low,” said the Chinese. “Make you feel
better. Henry always puts too much in
those drinks. He’s a big man and his tis-
sue absorption gives him radical notions
of how much the average body can stand. I
always make it about half one of hisdoses.
Of course you're a pretty big man your-
self and maybe he knew what he was do-
ing. Now eat up because the secretary is
coming in a couple minutes and you won't
get a chance.”

Without waiting for any comment the
talkative Oriental withdrew and sat down
in a chair outside the door, tilting it back
against the wall and pulling out a “British
Sporting Journal” to which he pleasantly
applied himself.

Kit was not used to such service. A stu-
dent mess hall had been lacking on silver.
His breakfast sparkled and he tasted it,
found it good and was about to get down
to it in earnest when a little man came
in with a huge brief case and an arm-
load of papers which kept sliding to the
floor. From his pocket he pulled a pen
and an ancient bottle of ink, looked around
in perplexity and then set it down amid
the breakfast. This triumph cheered him
and he nodded very happily at Kit. -

Papers waterfalled over the bed, leaped
from the brief case and the little man’s
pockets and joined the crowd. Then pen
alert and form on knee, the little man
squirmed comfortably down in the bedside
chair and said rapidly: “Name, age, ad-
dress (that will be here), next of kin
(in case of burial, you know), father’s
name, mother’s name, father’s business
(but we can do without that), hobbies. . .””

Kit gagged on a mouthful of toast.
“Wait a minute,” he wailed. “I can't begin
to answer half of that”

The little man looked pained. “The forms,
you know. I must fill the forms. What
if we had to ship the remains and had
no address? What then? Huh, T imagine
you'll have a hard time getting around
that, now.”

“I am Christopher Randolph Kellan. T
am an orphan since birth. I have no idea
what my father did. I have an aunt, Isabel
Crane, who gave me my early home. I
was educated in a private school grammar
school and high school .

“Hah! Then nobody will be much dis-
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turbed about the remains. Fine, fine. No
other relatives?”

“No. My aunt really isn’t my aunt ei-
ther. She was my mother’s best friend. I
know nothing of my family. Now fill them
in any way you like and if it’s the same
to you, I'm hungry.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of disturbing
your breakfast. Go right on eating and
don’t mind me. Now just why,” he said,
scribbling with the scratchy pen and get-
ting ink on his nose in some unaccountable
fashion, “did you decide to dedicate your
heart and body to the slaying of the Ar-
biter?”

Kit Jooked at the remorseless fellow and
sighed as he looked mournfully at the
plate of scrambled eggs. “I didn't decide
anythmg I was kidnapped and you know

"Halﬂ Then you think the Arbiter is
a fine person?”

“I don't. I know that somebody manipu-
lates the strings and that empires fall or
rise, crops fail, wars happen, plaguc
spreads . Peter Vanpoll says it’s the
Arbiter. Okay lct it ride. I'm just a boy
from Earth

The hnle mans pen was flying and

- then he looked up and pinned Kit with a

cunning glare. “You never followed cur-
riculum in school. You read everything you
could find and your private tutors let you
in spite of the law. Now, isn’t that right?”

“Yes,” said Kit, mouth full of eggs.

%G all say it!” crowed the little man,
“They read forbidden books and do for-
bidden experiments and they wind up here.
Every time. They all give the same answer.
He, he! What fine revolutionary stock.
Finest minds in the business. Inquiring
o hat are your ideas about love?”

Now if another thing had not happened
just then, Kit would have said so truly
that women were just women. But wine
and jet, no less, at that moment came in
with a bunch of flowers, nodded to him
with a smile and put the fragrant blooms
on the chest by the window. She sat down
on the sill and looked out upon the cheer-
ful day.

‘There was sunlight in her and the curves
were so remarkable under that white silk
tunic that Kit opened and closed his mouth
several times in the fond belief that he
was speaking.
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“What,” insisted the little man severely,
“are your ideas about love? Women, I
must warn you, can be very dangerous
to such a mission as you are attempting.
The Arbiter controls everything, has spies
everywhere and many of those spies are
women. Women are very useful procur-

esses of information. Now, what are your

ideas about love?”
“Wonderful,” whispered Kit at last.
“What?” cried the little man.
“Wonderful,” sighed Kit.
“He means me, professor,” said jet and
wine,

HE LITTLE MAN whirl ed about and

was about to reprove her. But the

radiance of her youth unmanned him. He

gave her a sickly smile. “My questions are
only the standard ones, dear.”

“Keep your eyes on the room side of
my tunic,” said jet and wine.

The little man flushed. “I beg your par-
don, my dear. As soon as I finish with
this boy . . .”

“He’s no boy,” said jet and wine, cross~
ing to the stricken Kit. “He’s a very fine
young man and I think he has a very in-
teresting face. Don’t you, Christopher Ran-
doiph Kellan?”

“My dear girl,” saxd the little man, “my
interrogation . .

“Bah,” said )et and wine. “I gave it all
to you 'from the university records. Now
fly away like a good little man and don’t
hurry back”

The scribe got up, papers and quill a
massive problem as he struggled to put
them away. “You've no right here, you
know. When Peter comes and finds you've

been talkmg to our pns . to the guest,
he won’t be pleased.”
“Fie on Peter He’s such a jealous dear.

Now go 'wa;

Stubbomly the little man tried to stand
his ground but beauty conquered him and
he shuffled to the door. “You should not
have permitted her to come in,” he com-
plained to the Chinese sentry.

“You shouldn’t permit her to drive you
out,” said the sentry with a grin and
promptly went back to working out the
speeds of various horses in the last derby.

The little man was still retreating, but
te flung a last shot. “You leave this after-
noon on your first job, Kellan. So be very
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sure you are ready.”

This shook Kit out of his rapt gazing.

“Wait! Hey you. Wait a minute! What
first job? I...”

The door slammed on the retreat. Kit
looked at jet and wine.

“I'm Carla,” she said, perching herself
on the bed and helping herself to his toast
and coffee. “They all talk like they own
me but I'm nobody’s girl. Not yet. I pick
and choose as fancy suits me and so it’s
never suited me yet. I'm twenty-six, a
master of sabotage, a member of the
P.RS. in good standing and I earn my
pay. My people are dead, I have nineteen
thousand dollars saved up, I'm chaste and
pure, I can cook and sew and fly a car,
and I've been your girl since yesterday
afternoon. Now you tell me about your-
self.”

“Why there’s nothing much . . .
did you say?”

“I said I've been your girl since yester-
day afternoon. You're cute, as they say
in the love story magazines. What dye
do you use on your hair? Ox-blood shoe
polish?”

Kit poured himself a cup of coffee. He
had not yet assembled his wits. Then he
succeeded. He put the cup down untasted,
he took her right hand and pulled it toward
him and then he kissed her.

It shocked them both as though they
had contacted high voltage with their lips,
for all that she had been playing jokes on
him and for all that his kiss was half
punishment. They fell apart and sat star-
ing at each other.

“It . . . it's Kit, isn’t it?’ she said.

“Carla.”

She stood up and did a dance step and
then sat down again. She looked at him
more closely and was leaning toward him
when she abruptly changed her mind. She
stood up.

"Well well ” she said, “I'll bet you're
wondering how I got into the dean’s office.
I was proud of that. His girl got sick
and her room mate should have reported
for work but then she had an accident
and lost all her passports, poor dear. And
I suppose you are wondering just why
you were expelled so suddenly and with-
out warning. I heard it directly from the
dean. You broke a law.” She tried to think
of it and then perked. “The Law of Con-

What
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servation of Energy. Did you waste some
energy, Kit?”

He noted that her voice trembled a lit-
tle. But he was too taken by storm not to
be grateful for the respite. “That’s no real
law, silly. It's a law in basic physics and
anybody can break it. You simply work out
the Durak’s formula so that output over
input is bigger than one . ..”

“La! Sir Engineer, I've nothing in my
head but sawdust, she smiled prettily,”
said Carla. “In my own little inimitable
way I am what the common herd calls
a wowzer, but engineering | Well, but there
you are. You are a theoretical engineering
philosopher, it said in the records, and look
where it got you.”

“Yes,” said Kit, sobering and looking
around him. Then he remembered. “They
said I was to go on a job. Does that mean
I just sail off and shoot somebody or—"

“Oh dear no. It’s not to be that simple
.. ” and then she masked her eyes, grow-
ing cold to him. “Isn’t the breeze nice.
It’s been so hot lately.”

Kit regarded her fora moment and drank
the coffee.

“Two or three thousand years ago they
had pirates around here,” she said. “They
made you walk the plank and took your
doubloons, whatever those “are. Sounds
indecent, doesn’t it?”’

Kit looked at her over his cup.

“And here we sit,” she said, “two thou-
sand years later, as pretty a gang of cut-
throats as ever ran up a Jolly Roger.
That's pirate for flag,” she explained.

Kit Jooked very steadily.

She got up. “No. I won'’t tell you. There
are things you have to find out for your-
self.”

“How many in this corps of assassins?”
said Kit.

“As if T knew!”

Now one of the most prominent personal
characteristics about Kit was that he was
nobody’s fool. Impetuous, sometimes indis-
creet, always too honest intellectually,
he had something besides a good smile and
a gift of blarmey. He could tell when people
were sad or happy or well or sick by some
sort of eighth sense. He could also tell
_when they were lying.

“A thousand?” he said.

“Heavens no!”

_ “Just a couple dozen?”
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“Kit, you be quiet. You are trying-to
make me betray my sworn cause. My
ideals. My very soul writhes . ..”

“Where doIlocatethe Arbiter and what
is he?”

“As to that, who knows? As to what
he is, he’s the power behind the thronc,
the fist in every bank, the maker of laws.”

“How'd it happen?”

“Why, somebody a long time ago got
the idea it would be wonderful, seeing that
wars were 90 dangerous, to establish a
Council to arbitrate all disputes among
governments. So they set up a great affair.
And then somebody said it was money,
not soldiers that made for power and
they gave the Council a bank, every govern~
ment contributing so much. And so things
went along fine until the present day.”

“What happened?”

“How do I know? All I can tell you is
that it will be a fine thing when the Ar-
biter is killed.”

Now just why he could not say but
Kit felt she was lying. Maybe her facts
were limited.

“Oh, bother all that,” said Carla. “Kit,
I am worried. Here I've just fallen in
love with you and off you go. Maybe
they’ll kill you. Maybe they’ll get you to
make up some unholy weapon to kill the
Arbiter’s men and you'll blow yourself up
with it. Maybe . . .” She had started with
enough bravado, she thought, to carry her.

But Kit saw that the tears trembling
on her lids were quite honest. “Come
here!” he said.

She stepped nearer. He grabbed her and
was just starting to kiss her.

“Oh, really now,” said Vanpoll in the
door. “I say, but that’s a trifle thick, what?”

E WAS CARRYING a suitcase in
one hand and an envelope in
other; suitcase, envelope and Vanpoll all

sagged.

Carla came up in confusion and rushed
to the door. She recalled herself when
she had passed Vanpoll and waved back.
“Good-bye, Kit. Good-bye and remember
me!”

Vanpoll shut the door and Kit, coming
back to this world, looked curiously at
him. For Peter Vanpoll was trembling
and his cheeks were blanched and there
was a very studied atmosphere about him
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as he put down the suitcase.

. “Here are your orders,” said Vanpoll,
coolly. “And here is a kit you'll need,”
He looked at the door, caught himself
and unfastened the case.

Kit wanted to say he was sorry but
he wasn’t. “It was all right,” he fumbled.
“She was . . .”

“My dear, dear fellow, you have a great
deal to learn. Probably your first lesson
here should be that your mission is far
too dangerous—” and Kit thought the
man relished the word vengefully,—“far
too dangerous to admit toying about with
women.”

“Sir—" began Kit hotly.

“No, no. My apologies. Carla is no
ordinary woman. Nor is she my girl nor
anyone’s girl. It appeared to me this
morning when she arrived that she was
preoccupied, and when T teased her about
it she became extremely angry. I should
have known. But we aren’t all lucky
enough to have red hair, now, are we?
But to business. Here is your gear.”

A strange uniform came out It was
brilliant scarlet and was laced and
trimmed with gold. A half-cape came
from one shoulder and a glittering aiguil-
lette with a diamond tip from the other.
It was stiff with bullion and haughty with
rank. Thigh-high space boots, sheening
black with varnish were matched by a
wide belt with a gold buckle from which
was suspended a mimic spaceman’s box
good for nothing but tobacco. The entire
uniform was refined down from high
utility to gaudy display and was easily
enough to blind a man—or more es-
pecially a woman. The helmet itself, solid
gold over a fine undentable frame, was
quite useful, having an atmosphere mask
.and cartridges, a small radio and a light
projector worked into the mock ram’s
horns on each side.

Kit shaved and bathed while Vanpoll
talked.

“They’ve a new wave source on Sun
12, Planet Ringo, Marcon Empire. That’s
ninety-seven light years from here” said

Vanpoll. And then he began to give street
names and people’s names and threatened
sudden death if Kit forgot.

While Kit dressed Vanpoll concluded,
“This is the first step of seven steps to
8~"Two CompleteSclenee-Adventure Books—Winter
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the Arbiter, Don’t ask what next or why.
Obtain the wave source from the com-
mander of the technicians at Laboratory
Zeta. All your credentials are in order.
Henry will get you to Mars with our
own ship so your departure won’t be
noticed.”

Kit looked at his glittering self and
marveled that he could get into it, so
near was the perfect fit.

“You are a special technician of the
Greater Triad with the rank of Captain
General. Regulations and particulars of
that service will be found in your luggage
which waits below. Study it well Re-
member to speak nothing but pure Es-
peranto and none of your dialects. Re-
member what you know as a trained en-
gineer and probably you'll get by.”

“Why do you want the wave source?”

“Good-bye,” said Vanpoll, coldly.

v

‘HEY HAD HIM, KIT THOUGHT

moodily. He was staring at a comet
they were passing on its own course and
direction and he experienced nostalgia. As
a boy he’d dreamed of beinga cometinthe
engineering world. Complete with a fiery
tail. And what had happened? He had
thought too much.

