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AES . ScuvITZ

Kyth Interstellar, a detective agency,
had a problem that not even their highty skilled operatives
could handle—withous Telzey, their Resident Witchl

resident witch




Telzey checked in at the Morrahall Hotel in Orado City that evening,
had an early dinner, and thereupon locked herself into her room. The
impression she'd left at Pehanron College was that she would be
spending the night with her family. Her parents, on the other hand,
naturally assumed she was at the college. She'd programmed the
ComWeb to have calls coming in at the college, at home, or to her
car, transferred to the hotel room-~if the caller, having been informed
that she was busy and much preferred not to be disturbed before
morning, felt there was justification enough for intruding on her
privacy.

‘The semifinals of the annual robochess district championship series
had begun, and she was still well up among the players. There
should be two or three crucial games tonight, very littie sleep. She
wanted all the seclusion she could get.

She got into a casual outfit, settied down at the set, dialed herself
into the series. Five minutes later, she was fed an opening move, an
easy-ooking one. She countered breezily. Six moves on, she was
perspiring and trying to squirm out of an infemally ingenious trap. Out
of it, though not unscathed, just ahead of deadline, she half closed a
rather nasty ltte trap of her own

Time passed in blissful absorption.
Thenthe ComWeb rang.

Telzey started, frowned, glanced at the instrument. It rang again. She
pushed the Time Out button on the set, looked at her watch, switched
on the ComWeb. "Yes?" she said

"A caller requests override, Miss Amberdon,” the ComWeb told her.
"Who is it?"
"The name is Wellan Dasinger."

"All right" Telzey clicked in nonvisual send, and Dasinger's lean
tanned face appeared in the screen. "Im here," she said. "Hello,
Dasinger."

"Hello, Telzey. Are we private?"

"As private as we can be," she assured him. Dasinger was the head
of Kyth Interstellar, a detective agency to which she'd given some
assistance during the past year, and which in tum was on occasion
very useful to her.

"I need information," he said. "Quite rgently-in your special study
area. Id like to come out to Pehanron and talk to you. Immediately, if
possible." This was no reference to her law studies. Dasinger knew
she was a psi; but neither he nor she referred to psi matters directly
ona ComWeb. He added, "I realize it can't be the most convenient
hour for you."

Dasinger wasnit given to overstatement. f he said a matter was quite
urgent, it was as urgent as matters could get. Telzey depressed the
Concede button on the robochess set, thereby taking herself out of
the years series. The set ciicked off. "The hours convenient,
Dasinger," she said. "So s the location."

Ep"

"I'm not at the colle
You're at the agency

I took a room at the Morrahall for the night.



“1am-" The Kyth offices were four cty block complexcs away.*Can |
send someone over for you?

"Il be down at the desk in five minutes," Telzey told him.

She slipped into sportswear, fitted on a beret, slung her bag from her
shouider, and left the room.

There were three of them presently in Dasinger's private conference
room. The third one was a Kyth operator Telzey hadn't met before, a
big blond man named Corvin Wergard.

"What we want," Dasinger was saying, "is a telepath, a mind-reader-
the real thing. Someone absolutely dependable. Someone who will
do a fast, precise job for a high fee, and won't be too fussy about the
exact legality of what he's involved in or a reasonable amount of
physical risk. Can you put us in contact with somebody like that?
Some acquaintance?

Telzey said hesitantly, "l dorit know. It wouldnit be an acquaintance;
but | may be able to find somebody like that for you."

"We've tried the listed professionals,” Wergard told her. "Along with
some unlisted ones who were recommended to us. Mind-readers;
people with telepathic devices. None of them would be any good
here."

Telzey nodded. No one like that was likely to be much good
anywhere. The good ones stayed out of sight. She said, "t might
depend on exactly what you want the telepath to do, why you want
him to do it. | know it won't be anything unethical, but he'll want to be
told more than that."

Dasinger said, "t may concem a murder already carried out, or a
murder that's still to come. ff it's the last, we want to prevent it.
Unfortunately, there's very little time. Would you like to see the file on
the case? Its a short one."

Telzey would. It was brought to her.

The file was headed: Selk Marine Equipment. Which was a
company registered on Cobril, the water world eighteen hours from
Orado. The brothers Noal and Larien Selk owned the company,
Larien having been involved in it for only the past six years. For the
past four years, however, he alone had been active in the
management. Noal, who'd founded the company, had been traveling
about the Hub during that time, maintaining a casual connection with
the business.

A week ago, Noal had contacted the Kyth Agency’s branch on
Cobril. He'd retumed unexpectedly, found indications that Larien was
siphoning off company funds, and apparently investing them in
underworld enterprises on Orado. He wanted the agency to start
tracing the money on Orado, stated he would arrive there in a few
days with the evidence he'd accumulated

He hadn't arived. Two days ago, Hishee Selk, Larien's wife,
appeared at the agencys Cobril branch. She said Larien had
implied to her that Noal had tried to make trouble for him and would
pay for it. From his hints, she believed Larien had arranged to have
Noal kidnapped and intended to murder him. She wanted the agency
to find Noal in time to save his life.

The Selk file ended there. Visual and voice recordings of the three
principals were included. Telzey studied the images, listened to the
Voices. There wasn't much obvious physical resemblance between



the brothers. Larien was young, athletically built, strikingly handsome,
had an engaging smile. Noal, evidentl the older by a good many
years, seemed a washed-out personality-slight, stooped, colorless.
Hishee was a slender blonde with slanted black eyes and a cowed
look. Her voice matched the look; it was low and uncertain. Telzey
went through that recording again, ignoring Hishee's words,
absorbing the voice tones.

She closed the file then. "Where's the rest of it?"

"The rest of it said Dasinger, "s officially none of the Kyth Agency's
business at the moment. Hence it isnitin the agency files."

"oh?"
“You know a place called Joca Village, near Great Alzar?"
She nodded. "I've been there."

“"Larien Selk acquired an estate in the Village three months ago,"
Dasinger said. "I's at the northeast end, an isolated ciifside section
overlooking the sea. We know Larien is there at present, And we've
found out that Noal Selk was in fact kidnapped by professionals and
tumed over to Larien's people. The probability is that he's now in
Larien's place in Joca Village. If they try to move him out of there,
he'll be in our hands. But that's the only good prospect of getting him
back alive we have so far. Larien has been given no reason to
believe anyone is looking for his brother, or that anyone but Hishee
has begun to suspect Noal is missing. Thats our immediate
advantage. We can't afford to give it up."

Telzey nodded, beginning to understand. Joca Vilage was an
ultraexclusive residential area, heavily guarded. If you werent a
resident or hadn't been issued a pass by a resident, you didnit get in
Passes were carefuly checked at the single entrance, had to be
confirmed. Overhead screens barred an aerial approach. She said,
"And you canit go to the authorities until you have him back."

"No," Dasinger said. "ff we did, we'd never get him back. We might
be able to pin murder on Larien Sel later, though that's by no means
certain. In any case, it isn't what we're after” He hesitated, said
questioningly after a moment, "Telzey?"

Telzey blinked languidy.

"Telzey-" Dasinger broke off, watching her. Wergard glanced at him.
Dasinger made a quick negating motion with his hand. Wergard
shifted his attention back to Telzey.

"I heard you," Telzey said some seconds later. "You have Hishee
Selk here in the agency, don't you?"

Wergard looked startied. Dasinger said, "Yes, we do."

"It was her voice mainly." Telzey said. "I picked her up on that." She
looked at Wergard. "Wergard can't really believe this kind of thing is
real."

"Im trying to suspend my doubts,” Wergard said. "Bringing in a
mind-reader wasn't my idea. But we could use one only too well
here."

Dasinger said, "All right to go on now, Telzey?"

"Oh, yes," she said. "I was gone for only a moment. Now fm making
contact, and Hishee looks wide open. She's very easyl" She
straightened up in her chair. "Just what do you want your mind-
reader to do?"

Dasinger said to Wergard, "What Telzey means is that, having seen
what Hishee Selk looks like, and having heard her voice, she gained



an impression of Hishee's personality. She then sensed a similar
impression around here, found a connection to the personaiity
associated with it, and is now feeling her way into Hishee's mind.
Approximately correct, Telzey?"

"Very close." For a nonpsi, Dasinger did, in fact, have a good
understanding of psi processes.

"Now as to your question,” he went on. "When Larien Selk bought the
place in Joca Village, he had it equipped with security devices,
installed by Banance Protective Systems, a very good outfit. During
the past week, Banance added a few touches—mainly a Brisell pack
and its handler. At the same time, the Colmer Detective Agency in
Great Alzar was employed to provide round-the-clock guards, five to
a shift, stationed directly at the house, behind the pack. However,
we've obtained copies of the Banance security diagrams which
show the setup on the grounds. And, of course, there are various
ways of handling guards.”

"You mean you can getinto Joca Village and into the house?"

"Very likely. One of the residents is an agency client and has
supplied us with Village passes. Getting in the Selk estate and into
the house without alerting security presents problems, but shouldn't
be too difficult. Everything is set up to do it now, two or three hours
after nightfall at Joca Village. Its after we're inside the house that the
matter becomes really icklish."

Wergard said, "Is a one-shot operation. If we start it, it has to come:
off. We can't back away, and try again. Either Noal will be safe
before his brother realizes somebody is trying to rescue him, or he'll
have disappeared for good."

Telzey considered. t was easy enough to dispose of a human being
instantly and tracelessly. "And you dorit knowNoal's in the house?"
she said.

"No," Dasinger said. "There's a strong probability he's there. If we
canit do better, we'll have to act on that probability tonight, because
every hour of delay puts his life-if he's st alive—in greater danger. ff
he isn' there, Larien is the one person in the house who's sure to
know where he is. But picking up Larien isnit likely to do Noal any
good. He's bound to have taken precautions against that, and again
Noal, wherever he is, will simply vanish, along with any evidence
pointing to him. So we come back to the mind-reader—somebody
who cantell us from Larien's mind exactly where Noal is and what we.
can do aboutit, before Larien knows we'e in the house."

"Yes; | see," Telzey said. "But there're a number of things | don't
understand here. Why does Larien—" She broke off, looked reflective
a moment, nodded. "I can get that faster from Hishee now! It's all
she's thinking about.”

Larien Selk, legally and biologically Noal's junior by twenty-five years,
was, in the actual chronology of events, the older brother. He'd been
conceived first by three years. The parents were engaged in building
up a business and didn't want to be burdened with progeny taxes.
The Larien-to-be went to an embryonic suspense vault. When Noal
was conceived, the family could more readily afford a child, and the
mother decided she preferred giving natural birth to one.

So Noal was bor. His parents had no real wish for a second child
They kept postponing a decision about the nameless embryo they'd



stored away, and in the end seemed almost to have forgotten it. It
wast untl theyd died that Noal, going through old records, found a
reference to his abandoned sibling. Somewhat shocked by his
parents' indifference, he had Larien brought to term. When his
brother grew old enough to understand the situation, Noal explained
how he'd come to take his place.

Larien never forgave him. Noal, a shrewd enough man in other
respects, remained unaware of the fact. He saw to it that Larien had
the best of everything-very nearly whatever Larien wanted. When he
came of age, Noal made him a partner in the company he'd founded
and developed. Which put Larien in a position to begin moving
against his brother.

Hishee was his first move. Hishee was to have married Noal. She
was very young, but she was fond of him and a formal agreement
wasn't far away. Then Larien tumed his attention on Hishee, and the
formal agreement was never reached. Hishee fell violently in love.

Noal accepted it. He loved them both; they were near the same age.
But he found it necessary to detach himself from them. He waited
until they married, then tumed the effective management of the
company over to Larien, and began traveling.

Larien set out casually to break Hishee. He did an unhuried
thorough job of it, gradually, over the months, eroding her self-
esteem and courage in a considered variety of ways. He brought her
to heel, continued o reduce her. By the time Noal Selk came back to
Cobril, Hishee was too afraid of Larien, too shaken in hersef to give
her brother-in-law any indication of what had happened.

But Noal saw it Larien had wanted him to see it, which was a
mistake. Larien wasnit quite as well covered in his manipulation of
the company's assets as he'd believed.

Noal, alerted to Larien's qualities, became also aware of that. He
made a quiet investigation. ft led him presently to the Kyth detective
agency.

Then he disappeared.

Dasinger said dryly, "We'd put you on the Kyth payroll any time,
Telzey! It took us some hours to extract half that information from
Hishee. The rest of it checks. If Larien thinks it's safe, he'll see Noal
broken completely before he dies. No doubt he's made ingenious
arrangements for that. He's an ingenious young man. But the time we
have for action remains narrowly limited.”

"He doesn't know Hishee's gone?" Telzey asked.

"Not yet. We have that well covered. We had to take her out of the
situation; she'd be in immediate danger now. But its an additional
reason for avoiding delay. f Larien begins to suspect she had
courage enough leftto try to save Noal, he'll destroy the evidence. He
should be able to get away with it legally, and he knows it."

Telzey was silent a moment. There were some obscure old laws
against witcheraft, left deliberately unchanged, very rarely applied
Aside from that, the Federation was officially unaware of the
existence of psis; a psi's testimony was meaningless. Legally then, it
was probable enough that Larien Selk could get away with the
murder of his brother. She doubted he'd survive Noal long; the
private agencies had their own cold rules. But, as Dasinger had
said, that wasn't what they were after.

She said, "Why do you want to plant the telepath in the house? If he's



good enough, he should be able to tap Larien's mind from
somewhere outside Joca Village, though it probably would take a
little longer."

Wergard said, "One of the Banance security devices is what's known
technically as a psi-block. It covers the outer walls of the house.
Larien shares some of the public superstitions about the prevalence
of efficient mind-reading instruments. Presumably the block would
also stop a human telepath.”

She nodded. "Yes, they do.”

"When he's outside one of his psi-blocked structures, he wears a
mind shield." Wergard said. "A detachable type. If we'd known about
this a litle earlier, we might have had an opportunity to pick him up
and relieve him of it. But it's too late now."

"Definitely too late," Dasinger agreed. "If you think you can find us a
telepath who's more than a hit-and-miss operator, we'd take a
chance on waiting another day, if necessary, to bring him in on it. But
it would be taking a chance. If you can't get one, we'll select a
different approach and move tonight "

Telzey said, "A telepath wouldn't be much good to you if Larien
happens to be probe-immune. About one in eight people are.”

"Seven to one are good odds in the circumstances,” Dasinger said
"Very good odds. We'll isk that."

"They're better than seven to one," Telzey told him. "Probe-immunes
usually don't know that's what they are, but they usually donit worry
about having their minds read either. They feel safe.” She rubbed her
nose, frowning. "A Psychology Senvice psi could do the job for you,
and | can try getting one. But | don' think theyll help. They won't lft a
finger in ordinary crime cases.”

Dasinger shook his head. "l can't risk becoming involved with them
here anyway. Technically its an illegal operation. The Kyth Agency
won't be conducting it unless we come up with evidence that justified
the illegality. | resigned yesterday, and Wergard and some others got
fired. We'll be acting as private citizens. But that's also only a
technicality, and the Service is unpredictable. | don't know what view
they'd take of it. We might have them blocking us instead of helping.
Can you find someone else?"

She nodded. "I can get you a telepath. Just one. The other psis |
know won't touch it. They don't need the fee, and they don't want to
reveal themselves-—particularly not in something that's ilegal.”

"Who's the one?" Wergard asked.

"lam, of course."

They looked at her a moment. Wergard said, "That isn't what we had
in mind. We want a pro who'll take his chances for the money he's
getting. We needed information from you, but no more than that."
Telzey said, "k looks like it tumed into more than that."

Wergard said to Dasinger, "We can't get her involved."

"Convin Wergard,” Telzey said.

He looked back at her. "Yes?"

"Im not reading your thoughts," she said. "I dorit have to. You've
been told who | am, and that Im sixteen years old. So fm a child. A
child who comes of a very good family and has been very carefully
raised. Somebody really too nice to get shot tonight, if something

joes wrong, by a Colmer guard or Joca Security people, or ripped
Up by Brisells. Right?"



Wergard studied her a long moment. "l may have had such notions,”
he said then. "Perhaps I've been wrong about you.

"Youve definitely been wrong about me." Telzey told him. "You didn't
know enough. Ive been a psi, a practicing psi, for almost a year. |
can go through a human life in an hour and know more about it than
the man or woman who's living it. Ive gone through quite a few lives,
not only human ones. I do other things that | don't talk about. | don't
know what it all exactly makes me now, but f'm not a child. Of course,
Iam sixteen years old and haven't been that very long. But it might
even be that sometimes people like you and Wellan Dasinger look a
little like children to me. Do you understand?"

"I'm not sure," Wergard said. He shook his head. "I believe fm
beginning to."

"That's good. We should have an understanding of each other if
we're to work together. The agency would save the fee, too," Telzey
said. "l don't need it. Of course, there may come a time when [l ask
Youto stick your neck out for something Id like to have done.”

Wergard asked Dasinger, *Has that been the arrangement?"

Dasinger nodded. "We exchange assistance in various matters.” He
added, "I still don't want you in this, Telzey. There will be risks. Not
unreasonable ones; but our people are trained to look out for
themselves in ways youire not. You'e too valuable a person to be
jeopardized on an operation of this kind."

*Then | can't help you help Noal Selk." she said. "Id like to. But the
only way | can do it is by going along with you tonight. It would take
more time than you have to hunt around for somebody else.”

Dasinger shook his head. "We'll use a different approach then. With
a little luck, we can still save Noal. He isn't your problem.”

"How do you know?" Telzey said. "He mightn't be if he were
someone Id only heard about. If | helped everybody | couid help
because | happen to be a psi, Id have no time for anything else the
rest of my life. There isn't a minute in the day | couldn't find someone
somewhere who needs the kind of help | can give. Id keep busy,
wouldn'tI? And, of course, everything | did still wouidn't make any real
difference. There'd always be more people needing help.”

"There would be, of course,” Dasinger agreed

She smiled. "It gave me a bad conscience for a while, but | decided |
wasn't going to get caught in that. fil do something, now and then.
Now, here fve beenin Hishee Selk's mind. fm stillin her mind. | know
her, and Noal and Larien as she knows them-~perhaps better than
most people know the members of their family. So | can't say their
problem isn't my problem.  wouidn't be true. | simply know them too
well"

Dasinger nodded. "Yes, | see now."

"And 1" said Wergard, "made a large mistake."

Dasinger looked at his watch. "Well, let's not waste time. The plan
goes into operation in thirty minutes. Telzey, you're going high style—

Joca Village level. Wergard, take her along, have her outfitted
Scratch Woni. We won't need her."



The only entry to the secluded Selk estate in Joca Village was a
narrow road winding between sheer cliff walls. Two hundred yards
along the road was a gate; and the gate was guarded by Selk
employees.

Up this road came a great gleaming limousine, preceded by a cry of
golden homs. It stopped near the gate, and Larien Selk's three
guards moved forward, weapons in their hands, to instruct the
intruders to tum back. But they came prepared to give the instruction
in as courteous a manner as possible. It was unwise to offer
unnecessary offense to people who went about in that kind of
limousine

tts doors had opened meanwhile; and, gaily and noisily, out came
Wergard in a Space Admiral's resplendent and heavily decorated
uniform; Dasinger with jeweled face mask, a Great Alzar dandy;
Telzey, finally, slender and black-gowned, wearing intricate silver
headgear. From the headgear blazed the breath-stopping beauty of
two great star hyacinths, proclaiming her at once to be the pampered
darfing of one who looked on ordinary milionaires as such
milionaires might look on the lowest of bondsmen

Weapons most tactfully lowered, the guards atiempted to explain to
these people-still noisily good-natured, but dangerous in their vast
arogance and wealth and doubly unpredictable now because they
were obviously high on something--that a mistake had been made,
that, yes, of course, their passes must be honored, but this simply
didrit happen to be a route to the estate of the Askab Odarch. In the
midst of these respectful explanations, an odd paralysis and
confusion came to the guards. They offered no objection when men
stepped out from behind the limousine, gently took their weapons

d them toward the small building beside the gate, where
Wergard already was studying the gate controls. The study was a
brief one; the gate's energy barier, reaching up to blend into the
defense shield of Joca Village above, winked out of existence a
minute later and the great steel frames slid silently back into the rock
walls on either side. The instruments which normally announced the
opening of the gate to scanners in the Selk house remained inactive.

The limousine drifted through and settied to the ground beside the
road. The gate closed again, and the vehicle was out of sight. Joca
Village security patrols would check this gate, as they did the gates
of all Village residents, several times during the night, and leaving
the limousine outside would have caused questions. Whether
suspicions were aroused otherwise depended mainly on whether
someone began to wonder why Larien Selk's three gate guards
were men who hadrit been seen here before. Measures had been
taken to meet that contingency, but they were measures Dasinger
preferred not to bring into play at present. The goal was to get Telzey
into the house quickly, find out where Noal Selk was, pick him up if
he was here and get back out with him, with no more time lost than
could be helped. Whether or ot his brother came along would be
determined by what they discovered. With luck in either case, theyd
be out of Joca Village again, mission accomplished, before the next
patrol reached the Selk estate.

Only Dasinger, Wergard, and Telzey had gone through with the
limousine. They emerged from it quickly again, now in fitted dark
coveralls, caps and gloves, difficult to make out in the nighttime half-
dark of the cliff road, and with more sophisticated qualities which
were of value to burglars seeking entry into a well-defended
residence. They moved silently along the road in the thick-soled
sound-absorbing boots which went with the coveralls, Wergard
camying a sack. The road led around a tum of the diiffs; and a
hundred yards beyond the tum, Dasinger said, "You might give them
the first blast from here."

They stopped. The rock wall on the left was lower at this point,
continued to slope downward along the stretch of road ahead



Wergard opened the sack and took out a tube a foot long and about
three inches in diameter. He lifted the tube, sighting along it to a
point above the cliffs on the left, pressed a trigger button. Something
ficked silently out of the moLth of the tube and vanished in the dark
air. They went on fifty yards, stopped again, and Wergard repeated
the performance. The next time they stopped, the cliff on the left had
dwindled to a rocky embankment not much more than twelve feet
high. Larien Selk's big house stood in its gardens beyond the
‘embankment, not visible from here.

They stood listening.

"It's got them," Wergard said then, low-voiced. "If it hadn't, they'd be
aware of us by now, and we'd hear them moving around."

"Might as well give them a third dose, to be sure,” Dasinger
remarked.

"Why not?" Wergard agreed. He took a third tube from the sack,
adjusted its settings, squinting through the dusk, then discharged its
contents up across the embankment. The copies of the diagrams,
briefly borrowed from the files of Banance Protective Systems, had
showed that beyond the fence above the embankment was the area
patrolled by a dozen Brisell dogs, dependable man-killers with acute
senses. The three canisters Wergard had fired into the area were
designed to put them out of action. They contained a charge stunning
canine olfactory centers, approximately equivalent, Telzey had
gathered, to the eflect which might have been achieved by
combining the most violent odors obtainable in their heaviest
possible concentration, and releasing the mix in a flash of time. The
canine mind thus treated went into prolonged dazed shock.

"Getting anything so far?" Dasinger asked her.

She nodded. "There is a psi-blocked area around. It seems to be
where the house is. If Noal and Larien are here, they'e in that area.”

She'd kept bringing up impressions of both Selk brothers on the way
from Orado City-things she knew about them from Hishee Selk's
recalls and reflections, and from the visual and auditory recordings
her own senses had registered. After they'd passed through the
gate, she'd been searching mentally for anything which might relate
to those impressions, blocking off her awareness of Wergard and
Dasinger. There'd been occasional faint washes of human mind
activities hereabouts, but they carried unfamiliar pattems. She'd
fastened on the most defirite of those and was developing the
contact when Dasinger addressed her.

She mentioned this now, added, "It's one of the Colmer guards
outside the house. Nobody's expecting trouble there. | can't tell yet
what he's thinking, but nothing's worrying him."

Dasinger smiled. "Good! Keep your inner ears tuned to the boy! That
could be useful. Let's move on-starting from here, as ghosts."

He reached under his collar as he spoke, abruptly became a bulkier
smoky figure, features distorted though stil vaguely distinguishable.
There was a visual dispersion effect connected with the coverall
suits, increasing with distance. Wergard and Telzey joined him in
apparent insubstantiality. They went around the embankment, came
to the fence.

It was more than a fence. Closely spaced along the rails topping it,
twenty feet above, were concealed pickup devices which registered
within the house. The diagrams had listed and described them. Now
reasonable caution and the equipment in the suits of the three
trespassers should give the devices nothing to register.

They moved slowly along the fence, twelve feet apart, not speaking
here though they carried distorters which smothered voice tones



‘within the distance of a few feet, until Wergard, in the lead, reached a
closed gate where the road they'd been following tumed through the
fence. His wavering contours stopped there; and Telzey and
Dasinger also stopped where they were. Wergard was the burglary
expert; his job was now to get them through the gate. It was locked,
of course. The relays which opened the lock were in the house, and
the lock itself was a death trap for anyone attempting to tamper with
it. However, nobody had seemed concemed about those details,
and Telzey decided not to worry either. Wergard was doing
something, but she couldnit determine what. His foggy shape blurred
out a quarter of the gate. Which wasn't bothering Wergard; the effect
wasrita subjective one. Telzey could see a faint haze about herseff,
which moved as she did. But it didnt interfere with her vision or biur
her view of herself. She looked over at the house, still more than half
hidden here by intervening trees.

It was a large windowless structure. A pale glow bathed the lower
section of the front wall. That came from a lit area theyd have to
cross. Closer to them, on this side of the trees, the ground was
shadowy, heavily dotted with sizable shrubs, through which she could
make out the outlines of a high hedge. This was where the Brisell
pack prowled. She thought she could distinguish something moving
slowly on the ground between two shrubs. It might be one of the
dogs. Otherwise there was no sign of them.

A voice suddenly said something

Telzey didn't move. She hadn't heard those words through her ears
but through the ears of her contact. He was replying now, the sound
of his own voice less distinct, a heavy rumble. She blinked, pushing
probes out quickly into newly accessible mind areas, orienting
herself. The contact was opening up nicely.

Ahand tapped her shouider. She looked up at Dasinger beside her.
He indicated the gate, where Wergard had stepped back and stood
waiting for them. The gate was open.

The thing she'd thought she'd seen moving occasionally on the
ground between two shrub clusters was one of the Brisells. He was
Iying on his side as they came up, and, except for jerking his hind
legs slightly, he wasn't moving just then. Two other dogs, not far from
him, had been out of sight behind the shrubs. One turned in slow
circles, with short, staggering steps. The other sat with drooping
head, tongue lolling far down, shaking himself every few seconds.
They were powerful animals with thick necks, huge heads and jaws,
torsos protected by flexible corselets. None of them paid the
slightest attention to the human ghost shapes.




Dasinger beckoned Telzey and Wergard to him, said softly, "Theyll
be o good for an hour or two. But we don't know that our business
here will be over in an hour or two. We'll get their handler in the
shelter now. Then it should be worth a few minutes finding the rest of
the pack and putting them out till tomorrow with stun charges.”

Wergard nodded; and Dasinger said to Telzey, "Stay here near
those three so we don't lose you."

"Allright.”

She watched them hold their guns briefly to the heads of the dogs.
Then the blured shapes moved soundlessly off, becoming more
apparitional with each step. In moments, she couldn't see them at all
The dogs lay unmoving now; and nothing else stirred nearby. She
went back to her contact. Human thought whispers which came from
other minds were reaching her from time to time, but she didn't try to
develop those touches. The man she'd started working on was in
charge of the Colmer Agency group and stationed near the entry of
the house, directly beyond the lit area. She should get the best
results here by concentrating attention on him.

His superficial thoughts could be picked up readily by now. It was the
thinking of a bored, not very inteligent man, but a dangerous and
welltrained one. A human Brisell. He and his group were in the
second hour of an eight-hour stint of guard duty. He was looking
forward to being relieved. Telzey gave the vague flow of thoughts
prods here and there, tuming them into new directions. She got a
self-idenification: his name was Sommard. He and the other Colmer
guards knew nothing of what went on inside the home, and weren't
interested. On arrival, theyd been admonished to constant alertness
by a Mr. Costian. Sommard figured Mr. Costian for a nervous nut; the
place obviously was well protected without them. But that wasn't his
business, and he was doing his duty, however perfunctorily. His
attention never wandered far. Two other guards stood to his right and
left some fifty yards away, at the comers of the house. The remaining
two were at the rear of the building where there was a service
entry.... That checked with what the Kyth Agency had established
about the defense arrangements.

There was a sudden wash of mental brightness. I steadied, and
Telzey was looking out of Sommard's eyes into the wide illuminated
court below the house where the estate road terminated. Keeping
watch on that open area, up to the fence on the far side and the
locked road gate in the fence, was his immediate responsibilty. If
anyone not previously authorized by Mr. Costian to be there
appeared in the cout, there'd be no challenge. He'd give his
‘companions and the people in the house a silent alert, and shoot the
intruder. Of course, no one wouid appear there! He yawned.

Telzey et the view of the court go, made some preparatiors,
reduced contact, and glanced at her watch. ft had been four and a
half minutes since the Kyth men left her. She began looking about for
them, presently saw a haziness some twenty feet away, condensing
slightly and separating into two shapes as it drew closer. A gentine
pair of ghosts couldn't have moved more quietly. "The section's
taken care of," Dasinger was saying then. "Anything to report?"

Telzey told them what she'd leamed. Dasinger nodded. "Costian's
been Larien Selk's underworld contact on Orado. Its probable that
the pros delivered Noal to him." He scratched his chin. "Now what's
the best way to take the agency guards out gently? We have no
dispute with Colmer."

Wergard said, "Going through the gate’s stil possible, but il call for
fast moving once we're through or we'd risk disturbance. The long
way around past the cliffs seems safer to me."

Telzey shook her head.



"That won't be necessary," she said.

Sommard presently shut his eyes for no particular reason except that
he felt like it. The road gate across the court opened slightly, stayed
open a few seconds, closed quietly again. Sommard then roused
himself, looked briskly about. He glanced at his two colleagues,
stationed at the comers of the house on either side of him. They
stood unmoving, as bored as he was. All was well. He scratched his
chest, yawned again.

Thirty feet from him, invisible as far as he was concemed, Telzey
settled herself on the low balustrade above the court, looked at him,
reached back into his mind. She waited. Something like a minute
passed. The guard at the comer to Sommard's left took two
stumbling steps to the side and fell backward

Sommard's awareness blanked out in the same instant. His knees
buckled; he slid down along the wall against which he had been
leaning, went over on his side and lay still

Telzey looked around at the guard at the other house comer. He was

down and out, too, and Wergard and Dasinger were now on their
way along the sides of the house to take care of the two guards at
the rear. She stood up and went over to Sommard. What she'd done
to him was a litle more complicated than using a stun gun, a good
deal gentler than a stun gun's jolt. The overall effect, however, was
the same. He'd go on sleeping quietly til morning.

She stayed beside him to make it easier for Dasinger to find her
when he came to take her to the back of the house. There was an
entry there which led to the servants’ quarters below ground level
They would use that way to get into the house. There shouid be only
three men in the servants' quarters tonight-Larien Selk's second
gate guard team. They might be asleep at present. The estate's
normal staff had been transferred to other properties during the past
week. In the upper house were Costian, Larien Selk, probably Noal
Selk, and two technicians who kept alternate watch on the
instruments of the protective system. That was all

Getting into the house wasnt likely to be much of a problem now. But
the night's work might have only begun.

"I getting traces of Larien" Telzey said.
"And Noal?" Dasinger asked.

"Im not sure. There was something for a moment-but-" Her voice
trailed off unsteadiy,

"Take your time." Dasinger, leaning against a table ten feet away,
watching her in the dim glow of a ceiling light, had spoken quietly.
Theyd turned off the visual distorters; the ghost haze brought few
advantages indoors. Wergard had found the three off-duty gate
guards asleep, left them sleeping more soundly. He'd gone off again
about some other matter. Telzey and Dasinger were to stay on the
underground level until she'd made her contacts, established what
the situation here was.

She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, sighed. There was
silence then. Dasinaer didn't stir. TelzeV's face was pale. intent. After



a while, her breathing grew ragged. Her lips twisted slowly. It might
have been a laborious mouthing of words heard in her mind. Her
fingers plucked fitilly at the material of the coveralls. Then she grew
quiet. Wergard retumed soundlessly, remained standing outside the
door.

Telzey opened her eyes, looked at Dasinger and away from him,
straightened up in the chair, and passed her tongue over her lips.

"It's no use,” she said in a flat, drained voice.
"You couldn't contact Noal?"

She shook her head. "Perhaps | could. | don't know. You'll have to get
the psi block shut off, and Il try. He's not in the house." She began
crying suddenly, stopped as suddenly. A valve had opened; had
been twisted shut, "But we can't help him," she said. "He's dying."

"Where is he?"
“Inthe sea."
"Inthe sea? Go ahead."

She shrugged. "That's it! In the sea, more or less east of Joca
Village. It might be a hundred miles from here, or two thousand. |
don't know; nobody knows. Larien didnit want anybody to know, not
even himself"

Wergard had come into the room. She looked over at him, back at
Dasinger. "Its a bubble for deep water work. Something the Selks
made on Cobril. Marine equipment. Larien had it brought in from
Cobil. This one has no operating controls. It was just dropped off,
somewhere."

An automated carrier had been dispatched, set on random course.
For eight hours it moved about the sea east of the mainiand; then it
disintegrated and sank. At some randomly selected moment during
those eight hours, relays had closed, and the bubble containing Noal
Selk began drifting down through the sea.

She told them that.

Dasinger said, "You said he's dying

She nodded. "He's being eaten. Some organism-it tries to keep the
animals it feeds on alive as long as it can. Its very careful ... | don't
know what it is."

"IKknow what it is," Dasinger said. "When was it injected?"
"Two days ago."

Dasinger looked at Wergard. Wergard shrugged, said, "You might
find something still clinically alive in the bubble five days from now. If
you want to save Noal Selk, you'd better do itin hours."

"fs worth trying!" Dasinger tumed to Telzey. "Telzey, what
arrangements has Larien made in case the thing got away from
him?”

"I isnt getting away from him" she said. "The bubble's got
nondetectable coating. And if somebody tried to open it, it woud
blow up. There's a switch in the house that will blow it up any time.
Larien's sitting two feet from the switch right now. But he can't touch
it

"Why not?" Wergard asked.

Telzey glanced at him. "He can't move. He can't even think. Not till |
let him again."



Dasinger said, "The destruct switch isnit good enough. Isn't there
something else in the house, something material, we can use
immediately as evidence of criminal purpose?"

Telzey's eyes widened. "Evidence?" For a moment, she seemed
about to laugh. "Goodness, yes, Dasinger! There's all the evidence
in the world. He's got Noal on screen, two-way contact. He was
talking to Noal when | started to pick him up. That's why-"

"Anyone besides Costian and the two techs around?" Dasinger
asked Wergard.

No."

“"Put them away somewhere," Dasinger said. "Telzey and | will be
with Larien Selk."

They weren't going to find the bubble. And if some accident had
revealed its location, they wouldn't have got Noal Selk out of it alive.

They hadnt given up. Dasinger was speaking to the Kyth Agency by
pocket transmitter within a minute after he'd entered Larien's suite
with Telzey, and the agency promptly unsheathed its claws.

Operators, who'd come drifting into Joca Village during the evening,
showing valid passes, converged at the entry to the Selk estate, set
up some lethal equipment, and informed Village Security the section
was sealed. Village Security took a long, thoughtful look at what
confronted itin the gate road, and decided to wait for developments.

Dasinger remained busy with the transmitter, while Wergard
recorded what Larien's two-way screen showed. Telzey, only half
following the talk, spoke only when Dasinger asked questions. She
reported patiently then what he wanted to know, information she
drew without much difficulty from Larien's paralyzed mind~the type of
nondetectable material coating the deep water device; who had
applied it; the name of the Cobril firm which installed the detonating
system. They were attacking the problem from every possible angle,
getting the help of researchers from around the planet. On Cobril,
there was related activity by now. Authorities who wouid be involved
ina sea search here had been alerted, were prepared to act if called
on. The Kyth Agency had plenty of pull and was using it

The fact remained that Larien Selk had considered the possibilies.
It had taken careful investigation, but no special knowledge. He'd
warnted a nondetectable coating material and a tamper-proof self-
destruct system for his deep water device. Both were available; and
that was that. Larien had accomplished his final purpose. The
brother who'd cheated him out of his birthright, for whom he'd been
left in a vaut, ignored, forgotien, incomplete, had been detached
from humanity and enclosed in another vault where he was now
being reduced piecemeal, and from which he would never emerge.
As the minutes passed, it became increasingly clear that what
Dasinger needed to change the situation was an on-the-spot
scientific miracle. Nothing suggested there were miracles
forthcoming. Lacking that, they could watch Noal Selk die, o, if they
chose, speed his death

Telzey bit at her lip, gaze fastened on Larien, who lay on a couch a
dozen feet from her. Theyd secured his hands behind his back,
which wasn't necessary; she'd left her controls on him, and he was
caught in unawareness which would end when she let it end. That
strong, vital organism was helpless now, along with the mind that had
wasted itself in calculating hatred for so many years.

There was something here she hadn't wanted to see... .



A psi mentality needed strong shutoffs. It had them, developed them
quickly, or collapsed into incoherence. The flow of energies which
reached nonpsis in insignificant tricklings must be channeled,
directed, employed-or sealed away. Shutoffs were necessary. But
they could be misapplied. Too easily, too thoroughly, by a mind that
had leamed to make purposeful use of them.

There was something she'd blocked out of awareness not long ago.
For a while, she'd succeeded in forgetting she'd done it. She knew
now that she had done it, but it was difficult to hold her attention on
the fact. Her mind drew back from such thoughts, kept sliding away,
rying to distract itseff, trying to blur the act i renewed forgetfuiness.