He'd studied hard and on his own. And
then he’d taken that trip to the Vega Sys-
tem on the cattle freighter and he’d found
out what it was to be tough and to live
hard. Those years had unmanned him for a
student. He'd bucked roulette at Dinky’s
and drunk everybody under the table and
fought half the royal navy with bare fists.
He’d been branded a hard case even by a
pirate captain who had then offered him
a job as mate. He'd deserted in Manga-
poor and for two months had shot tigers
for the farmers at fifty cents a tiger. He'd
been a bouncer in Toelin for three weeks
in the toughest bottle joint on the Barcary
Port. He'd shipped for South Gillipon as
an assistant tubeman and had landed in
that ice-choked land as first mate all by
the dint of his fists. Didn’t make a good
student out of him when the university

was thrown his way. He’d paid

dear for that experience in the spaceways.
His career.

The comet was dropping rapidly astern
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and the boot-licking top-port steward was
nudging him with a tray of chocolate and
buns. Kit came back to his universe. He
smiled at the steward and the man bobbed
happily. But Kit was smiling because the
man didn’t know that the braid to which
he gave those bows had, just a year ago,
been much lower than a steward on a
space can, much less a crack liner.

“Beautiful view,” said the steward.
“There’s a black nebula just ahead that
T'm sure you'll enjoy, sir.”” And he bowed
away from the deck chair.

Just a tourist, Kit told himself.

And then the gloom came back. Black
nebula was a symbol for him now. He'd
get shot at this business sure. But they
had him and had him well. He’d no pass-
port of his own, no cards to eat or work
anywhere in all space and that left him
only the pirates—and who'd die that swift
death under a cruiser’s soundless guns?
Or in a crib with a mate’s knife in your
spine? Piracy was not morally wrong, it
was merely dirty, scary sort of stuff where
the tubes broke down and you didn’t dare
put in anywhere and you orbited forever,
around some dark star, a hundred men in
a rusty tub. This way he at least had his
passport.

Yes, he sighed, sinking back and
stretching out his legs, there was Carla.
And this he could think upon for hours.
Hours and hours and space umit days.
There were problems like, Had those been
real tears? or, She couldn’t have meant
she reallywas his girl by her own
choice .. .7

“Frightful bore, isn’t it?” said a man in
a nauseous tweed cap.

Kit started violently and arrested his
hand balfway to his top pocket where the
flat gun lay. And then, “I beg pardon.”

“I say, it must be frightfully stupid to
you military men, buzzing through all this
emptiness. Been forward counting the
meteorites we've picked up on the bow.
Dreadful bore. Going to Sun-Twelve?”

“Probably stop there,” hedged Kit. Safe
answer. The Presidential Herald made no
other stop going this way.

“Horrible place. Provincial, the whole
system. Stupid sort of an empire anyway.
Goats hold it together. Don’t blink. It's the
truth. Goats, goats, goats, Baaa baaa. Hor~
rible place. Going to be there long?"*

Two Complete SCIENCE-ADVENTURE BOOKS

“Couldn’t say. Schedules.”

“Of course. Ghastly thing, schedules.
Spend two days getting from one system
to another and then five days trying to
catch a shuttle ship from one broken down
planet to the next. Old fashioned equip-
ment and all. Break downs. Did have a
mutiny stop me once, though.”

“Well, well,” said Kit, who had par-
ticipated in two and been a ringleader in
a third when the captain stopped all the
water except to the cargo of pigs.

“Oh, yes. But it was quelled. Two chaps
hung and it was quelled. They were going
to sell all the passengers to the Arak
slavers, or so the mate told us at dinner
that night”

Knowing mates, Kit smiled.

“Well, it would have been quite an
adventure. I say, permit me to introduce
myself. I'm Morgan Carlyle, of Dombey
and Dombey.”

Kit expected him to say he sold
lady’s underwear and was therefore en~
tirely amazed when the fellow added:

“We set up electrical equipment in test
labs. They have some frightful new thing
up on Ringo; that’s the capital of the
Marcon Empire.”

Kit almost fell on his fellow-traveler’s
neck. Maybe he was only a couple of
weeks from Carla!

“New wave stuff?” said Kit.

“Yes, I seem to recall it as such. Awful
bore, terrible equations. It selects one kind
of rock from another, disintegrates either
at desire. Revolutionize mining and build-
ing or some such thing. But you military
men . . "

“Coincidence,” beamed Kit at his most
winning. “Coincidence indeed. I'm Tour-
ney, special technician of the Greater
Triad, on my way this very minute to in-
spect that equipment for war nses. Mr.
Carlyle, I certainly am happy to meet

»

“Well, imagine that!” said Carlyle,
picking up. “Coincidence indeed. Though
confidentially, old fellow, I knew your
insignia and guessed why you were going
else I wouldn’t have spoken so plainly.
Security and all that. I'm to buy it for
the Arbiter, you probably have already
guessed. But you'll be one of his men.
Greater Triad high command, eh?” and
he urged a knowing elbow ‘into Kit’s



THE KINGSLAYER

ribs,
“Ha, ha!” said Kit and managed a
splendid wink.

“Ha, ha!” said Carlyle. “But really no
coincidence at all. Just trying to draw
you out, saw you on the passenger list
this very morning. The Arbiter’s agent
said there’d be a Greater Triad man on
the spot to see that we got all the proper
data and no hold-out. So here we are,
partners in crime, what?”

Kit tried not to look so suddenly pale.
“Indeed so. Ha, ha! Partners in crime.”
But he knew he was going to feel most
terribly unnerved the rest of the trip,

The Greater Triad man on the spot . .
ye gods

Were their firing squads painful on
Ringo?

v

HRISTOPHER RANDOLPH
Kellan, currently Captain General
Tourney of the Triad Emperor’s Tech-
nical Own, was at once happy and un-
happy to get to Ringo, home planet of the
Marcons. For one thing he had gotten, in
the past week, “most frightfully bored”
with Morgan Carlyle’s horedom. Pleading
a weak stomach but really to guard a
tongue, Kit had refused to drink. He had,
however, whiled away a few hours each
day playing chess, for. which they each
had something of a knack.
They stood on the landing tower, block-
ing the egress of less important passen-
gers, and surveyed the city before climbing

down.

“Frightfully boring place, what?” said

rlyle.

Kit didn’t think so. Ringo was a three-
quarter G carbon planet with eight cli-
matic zones, six seas and some ninety-
thousand-foot mountains which, snow-
covered now, hung serenely above the
lovely green plain where nestled Gloriana,
the capital city of the whole empire. A
wandering, shining river, the mountains
and the polished red roofs of the alabaster
city made this appear to be a green, white
and scarlet setting-and-jewel among space’s
often rigorous or heroic ports.

As always, one envisioned a system as
balls about a central sun until he started
landing. Then he conceived himself as
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able to look at the whole planet in a glance.
But finally, when ground was there, the
buildings were taller than he and the trees
higher and the horizon distant and one
was then very solidly on and “in” a
settlement. From a speck in the universe
for the system, the passengers landed
found a whole universe in a house before
him.

They went down the tower and out the
gate to the taxi line. There was a small
fleet of blue and white cabs and a swarm
of ordinary human beings scrambling for
them, bnght coats and flying luggage
blending in swirl of colorful and noisy
motion.

Buffeted about, Carlyle bleated, “Going
to the local hostelry and fight their bed-
bugs. Coming?”

Kit didn’t want to do any such thing
but he hesitated as he groped for an
alibi. It was the moment he spent standing
there which brought him a new danger.

A tow-headed, grease stained, overalled
fight-scarred quartermaster of an in-port
tramp stopped dead, gaped and, every
hair on end in amazement, walked straight
up to Kit, peering in disbelief.

“It ain’t . . . my gawd, it couldn’t be...
KIT!

Black scarf, ragged spacecoat, rm
stink and-all it was Spica Mike McBain,
far, far off his beat in the Six Nations.
True to the old wheeze that you ain’t
never in foreign parts until you meet a
spacemen friend from your own home
town, Spica Mike made this a very foreign

ort.

Stiff with anxiety, Kit unwillingly made
a very good picture of the officer outraged.
Poor Spica Mike, how he’d have to cut
him down. “My dear fellow,” said Kit,
“T am sure I never had the pleasure.”

The quartermaster gawped. Fast in
action he was not too quick of wit. He
continued to gawp until Kit almost wore
out the right eye winking. Carlyle couldn’t
see that Sld!.

“Kit, T .

Wink, wmk wink, wink, wink. “Really,
how you could have the nerve to suppose
I knew you.” Wink, wink, wink, wink,
wink. Wouldn’t he ever understand?

Carlyle was looking very odd.

“If you ain’t Kit Kellan . . .” began
Spica Mike. And then the wink finally got
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to him. He fumbled and grew confused.
“Gosh, I'm mighty sorry, sir. I knowed
a bloke as like you as Gemini. Beggin'
your pardon, sir. Don’t have the cops on
me. 'm just a poor space quartermaster
and I ain’t rightly got me blinkers what
with age and rum.”

And then Spica Mike added, stir
fashion, the way they talk in ‘the cells of
Cerebos, “Pull the toff on me, willya. Meet
me at Spaceman’s Rest at nine, you toff.”

And aloud, “Please don’t have me ar-
rested. I got wives and kids” And he
backed away, that scrofulous old pirate
that had maybe twenty wives and half a
hundred kids on as many planets.

Kit, a little weak, got into the cab.
“Intelligence work. Certainly associates
one with the riff-raff.”

Carlyle was narrow-eyed but held his
peace. “The Royal Empire Hotel, driver.
Unless you've another one in mind,
general”

“Like to go past the Royal palace?”
said the driver. “They just got her painted
blue and man, she’s a sight to see. The
princess was out riding to hounds this
morning but I suppose it’s too late to see
her come back, though it’s a treat, gentle-
men, I assure you.”

“Blue, my God,” groaned Carlyle “The
building is solid copper and they've
painted it blue. These German Princes!
No taste. Frightful peeple.”

It restored his good humor and he ap-
parently had forgotten the incident at the
cab line.

“Let’s go by,” said Kit, taking the
bold course. “I want to ipresent my cre-
dentials and have a look at the royal shops
and labs this afternoon.”

“Ah, certainly. By all means. The
palace, driver.”

Two hours later, heels sore with stand-
ing, back half sprained with bowing and
knees dusty with kneeling, Kit and Carlyle
came out of the palace. They sank at a
table at a sidewalk cafe and Carlyle
ordered cold wine.

“Be beastly but what can you expect
in the provinces,” said Carlyle. He sighed,
depressed. “What terrible taste. Orange
gown. Blue crown. Ghastly. Now tell me
honestly, general, did you ever see the
like of these dumpty German rulers out
here. I swear, when he heard the Arbiter’s
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name we were lucky he didn't try to sell
us his sceptre. Probably had false rubies
in it, though.”

Kit was quiet as he drank. It gave
him pause to see that his own bogus orders
had not impressed the Emperor one single
bit, Greater Triad or no Greater Triad.
But the mention of the Arbiter and a
little card that talked aloud which Carlyle
had diffidently extended had all but given
them the kingdom. And how the dumpy
little monarch had squealed and quibbled
about prices of the gadget his technicians
had invented and how bored Carlyle had
been. The Arbiter, it seemed, bought at
his own price.

But there was one relief in it. The real
Greater Triad man had not yet presented
his orders.

“Let’s go to the labs,” said Kit with
sudden energy.

“Good Lord, avhat ambition. We can
kill days at this and the next ship out
won't go for a week.”

“I’'m going, then,” said Kit.

“Then I suppose I must,” said Carlyle,
suddenly watchful.

HEY HAILED A CAB and were

shortly being stopped an enor-
mous gate beyond which the vehicle could
not continue. And they became very in-
volved with captains of the guard and
intelligence men of the empire. But soon
they were allowed to continue through to
the central laboratory where, amid whir-
ring dynamos and huge piles of iridium
wire their man sat.

He jwas a young man and he said his
name was Joyce. He was very humble
and had a pale, stooped way about him.

“It isn’t very much,” he said, “but I
can’t seem to get anyone here to under-
stand it. They build what I tell them and
all the plans have to stay here in my safe.
They haven’t let me leave the building
for three months” He was plaintive,
rather.beaten down. No color to him. But
when it came to technical knowledge, the
man was an inspiration.

“I had to do it, you see, to get through
the mountains. Aerial transmission is all
right but have you ever tried to bring a
cow to market in an airplane?”’

Kit had bu! he let it go.

“And so,” said the pale young man.
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amongst a thousand coils of wire, “we

had to have a way to get through the
mountains cheaply. And e0 I made a
qualitative selector which disintegrates any
required kind of rock. This, when focused
upon and tuned to a vein of, say quartz,
removes all the quartz up and down a
forty-foot band—a thing which I can ad-
just. So, to go through a mountain all one
does is find schist or a vein of quartz and
start to go. It operates on frequency trans-
mission. One rock acts differently .
but then, you'd rather see it work, I sup-
pose. Here is the model. The king said
you were coming.”

He had a section of mountain about
forty meters square, a vein of quartz ten
‘feet wide straight through it.

He picked up an electrode and drove it
into the top of the quartz and he put a
piece of quartz against the machine to
get its wave action. Then he grounded
the other end of his coils and set up a
pau- of inverted blowers.

“Dust, you know,” he apologized.
“Wouldn’t want to get you dusty.” The
scarlet uniform really impressed him. -

He threw a switch with, “Dear me, I
hope it works,” and the place was a
bellow of sound and a hurricane of air.

The quartz vein vanished, leaving a
polished sidewall in the country rock and
@ sharp pass ten feet high through the
mock mountain.

He shut off the machine. “It worked,”
he said sadly. “But really, it’s hard to
make them. Nobody seems to understand
the type of wave but myself and I've
no mathematics to express it to them.
Nobody here ever studied quad-dimen-
sional calculus.”

“I guess he has us there, eh?” said
Carlyle.

But it didn’t have Kit. He at once began
to run through the system and nod his
bright hair over it. He took a pencil from
his breast pocket and started to make
cryptograms on a coil box.

“You've one too many resistances. It
will work faster with your eighteenth
stage inverted and its amplitude increased.
Further, according to this disintegration
speed if you mounted the thing on a force

beam so—” and he drew rapidly on %
piece of plywood scrap “—you could
speed it up to about thirty miles an hour.