She didn't want to find out what it was she'd shut away. By that, she
knew it was no small matter. There was fear involved.

Of what was she afraid?

She glanced uneasily over at the screen showing the brightly it
metaliic interior of the bubble. Wergard stood before it, working
occasionally at his recordings. She hadn't looked at the screen for
more than a few seconds since coming into the room. It could be
tuned to a dozen views, showing the same object from different
angles and distances. The object was a human body which wasn't
quite paralyzed because it sometimes stirred jerkily, and its head
moved. The eyes were sometimes open, sometimes sht. It looked
unevenly shrunken, partly defleshed by what seemed a random
process, skin lying loosely on bone here and there, inches from the
swell of muscle. However, the process wasn't a random one; the
alien organism within the body patched up systematically behind
itself as it made its selective harvest. Outside tubes were attached to
the host. The body wouldn't die of dehydration or starvation; it was
being nourished. It would die when not enough of it was left to bind
life to itself, or earlier if the feeding organism misjudged what it was
doing. Dasinger had said its instincts were less reliable with humans
because they weren't among its natural food animals.

Or Noal Selk would die when it was decided he couldn't be saved,
and somebody’s hand reached for the destruct switch.

In any case, he would die. What the screen showed were the
beginnings of his death, whatever tum it took in the end. There was
no reason for her to watch that. Noal, lost in the dark sea, in his small
bright-it tomb unknown miles from here, was beyond her help,
beyond all help now.

Her eyes shifted back to Larien. t happened, she decided, at some
point after she'd moved into his mind, discovered what he had done,
and, shocked, was casting about for further information, for ways to
undo this atrocity. Almost now, but not quite, she could remember the
line of reflections she'd followed, increasingly disturbed reflections
they seemed to be. Then-then she'd been past that point.
Something flashed up, some horrid awareness; instantly she'd
buried it, sealed it away, sealed away that entire area of recall.

She shook her head slightly. It remained buried! She remembered
doing it now, and she wouldnit forget that again. But she didnt
remember what she had buried, or why. Perhaps if she began
searching in Larien Selk's mind... .

At the screen, Wergard exclaimed something. Telzey looked up
quickly. Dasinger had tumed away from the table where he'd been
sitting, was starting toward the screen. Sounds began to come from
the screen. She felt the blood drain from her face.

Something was howling in her mind—wordless expression of a



terrible need. It went on for seconds, weakened abruptly and was
gone. Other things remained

She stood up, walked unsteadily to the screen. The two men glanced
around as she came up. An enlarged view of Noal Selk's head filled
the screen. There were indications that the feeder had been
selectively at work here, too; but there wasn't much change in the
features. The eyes were wide open, staring up past the pickup. The
mouth was lax and trembling; only wet, shaky breathing sounds came
from it now.

Wergard said, "For some moments, he seemed fully conscious. He
seemed to see us. He-well, the speaking apparatus isnit essential
to life, of course. Most of that may be gone. But | think he was trying
to speak to us."

Telzey, standing between them, looking at the screen, said, "He saw
you. He was trying o ask you to kill him. Larien let him know it could
be done any time."

Dasinger said carefully, "You know he was trying to ask us to kill
him?"

"Yes, | know," Telzey said. "Be quiet, Dasinger. | have to think now."

She blinked slowly at the screen. Her diaphragm made a sudden,
violent contraction as a pain surge reached her. Pain shutoff went on;
the feeling dimmed. Full contact here.

Her mouth twisted. She hadnt wanted itl Not afier what she'd
leamed. That was what she hadnt alowed to come into
consciousness. She'd told herself it wasn't possible to reach Noal
where he was, even after they'd shut off the psi block in the walls of
the house. She'd convinced herself it was impossible. But she'd
made the contact, and it had developed, perhaps as much through
Noal's frenzied need as through anything she'd done; and now she'd
been blazingly close to his mind and body torment--

She brushed her hand slowly over her forehead. She felt clammy with
sweat.

"Telzey, is something wrong with you?" Dasinger asked.

She looked up at their watchful faces.

"No, ot really. Dasinger, you know you can't save him, don't you?"

His expression didn't change "I'suppose | do," he acknowledged. "I
ut we'l

suppose we all do. B have to go on trying for a while, before
we simply put him to death."

She nodded, eyes absent. "There's something | can try," she told
them. "I didn't think of it before.”

"Something you can try?" Wergard said, astonished. His head
indicated the screen. "To save him there?"

"Yes. Perhaps."

Dasinger cleared his throat. "I don't see ... what do you have in
min

She shook her head. "I can't explain that. I's psi. Il try to explain as |
o along, but | probably won't be able to explain much. t may work,
thats all.Ive done something like it before.”

"But you cant-" Wergard broke off, was silent.
Dasinger said, "You know what you're doing?"

"Yes, | know" Telzey looked up at them again. "You mustrit let



anyone in here. There mustn't be any disturbance or interference, or
everything might go wrong. And it wil take time. | don't know how
much time."

Neither of them said anything for some seconds. Then Dasinger
nodded slowly.

"Whatever it is," he said, "you'll have all the time you need. Nobody
will come in here. Nobody will be allowed on the estate before you've
finished and give the word."

Telzey nodded. "Then this is what we'll have to do.”

She had done something like this, or something nearly like this,
before... .

Here and there was a psi mind with whom one could exchange the
ultimate compliment of using no mental safeguards, none whatever. It
was with one of those rare, relaxing companions that she'd done
almost what she'd be doing now. The notion had come up in the
course of a psi practice session. One was in Orado City, one at the
1ip of the Southem Mainland at the time. They'd got together at the
thought level, and were trying out various things, improving
techniques and methods.

"Il lend you what / see if you'll lend me what you see," one of them
had said.

That was easy enough. Each looked suddenly at what the other had
looked at a moment ago. It wasn't the same as tapping the sensory
impressions of a controlled mind. Small sections of individual
awareness, of personality, appeared to have shifted from body to
body.

It went on from there. Soon each was using the other's muscles,
breathing with the other's lungs, speaking with the other's voice.
Theyd got caught up in it, and more subtle transfers continued in a
swift double flow, unchecked: likes and dislikes, acquired
knowledge, emotional pattemns. Memories disintegrated here, bult
up there; vanished, were newly complete--and now quite different
memories. Only the awareness of self remained-that probably
couldnit be exchanged, or could it?

Then: "Shall we?"

Theyd hesitated, looking at each other, with a quarter of the globe
between them, each seeing the other clearly, in their exchanged
bodies, exchanged personalities. One threadiike link was left for
each to sever, and each would become the other, with no connection
thento what she had been.

"Of course, we can change right back—"

Yes, but could they? Could they? Something would be different,
would have shifted; they would be in some other and unknown
pattern--and suddenly, quickly, they were sliding past each other
again, memories, senses, controls, personality particles, swirling by
in a giddy two-way stream, reassembling, restoring themselves,
each to what was truly hers. They were laughing, but a litle
breathlessly, really a litle frightened now by what they'd almost dore.

They'd never tried it again. They'd talked about it. They were almost
certain it could be done, oh, quite safelyl Theyd be two telepaths
still, two psis. It should be a perfectly simple matter to reverse the



process at any time.

Itshould be. But even to those who were psis, and in psi, much more
remained unknown about psi than was known. Anyone who gained
any awareness at all understood there were limits beyond which one
couldnit go, or didnittry to go. Limits beyond which things went oddly
wrong

The question was whether they would have passed such a limit in
detaching themselves from  their personality, acquiring that of
another. It remained unanswered.

What she had in mind now was less drastic in one respect, seemed
more so in another. She would find out whether she could do it. She
didn't know what the final result would be if she couldn't.

She dissolved her contact with Noal. It would be a distraction, and
she could restore it later.

Larien Selk was fastened securely to his couch. Dasinger and
Wergard then fastened Telzey as securely to the amchair in which
she sat. She'd told them there might be a good deal of commotion
here presently, produced both by herself and by Larien. It would be a
meaningless commotion, something to be ignored. They wouldnit
know what they were doing. They had to be tied down so they
wouldn't get hurt.

The two men asked no questions. She reached into a section of her
brain, touched it with paralysis, slid to Larien Selk's mind. In his
brain, 00, a selected small section went numb. Then the controls
she'd placed on him were flicked away.

He woke up. He had to be awake and aware for much of this, or her
work would be immeasurably, perhaps impossibly, increased. But
his did result in though much
less than there would have been if Larien had been able to use his
voice-or, by and by, Telzey's. She'd silenced both for the time being
He couldn't do more than go through the motions of screaming. Nor
could he move around much, though he tried very hard.

For Larien, it was a terrifying situation. One moment, he'd been
sitting before the screen, considering whether to nudge the console
button which would cause a stimulant to be injected into Noal and
bring him back to consciousness again for an hour or two. He
enjoyed taking to Noal

Then, with no discernible lapse in time, he sensed he was lying on
his back, arms and legs stretched out, tied down. Simultaneously,
however, he looked up from some point in midair at two tense-faced
men who stood between him and the screen that peered into Noal's
bubble.

Larien concluded he'd gone insane. In the next few minutes, he
nearly did. Telzey was working rapidy. It wasnit nearly as easy work
as it had been with a cooperating psi; but Larien lacked the
understanding and ability to interfere with her, as a psi who wasn't
cooperating would have done. There was, of course, no question of
a complete personality exchange here. But point by point, sense by
sense, function by function, she was detaching Larien from all
conscious contacts with his body. His bewildered atiempts to retain
each contact brought him into a corresponding one with hers-and
that particular exchange had been made.

The process was swift. It wass Larier's body that struggled violently at
first, tried to scream, strained against its fastenings. Telzey's
remained almost quiescent. Then both twisted about. Then his, by



degrees, relaxed. The other body continued to twist and tug, eyes
staring, mouth working desperately.

Telzey surveyed what had been done, decided enough had been
done at this level. Her personality, her consciousness, were grafted
to the body of Larien Selk. His consciousness was grafted to her
body. The unconscious flows had followed the conscious ones.

She sealed the access routes to memory storage in the Telzey brain.
The mind retained memory without the body's help for a while. For
how long a while was something she hadn't yet estabiished

Time for the next step. She withdrew her contact with Larien's mind,
dissolved it. Then she cut her last mind links to her body. It vanished
from her awareness. She lay in Larien Selk's body, breathing with its
lungs. She cleared its throat, lifted the paralysis she'd placed on the
use of its voice.

"Dasinger!" the voice said hoarsely. "Wergard!"
Footsteps came hurrying over.

"Yes, he's over there. Im here ... for now. | wanted you to understand
50 you wouldn't worry too much."

They didnit say anything, but their faces didnit ook reassured. Telzey
added, "I've got his—its voice cut off. Over there, | mean.”

What else should she tell them? She couldnit think of anything; and
she had a driving impatience now to get on with this horrid business,
to getit done, if she could get it done. To be able to tell herself it was
over.

"Il be a while before | can talk to you again," Larien Selk's voice told
Wergard and Dasinger.

Then they vanished from her sight. Larien's eyes--no longer in use--
closed. Telzey had gone back to work. Clearing the traces of
Larien's memories and reaction patiems from his brain took time
because she was very thorough and careful about it. She wanted
none of that left; neither did she want to damage the brain. The
marks of occupancy faded gradually, cleaned out, erased, delicately
annihilated; and presently she'd finished. She sent out a search
thought then to recontact the mind of Noal Selk in the brightly it hell of
his bubble, picked up the pattem almost at once, and moved over
into his mind.

He was unconscious, but something else here was conscious in a
dim and limited way. Telzey tumed her attention briefly to the
organism which had been implanted in Noal. A psi creature, as she'd
thought. The ability to differentiate so precisely between what was
and was not immediately fatal to a creature not ordinarily its prey had
implied the use of psi. The organism wasn't cruel it had no concept
of cruely. t was making a thrifty use of the food supply available to it,
following its ife purpose.

She eased into the body awareness from which Noal had wlthdrawn
dimming the pain sensations which flared up in her.
immediately obvious that very extensive damage had been done,
But a kind of functional balance lingered in what was left. The body
lived as a body.

And the mind still ived as a mind, sustaining itself by tuming away
from the terrible realities about it as often as Noal couid escape from
pain into unconsciousness. She considered that mind, shifting about
it and through it, knowing she was confronting the difficulty she'd
expected. Noal wouldn't cling to this body; in intention, he already
was detached from it. But that was the problem. He was trying, in
effect, to become disembodied and remain that way.



He had a strong motivation. She should be able to modify it, nullify it
eventually; but it seemed dangerous to tamper with Noal any more
than she couid help. There wasn't enough left of him, physically o
mentally, for that. He had to want to attach himself fuly and
consciously to a body again, or this wasn't going to work. She could
arouse him, bring him awake.

He would resist it, she thought.

But she might give him something he wouldn't resist.

Noal dreamed

It was a relaxed dream, universes away from pain, fear, savage
treachery. He remembered nothing of Larien. He was on Cobri,
walking along with a firm, quick stride in warm sunlight. He was
agreeably aware of the strength and health of his body.

Something tugged at him.

Vision blurred startiingly. Sound faded. The knowledge came that the
thing that tugged at him was trying to drag him wholly away from his
senses, out of himself, into unfeeling nothingness.

Terrified, he fought to retain sight and sound, to cling to his body.

Telzey kept plucking him away, taking his place progressively in the
stil functional wreckage left by the organism, barring him more and
more from it. But simultaneously she made corresponding physical
anchorages available for him elsewhere; and Noal, still dreaming,
not knowing the difference, clung to each point gained with frantic
determination. She had all the cooperation she coud use. The
transfer seemed accomplished in moments.

She told him soothingly then to go on sleeping, go on dreaming
pleasantly. Presently, agitations subsiding, he was doing it.

And Telzey opened Noal Selk's gummily inflamed and bloodshot
eyes with dificulty, looked out into the metallic glttering of the
bubble, closed the eyes again. She was very much here~too much
0. Her pain shutoffs were operating as far as she could allow them
to operate without hampering other activities, but it wasn't enough. A
sudden fresh set of twinges gave her a thought then; and she put the
busy psi organism to sleep. At least, that part of it shouldn't get any
worse.

But she'd have to stay here a while. In this bodys brain was the
physical storehouse of Noal's memories, the basis of his personality.
It was a vast mass of material; getting it all transferred in exact detail
to the brain she'd cleared out to receive it was out of the question. It
probably could be done, but it would take hours. She didn't have
hours to spare.

The essentials, however, that which made Noal what he was, should
be transplanted in exact detail. She started doing it. k wasnit difficult
work. She'd doctored memories before this, and it was essentially
the same process.

Itwas simply a question of how much she couid get done before she
had to stop. The physical discomforts that kept fitering into her
awareness weren't too serious a distraction. But there was
something else that frightened her-an occasional sense of
vagueness about herself, a feeling as if she might be growing fiimsy,
shadowy. It always passed quickly, but it seemed a warning that too
much time was passing, perhaps already had passed, since she'd
cut herself off from her own brain and body and the physical basis of



memory and personality.

She paused finally. It should do. It would have to do. Her mind could
absorb the remaining pertinent contents of this body's brain in a few
minutes, retain it until she had an opportunity to feed back to Noal
whatever else he might need. It would be secondhand memory,
neither exact nor complete. But he wouldn't be aware of the
difference, and no one who had known him would be able to tell there:
was a difference. She couldn't risk further delay. There was a sense
of something that had been in balance beginning to shift
dangerously, though she didrit yet know what it was.

She began the absorption process. Completed it. Went drifting
slowly off, then through nothing, through nowhere... . Peered out
presently again through puzzled sore eyes into the gleaming of the
bubble.

Hot terror jolted through her—

"Dasinger!"

Dasinger tumed from the couch on which the Larien body lay, came
quickly across the room. "Yes?"

Wergard indicated the other figure in the armchair.
"This one seems to be coming awake again!"

Dasinger looked at the figure. It was siumped back as far as the
padded fastenings which held its arms clamped against the sides of
the chair permitted. The head lolled to the left, eyes slitted, blood-
smeared mouth haff open. "What makes you think s0?" he asked.

The figure's shouiders jerked briefly almost as he spoke.
"That," Wergard said. "lt's begun to stir."

They watched, but the figure remained quiet now. Wergard looked at
the screen. "Some slight change there, tool” he remarked. "lts eyes
were open for a while. A minute ago, they closed."

“"Coinciding with the first indication of activity here?" Dasinger
asked.

“"Very nearly. What about the one on the couch?"

Dasinger shrugged. "Snoring! Seems to smile now and then.
Nobody could be more obviously asleep.”

Wergard said, after a moment, "So it must be between these two
now?"

"If she's been doing what we think, it should be... . There!"

The figure in the chair sucked in a hissing breath, head slamming up
against the backrest, The neck arched, strained, tendons protruding
like tight-drawn wires. Dasinger moved quickly. One hand clamped
about the jaw; the other gripped the top of the skul. "Get something
back in her mouth!*

Wergard already was there with a folded wet piece of cloth, wedged
itin between bared teeth, jerked his fingers back with a grunt of pain.
Dasinger moved his thumb up, holding the cloth in place. The figure
was in spasmodic violent motion now, dragging against the
fastenings. Wergard placed his palms above its knees, pressed
down hard, felt himself still being shifted about. He heard shuddering
gasps, glanced up once and saw blue eyes glaring unfocused in the



contorted face.
"Beginning to subside!" Dasinger said then,

Wergard didnit reply. The legs he was holding down had relaxed,
gone limp, a moment before. Howling sounds came from the screen,
turned into a strangled choking, went silent. He straightened, saw
Dasinger take the cloth from Telzey's mouth. She looked at them in
tum, moved her puffed lips, grimaced uncomfortably.

"You put your teeth through your lower lip a while ago," Dasinger
explained. He added, "That wasn't you, | suppose. You are back with
us finally, aren't you?"

She was still breathing raggedly. She whispered, "Not quite .
almost. Moments!”

Animal sounds blared from the screen again. Their heads tumed
toward it. Wergard went over, cut off the noise, looked at the twisting
face that had belonged to Noal Selk. He came back then and helped
Dasinger free Telzey from the chair. She sat up and touched her
mouth tentatively, reminding Wergard of his bitten finger. He looked
atit.

Telzey followed his glance. "Did |do that, to0?"
"Somebody did," Wergard said shortly. He reached for one of the
cloths theyd used to keep her mouth propped open, wrapped it
around the double gash. "How do you feel, Teizey?"

She shifted her shoulders, moved her legs. "Sore," she said. "Very
sore. But | don't seem to have pulled anything."

"You're back all the way?"
She drew a long breath. "Yes."

Wergard nodded. "Then let's get this straight. Over there on the
couch, asleep-that's now Noal Selk?"

"Yes," Telzey said. "Il have to do a litle more work on him because
he doesn't have al his memory yet. But it's Noal-in everything that
counts, anyway."

"He doesn' have all his memory yet" Wergard repeated. "But it's
Noall" He stared at her. "All ight. And you're you again." He jerked
his thumb at the screen. "So the one who's down in the bubble now is
Larien Selk?"

She nodded,

"Well-" Wergard shrugged. "I was watching it he said. He looked
at Dasinger. "It happened, that's all!"

He went to the screen console, unlocked the destruct switch, and
turned it over. The screen went blank.

The three of them remained silent for some seconds then,
considering the same thought. Wergard finally voiced it. "This is
going to take a remarkable amount of explaining!"

"I guess it wil" Telzey said. "But we won't have to do it

"Eh?" said Dasinger.

"I know some experts,” she told him. She climbed stiffy out of the

chair. "Id better get to work on Noal now, so we'll have that out of the
way."



The Operator on Duty at the Psychology Service Center in Orado
City lfted his eyebrows when he saw Telzey walking toward his desk
in the Entry Hall. They'd met before. He pretended not to notice her
then until she stopped before the desk.

He looked up. "Oh, its you,” he said indifferently.

"Yes, it's me," said Telzey. They regarded each other with marked
lack of approval.

"Specifically” asked the Operator, "why are you here? Iil take it for
granted it has to do with your general penchant for getiing into
trouble.”

"I wouldn't call it that" Telzey said. *I may have broken a few
Federation laws last night, but that's beside the point. Im here to see
Klayung. Where do I find him?"

The Operator on Duty leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers.
"Klayung's rather busy," he remarked. "In any case, before we bother
him you might explain the matter of breaking a few Federation laws.
We're notin that much of a hurry, are we?"

Telzey considered him reflectively.

"Ive had a sort of rough night" she said then. "So, yes-we're in
exactly that much of a hurry. Unless your shields are a good deal
more solid now than they were last time."

His eyelids fickered. "You wouldn't be foolish enough to-"

"INl count to two," Telzey said. "One."

Klayung presently laid Telzeys report sheets down again, sat
scratching his chin. His old eyes were thoughtful. "Where is he at
present?" he asked.

"Outside the Center, in a Kyth ambulance," Telzey told him. "We
brought Hishee along, too. Asleep, of course."

Klayung nodded. "Yes, she should have almost equally careful
treatment. This is a difficult case.”

"You can handle it?" Telzey asked.

"Oh, yes, we can handle it. We'll handle everything. We'll have to
now. This could have been a really terrible breach of secrecy, Telzey!
We can't have miracles, you know!"

"Yes, I know," Telzey said. "Of course, the Kyth people are allright.”
"Yes, they'e all ight. But otherwise~"

"Well, | know it's going to be a lot of trouble for you," she said. "And
Tm sorry I caused it. But there really wasn't anything else | couid do.”

"No, it seems there really wasn'" Klayung agreed. "Nevertheles:
well, that's something | wouldrit recommend you try very frequently!

Telzey was silent a moment

"Im not sure Id try it again for any reason." she admitied. "At the end
there, Inearly didn't get back."

Klayung nodded. "There was a distinct possibility you wouldrit get



back.
"Were you thinking of having Noal go on as Noal?" Telzey inquired
"That should be the simplest approach.” Klayung said. "We'll see

what the Makeup Department says. | doubt it would involve
excessive structural modifications... . You don't agree?"

Telzey said, "Oh, it would be simplest, all right. But-well, you see,
Noal was just nothing physically. He's got a great body now. It would
be a shame to tum him back to being a nothing again."

Klayung looked at her a momen.

"Those two have had a very bad til
Larien. It seems sort of fair, doesn't i

" Telzey continued. "Due to

"If he's to become Larien Selk officially” Klayung remarked, “there'l
be a great many more complications to straighten out."

"Yes, |realize that."

"Besides," Klayung went on, "neither Noal nor Hishee might want
him to look in the least like Larien."

"Well, they wouldn't now, of course,” Telzey agreed. "But after your
therapists have cleared up all the bad things Larien's done to them, it
might be a different matter."

Klayung's sigh was almost imperceptible. Al right. Supposing we
get the emotional and mental difficulties resolved first, and then let
the principals decide for themselves in what guise Noal is to resume
his existence. Would that be satisfactory?"

Telzey smiled. "Thanks, Klayung!" she said. "Yes, very satisfactory!”
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Goblin Night

One of the most interesiing points Schmitz makes.
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re was a quivering of psi force. Then a sudden, vivid sense of
running and hiding, in horrible fear of a pursuer from whom there was
no escape—

Telzey's breath caught in her throat. A psi screen had fiicked into
instant existence about her mind, blocking out incoming impuises.
The mental picture, the feeling of pursuit, already was gone, had
touched her only a moment; but she stayed motionless seconds
longer, eyes shut, puises hammering out a roll of primitive alarms.
She'd been dozing uneasily for the past hour, aware in a vague way
of the mind-traces of a multitude of wildlife activities in the miles of
parkland around. And perhaps she'd simply fallen asleep, begun to
dream

Perhaps, she thought-but it wasn't very likely. She hadn't been
relaxed enough to be touching the fringes of sleep and dream-stuff.
The probability was that, for an instant, she'd picked up the reflection
of a real event, that somebody not very far from here had
encountered death in some grisly form at that moment.

She hesitated, then thinned the blocking screen to let her awareness
spread again through the area, simultaneously extended a quick,
probing thread of thought with a memory-replica of the pattem she'd
caught. ff it touched the mind that had produced the pattern originally,
it might bring a momentary flash of echoing details and further
information ... assuming the mind was still alive, still capable of
responding.

She didn't really believe it would still be alive. The impression she'd
had in that instant was that death was only seconds away.

The general murmur of mind-noise began to grow up about her
again, a varying puise of life and psi energies, diminishing gradually
with distance, arising from her companions, from animals on plain



and mountain, with an undernote of the dimmer emanations of plants.
But no suggestion came now of the vividly disturbing sensations of a
moment ago.

Telzey opened her eyes, glanced around at the others sitting about
the campfire in the mouth of Cil Chasm. There were eleven of them,
a group of third and fourth year students of Pehanron College who
had decided to spend the fall holidays in Melna Park. The oldest was
twenty-two; she herself was the youngest-Telzey Amberdon, age
fifteen. There was also a huge white dog named Chomir, not in view
at the moment, the property of one of her friends who had preferred
to go on a spacecruise with a very special date over the holidays.
Chomir would have been a litle in the way in anip cruiser, so Telzey
had brought him along to the park instead.

In the early part of the evening, they had built their fire where the
great Cil canyon opened on the rolling plain below. The canyon walls
rose to either side of the camp, smothered with evergreen growth;
and the Cil River, a quick, nervous stream, spilled over a series of
rocky ledges a hundred feet away. The boys had set up a translucent
green tent canopy, and sleeping bags were amanged beneath it. But
Gikkes and two of the other girls already had announced that when
they got ready to sleep, they were going o take up one of the aircars
and settle down in itfor the night a good thirty feet above the ground

The park rangers had assured them such measures weren't
necessary. Melna Park was full of Orado's native wildife—that, after
all, was why it had been established~but none of the animals were at
al likely to become aggressive towards visitors. As for human
marauders, the park was safer than the planet's cities. Overflights
werenit permitted; visitors came in at ground level through one of the
various entrance stations where their aircars were equipped with
sealed engine locks, limiting them to contour altitudes of a hundred
and fifty feet and to a speed of thirty miles an hour. Only the rangers’
cars were not restricted, and only the rangers carried weapons.

Itmade Melna Park sound like an oasis of sylvan tranquility. But as it
tumed towards evening, the stars of the great cluster about Orado
brightened to awesomely burning splendor in the sky. Some of them,
like Gikkes, weren't used to the starblaze, had rarely spent a night
outside the cities where night-screens came on gradually at the end
of the day to meet the old racial preference for a dark sleep period.

Here night remained at an uncertain twilight stage untl a wind began
moaning up in the canyon and black storm clouds started to drift over
the mountains and out across the plain. Now there were quick shifts
between twilight and darkness, and eyes began to wander uneasily.
There was the restless chatter of the river nearby. The wind made
odd sounds in the canyon; they could hear sudden cracklings in
bushes and trees, occasional animal voices.

"You get the feeling." Gikkes remarked, twisting her neck around to
stare up Cil Chasm, "that something like a lullbear or spook might
come trotting out of there any minute!"

Some of the others laughed uncertainly. Valia said, "Don't be silly!
There haven't been animals like that in Melna Park for fifty years.”
She looked over at the group about Telzey. "Isn't that right, Pollard?"

Pollard was the oldest boy here. He was majoring in biology, which
might make him Valia's authority on the subject of lullbears and
spooks. He nodded. said. "You can still find them in the biager game



preserves up north. But naturally they don't keep anything in public
parks that makes a practice of chewing up the public. Anything you
meet around here, Gikkes, will be as ready to run from you as you
are from it

"Thats saying a lot!" Rish added cheerfully. The others laughed
again, and Gikkes looked annoyed.

Telzey had been giving only part of her attention to the talk. She felt
shut down, temporarily detached from her It had taken
all aftemoon to come across the wooded plains from the entrance
station, winding slowly above the rolling ground in the three aircars
which had brought them here. Then, after they reached Gil Chasm
where they intended to stay, she and Rish and Dunker, two charter
members of her personal fan club at Pehanron, had spent an hour
fishing along the lttle river, up into the canyon and back down again.
They had a great deal of excitement and caught enough to provide
supper for everyone; but it involved arduous scrambling over slippery
rocks, wading in cold, rushing water, and occasional tumbles, in one
of which Telzey knocked her wrist-talker out of commission for the
duration of the trip.

Drowsiness wasn't surprising after all the exercise. The surprising
part was that, in spite of it, she didnt seem able to relax completely.
As a rule, she felt at home wherever she happened to be outdoors.
But something about this place was beginning to bother her. She
hadnit noticed it at first, she had laughed at Gikkes with the others
when Gikkes began to express apprehensions. But when she settled
down after supper, feeling a comfortable muscular fatigue begin to
claim her, she grew aware of a vague disturbance. The atmosphere
of Melna Park seemed to change slowly. A hint of cruelty and
savagery crept into it, of hidden terrors. Mentally, Telzey felt herself
glancing over her shoulder towards dark places under the trees, as if
something ke a lullbear or spook actually was lurking there.

And then, in that uneasy, half-awake condition, there suddenly had
been this other thing, like a dream-flash in which somebody
desperately ran and hid from a mocking pursuer. To the terrified
human quarry, the pursuer appeared as a glimpsed animalic shape
inthe twilight, big and moving swiftly, but showing no other detas.

And there had been the flickering of psi energy about the scene.

Telzey shifted uncomfortably, running her tongue tip over her lips. The:
experience had been chillingly vivid; but if something of the sort really
had occurred, the victim had died moments later. In that respect,
there was no reason to force herseff to quick decisions now. And it
might, after all, have been a dream, drifting up in her mind, created
by the mood of the place. She realized she would like to believe it
was a dream.

Butin that case, what was creating the mood of the place?

Gikkes? It wasn't impossible. She had decided some time ago that
personal acquaintances should be off limits to telepathic prowling,
but when someone was around at all frequentl, scraps of
information were likely to filter through. So she knew Gikkes also had
much more extensively developed telepathic awareness than the
average person. Gikkes didn't know it and couldnit have put it to use
anyway. In her, it was an erratic, unreliable quality which might have
kept her in a badly confused state of mind if she had been more
conscious of its effects

But the general uneasiness Telzey had sensed and that brief psi
surge-if that was what it was~fragmentary but carrying a complete



horrid little story with it, could have come to her from Gikkes. Most
people, even when they thought they were wide awake, appeared to
be manufacturing dreams much of the time in an area of their minds
they didnit know about; and Gikkes seemed nervous enough this
evening to be manufacturing unconscious nightmares and
broadcasting them.

But again-what made Gikkes so nervous here? The unfamiliar
environment, the frozen beauty of the starblaze overhanging the
sloping plain like a tent of fire, might account for it. But it didnit rule
outa more specific source of disturbance.

She could make sure, Telzey thought, by probing into Gikkes's mind
and finding out what was going on in there. Gikkes wouldnt know it
was happening. But it took many hours, as a rule, to develop
adequate contact unless the other mind was also that of a functioning
telepath. Gikkes was borderline--a telepath, but not functional, or only
parlly so-and if she began probing around in those complexities
without the experience to tell her just how to go about it, she might
wind up doing Gikkes some harm.

She looked over at Gikkes. Gikkes met her eyes, said, "Shouldn't
you start worrying about that dog of Gonwil's? He hasn't been in sight
for the past half-hour."

"Chomir's all right,” Telzey said. "He's still checking over the area.”

Chomir was, in fact, only a few hundred yards away, moving along
the il River up in the canyon. She'd been touching the big dog's
mind lightly from time to time during the evening to see what he was
doing. Gikkes couldn't know that, of course—nobody in this group
suspected Telzey of psionic talents. But she had doe a great deal
of experimenting with Chomir, and nowadays she could, if she liked,
almost see with his eyes, smell with his nose, and listen through his
ears. At this instant, he was watching half a dozen animals large
enough to have alarmed Gikkes acutely. Chomir's interest in Melna
Park's wildife didnt go beyond casual curiosity. He was an
Askanam hound, a breed developed to fight man or beast in pit and
arena, too big and powerful to be apprehensive about other
creatures and ot inclined to chase strange animals about without
purpose as a lesser dog might do.

"Well," Gikkes said, "if | were responsible for somebody else's dog,
if Id brought him here, Id be making sure he didn't run off and get
lost-"

Telzey didrit answer. It took no mind-reading to know that Gikkes
was annoyed because Pollard had attached himself to Telzey's fan
club after supper and settied down beside her. Gikkes had invited
Pollard to come along on the outing; he was president of various
organizations and generally important at Pehanron College. Gikkes,
the glamour girl, didn't like it at all that he'd drifted over to Telzey's
group, and while Telzey had no designs on him, she couldn't very well
inform Gikkes of that without ruffiing her further.

"1 Gikkes concluded, "would go look for him."
Pollard stood up. " would be too bad if he strayed off, wouldn't it?"
he agreed. He gave Telzey a lazy smile. "Why don't you and | look
around a litle together?”

Well, that was not exactly what Gikkes had intended. Rish and
Dunker didnt think much of it either. They were already climbing to
their feet, gazing sternly at Polard

Telzey glanced at them, checked the watch Dunker had loaned her



after she smashed the one in her wristtalker on the fishing
excursion.

"Let's wait another five minutes." she suggested. "ff he isn't back by
then, we can all startlooking.

As they setfied down again, she sent a come-here thought to
Chomir. She didn't yet know what steps she might have to take in the
other matter, but she didnt want to be distracted by problems with
Gikkes and the boys.

She felt Chomir's response. He tumed, got his bearings instantly with
nose, ears, and-though he wasn't aware of that--by the direct touch
of their minds, went bounding down into the river, and splashed
noisily through the shallow water. He was taking what seemed to him
a short cut to the camp. But that route would lead him high up the
opposite bank of the twisting Cil, to the far side of the canyon.

“Not that way, stpid!” Telzey thought, verbalizZing it for emphasis
*Tum around--go back!’

And then, as she felt the dog pause comprehendingly, a voice,
edged with the shock of surprise-—perhaps of fear—exclaimed in her
mind, "Who are you? Who said that?"

There had been a number of occasions since she became aware of
her abiliies when she'd picked up the thought-forms of another
telepath. She hadn't tried to develop such contacts, feeling in no
hurry to strike up an acquaintanceship on the psionic level. That was
part of a world with laws and conditions of its own which should be
studied thoroughly if she was to avoid creating problems for herself
and others, and at present she simply didn't have the time for
thorough study.

Even with the tentative exploration she'd been doing, problems
arose. One became aware of a situation of which others weren'
aware, and then it wasn't always possible to ignore the situation, to
act as if it didn't exist. But depending on circumstances, it coud be
extremely difficult to do something effective about it, particularly when
one didnit care to announce publicly that one was a psi.

The thing that appeared to have happened in Melna Park tonight had
seemed likely to present just such problems. Then this voice spoke
to her suddenly, coming out of the night, out of nowhere. Another
telepath was in the area, to whom the encounter was as unexpected
as it was to her. There was no immediate way of knowing whether
that was going to help with the problem or complicate it further, but
she had o inciination to reply at once. Whoever the stranger was,
the fact that he~there had been a strong male tinge to the thoughts-
was also a psi didn't necessarily make him a brother. She knew he
was human; alien minds had other flavors. His questions had come
in the sharply defined forms of a verbalization; he might have been
speaking aloud in addressing her. There was something else about
them she hadn't noticed in previous telepathic contacts-an odd,
filtered quality as though his thoughts passed through a distorting
medium before reaching her.

She waited, wondering about it. While she wasnit strongly drawn to
this stranger, she felt no particular concern about him. He had picked
up her own verbalized instructions to Chomir, had been startied by
them, and, therefore, hadn't been aware of anything she was thinking
previously. She'd now tightened the veil of psi energy about her mind
a litle, enough to dampen out the drifting threads of subconscious
thought by which an unguarded mind was most easily found and
reached. Tightened further, as it could be in an instant, it had
stoooed aenuine experts in mind-probina in their tracks. This psi



was no expert; an expert wouldn't have flung surprised questions at
her. She didnt verbalize her thinking as a rule, and wouldn't do it now
until she felt like it. And she wouldn't reach out for him. She decided
the situation was sufficiently in hand.

The silence between them lengthened. He might be equally wary
now, regretting his brief outburst.

Telzey relaxed her screen, fiicked out a search-thought to Chomir,
felt him approaching the camp in his easy, loping run, closed the
screen again. She waited a few seconds. There was no indication of
interest apparently, even when he had his attention on her, he was
able to sense only her verbalized thoughts. That simplified the
matter.

She lightened the screen again. "Who are you?" she asked

The reply came instantly. "So | wasn't dreaming! For a moment, |
thought... . Are there two of you?"

"No. | was talking to my dog." There was something odd about the
quality of his thoughts. He might be using a shield or screen of some:
kind, not of the same type as hers but perhaps equally effective.

"Your dog? | see. It's been over a year" the voice said, "since Ive
spoken to others like this." It paused. "You're a woman ... young ... a
git.."

There was no reason to tell him she was fifteen. What Telzey wanted
to know just now was whether he also had been aware of a
disturbance in Melna Park. She asked, "Where are you?"

He didn't hesitate. "At my home. Twelve miles south of Cil Chasm
across the plain, at the edge of the forest. The house is easy to see
from the air."

He might be a park official. Theyd noticed such a house on their way
here this afternoon and speculated about who could be living there.
Permission to make one's residence in a Federation Park was
supposedly almost impossible to obtain.

"Does that tell you anything?" the voice went on.

"Yes," Telzey said. "Im in the park with some friends. | think I've seen
your house.”

"My name," the bodiless voice told her, "is Robane. You're being
careful. | don't blame you. There are certain risks connected with
being a psi, as you seem to understand. If we were in a city, fm not
sure | would reveal myself. But out here... . Somebody built a fire this
evening where the Cil River leaves the Chasm. m a cripple and
spend much of my time studying the park with scanners. i that your
fire?"