17
How fast did you calculate it?””

“Allowing for the removal of debris,”
said the young man, eyes getting bright,
“I had it at twenty. Say! That's right!”
And he watched Kit who, with a slight
smile, was making quad-dimensional cal-
culus equations on the plywood. “That’s
right! Say! You molecularize the debris
with a smaller disintegrator on each
blower and float it all out as air! Thirty
miles an hour! We could drill through
mountains at fifty! Why, we could fix a
landscape full of roads and subways. . .”

“Or mount it on a tank’s nose,” said
Carlyle, getting the drift, “and attack.
through hitherto impassable ranges.”

That damped them a little. For the
moment Kit was in pure creation. But his
flying pencil and hurriedly pointed weak-
nessses and strengths were a worshipful
fascination to the pale young man. Carlyle,
havmg followed but poorly, became bored.

“Come on up to the hotel and play a
bit of chess,” he said.

“So there you have your chance to
explore the interiors of planets for the
first time,” said Kit to the pale young
man. “Now what we need .

Carlyle watched. They were haulmg out
all manner of junk and knocking together
from an old gun turret and some truck
wheels a thing which looked like nothing
Carlyle would ever want. Kit's unifom
was getting stained and rumpled and the
pale young man was flushed with excite-
ment.

Y SIX O’CLOCK Kit was stripped to

the waist, his splendid torso agleam
with sweat, his gold hair burning like
a torch and his eyes bright with inspiration
through the mask of grease. The pale
young man, infected, tousled and fatigued,
stood back to admire their queer con-
traption.

“It’s very like a tank Isaw in an ancient
history,” said the pale young man. “And
all it needs is a good, strong fault to chew
its way to the very bowels of Ringo.
General, I honor you. My concourse with
high brass until now made me feel dis-
tinctly that they could not sweat nor
stink of axle grease. Do you think it will
work?”

“My dear fellow,” said Carlyle, “what
with being blinded by your adhesion
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torches and deafened by your blows and
language, I ‘cannot give you any kind of
judgment. But if crudity and lack of
smooth design means anything at all, the
first man who tries that thing will surely
but succeed in digging himself a very deep
and proper grave. What a bore. Come,
Tourney, old chap. A bath will do much
to cool the fires of your inspiration and
make the smell of you more companion-
able. It's a fine thing you don’t play chess
as well as you enthuse with machinery or
else I'd be poorer by ten thousand dollars
now. Come before I swoon of ennui and
hunger.”

“Leave it right there,” said Kit, “and
let it champ for action as it will while you
scout out a vein of fine chewing rock.
Maybe we can test it this very night.”

“Scientizing is confoundedly like prison
to me,” said the pale young man, in-
dignant for the first time as he thought of
it. “They’ll not even let me out in the
yard. I'm to be sold like a text on bat rais-
ing or a set of wrenches and they keep
me near. 'm worth, they tell me, at least
four million to the crown and that’s the
pay for the emperor’s sister’s wedding. To
think my genius goes to prepare a nuptial
bed for two German clowns who couldn’t
mend a hairpin were it bent! Tell me,
am I to be kept thus, when I'm bought
for this thing in my head?”

“Daresay,” said Carlyle, yawning.

“There may some escape,” said Kit
and then, without Carlyle seeing, he gave
the lad a most confidential wink. “But just
now look up that vein of rock.”

“But the guards and the intelligence
men. I'm worth four million boxed up
here.”

“We’ll ask for very special permission
and you'll be allowed the yard. Mind, I
may see you tonight at nine or ten or
eleven, for I may think of some improve-
ment. You might try digging a bit with
it outside and if it works, we’re that much
ahead.”

“Oh, I will, I will,” said the young man,
not so pale, seeing a second wink. There
was that in his voice which promised
Kit he had gained a faithful and enduring
following of one engineer.

“See you later,” said Kit.

At the gate, still struggling into his
skin-clinging jacket and belt, Kit told the
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intelligence men there was a test in
progress and they looked at his epaulets
and overlooked his grease and bowed de-
ferentially, promising faithfully to let
the young man out of his prison and aid
in removing the machine to the yard.

At the hotel Carlyle watched Kit bathe
while dinner was on its elegant way to
their suite. “You have a taste for work
that's queer in your rank, old boy. The
Arbiter merely wanted the man and the
formulas and you’ve knocked together a
new machine. Exhausting, if I may say so.
Always considered . cogs and rods as
frightful bores. Well, here’s dinner.”

Kit, dressed again, sat down to the
crystal and gold plate, indolent in appear-
ance but with one eye solidly on the clock.
If the gods were good he'd be out of
here before the real general showed up.
Nine o’clock.

VI

IT LET THE GAME DRAG until

the clock said eight-thirty. He had
never played half out for Carlyle, it
being very fine policy to let a man you
can use win at least half of the time. And
so Carlyle went on long excursions with
bishops and knights, got out of traps that
didn’t close, six times couldn’t see how
his attempted checkmates came so near
and yet were so far and withdrew to puz-
zle more. :

At eight-forty, Kit made a sudden
sortie with his queen and gobbled up a
rook. It caught Carlyle’s king on his own
square, uncastled. That was check. Carlyle
interposed his queen. Kit backed his queen
with a bishop. Carlyle in a panic tried to
get a knight into play and then it
happened with terrible suddenness. Kit
took Carlyle’s queen and said, inexorably,
“Check.” Carlyle took the offending queen
with his eager king. Kit moved a rook in
his own king’s row just three squares side-
ways. It was an attack from afar and
Carlyle had never seen it.

“Shah matte,” said Kit.

“I beg pardon?” gulped Carlyle.

It was eight-forty-five. Kit got up.
“Shah matte, my friend. The king is
dead.”

“You mean he’s checkmated?” said Car-
lyle, trying wildly as losers will to move
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his king- somewhere, anywhere. And
everywhere his poor king had to go was
adequately covered by some far off, un-
suspected and detached looking piece of
Kit’s.

“You owe me a hundred,” said Kit.

Carlyle sighed and dug for his wallet.
As he paid he said, “What’s that word
you used? Shah matte?”

“It’s Persian, a very ancient tongue,
‘from which the word checkmate was
originally derived. Shah is for king and
matte means dead. The king is dead.
Found an old, old book on the game once.
Interesting.”

“Well, he’s certainly very dead at that,”
said Carlyle ruefully. “But I'll put the
hundred on the Arbiter’s expense account.
It isn’t that which worries me. The
trouble with chess is that it so drastically
reflects the mentality of the player.
There’s no luck in it whatever and a
loss is a direct insult to one’s wits. Con-
‘found it, Tourney, you make me feel like
one of these pawns. You had that all
lined up for twenty moves and never
sprung it and babe-like I'm gulled to sit-
ting across from you with vast plans of
conquest against you. Confound it, I'm
going to sit here and get stinko drunk and
put it on your bill.”

Kit, resplendent in his fresh uniform,
straightened himself up and settled the
‘helmet in place. “Don’t drink the town
dry. I may be back in time to toast you
under the table.”

“Cheerio,” said Carlyle and reached for
the phone. He heard the door click be-
hind Kit and then an elevator whine.
“Wine!” he told room service. “Cham-
pagne, by gad. Three magnums and this
is Tourney talking.”

He hung up and the phone rang.

“Sir,” said the desk, “Colonel Mollyhay
of the Greater Triad Emperor’s Scientific
Own requests audience.”

Carlyle frowned and then, alertly look-
ing at the door which Kit had just left,
caid, “Send the gentleman up. By all
means. Send him up.” He hung up and
reached into his suitcase from which he
took a flat gun, shoulder straps dangling
from its case. “Hmmm. So he didn't
know that space-tramp, eh? Come. in.
Come in.”

Kit noticed nothing unusual in the
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lobby, but he wasn'’t taking time to look.
He shoved his gold helmet into a cab
and said, “Spaceman’s Rest and be quick.”

He sank back and watched the town’s
lights sweep swiftly by. Something like
an alarm bell was ringing dismally inside
his skull and he found his hands were
sweating with nervousness. A splendid
traffic cop halted their lane for a moment
and Kit instinctively ducked.

“Here now,” he told himself. “Hold on
hard and none of the jumps. You’ve been
in tighter spots before and weaseled out
with your neck. Be cool, me bucko, be
cool ”

T WASN'T VERY COOL in the Space-

man’s Rest. The place was in layers of
blue smoke, and evil with the ozone fumes
of a gun lately fired. The unlucky one
was being brought out on an ambulance
stretcher as Kit walked in. Groups in
booths were beginning to cheer up after
the fight. Lazy and heavy-lidded women
tinkled through the crowd urging the sale
of drinks or picking up a bit of custom
on the side. Humanoids, demi-humans and
decayed humans were here, all reeking
with dak and Ole Space Ranger. In an
atmosphere no one could breathe, full of
drinks no man could digest, telling each
other things no mortal should hear, the
spacemen were having their version of a
very fine time. A sleepy orchestra com-
posed wholly of outlandish fish-scale peo-
ple sawed outraged notes through the
babble and clang.

The uniform caused no comment. Any-
one or any thing might come here and
Kit pursued his search unmolested. He
heard an angry argument and found his
man.

Spica Mike and his captain, a bearded
one named Malloy, were daring the
bouncer to try to put them out. And the
bouncer was being very reluctant to carry
out his threats. This one, a huge Tsarian,
was glad to find Kit standing there. It
provided a diversion. He left.

Spica Mike said, “If it ain’t Kit! Cap-
tain Malloy, this here is Kit, the finest
fightin’ red-head this side of hell's yawn-
ing doors. Git on his side in a fight. Ever’
time. Always on his side and don’t make
no mistake . . .

“Youre drunk,” grinned Kit. “And
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here I had work for sober men.”

“Drunk!” said Spica Mike, reeling up-
right like a run-down top. “Drunk? Who
says we're drunk! Am I drunk, captain?”

“You're drunk,” said Captain Malloy,
grinning into his whiskers. “Sit down,
Kit, and be likewise.”

“I said work for sober men,” said Kit.

“Well, hell, sit down anyway. You can’t
talk with a dry throat,” said Malloy.

“Kit,” said Spica Mike, “let’s all get
drunk.”

“Drunkenness,” said Kit, “is a psycho-
logical state. Liquor is evil for the human
system. Alcohol is a depressant, not a sti-
mulant. Make mine dak.”

“See,” said Spica Mike to his captain.
“I told you he was a regular. Seen him
blow down six Tsarins one night. One,
two, three, four, five, six. I never got a
chance to strike a blow, so help me.
Quick as .. .”

“You mentioned business,” said Mal-
loy. “Murder, kidnapping or arson? We've
an idle ship with a low pay cargo and
we're cleared for all ports.”

“My luck is holding, then,” said Kit.
“I've just ten thousand dollars that says
we clear by midnight with my cargo.”

“For ten thousand dollars "I'd clear
four hours ago,” said Malloy. “Spica
Mike reads minds. We should have been
gone at six but he came back and told
me about you and a uniform you didn’t
own and I smelled business. Here we
are.”

“Stand-by with your tubes warming,
then,” said Kit. “Cargo hatch open. Here’s
a thousand on account and four when I
board and five when I land plus two more
for good behavior from my boss when
we get there.”

“We won’t hang, will we?”

“If you hang, I'll raise it to fifteen
thousand straight” said Kit, grinning.
He threw off the dak, shuddered from
its stimulant and rose. “Stand by, gentle-
e

He paid their bill and dropped them
at the port while he went back to the
labs. And there he found a reception
committee.

“That’s him!” said Colonel Mollyhay.

“All right, general,” said an intelligence
man. “Come along.”

Kit looked at Carlyle standing there
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in the shadows of the guard gate. He
looked at young Mollyhay, angry as a
hornet and as red as his uniform with
containing it.

Kit looked at Mollyhay. “Salute, you
cub!”

“None of that!” said the intelligence
man, motioning to the guards.

“Salute !” roared Kit.

Mollyhay’s face certainly paled a trifle.

“Aha,” said Kit. “The imposter doesn’t
know the proper salute!”

“I do so!” cried the beleagured Molly-
hay and saluted.

“Hmmm. Too studiedly accurate,
said Kit. “Where are your credentials?””

Mollyhay fumed but the intelligence
man was staring at him and he angrily
brought them out. “A confounded farce.”

Kit glared at the papers. “Aha! Signed
by Adjutant Major Deuchard! Dated
this year. Gentlemen, I am glad you ap-
prehended this fellow. Deuchard was an
adjutent rightly enough but he’s been
dead four years to my knowledge and
we've no ghosts in the Emperor’s Scienti-
fic Own. At least none doing adjutant’s
work. Has this man been in to see the
machine?”

“Why, yes,” said the intelligence man,
getting nervous.

“Then come along,” said Kit, “and
don’t let him escape. We'll see if sabo-
tage has been attempted. Come along, my
good fellow and the next time you try
to discredit one of our service, study up
on your lines and salutes. It may save
your life.”

OLLYHAY was near exploding

with rage but it looked like confu-
sion. Kit was already striding off into the
yard toward the sacred inner sanctum.
Uncertainly the intelligence man tagged
along.

“General,” said the intelligence man,
“I'm sorry to insist but we’ll have to
ionbeam the Greater Triad with your
identification and this officer’s. I apolo-
gize deeply if there .. .”

“Certainly, certainly,” said Kit. “Send
one of your errand boys with orders to
do so. My credentials are on file at the
palace. But meantime, my man, if this
imposter has been near the machine, it may
blow up any instant with your lone tech-
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niclan in the bargain.”

That put haste in them. Even in Car-
lyle. For Carlyle was getting unsure
again. After all, you didn’t find a sci-
entific genius amongst the spy riff-raff of
the space bagnios.

The pale young man had heard all
about it and he -looked extremely worried.
He did not like the idea of being sold
outright to another prison keeper like
his own emperor and Kit had given him
some hope. Ah, to see a pretty girl again!
But not under the Arbiter he wouldn’t.

The machine was in the bright moon-
light of Ringo’s dumb-bell moons. The
pale young man had tinkered around with
detectors until he had a fine vein.

“Has this fellow been in this machine?"”
said Kit, wink, wink.

“Why, he hasn’t . . .” wink, wink re-
ceived, “he hasn’t missed, general” And
suddenly the pale young man shook at
his temerity. He had not really sup-
posed anything was wrong, but these
winks . . . Why, was he playing the game
with maybe a spy?

“Get in there and search!” cried Kit
with all anxiety. And he plunged in after
the pale young man.

Carlyle alone guessed it. And he acted
too late,

There was a roar, a flash and the ma-
chine shuddered. The intelligence man
yelled and a guard drew a gun. But there
was just a hole where the machine had
stood.

The intelligence man leaned over the
pit, buffeted by the wind roaring up from
it. “Come up out of that!” he yelled
idiotically. “Come on back herel”

Carlyle was forced to grin. “Should
have known,” he mused. “No high brass
would be that clever to beat me at chess.”

“After him!” cried the intelligence and
Mollyhay together.

“Don’t bother,” said Carlyle with a
wicked smile. “I’ve taken: care to procure
all his actual data down to fingerprints.
They’ll be on their way to the Arbiter
by dawn and every system in the galaxy
will be plastered with his picture. Red
hair, you know.”

“What's red hair got to do with it?"”
howled intelligence.

“Conspicuous. Awful error to send a
man on an intelligence mission with red
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hair. There was a slip at the spaceport.
After that I took the data down. Be
calm, gentlemen.”

They went frenzied at the sound of a
space ship roaring out of the port.

“Be calm,” said Carlyle with a wicked
yawn. “Nobody can escape the Arbiter.
Nobody. TI'll see to it personally that you
both get word of that young man’s exe-
cution, so T will. Be calm, gentlemen.”

He looked at the bright stars where
plumes of flame were just now fading.

“Your first name’s Kit,” said Carlyle.
“The Arbiter knows how to canvas the
universities. Yes, mdeed my friend. We'll
meet and then . . .

ViI

HEN CHRISTOPHER Randolph
Kellan had finished giving his ver-
bal report to Peter Vanpoll, that worthy
nodded twice, perkily, looked somewhat
harassed and went to the casement of the
tower from which he had a remarkable
view of the Gulf of Batabano and the
remarkable distant mountains of Cuba.
“Carlyle, eh?” said Vanpoll at last. “Kel-
lan, you were certainly breathing on the
Arbiter’s hand. When the work’s the dirt-
iest, when the deal smells of bribery and
graft, when trembling governments are
about to leave their foundations and fall
in upon their people, you'll find Carlyle.
He is an assistant councilman. This pro-
ject, then, was something more important
than I'd realized. Well, to work. You'll
find we’ve something of a laboratory down
below. This old Spanish fort once was
honey-combed with dungeons below the
tide mark; you'll find they’re all laboratory
now. I have a project for you to . . .”

“Whoa!” said Kit, giving the golden hel-
met a push with his fist. “I’ve been off
on a mighty fatiguing journey. I've had
the extra fat fried out of me from nerves
and exhaustion. I served as a tubeman
first class all the way down here, watch
and watch, we were so short of hands.
And if you 've tried to live on a can like
that we've just sent away, you'll under-
stand @

“I understand only that we’re pushed
for time,” said Vanpoll cooly. “We need
a certain type of weapon . ..”

“Weapon?” And Kit sank back, tunic
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collar flying loose. “My dear Mr. Vanpoll,
that is one thing you won’t get from me.
Doubtless you have very clever engineers,
much cleverer than myself. But as to wea-
pons—no ”

“Why not?”

“T am a half-fledged engmeer, well read
it is true, but only an engineer. My mis-
sion as a scientist is to benefit mankind.
I can see no benefit arising from the tail-
oring of some hot blast to murder and
cripple my fellow men. No, no and tut,
tut, Mr. Vanpoll. No weapons.”

‘Vanpoll looked hard at him and hostility
seemed to crackle about them and between
them.

“Mr. Kellan, as an agent of the P.R.S.
you will follow orders.”

“Mr. Vanpoll, as a mainspring of the
P.RS. you ought to know better than
to ask an engineer for a weapon. I'll
form the errands you elect and steal this
Arbiter blind or even attempt against him
personally, but I'll make no weapon of
which I myself do not have the use.”

Vanpoll snorted. “My dear sir,” he said
in a way which meant Kit was anything
but his dear sir, “the weapon upon which
you were to work is directly connected
to your next job. There’s a shxpment of
the Arbiter’s we must have .

“Must we talk of my na(t )ob’"

The coolness about him thickening up
to ice, Vanpoll said, “We must. For you
have to understand, Kellan, once and for
all, that I'll not allow you to stew about
here in idleness. There’s little enough
time. You have certain tasks and then you
will attempt the Arbiter himself. Thus
it »

“Aha,” said Kit. “Carla””

“I fear I do not understand you."

“I fear I do not believe you,”
Kit.

“Lxsten, my red-headed friend, personal-
ities . . .

“Are such that you don’t intend to let
me spoon around with Carla. I've had a
Jot of time to think, Mr. Vanpoll, and
T've thought some remarkable thoughts.
You had me badly off balance when first T
joined you. Threatening to dump me with
a murdered SB.I. man and so forth. And
you can send me out as a target for the
day for the Arbiter’s crew. But you can’t
tell me not to see Carla”

said

Two Complete SCIENCE-ADVENTURE BOOKS

“It would be unfair,” said Vanpoll. “See
here, my friend, you are strictly blaster
bait. Youre young and good-looking.
Carla is-a fine girl. Do you want to snare
her heart, cause her to pattern her whole
life for you and then get killed? You
wouldn’t do that to a woman.”

“Nope. I've no intention of getting
killed, As for the rest of it I think it is a
very wonderful idea. Where is she?”

“I order you to go to the labs and
put this new technician to work on a wea-

on.”

“Order away. I'll say hello to Carla
and get out of this monkey suit before
T think a single thought for you and
your lab. My God, man. I've just been
across a hundred and ninety light years
of space, dodging patrol cruisers and in-
telligence men, sleeping with both eyes
open and you deny me so much as a mo-
ment to bathe. Come now, revolution can
wait while Kellan washes the body. And I
won’t make a weapon.”

“Not for your own use?”

“That depends on how badly I'll need
it”

“Well,” shrugged Vanpoll, "my contro}
over yon is obviously limited.”

“I am a very strong-headed young man.
From space skipper to college professor,
they've told me so.”

“I wash my hands of this!” cried the
beleaguered Vanpoll,

“You need me,” said Kit,
humor me.”

“Go find Carla then. Go find her! But
so help me, Kellan, if you’re not in that
lab by noon, you'll be sorry!”

“He lost dramatically,” said Kit and got
up to go. “Devil take you,” said Vanpoll
“But when you learn your next orders,
and realize that you've only until tomor-
row to make all preparations to leave,
you'll wish you hadn’t bucked me. Get
out.”

Kit got.

“and you'll

VI

E DID NOT FIND CARLA, SHB

found him. He was just finishing the
knot of sash as the final touch when he
bad a premonition and turned. His heart
skipped a beat.

She was wearing her wine tunic and
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ber hair was soft as a summer night. The
way she held her head, the delicate ges-
ture of her hand, the way she walked .
the things she made a man think of .

“Kit! You came through it!”

He wasn’t aware of words. The voice,
though was most soothing. Listening for
more he felt the touch of her hands on
his arms and he stopped listening. She
looked at him, drinking him in.

“Was it dreadful?” she asked.

There was a long pause and then he
said, “Beg pardon?”

“Yougoose! Tell me or I'll shake you!”

“That’s a good idea,” said Kit, the fac-
ilty of his mind turning this into “T'll
kiss you.” And he did so. And they stood
in a gold and perfumed haze which went
around and around and around and lasted
s0 long that Henry had to cough five times
and slam the door twice to break through
the dream.

“Mister Kellan, I do beg your pardon
and T wouldn’t disturb you under any or-
dinary circumstance, but Mr. Vanpoll just
this minute reached the top of the landing
and personally, what with Mr. Vanpoll's

” He gaped, teeth shining in a slack
mouth. And then he gently shut the door.
He said to Vanpoll, “He just don’t seem
to be there, sir.”

Vanpoll looked baffled but Henry was
awfully big.

“See here, Henry. It isn’t I you thwart.

somebody won't be pleased . ..”

“Love,” said Henry, “is something which
doesn’t ask anybody’s permission.”

“But good lord, Henry. You don’t
understand that that young man . . .”

“I understand that a young man is
just a young man so long,” said Henry.
“Let’s go look for them in the laboratory,
Mr. Vanpoll” And he walked forward
with such remorseless bulk that Vanpoll
went down the stairs, muttering awful
things about mutiny and sedition and in-
gratitude.

They found, when they had turned the
coral-arched passage that their new addi-
tion was already on the job. Very car-
essingly the pale young man was setting
up his brainchild and eying a fissure
of granite which was part of the ancient
dungeon in which the lab was situated.

“What’s your name?” said Vanpoll
mastily,
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The pale young man was much blown
back. “Young, sir. Technician Young,
late of the Engineers of the Emperor of
Ringo.”

“What's that youre doing?”

“Why, sir, this is the machine the
general and I built and stole. I guess it
was stealing.”

“The general is not a general,” said
Vanpoll. “He is one of our agents. Are
you prepared to join the People’s Revo-
lutionary Society and assist us in the
overthrow of a despot?”

“I don’t understand, sir. I'm sorry.”

“The Arbiter with his Intergalactic
Bank and his Arbitration Council . . .”

“No, no,” said the young man. “I
don’t understand about joining anything
or anybody. I don’t even want to be en-
listed. I'm tired of being told ‘Do this,”
or ‘Do that’ and then being caged up
because I did it and can’t be trusted.”

“Young,” said Vanpoll “we can be
very severe. I must insist that you join
us.

“Sir,” said the young man doggedly,
“I can’t because already I've got myself
committed.”

“How is this?” cried Peter Vanpoll.

“I’'m working for the general”

“He’s no general I”

Young smiled. “I don’t care about that.
He’s a genera] where I'm concerned and
if he happens to be working for you,
that’s his business. But I happen to be
working for him. No, he didn’t ask me
and we haven’t even mentioned pay. But
mister, I'm working for the general even
if he pays me nothing.” And with a de-
termination quite foreign to him he
turned his back on Peter Vanpoll and
went back to tinkering with the machine,

Henry grinned as Vanpoll retreated to
the steps and sat down.

“What the deuce are you grinning
about?” cried Vanpoll.

“Well, sir, it just seems to me that
Mister Kit . . .”

“You be quiet!”

The huge Negro became quiet. But
there was no. authority on earth or in
space that could keep him from grinning,

FTER A LONG TIME, Christo-
pher Randolph KelL’m, walking wtth
great buoyancy—for he tead on alf
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cumulus and not on ground at all—came
down to the lab, arm in arm with Carla.

“Yes, sir!” said Kit with a salute,
“Here I am, twelve sharp.”

“It’s one-thirty,” said Vanpoll.

“That’s what he said,” said Carla.
“One-thirty sharp.”

“You, too,” said Vanpoll, and he
looked heavenward for forgiveness on
the assembled. But somehow he pulled
himself together, shot his cuffs, straight-
ened his pearl stick-pin, smoothed his
hair and brought order to the proceed-
ings. “Mr. Kellan, you've very little time
and the job is very dangerous. You are
required to take charge of a cargo that
the Arbiter is shipping to Marfak’s Kile.
It will have to be done on the wing...”

Kit heard him out, growing sober as
he listened. Then he said, “What is on
this ship that’s so important, Mr. Van-
poll?”

“Neutroneum catalyst About seventy-
five million dollars of it. Its purpose is
to strengthen Marfak’s position as a buf-
fer state for the Arbiter’s particular pur-
poses and to incidentally take away that
seventy-five million doflars from the al-
ready impoverished people of the Mar-
fak System. The catalyst is, as you may
know, a necessity for the manufacture of
mumitions. We need it and the purpose is
not so much to deny it to the Marfak
System as it is to procure it for our
future operating capital. To be blunt, we
need finance. The catalyst will sell any-
where, you know, in small or large
amounts. Your purpose is to devise a
means to stop a space-ship m mld flight
without destroying her cargo.”

“You want the catalyst intact?” said

. “Would you be as interested in de-
nying it to Marfak?”

“That’s immaterial. Don’t get ideas of
destroying ship and cargo.”

“Ah,” said Kit. “Well, folks, my
lengthy vacation is over.” And he reached
for a lead apron and smiled at Young.

They withdrew but Carla came back
soon, having bribed the Chinese to permit
her to carry the lunch down. She found
a very mysterious conference which gave
her no heed, Kit and Young muttering
formulas like two witch doctors, holding
electrodes instead of thigh bones. She

felt neglected and went away only to_
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return at six with supper which, to her
surprise turned out to be very welcome
in that they had not seen or eaten the
Junch. But just as Kit was beginning to
smile at her he had another idea, dropped
his plate and went into another con-
ference with Young. Disgusted, she with-
drew.

Until one o'clock she lingered at the
head of the stairs, playing fantan with
the Chinese guard and losing much to
his amusement, for she was invariably
chipping into the kitty when she held
key sevens, and then seeing no sign of
Kit gave it up and went to bed.

At six the next morning her tuned ear
heard the dungeon doors open and wrap-
ping herself in negligee, she hurried to the
top of the steps. She did not go down
for there was Vanpoll in his bathrobe
and Kit smeared with dust and soot in
his apron and his last thought was for
her, it seemed.

“Well, we got it, Mr. Vanpoll”

“Fine, fine! What system are you go-
ing to use? Tractor beams .. .?”

“No, no, no,” said Kit. “We got IT!”

Young and the hastily summoned Henry
were staggering up the steps under heavy
loads. They dumped piles of sacks and
went back for more.

“What’s this?” cried Vanpoll

“Why, that’s seventy-five million dol-
lars worth of neutroneum catalyst.”

“But . . . how?”

“Why we took the lead shielding off the
vibratron and used the lead . . .”

“No, no! I mean now . .

“Now,” said Kit in tnumph “I can
stick around and rest up. I figured it
was a long way up to Marfak and if all
you wanted was the catalyst, why, Young
and I worked out the basic pattern of ...”

“No you don’t!” cried Vanpoll, look-
ing straight up at Carla who was leaning
over the rail with the beginnings of a
radiant smile on her face. “No you don't,
sir! I've just the past hour . . .er ...
received word that one of our . . . agents
was killed and that the people’s revolt
on Darengo was decimating the populace.
You get up there this instant and stop
that war.”