Telzey hesitated a moment. "Yes."

Your friends,” Robane's voice went on, "theyre aware you and |
they know you're a telepath?”

"No."

"Would you be able to come to see me for a while without letting
them know where youre going?"

"Why should | do that?" Telzey asked.
"Canit you imagine? Id like to talk to a psi again."
"We are talking," she said.

Silence for a moment.



"Let me tell you a litle about myself” Robane said then. "fm
approaching middle age—from your point | might even seem rather
old. I live here alone except for a well-meaning but rather stupid
housekeeper named Feddler. Feddler seems old from my point of
view. Four years ago, | was employed in one of the Federation's
science departments. | am ... was .. considered to be among the
best in my line of work. It wasnit very dangerous work so long as
certain precautions were observed. But one day a fool made a
mistake. His mistake killed two of my colleagues. I didn' quite kill
me, but since that day Ive been intimately associated with a machine
which has the responsibility of keeping me alive from minute to
minute. I'd die almost immediately if | were removed from it.

"So my working days are over. And | no longer want to live in cifes.
There are too many foolish people there to remind me of the one
particular fool Id prefer to forget. Because of the position fd held and
the work Id done, the Federation permitted me to make my home in
Melna Park where | could be by myself.

The voice stopped abruptly but Telzey had the impression Robane
was still talking, unaware that something had dimmed the thread of
psi between them. His own screen perhaps? She waited, alert and
quiet. It might be deliberate interference, the manifestation of another
active psionic field inthe area-a disturbing and malicious one

"... On the whole, | like it here.” Robane's voice suddenly was back,
and it was evident he didnt realize there had been an interruption. "A
psi need never be really bored, and I've installed instruments to offset
the disadvantages of being a cripple. | watch the park through
scanners and study the minds of animals... . Do you like animal
minds?"

That, Telzey thought, hadnt been at all a casual question
"Sometimes," she told Robane carefully. "Some of them

"Sometimes? Some of them? | wonder... . Solitude on occasion
appears to invite the uncanny. One may notice things that seem out
ol p\ace mm are disquieting. This evening .. during the past hour

u ... were there suggestions of activities... " He
paused "Mnd 1 don't quite know how to say this."

"There was something," she said. "For a moment, | wasnit sure |
wasn't dreaming.”

"You mean something ugly... "
"Yes."

"Fear." Robane's voice said in her mind. "Fear, pain, death. Savage
cruelly. So you caught it, too. Very strange! Perhaps an echo from
the past touched our minds in that moment, from the time when
creatures who hated man still haunted this country.

"But-well, this is one of the rare occasions when | feel lonely here.
And then to hear another psi, you see... . Perhaps Im even a litle
affraid to be alone in the night just now. Id like to speak to you, but not
in this way-not in any great detail. One can never be sure who else
is listening... .| think there are many things two psis might discuss to
their advantage.”

The voice ended on that. He'd expressed himself guardedy, and
apparently he didnt expect an immediate reply to his invitation
Telzey bit her lip. Chomir had come trotting up, had been welcomed
by her and setfled down. Gikkes was making cooing sounds and
snapping her fingers at him. Chomir ignored the overtures.



Ordinarily, Gikkes claimed to find him alarming; but here in Melna
Park at night, the idea of having an oversized dog near her evidently
had acquired a sudden appeal-

So Robane, too, had received the impression of unusual and
unpleasant events this evening ... events he didnit care to discuss
openly. The indication that he felt frightened probably needn't be
taken 100 seriously. He was in his house, after all; and so isolated a
house must have guard-screens. The house of a crippled, wealthy
recluse, who was avoiding the ordinary run of humanity, wouid have
very effective guard-screens. If something did try to get at Robarne,
he could put in a call to the nearest park station and have an armed
ranger car hovering about his roof in a matier of minutes. That
suggestion had been intended to arouse her sympathy for a shutin
fellow psi, help coax her over to the house.

But he had noticed something. Something, to judge from his cattious
description, quite similar to what she had felt. Telzey looked at
Chomir, stretched out on the sandy ground between her and the fire,
at the big, wolfish head, the wedge of powerful jaws. Chomir was not
exaclly an intellectual giant but he had the excellent sensory
equipment and alertness of a breed of fighting animals. If there had
been a disturbance of that nature in the immediate vicinity, he would
have known about t, and she would have known about t through him.

The disturbance, however, might very well have occurred somewhere
along the twelve-mile stretch between the point where Cil Chasm
splt the mountains and Robane's house across the plain. Her
impression had been that it was uncomfortably close to her. Robane
appeared to have sensed it as uncomfortably close to him. He had
showed no inclination to do anything about it, and there was, as a
matter of fact, no easy way to handle the matter. Robane clearly was
o more anxious than she was to reveal himself as a psi; and, in any
case, the park authorities would be understandably reluctant to
launch a search for a vicious but not otherwise identified man-hunting
beast on no better evidence than reported telepathic impressions--at
least, until somebody was reported missing.

It didn't seem a good idea to wait for that. For one thing, Telzey
thought, the killer might show up at their ire before morning

She grimaced uneasily, sent a troubled glance around the group.
She hadnit been willing to admit it but she'd really known for minutes
now that she was going to have to go look for the creature. In an
aircar, she thought, even an aircar throttled down to thirty miles an
hour and a contour altitude of a hundred and fifty feet, she would be
in no danger from an animal on the ground if she didn't take very
stupid chances. The flavor of psi about the event she didn't like. That
was still unexplained. But she was a psi herseff, and she would be
careful

She ran over the possibilities in her mind. The best approach should
be to start out towards Robane's house and scout the surrounding
wildlands mentally along that route. If she picked up traces of the
Killer-thing, she could pinpoint its position, call the park rangers from
the car, and give them a story that would get them there in a hurry.
They could do the rest. If she found nothing, she could consult with
Robane abot the next moves to make. Even if he didnit want to take
a direct part in the search, he might be wiling to give her some help
withit.

Chomir would remain here as sentinel. She'd plant a trace of
uneasiness in his mind, just enough to make sure he remained
extremely vigilant while she was gone. At the first hint from him that
anything dangerous was approaching the area, she'd use the car's
communicator to have everybody pile into the other two aircars and
getoffthe ground. Gikkes was putting them in the right frame of mind
to respond very promptly if they were given a real alarm.



Telzey hesitated a moment longer but there seemed to be nothing
wrong with the plan. She told herself she'd better start at once. If she
waited, the situation, whatever it was, conceivably could take an
immediately dangerous tum. Besides, the longer she debated about
it, the more unpleasant the prospect was going to look.

She glanced down at Dunker's watch on her wrist.
"Robane?" she asked in her mind.
‘The response came quickly. "Yes?"

"Il start over to your house now," Telzey said. "Would you watch for
my car? K there is something around that doesn' like people, fd
sooner not be standing outside your door.”

"The door will be open the instant you come down,” Robane's voice
assured her. "Until then, I'm keeping it locked. I've tumed on the
scanners and will be waiting... ." A moment's pause. "Do you have
additional reason to believe~"

"Not so far," Telzey said. "But there are some things Id like to talk
about--after | get there... " She didnit really intend to go walking into
Robane's house until she had more information about him. There
were too many uncertainties floating around in the night to be making
social calls. But he'd be alert now, waiting for her to arrive, and might
notice things she didn'.

The aircar was her own, a fast little Cloudspliitter. No one objected
when she announced she was setting off for an hour's roam in the
starblaze by herself. The fan club looked wistful but was well trained,
and Pollard had allowed himself to be reclaimed by Gikkes. Gikkes
clearly regarded Teizey's solo excursion as a fine idea... .

She lifted the Cloudsplitter out of the mouth of Cil Chasm. At a
hundred and fifty feet, as the sealed engine lock clicked in, the litie
car automatically stopped its ascent. Telzey tumed to the right, along
the forested walls of the mountain, then swung out across the plain.

It should take her about twenty minutes to get to Robane's house if
she went there in a straight line; and if nothing else happened, she
intended o go there in a straight line. What the park maps called a
plain was a series of sloping plateaus, broken by low hills,
descending gradually to the south. It was mainly brush country, dotted
with small woods which blended here and there into patches of
forest. Scattered herds of native animals moved about in the open
ground, showing no interest in the aircar passing through the
clusterlight overhead.

Evenything looked peaceful enough. Robane had taken her hint and
remained quiet. The intangible bubble of the psi screen about
Telzey's mind thinned, opened wide. Her awareness wert searching
ahead, to all sides... .

Man-killer, where are you?

Perhaps ten minutes passed before she picked up the first trace. By
then, she could see a tiny, steady spark of orange light ahead
against the dark line of the forest. That would be Robane's house,
still five or sixmiles away.

Robane hadn't spoken again. There had been numerous fleeting
contacts with animal minds savage enough in their own way, deadly
to one another. But the thing that hunted man should have a special
quality, one she would recognize when she touched it



She touched it suddenly--a blur of alert malignance, gone almost at
once. She was prepared for it, but it still senta thill of alarm through
her. She moistened her lips, told herself again she was safe in the
car. The creature definitely had not been far away. Telzey slipped
over for a moment into Chomir's mind. The big dog stood a litle
beyond the circle of firelight, probing the land to the south. He was
unquiet but no more than she had intended him to be. His senses
had found nothing of unusual significance. The menace wasn't there.

It was around here, ahead, or to left or right. Telzey let the car move
on slowly. After a while, she caught the blur for a moment again, lost
itagain.

She approached Robane's house gradually. Presently she couid
make it out well enough i the clusterlight, a sizable structure, setina
garden of its own which ended where the forest began. Part of the
building was two-storied, with a balcony running around the upper
story. The light came from there, dark-orange light glowing through
screened windows.

The second fleeting puise of that aura of malevolence had come
from this general direction; she was sure of it. If the creature was in
the forest back of the house, perhaps watching the house, Robane's
apprehensions might have some cause, after all. She had brought
the Cloudsplitter almost to a stop some five hundred yards north of
the house; now she began moving to the left, then shifted in towards
the forest, beginning to circle the house as she waited for another
indication. Robane should be watching her through the telescanners,
and she was grateful that he hadn't broken the silence. Perhaps he
had realized what she was trying to do.

For long minutes now, she had been intensely keyed up, sharply
aware of the infinite mingling of life detail below. It was as if the plain
had come alight in all directions about her, a shifing glimmer of
sparks, glowing emanations of life-force, printed in constant change
on her awareness. To distinguish among it all the specific pattern
which she had touched briefly twice might not be an easy matter. But
then, within seconds, she made two significant discoveries.

She had brought the Cloudsplitter nearly to a stop again. She was
now 1o the left of Robane's house, no more than two hundred yards
from it. Close enough to see a flock of small birdike creatures fiutier
about indistinctly in the garden shrubbery. Physical vision seemed to
overlap and blend with her inner awareness, and among the
uncomplicated emanations of small animal life in the garden, there
was now a center of mental emanation which was of more interest.

Itwas inside the house, and it was human. It seemed to Telzey it was
Robane she was sensing. That was curious, because if his mind was
screened as well as she'd believed, she should not be able to sense
him in this manner. But, of course, it might not be. She had simply
assumed he had developed measures against being read as
adequate as her own.

Probably it was Robane. Then where, Telzey thought, was that
elderly, rather stupid housekeeper named Feddler he'd told her
about? Feddler's presence, her mind unscreened in any way, should
be at least equally obvious now.

With the thought, she caught a second strong glow. That was not the
mind of some stupid old woman, or of anything human. t was still
blurred, but it was the mind for which she had been searching. The
mind of some baleful, intelligent tiger-thing. And it was very close.

She checked again, carefully. Then she knew. It was not back in the
forest, and not hidden somewhere on the plain nearby.

It was inside Robane's house.

For a moment, shock held her motionless. Then she swung the



Cloudsplitter smoothly to the left, started moving off along the edge
of the forest.

"Where are you going?" Robane's voice asked in her mind

Telzey didn't answer. The car already was gliding along at the thirty
miles an hour its throttled-down engine allowed it to go. Her
forefinger was flicking out the call number of Rishis aircar back at the
camp on the Cloudsplitter's communicator.

There'd been a trap set for her here. She didn't yet know what kind of
atrap, or whether she could get out of it by herself. But the best thing
she could do at the moment was to let other people know
immediately where she was—

A dragging, leaden heaviness sark through her. She saw her hand
drop from the communicator dial, felt herself slump to the left, head
sagging down on the side rest, face tumed half up. She felt the
Cloudsplitter's engines go dead. The trap had snapped shut

The car was dropping, s forward momentum gone. Telzey made a
straining effort to sit back up, lift her hands to the controls, and
nothing happened. She realized then that nothing could have
happened if she had reached the controls. If it hadn't been for the
countergravity materials worked into s structure, the Cloudsplitier
would have plunged to the ground like a rock. As it was, it settied
gradually down through the air, swaying from side to side.

She watched the fiery night sky shift above with the swaying of the
car, sickened by the conviction that she was dropping towards
death, trying to keep the confusion of terror from exploding through
her.

“I'm curious to know,” Robane's voice said, "what made you decide
atthe last moment to decline my invitation and attempt to leave."

She wrenched her attention away from terror, reached for the voice
and Robane.

There was the crackiing of psi, open telepathic channels through
which her awareness flowed in a flash. For an instant, she was inside
his mind. Then psi static crashed, and she was away from it again.
Her awareness dimmed, momentarily blured out. She'd absorbed
almost too much. it was as if she'd made a photograph of a section
of Robane's mind--a pitiful and horrible mind.

She felt the car touch the ground, stop moving. The slight jolt tilted
her over farther, her head lolling on the side rest. She was breathing;
her eyelids blinked. But her conscious efforts weren't affecting a
muscle of her body.

The dazed blurriness began to lift from her thoughts. She found
herself still very much frightened but no longer accepting in the least
that she would die here. She should have a chance against Robane.
She discovered he was speaking again, utterly unaware of what had
just occurred.

"Im not a psi,” his voice said. "But I'm a gadgeteer—and, you see, |
happen to be highly intelligent. Ive used my intelligence to provide
myseff with instruments which guard me and serve my wishes here.
Some give me abilities equivalent to those of a psi. Others, as
You've just experienced, can be used o neutralize power devices or
to paralyze the human voluntary muscular system within as much as
half a mile of this room.

"I was amused by your cautious hesitation and attempted fiight just



now. Id already caught you. If Id let you use the communicator, you
would have found it dead. | shut it off as soon as your aircar was in
range... "

Robane not a psi? For an instant, there was a burbling of lunatic,
silent laughter in Telzeys head. In that moment of ful contact
between them, she'd sensed a telepathic system functional in every
respect except that he wasrit aware of it. Psi energy flared about his
words as he spoke. That came from one of the machines, but only a
telepath could have operated such a machine.

Robane had never considered that possibillty. If the machine static
hadn't caught her off guard, broken the contact before she could
secure it, he would be much more wulnerable in his unawareness
now than an ordinary nonpsi human.

She'd reached for him again as he was speaking, along the
verbalized thoughtforms directed at her. But the words were
projected through a machine. Following them back, she wound up at
the machine and another jarring blast of psi static. She would have to
wait for a moment when she found an opening to his mind again,
when the machines didnt happen to be covering him. He was silent
now. He intended to kill her as he had others before her, and he
might very well be able to do it before an opening was there. But he
would make no further moves until he felt certain she hadrit been
able to summon help in a manner his machines hadn't detected
What he had done so far he could explain-he had forced an aircar
prowling about his house to the ground without harming its occupant
There was no proof of anything else he had done except the proof in
Telzeys mind, and Robane didn't know about that.

It gave her a few minutes to act without interference from him.

"What's the matter with that dog?" Gikkes asked nervously. "He's
behaving like ... like he thinks there's something around.”

The chatter stopped for a moment. Eyes swung over to Chomir. He
stood looking out from the canyon ledge over the plain, making a
rumbling noise in his throat.

"Don' be sily" Valia said. "He's just wondering where Telzey's
gone." She looked at Rish. "How long has she been gone?"

“Twenty-seven minutes,” Rish said.

"Well, that's nothing to worry about, is it?" Valia checked herseff,
added, "Now ook at that, will you!" Chomir had swung around,
moved over to Ristis aircar, stopped beside it, staring at them with
yellow eyes. He made the rumbling noise again.

Gikkes said, watching him fascinatedly, "Maybe something’s
happened to Telzey."

"Don't talk like that," Valia said. "What could happen to her?"
Rish got to his feet. "Well-it can't hurt to give her a call... ." He

grinned at Valia to show he wasn'tin the least concerned, went to the
aircar, opened the door.

Chomir moved silently past him into the car.
Rish frowned, glanced back at Valia and Dunker coming up behind
him, started to say something, shook his head, slid into the car, and
tumed on the commuricator.

Valia inquired, her eyes uneasily on Chomir, "Know her number?"



"Uh-huh." They watched as he flicked the number out on the dial, then
stood waiting.

Presently Valia cleared her throat. "She's probably got out of the car
and is walking around somewhere.”

"Of course she's walking," Rish said shortly.
"Keep buzzing anyway,” Dunker said

"I am.” Rish glanced at Chormir again. "f she's anywhere near the
car, she'll be answering in a moment..

"Why dorit you answer me?" Robane's voice asked, sharp with
impatience. "It would be very foolish of you to make me angry."

Telzey made no response. Her eyes biinked siowly at the starblaze.
Her awareness groped, prowled, patiently, like a hungry cat, for
anything, the slightest wisp of escaping unconscious thought,
emotion, that wasn't filtered through the blocking machines, that
might give her another opening to the telepathic levels of Robane's
mind. In the minutes she'd been lying paralyzed across the seat of
the aircar, she had arranged and comprehended the multi-detailed
glimpse she'd had of it. She understood Robane very thoroughly
now.

The instrument room of the house was his living area. A big room
centered about an island of immaculate precision machines.
Robane rarely was away from it. She knew what he looked like, from
mirror images, glimpses in shining instrument surfaces, his thoughts
about himself. A half-man, enclosed from the waist down in a
floating, mobile machine like a tiny aircar, which carried him and
kept him alive. The litlie machine was efficient, the half-body
protruding from it was vigorous and strong. Robane in his isolation
gave fastidious attention to his appearance. The coat which covered
him down to the machine was tailored to Orado City's latest fashion;
his thick hair was carefully groomed.

He had led a full life as scientist, sportsman, and man of the world,
before the disaster which left him bound to his machine. To make the



man responsible for the disaster pay for his blunder in full became
Robane's obsession and he laid his plans with all the care of the
trophy hunter he had been. His work for the Federation had been
connected with the further development of devices permiting the
direct transmission of sensations from one living brain to another
and their adaptation to various new uses. In his retirement in Melna
Park, Robane patiently refined such devices for his own purposes
and succeeded beyond his expectations, never suspecting that the
success was due in part to the latent psionic abiliies he was
stimulating with his experiments.