“Stop . .72

“Yes. Get up to Darengo and stop the
war. - You leave in . ... it’s just six-ten

.n
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now. You leave at eight. You can sleep
while Henry flies. He’s going all the
way with you”

X

T EIGHT THE SMALL, WICKED
Mark 89 Raider slid out of the coral
cavern through huge watertight doors and
into the pale emerald gleam of the under-
sea world. Propelled by her landing trac-
tors only, the sleek ship eased up to
thirty fathoms and sped forward a hun-
dred and five miles an hour, heading for
the Misteriosa Bank in the western Carib-
bean from which she could launch safely
and unseen into the fastnesses of space.
Kit watched the marine gardens flee
below and though the slow-motion riot
of growth and fish offered many a fas-
cinating sight, Kit sulked.

“That’s all right, Mister Kit,” said
Henry, settling back in the pilot’s seat
now that he had settled on course. “She’ll
wait. She’ll wait.”

“But will I last?”” muttered Kit.
“There doesn’t seem to be any end of the
ways Vanpoll can get me out of there
and sooner or later this sort of business
is likely to prove dangerous.”

“Don’t worry, Mister Kit. Pluck will
see you through and the more you fret
the lesser gets your chances. Chino and
me are with you this trip and we'll take
good care of you” He eyed his compass,
in a very unhandy spot so little was it
used on a space ship, and decided to put
Kit to work. “You know, Mister Kit,
I ain’t never had any trouble driving or
flying anything you engineers put to-
gether. But I do get a little bit hazy on
three dimensional navigation. If you wants
to do us a favor and make sure we
arrive at that Darengo System or which-
ever we're going, I'd most certainly ap-
preciate a course for departure when we
leave the sea.”

Kit rose and went into the small chart-
room where tropical sunlight, filtered
through thirty fathoms of crystal sea
water, painted the overhead nav turret
dark green and gave the space charts a
strange cast. It made Kit feel eerie to be
quartermastering under the sea instead
of in the normal of star-studded inky

space.
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The United Planets Spacographic Of-
fice Star Pilot, Systems C to E,
sketchy article on the Darengo System.
Space and weight being what they were
on a Mark 89 Raider, no further data
was available. But Kit gathered that the
system was off track and was consider-
ably retarded from former greatness, listing
yards with cradles for unlimited tonnage
and then changing, in 3974 supplement
to “reported to be of unknown repair,
larger cradles abandoned.” In fact, prac-
tically everything in the nine planet sys-
tem was corrected in reduction.

Kit spread his orders to the pale-green,
flickering light and read the hasty pen
scratches with which Vanpoll had dis-
missed him.

“Will proceed to Saint Martin, capital
city of Saint. Martin Planet, Darengo
System where, as an ambassador of the
Kingdom of Kauburn, will protest de-
struction of property of Kauburn citizens
and, while this cover lasts, effect a cessa-
tion of hostilities and a restoration of the
Republic under one Montpelier, decently
elected but forcefully deposed president.
Arbiter seeks military rule under one
General Francisco Gomez y Caveda de
Batille. Assassination -of said Francisco
etc. not desirable. Contact Loring, Stand-
ard Uranium Co, of Terra for funds and
assistance. Return and report in person
at earliest date. P.V.”

Dutifully, Kit looked up Saint Martin
and found, “Carbon planet, oxygen 4/5
atmo.; 9.8871; temperate zone at poles;
rot. 26.9 hrs. 31 mi. 2 secs.; yr. 961 days
23 hrs.; axis tilt 1° 5 secs.; 349,000,000
mi. circ. orb;” and like material which
gave him a fairly good idea of the climate
and conditions without any further de-
scription, space being precious in Star
Pilot. “Saint Mart, Capital City, located
exactly at positive pole, major vessel re-
pairs, some types of fuels, ice and fresh
‘water, ilabl
limited stores, marine hospital, naval base
of Darengo System. Maintains shops for
repair of war vessels (cor. now in dis-
mantled condition). Distinguishable by
many ancient bldgs in radiant design and
lies between two oceans, the Peters Sea
and the Outland Sea. Landing beams of
Alpha des. (now in disuse). Customs
and immigration punctilous (now aban-
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doned). Display Darengo System National
Lights on level with own nationality (now
not enforced). Warning: St. M. Equa-
torial belt is swamp from 50° N. Lat. to
50° S. Lat, inhabited by unknown but
dangerous fauna, of intolerable heat and
without rescue stations. Avoid.”

“Nice place,” said Kit glumly. He
looked up the star, Darengo, and found
it to be 3 x Sun, orange, .4573 surf. heat
units and in the 23° hub sector, Zone
297. “Traveling at 1215 m.p.sec. on course
24° hub sector, at Zone pos. 297.6312 in
Oct. 3972. Beware 326 comets and heavy
meteor swarms Darengo area.”

IT APPLIED the space-hemisphere,
looked up his tables, computed the
position of Earth, the position d Sun and
then in the . spherical tables found the
course to the Galactic Hub, an ideal cen-
ter. He then computed the present mo-
ment’s position of Darengo, corrected
for length of flight and its course and
distance from Hub. The secondary tables
gave him the translation of Point A to
Point C without reference to Point B,
the Hub, and then, recorrecting for the
actual time run at 933 It. yrs, had his
answer. “Hub 93°, Dip 71° 17’ 14.4445”,
“Be there in 8.091 days,” said Kit. “I
left a retabulation of runs for any day
in the next five months running in the
computer so that you will have your tape
if anything happens to me.”

Henry nodded appreciatively, just as
though he had not graduated from the
Spacographer’s School at Lawrence, Kan-
sas during his service as a Master Gun-
ner in the United Planets’ Space Force.

“What do they have?” said Henry.

“Oh, fresh water, ice, common fuel...”

“No, no. Mister Kit, I don’t want to
take a perfectly dry, ional sort
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“Oh, no sir, Mister Kit. War is a sort
of catalyst. It brings out the beast m
wamen. Hold on tight, sir. Here we go.”

The take-off gongs rang through the
ship. Her own gravity plates wrenched
against Earth’s pull on the crew. Then,
nose sweeping upward in a wash of silver
foam, she leaped from the sea and the
roaring drives sent great piles of steam
and spray to hang whitely above the Car-
ibbean’s blue. At seven g’s she spurned
Earth and air; her ports went black when
the stars came out. Savagely accelerat-
ing, she whipped to her course, quivering
in every plate like a sensitive animal
under spur and left the Solar System be-
hind her.

‘When her bow gravity pulls had taken
the curse off her forward surgings, Kit
walked aft, gazed after by the five man
crew who were leaving their take-off sta-
tions to settle themselves into watches
for the long grind. The Chinese, Sailor
Ah Wing as he was called, had coffee
and cigarettes waiting in the wardroom.
Kit sat down at the green covered board,
the familiar whine of fuel feeds trembling
in the overhead ducts, the low whisper
of the air-makers monontonous in his
ears. The Chinese put out some cheddar
cheese and crackers.

“Don’t be discouraged, Mr. Kellan,”
he said. “It’s a long voyage which has
no ending.”

“I'm up to my ears in philosophers,”
said Kit grumpily. “If Vanpoll keeps me
riding around in the stars like this I'll
be able to breathe in a vacuum and walk
on comets’ tails.”

“We will get this over rapidly,” said
Sailer Ah Wing. “Merely indicate who is
to be mourned at the funeral” He tapped
his shoulder gun and grinned, slant eyes
very merry.

of liberty up there.”

“Well, it didn’t mention wine, women
and song,” said Kit. “And as near as I
can make out the whole place is falling
down around their ears.”

“Hmmm,” said Henry. “War. That
does it, war. Nobody never won a war,
Mister Kit. You'd think man’d learn
that.”

“Sorry you've got such a dull time
ahead,” said Kit, close to sarcasm.

hardens one,” said Kit.
“But just what we're really doing and
why is a thing which puzzles me exceed-
ingly. Just what is the Arbiter’s object,
Sailor?”

The Chinese masked his eyes and his
grin became false. “These are problems
for greater minds, Mr. Kellan. Me, T
just shoot.” He made a motion at his
gun and twitched his finger twice, “Bing,
Bing! You drink your coffee.”

Kit thought about it for a little while.
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He didn’t know why he was doing what
he did. If those people didn’t have him
so solidly . . . And then he gave it up
and watched the stars creep slowly by.
It was so much easier to think of Carla.
But he couldn’t concentrate. There was
a tink-tink-tink outside the hull where
mebody in a space smt was already
the ship’s d to the
Kingdom of Kauburn’s five red lights
and eight blue, inner and outer circle.
Young looked in, very pale, dreadfully
space-sick. Young saw the cheddar cheese
and crackers and moved hastily out again.
Kit gloomed. They certainly had him
in tight. He looked at the pile of pass-
ports, papers and bulletins which would
make him an ambassador from Kauburn.
With sudden energy he picked them up
and began his studies. The sooner done,
the sooner he’d see Carla.

X

HATEVER KIT HAD expected

to find, he was disappointed. When
they’'d worn out their patience for an
entire day waiting for a tug to come out
and pull them down to the postage stamp
spaceport they could televise through the
low-hanging clouds, they decided that
this was one planet which didn’t care
how many tons of unwieldly ship came
plummeting down at its capital city and
went on in, be the regula-
tions.

They stood on their tails and sat down,
plowing up frightful quantities of al-
ready blast-blackened ground, finding
themselves in a pl tly warm atmo-
sphere with a very cool reception.

Saint Martin’s source of light and heat,
Darengo, stood about twenty degrees
high, it being about noon. It sank down
to eighteen and it rose to twenty-two
degrees but it never sank under the
horizon. The shadows were long on Saint
Martin, always long, and they traveled
three hundred and sixty degrees around
you without ever vanishing. About three
degrees above the horizon crept three
moons which often rose as high as thirty
degrees and as often vanished palely from
sight or disappeared in their phases. It
was a crazy world of crouching trees

KINGSLAYER

127

and spiring buildings all running out in
radiant, militant lines from the spaceport.

Once it may have been glorious but de-
cay was here like a vulture on its prey.
The naval dock was a shell of rubble.
The custom house was a temporary shack
squatting on the ruins of the old opera-
tions building. A guard sat in the darengo,
idly watching two one-pound flies tear up
the papers of his finished lunch.

Kit climbed down the ladder, stumb-
ling on the hem of his ambassador’s
gown, portfolio gripped in hand and a
grey Kauburn hat in the other. The hat
was much too small for him and he would
not wear it.

“Hello,” he said to the guard.

That one looked up, raised his brows a
little and seemed on the verge of speak-
ing. But he changed his mind and fell
to watching the flies.

“Where is everybody?” said Kit.

“I reckon you won't have any luck,
stranger, if you expect a welcoming com-~
mittee. We're too busy.” And he fell
to watching the flies again.

“Where is the president?”

“If you mean General Batille, why I
guess he’s in the government house. Or
maybe he ain’t. The troops is gone, you
know.”

“Ah. So?”

“They’re down chasin’
around the swamps.”

“Where're the people?”

The guard looked at Kit in pity. “The
people? Why, crawlin’ bedbugs, stranger,
them’s the Recalcitrants.”

“Do I enter my landing here?”

“No. Heck, we dispensed with that
nonsense long time ago. All I'm sup-
posed to do is see that nobody steals
anything off the field. And don't try it
neither,” he added with sudden emphasis.
But the mood faded and he became in-
terested in the flies once more and no
number of questions would extract fur-
ther reply from him.

Kit hoofed it toward a tall building,
about a half a kilometer from the port.
In the distance it appeared to be of solid
silver but on closer approach, it was ob-
vious that the plating was chipped and
peeled until more of it was off than on.

A soldier with a red handkerchief
around his arm as his sole badge was

Recalcitrants
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playing with a small dog in front of the
loors.

“Where can I find General Batille?”
said Kit.

The soldier jerked a thumb at the
doors and went on playing with the dog.

The elevator was out of order and
Kit was blowing heavily by the time he
reached the sixteenth fioor. His footfalls
rang hollowly through the structure and
no one was visible to give him directions.
Thus, quite unintentionally as he poked
through the dusty, disused offices, he
walked unannounced into the presence of
General Batille.

The general was a small man, heavily
loaded with insignia and a mop of stand-
up black hair. He was very stiff as he
stood at the window employing a field
glass on some distant object and he leaped
half out of his wits when he caught sight
of Kit in the door.

Kit looked at the thick rug, the heavy
desk and the straight, slant-eyed general
“Excuse me, I was looking for General
Batille.”

There was something hunted about the
man. He tip-toed to the door and closed
it. “Who are you?”

Kit was about to say he was an am-
bassador when a sixth sense made him
hold his peace.

“How did you get through the cordon?””
demanded Batille.

“I wasn’t aware there was one,”
Kit. “When the ship landed . . .”

“Ah! The ship! You've brought the
money, then.”

“Well . . .” began Kit.

“I've produced it. I've carried out my
part of the bargain. The place is a wrecked
ruin and the last of the people are so
deep in the swamp they’ll never win free.
I've kept my bargain. Now where is the
money?”

“I must have evidence,” said Kit.

“Of course, of course. But you came
from the port and you saw the town.
There’s not a human being in it except
my soldiers. Not even a cat. I've wiped
it clean with your great thoroughness.
Down in the southern hemisphere there’s
not a hamlet inhabited. Here there’s no
one alive outside of the great swamps.
Now how much did you bring?”

“Quite enough,” said Kit, his mind

said
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working: very fast. “But I am curious as
to why the port isn’t guarded. People
could land.”

“Not from this system. We’ve spread
rumors of disease and no one could pene-
trate the force screen until I turned it
off for you this morning. As soon as you
called for a tug I knew who you were
and had it turned off. But here, make your
inspection of my records and reports. The
place has no inhabitants. The mines are
entirely free. I've executed the engineers
and I hold Loring of Standard Uranium
a hostage. It has taken me three long
years to wreck Saint Martin. Now I want
m i

“Yqu'll get everything you deserve”
said Kit. ‘“Believe me, General Batille,
you will” From the window he could
look down into the court and there was a
seared wall there with black spots at
its base. “But are your officers to be
trusted ?”

“The scum of space. Pirates, drunk-
ards, yellow ticket men all. There’s not
a decent human being in the entire army.
I should know. I recruited it myself. And
now, if we make a fast inspection I.. . .
well, I would like to be going.”

“Tll take your word,” said Kit. “You
wouldn’t lie about a thing like that. Come
out to my ship and we’ll give you every-
thing in the bargain.”

ATILLE put on a small helmet,
mashing down his bristling hair. He
set his buck teeth in an anticipatory grin
and he bowed Kit out. Anm in arm they
went down the wide silver stairs, past
broken vases in the niches and cracked
paintings on the walls.
The soldier at the door stood up, look-
mg frightened and the dog cowmd back.
‘Not a bad town,” said Ki
“You are welcome to it,” sald Batille.
“Have you any idea of how it is, trying
to live under the strain I've been under?
Treachery, foul treachery at every hand.
Until I invented the force screen cordon,
I could scarcely sleep nights. But now
we’re safe in here. Not even a rat could
get into the city. But let's walk faster,
my friend. Tll not be sorry to get my
pay.”
They came to the port where the Mark
89 Raider stood and Batille grinned in
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wdmiration. “Kauburn flag. That's clever,
very clever. I wouldn’t have suspected
it myself. Ha, Ha!” And he leaped
nimbly up the ladder to the open port.
“Ah, I can taste the fine wines now. I
can almost feel the hands of pretty wo-
men. A few months of fast living and
T'll be ready for you again” He was
blinking his eyes, accustoming them to
the dimness of the interior, having stared
Darengo in the eye when he boarded.

The gun in his ribs was a sudden stab.
His mouth was bruised by Kit's strong
left hand while the belt radio transmitter
was jerked off and smashed.

Kit threw the man away from him into
the arms of the astonished Sailor Ah
Wing.
“What's this?” screamed Batille.

“This is General Batille, Sailor. Put
him in triple irons. I'll want to find out
what rotten dog hired him to tear a
planet to bits in the name of revolution,
Don’t be gentle!”

Sailor Ah Wing wasn’t. He threw Ba-
tille into a spare storeroom which would
also serve as a brig and began to tie
him up very tightly with extremely puzz-
ling knots.

“How is this?” wailed Batille. “Oh,
you black-guard!” And “Give me back
my radio and youll sing another tune.
I'll have ten thousand men upon you
in an hour! They know I'm gone and
where I've gone for I opened the dial
when I said where. They'll be here, I
tell you!”

“Who hired you?” said Kit.

“P’ll have your heart. I'll cut it . . .”

“Sailor, isn’t there some method by
which he might be made to listen to rea-
son?”

There was, Sailor thought, and Kit
went into the wardroom to get a drink of
water. Henry was in the passage, big-

ed.

“Who you got?”

“Batille.””

“Batille the chief man here? Oh my
ford!” His eyes got big at Kit. “Mister
Kit, you surely are the fastest man I
heard tell of anyplace. My gonnies!”
And he went to find the crew and tell
them quick to man everything the Raider
‘boasted that would work like a weapon.
9—TwoCompleteScience-Adventure Books—Winter
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Kit came back and Batille was con-
scious again and most amazingly willing
to talk. There wasn't a mark on him
either.

“Who employed you?” said Kit.

“Take this yellow devil off me!”

“Yellow devil yourself,” said Sailor,
doing something with his hand.

Batille woke up shortly. “Universal
Uranium Limited of course!”

“Did you ever hear of the Arbiter?”
said Kit.

“The . . . the Arbiter?”

“Yes. Speak up now. Go ahead, Sailor.”

“No, no. I know the Arbiter. I didn’t
know he was behind Universal Uranium.
How was I to know?” And then a new
thought struck him. “I’'m ruined! If I've
failed the Arbiter . . . But I didn’t know
I was working for him. I swear I didn’t.
Tell me I wasn’t. Please tell me. If it
was the Arbiter he’ll search all space for
me. Nobody can escape the Council. No-
body ever has! Tell me it wasn’t the
Arbiter” And he went off into shudder-
ing sobs, much more injured now than
he had been by Sailor Ah Wing.

“Lock him in” said Kit, tearing off
the black robe and getting his hip gun
in position. He took down a helmet and
picked up a box of tools. “Young! You,
Henry. Get me Young quick. This man
was no fool. His officers may be in town
and they’ll know . . .”

“Where you going?” cried Henry.

“Back to the palace where we can
straighten this thing out. Come on,
Young.”

“No, no, Kit! cried Henry. “Strong
arm ain’t your departmcnt Don’t you
dare walk in and . .

“You'll stay here, said Kit crisply.
“If I want you, Young’s radio will serve
and then come running with your guns
ready. But until then, this is my game”

“Oh, woe' Stop him, Sailor. He don’t
know . .

Kit was already on the ground,
Young panting to keep up with him.

“Murder thousands . . . hunt them into
swamps . . . burn hamlets . . .” Kit was
muttering. “What a rotten, filthy deal!
Oh, wait until I get my hands on that
Arbiter! Just wait! Come on here, Young.
Good Lord, can’t you move any faster
than that?”
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HE DOOR GUARD WAS missing

when Kit and Young pounded into
the palace. Breathlessly Young struggled
up the wide silver staircase, past the
cracked vases and scorched murals, barely
keeping the flying heels:bf his “general”
in view. He, Young, was gasping and
spent when they reached the sixteenth
floor.

A quick backstep by Kit displayed
that the office was now occupied again.
A tall, barrel-bodied officer of singularly
filthy appearance was going through
papers while he “waited for his chief.

Kit signaled Young to keep back and
then, gun drawn, stepped through the
door. The officer started up in surprise,
snatching at his own gun. There was a
flash of flame and Young worriedly
looked in.

The officer was falling to his knees,
then to his hands, a blank look of amaze-
ment spreading across his face. Abruptly
he caved in and moved no more.

“Check those communicators,” said Kit.
“I want to know where they lead . . .
Hello! What's this?” And he stared at
the uppermost message on the dispatch
spindle.

It was a common intra-system dispatch
relayed from the key signal station of
the Darengo group. It had been decoded
and a fair copy was pinned to it.

From: Universal Uranium

To: General Batille.

Via: Faubourg-Darengo Relay.

OUR REPRESENTATIVE COM-
ING YOUR RELIEF. WELL DONE.

Kit pocketed the message and began
to search for more. This explained much
to him—the unguarded back door of the
City, the eagerness of Batille to talk
with him about money—

“Think Tve got it,” said Young. “Who
do you want?”

“The force cordon. Take this loop and
locate the directional response” He
brought a coil of taline wire from his
case, gave it to Young and then buzzed
the force cordon.

Young read his belt impulse meter and
twisted the hand-held coil. It was crude
but in a moment he could say, “Seems
like its straight down this street here
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about two kilometers.”

“Let’s go,” said Kit, stepping over the
dead officer and checking his gun loads
for spares to fit his own.

“Won't somebody . . .?” said Young,
pointing to the dead man.

Kit grabbed a boot and towed the man
into a closet. Then they were pounding
downstairs again, Kit remorselessly lead-
ing Young by half a hurried block.

The city was eerie with silence and
desertion. Where commerce had thronged
and signs blazed there was only desola-
tion, ruined buildings, rifled warehouses
and here and there a sprawling dead man
neglected even by the well sated flies.
Walls leaned crazily into the street, un-
settled by bombings. Furniture hung for-
lornly through missing sections of an
apartment house.

Batille had spoken the truth. Not even
a cat was moving in Saint Martin.

A guard was sleeping outside the force
cordon center. The building was a power
relay station, orignally, perverted with the
rest of its chain to this use. Kit reversed
his gun, lifted the edge of the guard’s
helmet and deepened his sleep consider-
ably.

Inside, amongst a maze of temporary
wirings, relays and boosters, lighted up
by the snapping, lazy arc of the beamed
dynatrodes, sat two mechanics. They were
obviously ex-pirates, dak bloated and
slovenly. But there was nothing wrong
with their reflexes when they saw Kit.

“What the dog do you want?” said
one, starting to rise.

Kit hit him very square and drove a
left into the belly of the second in the
same consecutive motion. Kit’s gun came
up and down four times and the guards
were not interested in what he wanted

said Young. “You got me
spooked. I never seen . . .”

“I'm mad,” said Kit. “I'm mad clean
through. You saw this town. You saw
what’s happened. All for a few dirty
dollars. Oh, Tl tell you he’s not going
to hear the last of this.”

Tt was the first time Young had realized
that Kit, a red-head, could get red-headed.

JS‘Get on this,” said Kit. “What's its
wave length? It’s a common magnetic
magnification stepped up about six million
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times, I think, counting these coils.”

Young measured and told him,

“Can’t do it,” said Kit. “The other re-
lays around the town wouldn’t respond.
Can we beam a quarter centimeter wave?”

Young had him then and they worked
strenuously and without lost motion.
When they had finished, the guts of the
original installation were strewn about
them, stripped down. Kit looked at the
dynatrodes. A quarter centimeter radar
wave was cracking through them, down,
beamed as before, but oh how deadly. It
was a common reduction for this type of
installation but it was backed now, not to
provide wireless power but to impulse
ninety-three million kilovolts. The place
began to fry of ozone as the very air
broke down.

“Let’s get out of here,” said Young,
shaken.

IT SCOOPED UP a military defense

chart of the town which was posted
on a table for use when this had been
a command post. He drank up details and
went off swiftly.

At the first munitions dump they made
a “sunfuse,” to detonate as soon as
Darengo came three degrees around the
corner, and then they raced away from
there to the next dump within the cordon.

They were setting the second when the
first went. A huge, flashing plume of ex-
plosives went racking skyward, dulling the
darengo light. Masonry pattered down
briefly.

The second went and then a third, fourth
and fifth in rapid order. The sixth con-
sisted of the mines used for ground in-
cinerating and the stacked discs, intended
to ignite each one a hundred square yards
of dirt and keep it burning for days,
promised Kit a fine beacon. They set a
five degree fuse and then sprinted for
the center of town.

Behind them the very sky fell in. The
building itself did not bum, it mole-
cularized and sent every tortured atom of
masonry straight about in a column which
climbed and climbed and climbed toward a
hundred miles, a column very black, tum-
ing into itself as it rose and flashing deeply
inside as though it contained tens of
thousands of storms.

Young steadied himself upor the tip-
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ping-and shaking ground and saw that it
hadn’t affected Kit. Young followed, worn
out with this running but faithful to his
last breath.

Back in the palace, from which several
windows had been blown, Kit searched un-
der the chips of :glass to gather up every-
thing he could dind that looked like evi-
dence. He shoved them at Young and to
the top of the pile added the Universal
Merchants’ Code Book.

“There’s a ship landing!” said Young.

Kit stared at the big space-craft which
was blasting and rising and settling again
into the port “That’s hostile. Radio them
50 on ours.”

Kit flung himself down the steps agakl
and did not stop at the street floor, He
had seen the gratings from the outside and
he hoped he would find what he wanted.

The guard jumped up out of a chair
and then slumped against the wall and
slid down. Kit holstered his gun, snatched
up keys still hot from the blast and un-
locked the master unit of the cells.

The middle-aged, haggard gentleman in
the second cell was Loring of Standard
Uranium, he said.

“Never mind who I am except that I'm
‘from the P.R.S,” said Kit. And although
Loring frowned and tried to interrupt,
Kit flung a string of information at him,
shoved the guard’s blaster into his hands,
wished him well and got out of there.

The sound of firing was coming from
the port and Kit found Young standing
agape in the street, watching the battle
through openings in the buildings.

“Something’s wrong. They’re attackmg
us!” cried Young.

“Run,” said Kit. And set the examplé
himself, tearing down the avenue toward
the port.

A space ship on the ground, if sub-
jected to the concentrated fire of another
at close range, is likely to suffer. The
Mark 89 Raider was suffering. Smoke was
pouring from its ports and its guns had
stopped firing. From its off side came
three men, deserting it to its fate. One
was _seriously wounded and was being
carried by another. They were being raked
by small anns from the larger vessel.

They would not have made the cover of
the wrecked naval depot if Kit had not
given them a diversion, He ran into plain
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sight at the corner of the operations shack,
saw the guard there dead from the first
major blast concussion and scooped up
his long barreled riot gun. Offering him-
self as a target Kit snipe-shot the turrets
of the big space vessel, which quickly
turned from undefended (game to spray a
concentrated fire at thistmad newcomer.

Two turrets were blabted in by Kit's
fire, the riot gun sending out chains of
tomato-red, exploding balls. And then Kit
wasn’t there and the shack was burning
and falling into itself.

From behind a ruined wall, Kit
cautiously peered forth, rubbing dirt from
his face from his precipitate plunge. The
three survivors of the Mark 89 Raider
were not in sight. Dust and smoke from
the mewcomer’s shell bursts’ hid that ship
wholly from view for the next several
minutes.

Kit dragged his town defense chart
into view and studied it through smoke-
stung eyes and there Young found him.

“I need ammonia,” said Kit.

“Those new shell pits . . .” said Young.

“Good,” and he dragged forth what he
needed from their tool box.

HEY WORKED HURRIEDLY

and not, it is to be feared, very
thoroughly. For they could hear the doors
and ports of the space vessel opening and
the mutter of voices in this unnaturally
still atmosphere, They bled the riot gun
for charges and with mud, dug out with
their helmets, they created a miniature
furnace. In something under ten minutes,
though it seemed a great deal longer to
them, Kit had what he wanted, a spray
gun of sufficient power charged to the hilt
with a powder which, the instant it was
diffused in the air, would turn into am-
monia,

Smoke was still heavy on the field,
drifting from the Mark 89 Raider down
upon the attacker. It was impossible to
see what this unexpected enemy was
about but an occasional clang said that
his doors were

On a very high trajectory, butt to earth,
the converted riot gun began to fire. It
made no explosion. It hissed no louder
than an ammunition belt that might be
caught in the burning shack. But the
jet went up above the smoke and it
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came down into the drift from the Burne
ing space vessel.

Kit let it spray until he had but a
quarter of a gun left. Then he throttled
it off.

“Cover me,” he said to Young, handing
him the tool box.

He ran forward, crouching low, fitting
an atmosphere mask to his face as he
went, and shortly came into cleared space
through which the attacker's bulk loomed
greyly.

He half expected a shot but none came.

He need not have worried.

Four crewmen were outside the space
ship, rolling on the ground in agony,
clawing at their faces and chests until
blood flowed.

They did not even see Kit. He went up
the ladder to the open port and turned
the gun inside. He let it go for half its
remaining charge and then followed up in
person.

Ship officers, quartermasters, tubemen,
all in that shining, undamaged interior,
were blind with the terrible fury of drift-
ing ammonia clouds. The newest charge
made a gunner scream in last agony and
fall senseless at Kit's feet.