Meanwhile, he had prepared for the remaining moves in his plan,
installed automatic machinery to take the place of his housekeeper,
and dismissed the old woman from his service. A smuggling fing
provided him with a specimen of a savage natural predator native to
the continent for which he had set up quarters beneath the house.
Robane trained the beast and himseff, perfecting his skill in the use
of the instruments, sent the conditioned animal out at night to hunt,
brought it back after it had made the kill in which he had shared
through its mind. There was sharper excitement in that alone than he
had found in any previous hunting experience. There was further
excitement in treating trapped animals with the drug that exposed
their sensations to his instruments when he released them and set
the Killer on their trail. He could be hunter or hunted, alternately and
simuitaneously, following each chase to the end, withdrawing from
the downed quarry only when its numbing death impulses began to
reach him.

When it seemed he had no more to leamn, he had his underworld
connections deliver his enemy to the house. That night, he awakened
the man from his stupor, told him what to expect, and tumed him out
under the starblaze to run for his life. An hour later, Robane and his
savage deputy made a human Kkill, the instruments fingering the
victim's drug-drenched nervous system throughout and faithfully
transmitting his terrors and final torment.

With that, Robane had accomplished his revenge. But he had no
intention now of giving up the exquisite excitements of the new sport
he had developed in the process. He became almost completely
absorbed by it, as absorbed as the beast he had formed into an
extension of himself. They went out by night to stalk and harry, run
down and kill. They grew alike in cunning, stealth, and savage
audacity, were skillul enough to create no unusual disturbance
among the park animals with their sport. By moming, they were back
in Robane's house to spend most of the day in sleep. Unsuspecting
human visitors who came through the area saw no traces of their
noctumal activities.

Robane barely noticed how completely he had slipped into this new
way of living. Ordinaril, it was enough. But he had almost o fear of
detection now, and sometimes he remembered there had been a
special savor in driving a human being to his death. Then his
contacts would bring another shipment of "supplies” to the house,
and that night he hunted human game. Healthy young game which
did its desperate best to escape but never got far. It was something
humanity owed him.

For a while, there was one lingering concer. During his work for the
Overgovernment, he'd had several contacts with a telepath called in
to assist in a number of experiments. Robane had found out what he
could about such people and believed his instruments would shield
him against being detected and investigated by them. He was not
entirely sure of it, but in the two years he had been pursuing his
pleasures undisturbed in Melna Park his uneasiness on that point
had almost faded away.

Telzey's voice, following closely on his latest human kill, startied him
profoundly. But when he realized that it was a chance contact, that
she was here by accident, it occurred to him that this was an



opportunity to find out whether a telepathic mind could be dangerous
to him. She seemed young and inexperienced-he could handle her
through his instruments with the slightest risk to himself.

Rish and Dunker were in Rish's aircar with Chomir, Telzey thought,
and a third person, who seemed to be Valia, was siting behind
them. The car was aloft and moving, so they had started looking for
her. It would be nice if they were feeling nervous enough to have the
park rangers looking for her, too; but that was very uniikely. She had
to handle Chomir with great caution here. If he'd sensed any fear in
her, he would have raced off immediately in her general direction to
protect her, which would have been of no use at all

As it was, he was following instructions he didnit know he was
getling. He was aware which way the car should go, and he would
make that quite clear to Rish and the others if it tumed off in any
other direction. Since they had no idea where to look for her
themselves, they wouid probably decide to rely on Chomir's intuition.

That would bring them presently to this area. If she was outside the
half-mile range of Robane's energy shut-off device by then, they
could pick her up safely. ff she wasn't, she'd have to tum them away
through Chomir again or she'd simply be drawing them into danger
with her. Robane, however, wouldnit attempt to harm them unless he
was forced o it. Telzey's disappearance in the wildlands of the park
could be put down as an unexplained accident, he wasn't risking
much there. But a very intensive investigation would get under way i
three other students of Pehanron College vanished simuitaneously
along with a large dog. Robane couidn't afford that.

"Why don't you answer?”

There was an edge of frustrated rage in Robane's projected voice.
The paralysis field which immobiized her also made her
unreachable to him. He was like an animal balked for the moment by
a glass wall. He'd said he had a weapon trained on her which could
Kill her in an instant as she lay in the car, and Telzey knew it was true
from what she had seen in his mind. For that matter, he probably only
had to change the setting of the paralysis field to stop her heartbeat
or her breathing

But such actions wouldn't answer the questions he had about psis.
She'd frightened him tonight; and now he had to run her to her death,
terrified and helpless as any other human quarry, before he could
feel secure again.

"Do you think Im afraid to kill you?" he asked, seeming almost
plaintively puzzled. *Believe me, if | pull the trigger my finger is
touching, | won't even be questioned about your disappearance. The
park authorities have been instructed by our grateful goverment to
show me every consideration, in view of my past invaluable
contributions to humanity, and in view of my present disability. No
one would think to disturb me here because some foolish girl is
reported lostin Melna Park... "

The thought-voice went on, its fury and bafflement fitered through a
machine, sometimes oddly suggestive even of a ranting, angry
machine. Now and then it blured out completely, like a bad
connection, resumed seconds later. Telzey drew her attention away
from it. It was a distraction in her waiting for another open
subconscious bridge to Robane's mind. Attempts to reach him more
directly remained worse than useless. The machines also handled
mind-stuff, but mechanically channeled, focused, and projected; the
result was a shifting, flickering, nightmarish distortion of emanations
in which Robane and his instruments seemed to blend in constantly



changing patterns. She'd tried to force through it, had drawn back
quickly, dazed and jolted again...

Every minute she gained here had improved her chances of escape,
but she thought she wouldnit be able to stall him much longer. The
possibility that a ranger patrol or somebody else might happen by
just now, see her Cloudsplitter parked near the house, and come
over to investigate, was probably slight, but Robane wouldnit be
happy about it. f she seemed to remain intractable, he'd decide at
some pointto dispose of her at once.

So she mustn't seem too intractable. Since she wasn't replying, he
would try something else to find out if she could be controlled. When
he did, she would act frightened silly-which she was in a way, except
that it didn't seem to affect her ability to think now--and do whatever
he said except for one thing. After he tumed off the paralysis field, he
would order her to come to the house. She couldnit do that. Behind
the entry door was a lock chamber. If she stepped inside, the door
would close; and with the next breath she took she would have
absorbed a full dose of the drug that let Robane's mind-instruments
seftle into contact with her. She didrit know what effect that would
have. It might nulify her ability to maintain her psi screen and reveal
her thoughts to Robane. If he knew what she had in mind, he would
Kill her on the spot. O the drug might distort her on the telepathic
level and end her chances of getting him under control.

"Its occurred to me," Robane's voice said, "that you may not be
deliberately refusing to answer me. Its possible that you are unable
to do it either because of the effect of the paralysis field or simply
because of fear."

Telzey had been wondering when it would ocour to him. She waited,
new tensions growing up in her.

"Ml release you from the field in a moment,” the voice went on. "What
happens then depends on how well you carry out the instructions
given you. If you try any tricks, itle psi, you'll be dead. ' quite aware
Youlll be able to move normally seconds after the field is off. Make no
move you aren't told to make. Do exactly what you are told to do, and
do it without hesitation. Remember those two things. Your life
depends on them."

He paused, added, “The field is now off... "
Telzey felt a surge of strength and lightness all through her. Her heart
began to race. She refrained carefully from stirring. After a moment,
Robane's voice said, "Touch nothing in the car you don't need to
touch. Keep your hands in sight. Get out of the car, walk twenty feet
‘away from it, and stop. Then face the house."

Telzey climbed out of the car. She was shaky throughout; but it wasn't
as bad as she'd thought it would be when she first moved again. It
wasn't bad at all. She walked on to the left, stopped, and looked up
atthe orange-lit, screened windows inthe upper part of the house.

"Watch your car,” Robane's voice told her.

She looked over at the Cloudsplitter. He'd tumed off the power
neutralizer and the car was already moving. I lifted vertically from the
ground, began gliding forward thirty feet up, headed in the direction
of the forest beyond the house. It picked up speed, disappeared
over the trees.

"It will begin to change course when it reaches the mountains,”
Robane's voice said. "It may start circling and still be within the park
when it is found. More probably, it will be hundreds of miles away.
Various explanations will be offered for your disappearance from it,
apparently in midair, which needrit concem us now... . Raise your
arms before you, little psi. Spread them farther apart. Stand still*



Telzey lifted her arms, stood waiting. After an instant, she gave a jerk
of surprise. Her hands and arms, Dunker's watch on her wrist, the
edges of the short sleeves of her shirt suddenly glowed white.

"Donit move!" Robane's voice said sharply. "This is a search-beam.
ftwon't hurt you."

She stood stil again, shifted her gaze downwards. What she saw of
herself and her clothes and of a small patch of ground about her feet
all showed the same cold, white glow, like fluorescing plastic. There
was an eerie suggestion of translucence. She glanced back at her
hands, saw the fine bones showing faintly as more definite lines of
white in the glow. She felt nothing and the beam wasn't affecting her
vision, but it was an efficient device. Sparks of heatless light began
stabbing from her clothing here and there; within moments, Robane:
located half a dozen minor items in her pockets and instructed her to
throw them away one by one, along with the watch. He wasn't taking
chances on fashionably camoufiaged communicators, perhaps
suspected even this or that might be a weapon. Then the beam went
off and he told her to lower her arms again.

"Now a reminder," his voice went on. "Perhaps you're unable to
speak to me. And perhaps you could speak but think it's clever to
remain silent in this situation. That isn't too important. But let me
show you something. It will help you keep in mind that it isn't at all
advisable to be too clever in dealing with me... "

Something suddenly was taking shape twenty yards away, between
Telzey and the house; and fright fiicked through her like fire and ice in
the instant before she saw it was a projection placed a few inches
above the ground. It was an image of Robane's killer, a big, bulky
creature which looked bulkier because of the coat of fluffy, almost
feathery fur covering most of it ike a cloak. t was half crouched, a
pair of powerful forelimbs stretched out through the cloak of fur. Ears
like uptumed horns projected from the sides of the head, and big,
round, dark eyes, the eyes of a star-night hunter, were set in front
above the sharply curved, serrated cutting beak.

The image faded within seconds. She knew what the creature was.
The spooks had been, at one time, almost the dominant life form on
this continent; the early human settiers hated and feared them for
their unqualified liking for human flesh, made them a legend which
haunted Orado's forests long after they had, in fact, been driven out
of most of their territory. Even in captivity, from behind separating
force fields, their flat, dark stares, their size, goblin appearance, and
monkey quickness disturbed impressionable people.

"My hunting partner.” Robane's voice said. "My other seff. I is not
pleasant, not at all pleasant, to know this is the shape that is
following your trail at night in Melna Park. You had a suggestion of it
this evening. Be careful not to make me angry again. Be quick to do
what | tell you. Now come forward to the house."

Telzey saw the entry door in the garden slide open. Her heart began
to beat heavily. She didn't move.

"Come to the house!” Robane repeated.

Something accompanied the words, a gush of heavy, subconscious
excitement, somebody reaching for a craved drug ... but Robane's
drug was death. As she touched the excitement, it vanished. t was
what she had waited for, a line to the unguarded levels of his mind. ff
it came again and she could hold it even for seconds—

Itdidn't come again. There was a long pause before Robane spoke.

"This is curious,” his voice said slowly. "You refuse. You know you
are helpless. You know what | can do. Yet you refuse. | wonder... "

He went silent. He was suspicious now, very. For a moment, she



could almost feel him finger the trigger of his weapon. But the drug
was there, in his reach. She was cheating him out of some of it. He
wouldn'tlet her cheat him out of everything... .

"Very well" the voice said. "Im tired of you. | was interested in
seeing how a psi would act in such a situation. Ive seen. You're s
afraid you can barely think. So run along. Run as fast as you can, ltle
psi. Because [l soon be following.”

Telzey stared up at the windows. Let him believe she could barely
think.

“Runt®

She whipped around, as if shocked into motion by the command,
and ran, away from Robane's house, back in the direction of the
plain to the north.

"Il give you a wamning," Robane's voice said, seeming to move
along with her. "Don't try to climb a tree. We catch the ones who do
that immediately. We can ciimb better than you can, and if the tree is
big enough we'll come up after you. If the tree's too light to hold us, or
if you go out where the branches are too thin, we'l simply shake you
down. So keep running."

She glanced back as she came up to the first group of trees. The
orange windows of the house seemed to be staring after her. She
went in among the trees, out the other side, and now the house was
no longer in sight.

"Be clever now," Robane’s voice said. "We like the clever ones. You
have a chance, you know. Perhaps somebody will see you before
youire caught. Or you may think of some way to throw us off your
track. Perhaps youlll be the lucky one who gets away. We'll be very,
very sorry then, won't we? So do your best, ltie psi. Do your best.
Give us a good run."

She ficked out a search-thought, touched Chomir's mind briefly. The
aircar was still coming, still on course, still too far away to do her any
immediate good... .

She ran. She was in as good condition as a fifteen-year-old who
liked a large variety of sports and played hard at them was likely to
get. But she had to cover five hundred yards to get beyond the range
of Robane’s house weapons, and on this broken ground it began to
seem a long, long stretch. How much time would he give her? Some
of those he'd hunted had been allowed a start of thirty minutes or
more.

She began to count her steps. Robane remained silent. When she
thought she was approaching the end of five hundred yards, there
were trees ahead again. She remembered crossing over a small
stream followed by a straggling line of trees as she came up to the
house. That must be it. And in that case, she was beyond the five-
hundred-yard boundary.

Ahungry excitement swirled about her and was gone. She'd lashed
at the feeling quickly, got nothing. Robane's voice was there an
instant later.

"We're starting now.



So soon? She felt shocked. He wasn't giving her even the pretense
of a chance to escape. Dismay sent a wave of weakness through her
as she ran splashing down into the creek. Some large animals burst
out of the water on the far side, crashed through the bushes along the
bark, and pounded away. Telzey hardly noticed them. Tum to the left
downstream, she thought. It was a fast little stream. The spook must
be following by scent and the running water should wipe out her trail
before it got her

But others it had followed would have decided to tun downstream
when they reached the creek. If it didn't pick up the trail on the far
bank and found no human scent in the water coming down, it only
had to go along the bank to the left until it either heard her in the
water or reached the place where she'd left it

Theyd expect her, she told herseff, to leave the water on the far side
of the creek, not to angle back in the direction of Robane's house. O
would they? It seemed the best thing to try.

She went downstream as quickly as she could, splashing, stumbling
on slippery rock, careless of noise for the moment. t would be a
greater danger to lose time trying to be quiet. A hundred yards on,
stout tree branches swayed low over the water. She could catch
them, swing up, scramble on up into the trees.

Others would have tried that, too. Robane and his beast knew such
spots, would check each to make sure it wasn't what she had done.

She ducked, gasping, under the low-hanging branches, hurried on
Against the starblaze a considerable distance ahead, a thicker
cluster of trees loomed darkly. It looked like a sizable litle wood
surrounding the watercourse. It might be a good place to hide

Others, fighting for breath after the first hard run, legs beginning to
falter, would have had that thought.

Robane's voice said abruptly in her mind, "So you'e taken to the
water. It was your best move... "

The voice stopped. Telzey felt the first stab of panic. The creek
curved sharply ahead. The bank on the left was steep, not the best
place to get out. She followed it with her eyes. Roots sprouted out of
the bare earth a litle ahead. She came up to them, jumped to catch
them, pulled herself up, and scrambled over the edge of the bank
She climbed to her feet, hurried back in the general direction of
Robane's house, dropped into a cluster of tall grass. Tuming,
flattened out on her stomach, she lited her head to stare back in the
direction of the creek. There was an opening in the bushes on the
other bank, with the clusteriight of the skyiine showing through it. She
watched that, breathing as softly as she could. It occurred to her that
if a breeze was moving the wrong way, the spook might catch her
scent on the air. But she didnit feel any breeze

Perhaps a minute passed—certainly no more. Then a dark silhouette
passed lightly and swiftly through the opening in the bushes she was
watching, went on downstream. It was larger than she'd thought it
would be when she saw its projected image; and that something so
big should move in so effortiess a manner, seeming to drift along the
ground, somehow was jolting in itself. For a moment, Telzey had
distinguished, or imagined she had distinguished, the big, round
head held high, the pointed ears like homs. Goblin, her nerves
screamed. A feeling of heavy dread flowed through her, seemed to
drain away her strength. This was how the others had felt when they
ran and crouched in hiding, knowing there was o escape from such
apursuer.

She made herself count off a hundred seconds, got to her feet, and
started back on a slant towards the creek, to a point a hundred yards
above the one where she had climbed from it. I the thing retumed
alona this side of the watercourse and picked up her trail. it miaht



decide she had tried to escape upstream. She got down quietly into
the creek, tumed downstream again, presently saw in the distance
the wood which had looked like a good place to hide. The spook
should be prowling among the trees there now, searching for her.
She passed the curve where she had pulled herself up on the bark,
waded on another hundred steps, trying to make no noise at all,
almost certain from moment to moment she could hear or glimpse
the spook on its way back. Then she climbed the bank on the right,
pushed carefully through the hedges of bushes that lined it, and ran
offinto the open plain sloping up to the north.

After perhaps a hundred yards, her legs began to lose the rubbery
weakness of held-in terror. She was breathing evenly. The aircar was
closer again and in not too many more minutes she might find herself
out of danger. She didn't look back. If the spook was coming up
behind her, she couldn't outrun it, and it wouldn' help to feed her
fears by watching for shadows on her trail

She shifted her attention to signs from Robane. He might be growing
concerned by now and resort to his telescanners to look for her and
guide his creature after her. There was nothing she could do about
that. Now and then she seemed to have a brief awareness of him,
but there had been no definite contact since he had spoken.

She reached a rustling grove, walked and trotted through it. As she
came out the other side, a herd of graceful deer-ike animals tumed
from her and sped with shadowy quickness across the plain and out
of her range of vision. She remembered suddenly having heard that
hunted creatures sometimes covered their trail by mingling with other
groups of animals... .

A few minutes later, she wasn't sure how well that was working. Other
herds were around; sometimes she saw shadowy motion ahead or
o right or left; then there would be whistles of alarm, the stamp of
hoofs, and they'd vanish like drifting smoke, leaving the section of
plain about her empty again. This was Robane’s hunting ground; the
animals here might be more alert and nervous than in other sections
of the park. And perhaps, Telzey thought, they sensed she was the
quarry tonight and was drawing danger towards them. Whatever the
reason, they kept well out of her way. But she'd heard fleeing herds
cross behind her a number of times, so they might in fact be
breaking up her trail enough to make it more difficult to follow. She
kept scanning the skyiine above the slope ahead, looking for the
intermitient green flash of a moving aircar or the sweep of its search-
beam along the ground. They couldn't be too far away.

She slowed to a walk again. Her legs and lungs hadn't given out, but
she could tell she was tapping the final reserves of strength. She sent
a thought to Chomir's mind, touched it instantly and, at the same
moment, caught a glimpse of a pulsing green spark against the
starblaze, crossing down through a dip in the siopes, disappearing
beyond the wooded ground ahead of her. She went hot with hope,
swung 1o the right, began running towards the point where the car
shouid show again.