Kit thrust his mask into every com-
partment before he would trust the ship,
and then he began to pile disarmed men
outside by. dropping them through the
ports and turrets,

Young struggled to get near, retired and
put on a mask and then came up to help.
In a very short time they had the people
who had been flung around the outside of
the ship piled into a neat stack which one
man with a gun could command.

Several were dead, some were hardly
affected beyond temporary blindness. Kit
dropped one last tube man down the steps,
booted him intothe pile and then began to
fish about amongst the arms, legs and tor-
sos. He dragged out a tweed pants leg and
had the man spread before him. The
papers in his pocket said that he was
“Jacklin Arl, Universal Uranium.” That
was all Kit wanted to know.

Henry was there, coughing and staying!
outside the range in a response to Kit's
yell. “Who’s that? Who's calling?”

“It’s me, Kit! Who is alive?”

“Larsen and me got Sailor out. He’s
wounded. Everybody is dead . . . It's
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zeally you, Kit?” He coughed in the
smoke away.

Kit appeared like a devil from a caldron
and Henry blinked. “It is you. Then you
whipped that ship . . .” There was awe
in Henry’s voice. He turned and sprinted
back to tell Sailor and to give him aid.

XI11

WENTY MINUTES LATER KIT
had the ship blown out, three volun-
teers from the survivors sworn to ever-
lasting loyalty and somewhat recovered
from ammonia—enough at least to man
their stations—and was ready to take off.
Henry and Larsen got the wounded
Sailor into a berth where Henry gave him
medical aid.

“What happened?” begged Sailor Ah
‘Wing faintly.

“It’s that Kit,” said Henry. “Wooee!
What a boy that Kit is! Don’t monkey
with him any because he’s a hurricane on
@ rampage, yes sir! Take a sip of this,
now. Your burns will heal fast enough.”

“Where’s that general what’s-his-
name?” said Sailor.

“The last I seen of him, he was curled-
up cap ornament,” said Henry. “There’s
the phone to the bridge. I got to go.”

“Go? Are we going someplace?” said
Sailor.

“The devil knows! But that’s a ‘Stand-
by gong you hear ringing and that Kit
is one mad red-head. He says ‘Go,” we
got to go.”

“But Vanpoll . . . orders?”

“Sailor, we seem to be taking orders
‘from that Kit, and me for one don’t mind
at all, at all”

Henry reached the bridge of the big
cruiser and blinked at the controls and
telegraphs and visoplates. He stepped into
the gymbals of the pilot’s chair and gin-
gerly. put his big hand on the keyboard
control system. It was standard, anyway.

This high in the ship he could look out
across the town where the red light of
Darengo played weirdly upon the billow-
ing clouds of smoke. The place looked
like the last stages of doom and Henry
shuddered.

“Wooee, that Kit!” he said.

That Kit was issuing out of the crumb-
sing remains of the Raider which he had
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checked in vain for any survivor. He
stood for a moment looking at the town
and then at the heavens. He turned then
and sprinted for the big cruiser.

Somewhere below Henry heard a door
bang and the keepers thud home. Fuel
feeders began to whine as they warmed
up. There were gmetal boots clanging on
ladder rungs and a stream of reports in
the inter-communicator.

Kit's hand was solid on Henry’s
shoulder. “All firing?”

“All firing, sir.””

“Hull tight?”

“Hull tight, sir,” said Henry.

“Shift gravity, rise to four thousand
feet and stand by. Switch on all lookouts.
Young! Scan the screens here.”

Young sank into the watch officer’s red
morocco chair and mopped his face with
a red bandana. “Oh, my lord. I'm a ruin.
Where’s the water up here? I'll never get
rid of that ammonia.”

“You better watch those guard screens,”
said Henry, “if Kit says so.”

Young nodded and revived. He was
suddenly aware of very angry voices in
the chart room just behind them.

And Jacklin Arl, with all the bluster at
his command, pride as well as body stung
by that ammonia, was trying to give Kit
a bad time.

“You'll get nothing from me,” he
snarled. “Your accusation is preposterous.
We had no interest in Saint Martin,
We...”

Kit slapped his face and the sneer
vanished. Arl got up unsteadily. He was
impressed with the fury in this flame-
topped man,

“Wreck a planet, will you? Attack it
with all the scum of space, will you?
Murder and rape and bum, will you?”

The crack of the second slap was loud
and Arl went down again. “It isn’t me,
it’s the company. I just work for the
company. I tell you I don’t know.”

IT LOOKED at the sharp, dark face

with disgust. The evil, twitching

eyes could not stand to his and Arl sagged

down. Kit yanked him to his feet and

slapped him flat again.

“Tell me where the Arbiter can be
found. Tell me now and tell me fast!”

“I've nothing to do with him!”’ wailed



134

Arl. “Wé are no part of him. For Mes-
siah’s sake, don’t hit me again.”

“I'd love to beat you to jelly,” said
Kit. “In fact, I think I will! Murderer!
Fiithy mrrion' Wreck a planet, will you

“If Ii I tell you {here to find the
Arbiter, wnll you stop?”

Kit stood back, breathing hard, not be-
cause of exertion but because of fury.
“Talk.”

“Terra. He’s on Terra. We know where
he is. Zone of Hawaii, Terra. The whole
defense of it is for the Arbitration
Council. The Arbiter . . . Say! You're not
going there? You're not going to attack
him? Not the Arbiter! With me
on board . . . Not the Arbiter and his ship-
You'll never live through it.

“You'd better be sure you are right,”
said Kit. And then he stood looking at
the man that groveled at his space boots
and became convinced. “Take-off!” he
yelled to Henry.

The big cruiser leaped up to four
thousand feet and poised there, scanners

going.

“What's that?” said Henry, staring at
the ground screen,

Young looked. The picture, moving as
the scanner swept, showed a town bounded
by a sea on one side and a quiet, topsy-
turvy line of dead men on the other. They
lay in a circular pattern, very precise,
and there must have been eight thousand
of them. The outlying fringe was ragged
where some had tried to crawl away be-
fore they died. And over this grisly scene,
painted red by Darengo, drifted palls of

ke.

smoke.

Young blanched, but his voice was firm.
“Batille’s troops. They came back on the
run from wherever they were, landed
their carriers outside and swarmed in to
investigate the explosions and smoke.
They found the force screen gone because
we destroyed it. And they marched
through the invisible quarter-centimeter
radar barrier and got fried to a man be-
fore they knew it.” His tone was bleak as
he saw the result of their first operation.

“Kit did that? Wooee! It's an army
dead.”

“Scum of space,” said Kit. “The civil-
ians can take over now and mop up the
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units that remain. Look, Young. See that:
sub-station there. That’s. the key. Drop
me a missile on it, keyed to the dyna-
trodes.”

Young hurriedly rose and went aft.
Kit stared at the scanner. “It’s not a
nice sight, Henry. But some things have
to be done. Bar sweepings. I don't think.
they’ll be missed. Nio decent man would -
have made himself a part of that army.”

There was a flash on the screen and
the sub-station disintegrated. The pieces
of radar equipment and masonry floated
softly back and left their smoke added to
that of the town.

“That’s the end of the barrier,” said
Kit. “They can take care of themselves
down there now. Reverse yesterday’s
course.” He took down the intercommuni«
cator mike. “Stand by fore and aft.
Seven ¢’s. Duration of eight days. Signal
when ready.”

“Ready,” said the starboard tubes.

“Ready,” said the port tubes.

“Ready,” said the steering tubes.

“Ready,” said the fuel room.

Henry nodded and poised his hand over.
the keyboard, the cruiser swinging to his
course.

“Cruiser! Take-off !

Flame and quivering thunderbolts of
power, plumes of fire in the blue. The
cruiser sped for Terra, Zone of Hawaii.

XII1

ANCING THROUGH THE INK
of space, past comet and dying star,
Christopher Randolph Kellan applied him-
self tohis plans. The rage which had burned
in him was like the forge fire which
makes steel; the impurities were scorched
from him in this headlong crusade to rid
the universe, as he told Henry, “of a
rotten cancer that will eat through a
million years of man’s hoarded gains of.
culture and leave him naked and defense-
less, all to appease the greed of one man.”
If he had not been so intent upon hig
studies and plans he might have recalled
that any agente ssbotewr must guard
against treachery in his crew. After ally
what did he know of some of these men
he trusted?
He might have recalled how the com
munication webs of space were held, Eacl!
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system, using its outer-most planet be-
cause of its slower rotation, maintained a
threaded “wire” connecting to central sys-
tems which in turn could relay anything
by way of communication anywhere. The
“wire” consisted of ionized beaming and
was constantly fed outwards. Laid origin-
ally by space ships going five or six
hundred times the speed of light, and so
used that impulses could reach down them
almost i the

problem of space (anything traveling the
speed of light would ordinarily take tens,
hundreds or even thousands of years even
as the starlight travels) had been for
some two hundred years solved. Across
and near many web stations the cruiser
must inevitably go, despite the “trackless~
ness” of space.

If he had not been so intént on the
fifteenth watch of the voyage, he might
have heard the small clicks of an outer
space instrument telling off the words in
the communication room just behind him.
He might have heard the stealthy whisper
of a door being opened and shut and the
small clink of a keybolt dropping; or the
sibilance of bare feet on the passage
deck might have told him that honest men
would wear space boots against the cold.
But he was deep in his charts and that was
the important thing, of course.

Drinking hot coffee to stay awake, he
learned that he was perilously embarked.
The cruiser’s chartroom was extraordi-
narily well fitted with charts and pilots.
These were carried on small slides of prac-
tically no weight so that their aggregate
millions would not weigh more than a kilo.
They shone upon a luminescent. screen
which could be pencil marked and then
scrubbed clean again, and their manu-
facture and projection was an intricate
thing which reduced all aberration to
naught. The star and planet pilots were
on reels of wire, a page to the micro-inch,
and screened similarly beside the charts.

It was amazing to him how little he
actually knew of Terra when all was said.
He could quote whole chapters from star
pilots, but the simple wordage of the Terra
Hydrographic and Terragraphic Office
pilots; having to do with mountains and
rivers and seas which he had seen but
never labeled for an instant of a swift
descent, were entirely new to him,
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He found the Zone of Hawaii. He
found a great deal about soundings in tha
“Pacific Ocean” around it and about sea
currents and storms and the general at-
mosphere. But each time he would comeg
close to something which would help him
it would be labeled “Censored.”

Indeed there was something peculian
about the Zone of Hawaii. It was a cone
of non-approach to all incoming craft. It
was a signal station which would not com-
municate. It was a “defended area.” And
for all he could tell it must be bristling
with large red signs which told people to
stay away and keep away or get their
jolly heads shot off.

He gave up being adroit and then he
gave up being bull-headed. He recalled
finally that any space ship cares very
little about water and remembered the
take-off of the Mark 89 Raider.

HUS IT WAS one bright sunshiny

afternoon that a certain cruiser was
picked up by the Earth scans, came through
the intercept bands at a dangerous speed
and was reported crashed in the Pacific
in the region of Canton Island. And thus
it was that the rescue craft which went
there immediately found no trace.

Men at their stations, prisoner locked
in tight, tubes off and landing treads whir-
ring, the big vessel plowed fifty fathoms
deep through the calm, calm Pacific at &
hundred miles an hour.

Henry and the Chinese stood on either
side of the control keyboard, water green
against the “fish-bow],” and had very little
to say.

“Vanpoll will not like this,” ventured
the Sailor at last.

Henry did not reply.

“This is pretty dangerous,” said Sailor.

The hand on the keyboard did not
shake.

“We had better land with him,”
Sailor.

Henry jerked his head in a brief nod.

The sun went down and the cruiser
crept on all night. At four o'clock, two
hours before daybreak, she was lying to
on the crests of easy swells, cool moist
air blowing into her long-sealed interior.

Young and Henry were wrestling with
a space lifeboat which had jammed in its
ejectors, The starlight was all they had.

said
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Kit would not allow heat sources of any
kind to be used. From time to time Young
would bark his knuckles or shins and
curse. Kit was playing a night glass over
the bold outlines of Diamond Head, trying
to find ‘anything which would suggest
buildings. He had just noticed, well to his
left, that a cluster of lights, made a glow
over the sea rim, and he took a hasty
check on the course to them.

The space lifeboat grated free and
Henry jumped into it, holding it off the
hull with a gun butt.

Kit climbed down into the boat as it fell
and raised alongside and was surprised
to find Sailor Ah Wing on his hecls

“Get back. Young and I .

“We are going with you,” sud Henry.
“Let Young look to the ship.”

Kit did not like it but Sailor Ah Wing
and Henry were determined. Kit finally
turned to the deck. “Young. Submerge her
and stand off until dark tonight, same
place. Take her away from us.”

Hatches closed, there was a whirr of
tractors and the big ship dove steadily
and smoothly out of sight. Kit pulled on
the dome of the lifeboat and started to
take his place at the controls.

Ah Wing's voice was very cold. “Keep
your hands away from your gun, Kellan.
Up, that’s it.” He started to take Kit’s
sidlearm and Kit whirled savagely to
strike.

A blow which dented his helmet took
him solidly. He dropped to his knees. The
boat rocked. He tried hard to get up but
his wrists turned to jelly and would not
support him. The rocking of the boat
turned into a steady, dark spin with a red
core and then he knew nothing.

XIv

UARDS HAD HIM BY EACH

arm and it surprised him that the
morning sun was so high. He braced his
feet and tried to wrench free but the
guards were not to be denied. Sun blazed
down on their golden corselets, where a
scale of justice was engraved: “Equity for
All Galactic Arbitration Council.” Kit
felt sick and the sunlight hurt his eyes.
The fountain by which they dragged him
was wickedly plaintive, mocking him with
its coolness.
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“You might let me take a drink,” he
pleaded.

One of the guards, tall and blond,
shoved him to the fountain’s rim. There
was much to be learned from the sureness
with which he acted. Out past the gates
were invisible cordons and traps no man
could negotiate without intricate know-
ledge. Overhead were disintegrator cones
through which no plane, ship or bomb
could penetrate intact. In watchtowers on
the courtyard walls were guards behind
long-snouted weapons. The very pave-
ment was copper which could carry a
killing jolt at the depression of a single
button.