Theyd arrived. Now to catch their attention... .

Here!" she said sharply in the dog's mind

Itmeant: "Here | am! Look for me! Come to me!" No more than that
Chomir was keyed up enough without knowing why. Any actual
suggestion that she was in trouble might throw him out of control.

She almost heard the deep, whining half-growl with which he
responded. I shoud be enough. Chomir knew now she was



somewhere nearby, and Rish and the others would see it
immediately in the way he behaved. When the aircar reappeared, its
searctvbeam should be swinging about, fingering the ground to
locate her.

Teizey jumped down into a little guly, felt, with a shock of surprise,
her knees go soft with fatigue as she landed, and clambered shakily
out the other side. She took a few running steps forward, came to a
sudden complete stop.

Robane! She felt him about, a thick, ugly excitement, It seemed the
chance moment of contact for which she'd been waiting, his mind
open, unguarded.

She looked carefully around. Something lay beside a cluster of
bushes thirty feet ahead. It appeared to be a big pile of wind-blown
dryleaves and grass, but ts surface stirred with a curious softness in
the breeze. Then a wisp of acrid animal odor touched Telzey's
nostiils and she felt the hot-ice surge of deep fright.

The spook lfted its head slowly out of its fluffed, mottled mane and
looked at her. Then it moved from its crouched position ... a
soundless shift a good fifteen feet to the right, light as the tumbling of
a big ball of moss. It rose on its hind legs, the long fur setlling loosely
aboutitlike a cloak, and made a chuckling sound of pleasure.

The plain seemed to explode about Telzey.

The explosion was in her mind. Tensions held too long, too hard,
lashed back through her in seething confusion at a moment when too
much needed to be done at once. Her physical vision went black;
Robane's beast and the starlt slope vanished. She was sweeping
through a topsy-turvy series of mental pictures and sensations.
Rishis face appeared, wide-eyed, distorted with alarm, the aircar
skimming almost at ground level along the top of a grassy rise, a
wood suddenly ahead. "Now" Telzey thought. Shouts, and the car
swerved up again. Then a brief, thudding, jarring sensation
underfoot

That was done.

She swung about to Robane's waiting excitement, slipped through it
into his mind. In an instant, her awareness poured through a et of
subconscious psi channels that became half familiar as she touched
them. Machine static clatiered, too late to dislodge her. She was
there. Robane, unsuspecting, looked out through his creature's eyes
at her shape on the plain, hands locked hard on the instruments
through which he lived, experienced, murdered

In minutes, Telzey thought, in minutes, if she was alive minutes from
now, she would have this mind--unaware, unresistant, wide open to
her--under control. But she wasn't certain she could check the spook
then through Robane. He had never attempted to hold it back
moments away from its kil

Vision cleared. She stood on the slope, tight tendrils of thought still
linking her to every significant section of Robane's mind. The spook
stared, hook-beak lifted above its gaping mouth, showing the thick,
twisting tongue inside. Still upright, it began to move, seemed to
glide across the ground towards her. One of its forelimbs came
through the thick cloak of fur, four-ingered paw raised, slashing
retractile claws extended, reaching out almost playfully.

Telzey backed slowly off from the advancing gobiin shape. For an
instant, another picture slipped through her thoughts ... a blur of
motion. She gave it no attention. There was nothing she could do




there now.

The gobiin dropped lightly to a crouch. Telzey saw it begin its spring
as she tumed and ran.

She heard the gurgling chuckle a few feet behind her, but no other
sound. She ran headlong up the slope with all the strength she had
left. In another world, on another level of existence, she moved
quickly through Robane's mind, tracing out the control lines,
gathering them in. But her thoughts were beginning to blur with
fatigue. Bushy shrubbery dotted the slope ahead. She could see
nothing else.

The spook passed her like something blown by the wind through the
grass. It swung around before her, twenty feet ahead; and as she
tumed to the right, it was suddenly behind her again, coming up
quickly, went by. Something nicked the back of her calf as it passed-
-a scratch, not much deeper than a dozen or so she'd picked up
pushing through thomy growth tonight, But this hadn't been a thom.
She turned left, and it followed, herding her; dodged right, and it was
there, going past. Iis touch seemed the lightest flick again, but an
instant later there was a hot, wet line of pain down her arm. She felt
panic gather in her throat s it came up behind her once more. She
stopped, tuming to face it.

Itstopped in the same instant, fifteen feet away, rose slowiy to its full
height, dark eyes staring, hooked beak open as if in silent laughter.
Telzey watched it, gasping for breath. Streaks of foggy darkness
seemed to float between them. Robane felt far away, beginning to
slip from her reach. If she took another step, she thought, she would
stumble and fall; then the thing would be on her.

The spook's head swung about. fts beak closed with a clack. The
homn-ears went erect.

The white shape racing silently down the slope seemed unreal for a
moment, something she imagined. She knew Chomir was
approaching; she hadn't realized he was so near. She couldn' see
the aircar's lights in the starblaze above, but it might be there. If they
had followed the dog after he plunged out of the car, if they hadn't
lost...

Chomir could circle Robane's beast, threaten it, perhaps draw it
away from her, keep it occupied for minutes. She drove a command
at him-another, quickly and anxiously, because he hadnit checked in
the least; tried to slip into his mind and knew suddenly that Chomir,
coming in silent fury, wasn't going to be checked or slowed or
controlled by anything she did. The goblin uttered a monstrous,
squalling scream of astounded rage as the strange white animal
closed the last twenty yards between them; then it leaped aside with
its horrid ease. Sick with dismay, Telzey saw the great forelimb flash
from the cloak, strike with spread talons. The thudding blow caught
Chomir, spun him around, sent him rolling over the ground. The
spook sprang again to come down on its reckless assailant. But the
dog was on his feet and away.

It was Chomirs first serious fight. But he came of generations of
ancestors who had fought one another and other animals and armed
men in the arenas of Askanam. Their battle cunning was stamped
into his genes. He had made one mistake, a very nearly fatal one, in
hurtiing in at a dead run on an unknown opponent. Aimost within
seconds, it became apparent that he was making no further
mistakes.

Telzey saw it through a shifting blur of exhaustion. As big a dog as
Chomir was, the squalling goblin must weigh nearly five times as
much, looked ten times larger with its fur-mane bristiing about it. Its
kind had been forest horrors to the early settiers. tts forelimbs were
tipped with claws longer than her hands and the curved beak could



shear through muscle and bone like a sword. Its uncanny speed... .

Now somehow it seemed slow. As it sprang, slashing down,
something white and low flowed around and about it with silent
purpose. Telzey understood it then. The spook was a natural kiler,
developed by nature to deal efficiently with its prey. Chomir's breed
were killers developed by man to deal efficiently with other killers.

He seemed locked to the beast for an instant, high on its shoulder,
and she saw the wide, dark stain on his flank where the spook's
talons had struck. He shook himself savagely. There was an ugly,
snapping sound. The spook screeched like a huge bird. She saw the
two animals locked together again, then the spook rolling over the
ground, the white shape rolling with it, slipping away, slipping back.
There was another screech. The spook rolled into a cluster of
bushes. Chomir followed it in

Awhite circle of light settled on the thrashing vegetation, shifted over
to her. She looked up, saw Rish's car gliding down through the air,
heard voices calling her name--

She followed her contact thoughts back to Robane's mind, spread
out through it, sensing at once the frantic grip of his hands on the
instrument controls. For Robane, time was running out quickly. He
had been trying to tum his beast away from the dog, force it to
destroy the human being who could expose him. He had been
unable to do it. He was in terrible fear. But he could accomplish no
more through the spook. She felt his sudden decision to break mind-
contact with the animal to avoid the one experience he had always
shunned-going down with another mind into the shuddering agony of
death

His right hand released the control it was clutching, reached towards
a switch.

"No," Telzey said softy to the reaching hand.

It dropped to the instrument board. After a moment, it knotted,
twisted about, began to lift again.

"No
Now it lay still. She considered. There was time enough.

Robane believed he would die with the spook if he couldnit get away
from itin time. She thought he might be right; she wouldn't want to be
in his mind when it happened, if it came to that.

There were things she needed to leam from Robane. The identity of
the gang which had supplied him with human game was one; she
wanted that very much. Then she should look at the telepathic level of
his mind in detail, find out what was wrong in there, why he hadn't
been able to use it ... some day, she might be able to do something
with a half-psi like Gikkes. And the mind-machines~if Robane had
been able to work with them, not really understanding what he did,
she should be able to employ similar devices much more effectively.
Yes, she had to carefully study his machines—

She released Robane’s hand. It leaped to the switch, pulled it back
He gave a great gasp of relief.

For a moment, Telzey was busy. A needle of psi energy fiicked
Kknowingly up and down channels, touching here, there, shriveling,
cutting, blocking... . Then it was done. Robane, half his mind gone in
an instant, unaware of it, smiled blankly at the instrument panel in
front of him. He'd live on here, dimmed and harmless, cared for by
machines, unwitting custodian of other machines, of memories that
had to be investigated, of a talent he'd never known he had

"Il be back," Telzey told the smiling, dull thing, and left it.



She found herself standing on the slope. It had taken only a moment,
after all. Dunker and Valia were running towards her. Rish had just
climbed out of the aircar settled forty feet away, its search-beam
fixed on the thicket where the spook's body jerked back and forth as
Chomir, jaws locked on its crushed neck, shook the last vestiges of
life from it with methodical fury.




"Glory Day"

Published in Analog Science Fiction — Science Fact, Vol. 87, No.
4 (June 1971).

P sm[ucrlllﬂmn i i sc\[w_rlnnlmn =y

Two slightly different versions, just for comparison,
Contents
Chapter 1 Chapter 4 Chapter 7

Chapter 2 Chapter 5 Chapter 8
Chapter 3 Chapter 6 Chapter 9

Telzey was in a spot,



but she wasn't the type to howl about that.
She got someone else to do that for her.

The last thing she remembered feeling was a horrid, raging, topsy-
turvy confusion. Her mind seemed simultaneously ripped apart and
squeezed to a pulp. She hadnit been able to begin to think. Then
there'd been nothing.

Now there was something again. The confusion was gone. She
found herself here, and thinking—

Lying on her back on some soft surface, dressed. There was light
beyond her eyelids which she wasn' going to open just yet. The
attack on Casmard's space yacht hadn't killed her, or injured her
physically. What about the others?

Her mind screens opened cautiously.

Trigger was close by, probably in the same room, asleep. Sleeping
comfortably. There were no immediate indications of Casmard,
which wasn't surprising since she'd never tried to touch his mind
before. She didn't start searching for him. If neither she nor Trigger
had been harmed in the attack on the yacht, he should be all right,
too, atthe moment.

But there'd been a fourth person on the yacht--a man named Kewen,
Casmard's navigator in the Husna Regatta. Telzey did want to know
immediately about him.

She put out search thoughts designed to awaken a response in the
subconscious levels of Kewen's mind if they touched it. Eventualy,
one of them did. Telzey followed it up, and eased herself very gently
into that mind. Kewen also was placidly asleep. She studied his
mental patierns carefully for a time, secured a number of controls on
them. Before she was done, she was picking up occasional washes
of faint thought from other sources. There were minds of psi type
about, apparently unscreened, apparently non-telepathic.

That shouid be significant; in any case, it could produce immediate
information. Finished with Kewen, Telzey waited for the next wisp of
other-thought, touched it when it came, blended awareness with it,
moved toward an unguarded psi mind and ghosted inquiringly
around there.

She gained information-and what she leamed increased her
caution. She withdrew from the psi as imperceptibly as she'd
approached.

Then at last, almost an hour after she'd first come awake, she
opened her eyes.

There was diffused light glow on the ceiling, barely required here.
Daylight coming through a large shuttered window on the right made
a pattem of bright ines on the carpet. She was lying on a couch, and
Trigger lay on a couch across the room from her, red-bronze hair
spilling over her face. They were dressed in the clothes they'd worn
on Casmard's yacht before the attack. Arranged along the floor in the:
center of the room was the luggage they'd had on the yacht



Telzey gave Trigger's half-shielded mind a nudge, and Trigger woke
up. She'd been close to awaking for some while. She lifted her head,
looked over at Telzey, came up on an elbow and looked around. Her
glance held on the row of luggage. She sat up, put a cautioning
finger to her lips, got off the couch and went over to the luggage. She
opened one of the sitcases.

Telzey joined her there. Trigger was unsealing a secret compartment
in the suitcase. She brought out a cosmetics purse which she set
aside, then a small bag which she opened. There were a number of
rings init. Trigger selected two, gave one to Telzey, put the other on
her finger, retumed the bag to the compartment, and closed that and
the suitcase.

She put the cosmetics purse in her Jackel pocket and watched
Telzey very carefully fit on the second ri

"That on-and-off husband of mine," Trigger said then in a normal
voice, "is a security gadget nut. He insists | carry what he calls the
minimum line around with me when we're not together. Every so
often it tums out to be a good idea. We're distorted and scrambled
now, 50 | guess we can talk. What's happened?”

"Ive found out a few things." Telzey said. "Better get your O.G. shield
closed tight, and keep it tight”

"Done," said Trigger. "Psi stuff around, eh?"

Telzey nodded. "Quite a lot of t! |don't know what that means yet, but
it could mean trouble. About what happened to us-somebody
seems to have tumed a stun beam on the yacht and knocked us out
before they grappled and boarded.”

"A rough beam that was!" Trigger said.
"What did it feel like to you?"

"Well .. let's say as if my head tumed into a drum half the size of the
universe and somebody was pounding on it with clubs. But Im all
right now. Do you know who did it, where we are, and whats
happened to the Askab and the navigator?"

"More or less, | do," Telzey said. "We're on Askanam, in the Balak of
Tamandun—-Casmard's balak. More specifically, we're in a section of
a palace which belongs to the man who's been Regent of Tamandun
in Casmard's absence. He was presumably responsible for the
attack on the yacht."

"To have Casmard kidnapped?”

"Apparently. Im pretty sure Casmard's somewhere in the palace,
and know Kewen is. We're here because we happened to be on the
yacht with Casmard."

Trigger said, after a moment, "From what Ive heard of Askanam
poltics, that doesn'tlook too good.”

"Im afraid it isn't good," Telzey agreed. "When we're missed, all
anyone will know is that Casmard's yacht appears o have vanished
ininterstellar space with all aboard."

"How does the psi business fitin?"

"I don't know yet. There're a number of psis of assorted types not
very far from us. Anywhere up to two dozen of them. One had an
unguarded mind and I tapped it. But | discovered then that some of
the others were screened telepaths. | could have been detected at
any moment, so | pulled out before | got as much information as |
wanted. Im not sure why theyre here. There was something about a
Glory Day-a big amual holiday in Tamandun—coming up.
Somethina else about arena aames connected with Glorv Dav



festivities." Telzey shook her head. "Those psis aren't Askanam
people. At least, the one | was tapping isn'. She's a Federation
citizen."

"They might be helpful then,” Trigger suggested.

"They might. But Id want to find out more about them before | let
them know m also a Federation psi who's probably in a jam. And i
have to be careful about that because of the telepaths.”

Trigger nodded. "Sounds like you're fight! You'd better stay our
secret weapon for a while. Parlicularly--are the psis in the building,
too?"

"No, Im sure they're not in the building. Theyre close to us, but not
that close."

"But there's a connection between them and Casmard's Regent?"
“Im almost sure of that."

Pl Tigger hrugged. Let freshen up and change our clahes

we have visitors. What do you wear on Askanam in the
pa\ace of a Rogent who might be. thinking of featuring you n the
Upcoming arena games?"

"Something quietly conservative, | suppose," Telzey said.

"All right. Just so it goes with my purse.” The cosmetics purse didrt
contain cosmetics but Trigger's favorite gun, and was equipped with
an instant ejection mechanism. Conceivably, it could act as their
other secret weapon here. "The door on the left looks like it should
openona refresher—"

In certain confidential Overgovermment files, Askanam was listed
among the Hub's experimental worlds. Officially, it was a world which
retained a number of unusual privileges in retum for acknowledging
the Federation's basic authority and accepting a few balancing
restrictions. Most of its surface was taken up by the balaks of the
ruling Askabs, ranging in size from something not much larger than a
township to great states with teeming populations. t was a colorful
world of pomp and splendor, romance, violence, superstition and
individualism. The traditionally wariike activities of the Askabs were
limited by Federation regulations, which kept Askanam pretty much
as it was though individual balaks not infrequently changed hands.
Otherwise Federation law didn't extend to the balaks. Hub citizens
applying for entry were advised that they were going into areas
where they would receive no Federation protection.

Telzey was aware that the arrangement served several purposes for
the Overgovernment, Askanam was populated largely by people who
liked that kind of life, since nothing prevented them from leaving
They were attracted to it, in fact, from all over the Hub. Since they
were a kind of people whose romantic notions could cause problerms.
otherwise, the Overgoverment was glad to see them there.
Askanam was one of its laboratories, and its population's ways were
more closely studied than they knew.

For individuals, of course, that romantic setup could tum into a
dangerous trap,

Telzey discovered an intercom while Trigger was freshening up, and
after they were dressed again, they used it. They were connected
with someone who said he was the Regent Toru's secretary,



would be pleased to join the Askab and his cousin for breakfast.

They would, and were guided through a wing of the palace to a room
where a table was set for four. The Askab Perial Casmard waited
there, smiling and, to all appearances, at ease. Three other men
were with him, and he introduced them. The Regent Toru, tall, bony
and dark. Lord Ormota, with a bristiing red beard, Servant of the
Stone. Finally a young, strongly built man with a boyishly handsome
face, who was Lord Vallain.

The Regent said, "I waited only to meet you and to express my
regrets if any inconvenience has been caused you. | hope your visit
to the Balak of Tamandun will be very pleasant otherwise. Political
considerations made it necessary to bring you here, as the Askab
will explain” He added to Casmard, "Your taste in guests is
impeccable, dear cousin!” Then he bowed to Telzey and Trigger and
left the room, accompanied by Lord Ormota.

They took their seats, and breakfast was served. When the waiters
had left, Casmard said, "I regret deeply that you two are involved in
this matter! We can speak freely, by the way. I'm using a distorter,
and Toru, in any case, would have no interestin what we have to say.
He's certain there's nothing we can do."

"Is it a very bad situation?" Trigger asked

"Yes, quite bad!” Casmard hesitated, then shook his head. "l would
be both insulting you and treating you unfairly by offering you false
reassurances. The fact s then that Toru undoubtedly intends to have
all four of us killed. He believes yoire my women and that he can put
additional pressure on me because of it

“"Pressure to do what?" asked Telzey.

*To renounce my right to the title of Askab of Tamandun, abdicate
publicly in his favor. The reasoning is that my interests are no longer
here. Thats perfectly true, of course. I's been eight years since |last
set foot on Askanam. For more than half my life, Ive been a
Federation citizen in all but legal fact. Ive bilt up a personal fortune
which makes me independent of the revenues of Tamandun. To act
as the Balak's Askab in practice is something I'd find dul, indeed!"

Trigger said, "Then why not simply abdicate?"