The palms knocked quietly against the
side of the building wall. A wide ve-
randah, set about with easy wicker chairs,
provided shade. They dragged Kit through
the inner door and into a huge hall. A
fountain was playing here, presided over
by four golden nymphs who forever re-
garded their own reflections and smiled.
The wind rustled tapestry and made it
flash with its gold thread and precious~
stoned border.

Where was Henry? What had Ah
Wing . . . And not until then did he re-
member. Henry must be dead and Ah
Wing had sold out to the enemy.

The guards shoved him into a chair and
the tall blond one went inside a large
chamber. Voices rumbled in there for a
long time and then there was a scraping
of chairs and two old men came forth,
napkins in hand, to look briefly, even
amusedly at Kit and walk on to some
other part of the building.

The tall blond one came back and beck-
oned. Kit was forced to his feet and
shoved into the room.

A very old man in a white cap was sit-
ting at the head of half an acre of dining
table. Six places had been set besides his
but they were all empty. The chairs were
high-backed and massive. Brocade stirred
on either side of the great windows. A
pool of sunlight fell about the very old

man,
“This is he,” said the tall blond guard.
The ancient one nodded. “Be seated, if
you please. I wish to have conversation
with you.” He was quite courteous. “Have
you breakfasted ?”

“Hardly,” said Kit. “But I am not
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Hungry.” He sat down and a soft-footed
servant girl laid an orange on a plate be-
fore him. The tall blond guard ostenta-
tiously cleared away all cutlery from
Kit’s reach.

“You seem to have been very busy,”
said the old man, looking at a sheaf of
paper which lay among the silver and
crystal remains of his breakfast.

“If you want me to talk, I'm afraid...”

“There’s not much occasion for it,” |
said the old man. “I have it all here.
Hmmm. Still, it doesn’t say what you did, |
pracisely, on Saint Martin. Seem to have |
cleared the matter up. This is all a htt}e
premalure, you know.”

“I have my opinion of wreckmg
planets," said Kit solidly, ire beginning to |
rise.

“Now, now,” said the
“Quietly, quietly, please. Suppose you tell |
me exactly what you did. Your man |
Young was very reticent.”

“Young?” gasped Kit.

“Of course. We took the cruiser
shortly after you left her and have the
people all safe. This Jacklin Arl .. .

He stopped and looked at a door far
down the room. “Have Mr. Carlyle in
here.”
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Kit sagged. He would be completely i
1

identified now.

Carlyle came, very d ial. He
nodded to the old man and then looked
closely at. Kit. Carlyle nodded again with
certainty and withdrew.

“Have Jacklin Arl in,” said the old

man,

They brought him in, fuming and com-
plaining. He glared at the old man and at
Kit. “Yes,” he raged, “this is the fellow
on Saint Martin. He did us up proper,
t00.”

They took Arl out.

“We weren't quite sure. In fact, I'll
have to ask . . .” He made a motion and
the tall blond guard took off Kit’s helmet.
Then he produced a piece of glass
wrapped in a paper, rolled out some bromo
ink and took a quick set of prints from
Kit. He went out and came back in a
moment. “This is undoubtedly the same
young man, sir.”

The tharoughness of it was beginning to
get Kit.

“You will mot tell me the names of
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your associates?”

“No,” said Kit. “I will not. You will
learn nothing from me, no matter what
you use.”

The old man’s brows shot up. “Hold
him outside and summon the council,” he
said,

IT FRETTED at the door. He could

hear the buzzing voices, several
raised in loud argument, several shouting
them down all at once. It was like the
sea ebbing and flowing and Kit’s head
ached terribly. He wondered what kind
of executions they did. Probably they were
debating whether to boil him in oil or
pull him apart with wild horses. And still
the conference went on.

A servant brought Kit a glass of some-
thing and he was afraid to touch it until
she sipped from it first. Then he drank
it down and his headache vanished.
Strength began to flow into him from the
slightly bitter fluid.

The doors sprang of and a crowd
came out. They were of all sizes and modes
of dress and they were still debating with
one another. One or two looked curiously
at Kit. He could make nothing of their
conversation for many were toothless and
all were old. The flow swept on into a
larger chamber across the hall and then
the doors shut.

Kit waited. After some time a mes-
senger came out and the guards yanked
Kit to his feet. They propelled him for-
ward under a great black arch and into a
marble-floored hall large enough for a
ball.

At one end was a high desk, of solid
gold against a mural of the galaxy ideal-
ized by pictures of man’s efforts. There
sat the old man with whom he had talked.
The seats, arranged semi-circularly about
the bench, were deep and soft and the
audience was nearly sunk from sight. Kit
was shoved down to the front and up on
a stand.

“Your name?” said the old man.

“Christopher Randolph Kellan.”

“Your age?”

“Thirty.”

“Mr. Kellan, correct me if Iam wrong.”
And the old man read, in a high old man’s
voice, a precise account of every instant
of importance in Kit’s entire life. He came
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to the space roving between the years of
school and there were things in it which
Kit had not known that anyone in the uni-
verse would ever find out. He came to
the tempestuous college career and there
were even Kit’s abominable grades. He
came to the matters of the P.R.S. and
finally read, at greater length than the rest,
of Kit's rage against anyone who would
wreck a planet.

That done, at long last, the old man
laid the paper down. He changed his
glasses and looked at the assembled.

“If anyone now has a dissenting voice,
let that be heard.”

There was silence.

“If anyone disagrees or refuses in any
particular, let him speak,” said the old
man.

There was not one voice and Kit's
heart dropped. None to defend him. Not

The old man then rose and took off
the soft white cap with its gold-
embroidered scales. He took off the white
robe and he removed the six seal rings.

“He’s going to do it himself,” shud-
dered Kit.

But if the old man contemplated vio-
lence, it was not in his face. “Step up
here.”

Kit dazedly stepped up.

The old man put his hands en Kit’s
shoulders.

“Your hair is very red, even as mine
used to be. But you favor your mother.”

Kit couldn’t record it in his wits.

“You are tall and strong. I was once,”
said the old man with a quiet smile. “And
in you, I am again. Gentlemen of the
Council, ministers and ambassadors of
the galaxy, I present to you my son!
Christopher Randolph Kellan Marshal

OUNCILMEN, ambassadors, minis-
ters, envoys and messengers and
even the guards at the door loosed off
a cheer which made the roofbeams
tremble and stood, pressing forward.
“Please, gentlemen,” said the Arbiter,
“you will be presented individually one at
a time. But a moment of silence please
while I acquaint my puzzled son with
facts withheld from him until now.”
The Arbiter turned to Kit. “You are
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my son. Later I can tell you many things |
and ask your pardon for this sudden |
storming of your brains. But before you
judge me harshly for the fate te which I
consigned you so long ago, please listen
to my argument.

“When you were born, the doctors
said you would be strong and brilliant, and
before you were one they had proven
you a genius by their tests.

“I was faced then with a future prob-
lem. The post of arbiter I had won by
might and strength because of the fear
which was in man. But as time progressed
it was obvious to me that I would have no
chance to raise a son as he should be
raised. For these and such as these would
fawn and turn your head with syco-
phance. The world would be an unreal
association with great names and nations
and these, I fear, would have bent you
into unseemly patterns of thought. This
was no place to raise a son. In those
days we were not so safe as now and as
you would have been a target for deadly
sycophance, so would you have been an
object of kidnap and murder.

“You must be trained, I thought, and
you must know the little peoples of the
worlds among the stars. You must be
strong and self-reliant. And in case I
died you must be informed and given a
choice as to what your own career would

“Your ‘Aunt Isabel’ is your mother,
unhappy woman denied to me through
all these cares of state. She knew how
close you were to death as Marshal and
it was partly her choice to raise you as
Kellan, my mother’s name. l

“You were trained then as no school in
all the security-frightened systems would
have trained you. Some of the men you
have called ‘Professor Jones’ or ‘In-
structor Smith’ have been the greatest
scientists in all the galaxy. And I made
your mother break the tedium of study
by sending you to far places with positions
amongst the little peoples of space so that
you would know and understand them and
know why man progresses—for he goes
forward as an individual only and not all
the great governments and companies in
the universe can be aught without thae
single individual, the ordinary man. And
as he is happy and free, so do they pros- |
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lper and not  otherwise. But this you
i)

The Arbiter looked at the sea of white
faces in the chamber.

“When your apprenticeship was done
and you knew the worlds of space, their
machines, their philosophies and their
frailties, you were to come here. But
there were those amongst these men who
objected. They said you would have no
love for man, that you might be unserious
and unfitted.”

Loud cries of “No! No!” from the
whole chamber.

“They said you were without ex-

perience,” continued the Arbiter. “They
| said we were grown old and that space was
in sorry state and that a sure and venge-
| ful hand was needed in this place. But that
| you could not be fitted to be that hand.
And so we arranged to make a trial of
you. Oh, the conferences there have been
in this hall upon the subject of one red-
headed boy, wandering out in the space-
ways and all unwitting of his fate! And I
struck upon a mechanism to prove you,
not to me, but to them, for they were
doubtful and afraid.”

“No! No!” flooded up again but the old
man gave no heed.

“Using Vanpoll there . . .” and here
Kit gaped at Peter Vanpoll who was smil-
ing at him not five feet away, “. . . and one
of our subsidiary infiltration organizations,
the People’s Revolutionary Society, we
| withdrew all records of you from your
| schools and so made your university sus-
| picious. Then Sikes here . . .” and Kit
| gaped again for there was the S.B.I. man
| who should have been stone dead, “. . . was
‘killed’ so that you could be trapped as one
of their kingslayers, for I regret to say
that assassination is also a political weapon.

“You had heard the name of Arbiter
hardly used, for we were failing and wars
and commercially stimulated revolts were
becoming common things, almost beyond
our control, palsied with age as we are,
And so with my butler they call Sailor Ah
Wing and Henry my chauffeur to gua-
rantee, we hoped, you would not be killed,
you were sent out. But Vanpoll fumbled
and you went alone and met Carlyle who
knew nothing of you. I think you angered
him by beating him in chess or some guch
thing .. .”
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Carlyle, across the room, shuffled un-
comfortably.

“Carlyle,” continued the Arbiter, “as
@ lesser agent, was eager to catch you and
sent your description throughout space.
What trouble we had quashing that! But
you stole the machine of war which we
now have along with your man Young and
0 concluded your first case. There were
supposed to have been seven in all before
you were sent here.

“But fate has a special sauce for red
thair, it seems. You solved a riddle on Saint
Martin which had baffled us for eighteen
months. We did not know that Universal
Uranium, which we have trusted well, was
at the root of that. And we are old and
used diplomacy instead of the force which
won the galaxy’s peace throughout our
youth. I shudder at the dangers you ran.
For you went entirely out of hand and
leaped to conclusions from which you had
no escape. You settled the business hand-
somely, and when' these gentlemen here
heard what you did and how, they cheered
you to the echoes, and when our Henry
sent us word you were going to attack us
and why you’d made the error, they could
not wait to greet you when you came. For
they know we are failing and they know
we need new strength.

“A little while ago they forced my hand.
You were to be here six months to observe
us and to study our network of organiza-
tions for control and the prevention of war
and economic set-backs—which you must
know now are caused by man himself, not
us. But I say they forced my hand. They
read all these lengthy reports upon your
entire life and heard your deeds with open
mouths and then they demanded that I do
this thing that I do now, and believe me,
my son, it is with pride that I can.

“Christopher Randolph Kellan Marshal,
will you take the charge of maintaining
equity in all space and forwarding the pur-
poses and organizations of the Galactic
Arbitration Council ?”

Kit stared at him. “Take . ., what?”

“I am old, Christopher. I have waited
all your life for this. Do you accept?”

IT FOUND HIMSELF in the robe,
found the seals on his fingers and the
cap on his head and stood, buffeted by
the cheering crowd, looking dazedly down
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at himself. Lines were forming to greet
him and shake his hand, and his father, his
very own father that he had wished for
for so long, was standing there to help
him.

Somewhere back in the room Sailor Ah
‘Wing was grinning and Henry was say-
ing over and over, “Just like his daddy
looked when he took office. Just like him.
I remember. Just like his daddy!” And he
was bursting with pride so that his chauf-
feur’s buttons creaked.

Young, far back, rested himself in an
ambassador’s chair. He was trembling, he
had been so afraid for his “general.” But
soon, Kit would come and tell him what
to do and there’d be days of hectic build-
ing and planning in some wonderfully god-
forsaken outpost of space and governments
would change and fall and new ones would
rise. He steadied his nervous hands and
bided himself to wait.

Only Peter Vanpoll was worried. He
edged forward to speak to the old man.
Carlyle was offering Kit a hand through
the jostling throng. “Know you'll find it a
frightful bore, old boy. But shah matte,
eh? shah matte!”

Vanpoll whispered to old Marshal and
there was worry in it.

“You were especially instructed . . .
began the old man. But he was too choked
up with joy to be very angry. “Who is
she?”

Vanpoll whispered, “Bright and pretty.
I promise you she never knew his destiny.
Truly she was not trading on that.”

“Then have her in,” said the old man.
“Have her in.”

‘And Carla came through the great black
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doors, frightened at the crowd-and dazed
to see her man up there, but pretty in her:
fright and deferred to on every hand. Kit
stopped in mid-greeting and stared.

“Carla!” he cried and sprang forward
to her side. And then it was all real to
him and all true. He showed her the robe
and the gavel and the small gold scales of
office and the blazing seals on the rings.
And she touched them and smiled at him
and Kit, all in a flurry, introduced her to
his father.

“This is jet and . . . Imeanthis is Carla,
father.”

The old man beamed upon her. His son
had fully as good taste in women as him-
self. And Carla, the bold Carla, bowed
shyly to him and quickly took Kit’s arm.

“My future daughter-in-law, gentle-
men,” said the old man to the ambassa-
dors and ministers, envoys and messen-
gers.

They cheered her. They cheered Kit.
‘They cheered the Council and the old man.
They cheered the galaxy and then they
cheered Carla and Kit again all over.

And down in the prison under the great
hall, Jacklin Arl shuddered as all tyranny
and greed would shudder under the reign
of the new Arbiter who, in his young and
competent hands, held the fate and destiny
of all governments in space from one rim
of the galaxy to the other.

A gentle Pacific breeze through the win-
dow gently worked upon the symbolic
scales of the bench, one side of which was
down. Slowly, quietly, the upper pan
dropped low and the lower pan came up
until they balanced there, steady and
serene,
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