"For two reasons," Casmard told her. "One is that, while fve
intended to do it for some time, | also intended to wait another year
and then make Vallain, who is my cousin as is Toru, my successor.

He would have been of suitable age to become Askab then. He
doesn't share my dislike for the role, and, as Askabs go, he would
make a far better ruler for Tamandun than Toru. I still feel some slight
responsibilty toward the Balak."

"Which is why Ive joined you on Toru's death list," Vallain informed
Telzey and Trigger. He didn't appear greatly disturbed by the fact.
"Very many people would prefer me to the Regent."

"Well, and there you have my second reason," Casmard went on.
"After my formal abdication has been obtained and announced and
Toru has himself installed as Askab, he'll lose no time in terminating
my existence. If any of you are still alive at that time, you'l die with
me."

Trigger cleared her throat. "You mean he might kill us first?"



Perial Casmard looked distressed. "Unfortunately, that's quite
possible. You three are in more immediate danger than | am. Since
I've never given evidence of the blood-thirstiness which is supposed
to distinguish a proper Askab, Toru feels that fear is a tool which can
be used to influence me. He may decide to make object lessons of
you

"Casmard," said Valiain, "what difference does it really make? We
can't get off the palace grounds. We can't get out a message. We're
not even being watched. The Regent is so sure of us that he can
afford to treat us as guests until we die. He'll become the Askab of
Tamandun on Glory Day, and none of us will survive that day. Since
it's inevitable, don't let it upset you."

"When's Glory Day?" Telzey asked.
Vallain looked at her. "Why, tomorrow! | thought you knew."
Telzey pushed her chair back, stood up.

"Trigger and | saw some beautiful gardens from a window on our
way here," she said. "Since the Regent doesnit seem to mind, | think
we'll walk around there and admire them a while.” She smiled. "My
appetite might be better a litle later!"

Casmard said uneasily, "I believe you would be safer if you stayed
with me."

“"How much safer?” Telzey said,

Vallain laughed. "She's right, Cousint Let them go. The gardens are
beautiful, and so is the morning. Let them enjoy the time they have
left" He added to Telzey and Trigger, "I would ask your permission
to accompany you, but in view of the situation, there are some
matters | should take care of. However, Il show you down to the
gardens."

Casmard stood up.

Then be so good as to wait for them here a few minutes," he told
Vallain. "There's something I'd like them to have."

He led the way from the room, tumed presently into another one and
shutthe door after Telzey and Trigger had entered

"All things may be the tools of politics,” he remarked. "On Askanam,
the superstitions of the people are a tool in general use by those who
seek or hold power-and they themselves often aren't free of
superstition. When | was a child, my father, the Askab, made me
promise to keep certain small talismans he'd had our court adept
fashion for me on my person at all times. They were to protect me
from tricks of wizardry. Ive kept them as souvenirs throughout the
years-and now | want to give one to each of you, for somewhat the
same reason my father had."

He took two star-shaped splinters of jewelry no larger than his
thumbnail from a pocket, gave one to Telzey and the other to Trigger.

"Well, tharks very much, Casmard!" Trigger said. "Theyre certainly
very beautiful.” She hesitated. "Do you--"

Casmard said, "You're thinking of course, that the danger we're inis
affecting my mind. However, | can assure you from personal
knowledge that superstitions, on occasion, may cloak something
quite real. fm not speaking of technological fakery which is much
employed here. You've heard of psis, of course. Sophisticated
people in the Federation tend to believe that the various stories told
about them are again mainly superstition. But having made a study
of the subject, ve concluded that many of those stories have a
foundation in fact. My parents' court adept, for example, while he



professed to deal in magic and to control supematural entities,
evidently was a psi. And I'm sure that a considerable number of psis
are active on Askanam to an extent they couldn't be elsewhere. The
general belief in sorcery covers their activities—is simply reinforced
by them.

"I don't know whether Toru has an adept working for him at present.
But it's possible. Is also possible that he feels it would be an
effective move to have you two appear to be the victims of sorcery.
Frankly, | have no way of knowing whether the talismans actually offer
protection against psi forces-—but, at least, they can do you no harm.
So will you keep them on your persons as a favor to me? | feel we
should take every possible precaution available at presert.”

He left them at the door to the breakfast room, and Vallain showed
them the way down to the gardens and told them how to find him, or
Casmard, later when they felt like it. A number of other buildings
were visible on the palace grounds, and Telzey asked a few
questions about them. Then Vallain excused himself pleasantly and
went away.

"If I were Toru," Trigger remarked as they started off along a path, "I
wouldn't trust our Lord Vallain without a guard.”

Telzey nodded. "He's planning something. That's why he didn't want
us to be around this moming. I'm not sure about Perial Casmard
either. He's really a tough character.”

"What are you planning?" Trigger asked.

"l want to locate that group of psis as soon as possible~they should
be in one of the buildings on the grounds. If | can get close to them, |
can start doing some precision scanning. Its not too likely theyd
notice that. Until we know something about them, it's hard to figure
outwhat we can do."

"The telepaths could spot you if you went to work directly on the
Regent?"

"Well, they might. Especially with a number of them around. We dorit
know how the group wouid react to that." Telzey shook her head. "But
Toru could be too tough a job anyway in the time we have leftl He
and that Servant of the Stone dorit seem to have any illusions about
Askanam adepls either—they've imported good solid Federation
mind shields of a chemical type and are using them. We might get
better results if | don't waste time trying to work through that stuff. At
any rate, we have to find out how the psis fitin first."

"Do Casmard's talismans do anything?"

Telzey shrugged. "They could make someone who believes in them
feel more secure, of course. But that's all they can do."

The palace grounds were very extensive and beautifuly tended--a
varied succession of teraced gardens, large and small. There
wasn'ta human being in sight anywhere. They followed curving paths
inand out of ree groves, around artificial lakes, up and down terrace
stairs of polished and tinted stone. Trigger inquired presenty, "Are
youworking?"



Telzey shook her head. "Just waiting for some indication from the
psis at the moment. So far there hasn't been a sign. What did you
want to talk about?"

“Two things," said Trigger. "I had a notion about aircars—but it
seems to me now that aircars aren't permitted in the balaks.”

"That's right. No sort of powered flight is." Telzey said. "They use
gliders in some places, and | remember Casmard saying a few
Askabs have tried importing a flying animal that's big enough to carry
aman. Theyre not very manageable though."

Trigger nodded. "That kills the notion! | doubt gliders or fiying
animals would do us much good if we could find them. But then, you
know-Im wondering why no one else seems to be in the gardens at
present

“Ive wondered a e about that too. Telzey aknowiedged. She
added, "Did you hear something a moment ago?

Trigger glanced at her. "Just the general sort of creature sounds
we've been hearing right along.”

“This was a spitting noise."

Telzey broke off, and both of them came to a stop. Theyd been
approaching a stand of shade trees and, about sixty feet away, an
animal suddenly had come out from the trees on the path they were
following

It stood staring at them. & was a shortegged animal some twelve
feet long, tawny on top and white below, with a snaky neck and sharp
snout. The alert eyes were bright green. It was a beautiful creature
and an extremely efficient-ooking one.

Trigger said very sofy, "t may not be dangerous, but we'd beter not
count on that. If we move slowly off to the left, away from it-

The animal bared large white teeth and made the spitting noise
Telzey had heard. This time it was quite audible. Then, in an instant,
it was coming straight at them. It moved with amazing speed, short
legs huriing it along the path like a projectie, head held high above
the body. Trigger slapped the side of the cosmetics purse at her belt,
and the gun it concealed seemed to leap simultaneously into her
hand. She tumed sideways, right arm stretched straight out

The animal made a blaring sound as the green eyes vanished in
momentary scarlet flashes of light. The long body knotted and
twisted, rolled off the path. The sound ended abruptiy. The animal
went limp. Trigger lowered the gun, stood watching it a few seconds.

“Five head shos," she said quietl then. "That's a tough creature,
Telzey! Any idea what it is?"

"Probably something they use in arenas." Telzey's breath was
unsteady. "It certainly wasn't a garden pet!”

"No. And | suppose,” Trigger said, "somebody was watching to see
what wouid happen, and is still watching. We pretend we think it was
an accident, eh?"

"We might as well. k wouldn't do much good to complain. They know
about your gun now."

"Yes, that's too bad. It couldnit be helped.”
They walked closer to the creature. From fifteen feet away, Trigger
put another bolt into the center of its body. k didnt stir. They went up
to it looked at the blood-stained great teeth.

"At a guess," Trigger said, "the Regent wanted a couple of mangled



bodies to shock Casmard with. Let's see if we can find out where it
came from."”

They followed the path in among the trees. A metal box stood there,
open at one end, large enough to have contained the animal. There
was 1o one in sight.

"They brought it up in a car and let it out when we were close
enough” Telzey said. "If it had done the job, they would have
knocked it out with stun guns and taken it away again. So it was
Toru”

"You were thinking it might have been the psis?"

"It might have been. Bu f they were controling i, it would have been
moving about under its own power. And they--"

"What's that?" The gun was in Trigger's hand again.

“Psi suf” Tlzey said afer a moment.“Dorit do anything-t can
hurt us!

Long green tentacles had lifted abruptly out of the earth, enclosing
them and the metal box in a writhing ring. The tentacles looked
material enough, and there were slapping, slithering sounds when
they touched one another.

There came another sound. t might have been a sighing of the air, a
stirring in the treetops above them. At the same time, it seemed to
be a voice.

"Dont move!” it seemed to be saying. "Dont move at all Stay
exactly where you are until Dovari tells you what to do

Trigger moistened her lips. "Allllusions, eh?"
"Uh-huh~illusions."

Someone knew they were here and was manipulating the visual and
auditory centers of their brains. Very defty, too! Telzey held her
attention on the thought projections, drifted with them, reached the
projecting mind

Unscreened, unprotected mind, concentrated on what it was doing,
expecting no trouble. She reflected, sent a measured jolt through it
ts awareness abruptly went dim; the illusions were gone:

Trigger was looking at her. "What did you do?"
"Knocked out the sender for a little while."
"And now?"

"I dorit know. The psis have discovered us and are taking an interest
in us. Ive let them know Im a psi who doesn't want to play games,
but | didn't do their illusionist any real harm when | couid have done it
Lets go on the way we were going. We'll see what they try next
Betier keep that shield good and tight!”

"Ifs tight as it can get," Trigger assured her. She had no developed
psi talents; but she'd been equipped by @ psi mind with a shield
which was fiatly impenetrable when she wanted it that way. They
seemed adequately covered for the moment

They continued along the path theyd been following. Trigger
remained silent, watching the area about them, hand never far from
the gun purse. Another sudden onslaught by a loosed arena killer



didn't seem too likely; but the palace grounds almost might have
been designed to let danger lurk about unseen.

Telzey said presentl, “They're probing at us now. Carefully, so far,
but fm picking up a few things.”

he, too, was being carefu. There were at least half a dozen
screened telepathic minds involved here—perhaps a few more. They
seemed experienced and skilled. The best they weren', Telzey
thought; they shouldnit have been quite so readily detectable-though
it was possible, of course, that they didn't much care whether she
detected them or not. There was one psi mind around, at any rate,
from which she could catch no thought flickering at all, but only the
faintest suggestion of a tight shield with a watchful awareness behind
it, unnoticeable if she hadnit been fully alert for just such suggestions.

That mind seemed highly capable. She concentrated on it, ignoring
the others more or less at the moment, prowled lightly about the
shielding. Then, for an instant, she caught an impression of the
personality it concealed. Her eyes flickered in surprise. That
personality was no stranger! Here~on Askanam? But she knew she
hadnit been mistaken

She directed a thought at the shield, self-dentification
accompanying it “Sams! Sams Larking!"

A moments startled pause, then:
"Telzey! Youire the one old Toru was trying to do in?"

"That's whatit looks like." She gave him a mental picture of the short-
legged animal. Quick thought flow retumed. Confirmation--a short
while ago, on the Regent's orders, a cheola from the arena pens had
been transported to the palace grounds. One of the telepaths had
been curious to see what Toru intended with the dangerous creature,
and entered the mind of the vehicle's driver. When he reported that
the cheola apparently had been killed by its intended victims, the
group became interested.

"At that point, we didn't know there was a psi involved," Sams
concluded. "Come on over and see us! They all want to meet you."

Telzey hesitated. The probing attempts of the others had stopped
meanwhile. "Where are you?"

"You've been moving in the right direction. When you come into the
open again, it's the building ahead and to your left. The Old Palace.
We're the only ones quartered here at present. Ml meet you at the
door. Toru doesn't have any other surprises prepared for you in the
gardens, by the way. We've been checking, and will cover for you."

"Allright."
Thought contact broke off. Telzey told Trigger what had happened.

Trigger studied her face. "You don't seem delighted,” she observed.
"lsnit your acquaintance going to help us?"

"Well .. fm not at all sure. It might depend on why he and the others
are here. Sams tends to look out for his own interests first."

"Isee. So we stay on our toes and keep shields tight..

"I think we'd better."



"Ive been arranging this for a year" Sams Larking said. "Toru is
stingy, but he knows he has to come up with the best in arena games
on Glory Day--particularly on the Glory Day he plans to be announced
as Tamandun's new Askab to the multtudes. | offered him the best
the Hub could provide at a price that delighted his shriveled soul
We've brought in the greatest consignment of fighters and
performers, human and animal, in Tamandun's history! Hatzel'-he
nodded at a chunky man with a round expressionless face on the
other side of the big room--"will be sitting in the Regent's box with
Toru, as Lord of the Games tomorrow. We've arranged the whole
show. Toru keeps purring over the schedule. He feels he'll be the
envy of Askanam.”

Trigger said, "From what Ive heard, more than halfof the people you
broughtin for the arena shouid be dead before the games are over."

"Considerably less than half in this case,” Sams told her. "We picked
the best, as | mentioned. Local fighters aren't in their class!" He
studied her a moment. "You disapprove? They all know the odds.
They also know that the ones who sunvive the games will be heroes
in Tamandun-wealthy heroes. Some will have a good chance of
making it to the nobility. They know that more than one Askanam
arena favorite wound up among the Askabs. Theyre playing for high
stakes. | feel that's their business.”

Telzey glanced around the room. Eighteen in all, half of them
telepaths, the others an assortment of talents. In effective potential
among non-psis it was an army. Dovari, the illusionist, had regained
consciousness before they reached the building. She was a slender
woman with a beautiful and, at present, thoroughly sullen face.

"What are you people playing for?" Telzey asked. "You can hardly be
making a profit on your deal with the Regent."

Sams shook his head. "That's not what we're after. You've heard of
the Stone of Wirolla?"

Telzey nodded. "Casmard's mentioned it. Some old war relic with
supposedly magical qualities. They used to sacrifice people to it by
cutting out their hearts.”

"The Regent's revived that practice,” Sams said. "I's a form of
execution now, reserved for criminals of note and for special
occasions. The Stone then indicates its satisfaction with both
offering and occasion through supematural manifestations in the
Grand Arena. The manifestations have been on the feeble side-—-
Torus too miserly to have had equipment for anything really
spectacular installed. But t's traditional. The people love it"

"And?" Telzey said.

"This Glory Day, the manifestations will be spectacular. We have the
talent for it assembled in this room. Im grateful you didn't do more
than tap Dovari because she'll be responsible for much of it. But we:
arent confining ourselves to illusions, by any means! Its going to be
aterrible shock to Toru when he sees his miracle gadgets producing
effects he knows they canit possibly produce--all in honor of the new
Askab showing how highly the Stone of Wirolla approves of him! As
it happens, that won't be Toru. At the end of Glory Day, Il be Askab
of Tamandun!”

He added, "And you see around you Tamandun's new top nobles--
psi rulers of one of the wealthiest balaks of Askanam. You and Miss
Argee are herewith invited to join their ranks! Ive told the group of
your ability, and theyre ready to welcome you" He glanced at
Dovari. "With the possible exception of our illusionist! However, she'll
soon get over her iritation."



Telzey shook her head. "Sams, you're crazy!" She looked around the
room. "All of you must be, to let him talk you into something like this.”

Sams didn't lose his smile. "What makes you say that?"

"The Psychology Service, for one thing. You start playing around with
psi stuff openly, theyl be here to investigate. You don't think theyllet
you use it to control Tamandun, do you?"

"As a matter of fact, | do," Sams told her. "I checked out our
Askanam maneuver with them. Anything too obvious that could be
attributed to psi is out, of course. But there's no objection to goings-
on that in Tamandun will have the flavor of the supematural and at
more_sophisticated levels will be passed off as superstitious
qulibiity. We'll have to keep to our balak, but, with those restrictions,
whatwe do here is our business.”

"If they're letting you do it." Telzey said, "theyve been letting other
psis doit"

He nodded. "Oh, they have. | said Ive been preparing this for some
time. fve been around Askanam and | know that plenty of psis have
established themselves in the culture here and are operating about
as freely as they like. But almost all of that's on a minor level. We'll be
the first group that really gets things organized.”

"You might have been the first to get shuffied out here as a group,”
Telzeysaid.

Sams's eyes narrowed siightly. "Meaning?"

"Isn't it obvious? The Federation exempts Askanam from normal
restrictions because it's a simple way to keep a specific class of
lunatics corralled. The experiment's worked out, so its being
continued. The Service evidently has expanded it to include
irmesponsible psi independents. Put them where whatever they do
can't really add much to the general mess! | wouldn't feel flattered if
they told me | could make Tamandun my playground but was to make
sure | stayed there. What kind of playground is it? Being litle gods
among some of the silliest people in the Hub is going to bore you to
death--or you're lunatics!"

“I'have no liking," Dovari remarked, "for the girl's insults.”

The man called Hatzel said, “There could be a difference of opinion
about the opportunities waiting for us in Tamandun. But the point is,
Sams, that you seem to be mistaken in believing Miss Amberdon
would be interested in lending her talents to the group's goals."

“I'still hope to be able to persuade her,” Sams told him.

"Why not try it, Telzey? It may not be at all what you think. You can
always pull out, of course, if you find you don't ke the life.”

"If | thought | might like it," Telzey said, "there'd stil be the fact that
Tamandun already has an Askab."

Hatzel said, "For the moment only. That's Toru's affair, not ours. As
Lord of the Games, Il be attending the Regent's ceremonial Glory
Day dinner i the House of Wirolla tonight. So, | understand, will the
Askab Casmard and his guests. Before the evening's over,
Casmard will have abdicated formally. The vacancy will be filed at
the end of Glory Day."

"Casmard's an old fiend of my family" Telzey said. "ff youre
determined to set yourselves up in Tamandun, you could make an
arrangement with him. He isn't much interested in remaining Askab.
1d see to it that he didn't remember afterwards there'd been psis
involved in the matter."



Sams shook his head. "Im afraid we can't do that. Its too late for it
We're prepared to deal with Toru and the Servant of the Stone
tomorrow. The manifestations we've scheduled will make it easy to
do and we'l have enthusiastic public approval. But it needs exact
timing. We've made Toru's plans for Casmard part of our plan. If
Casmard were still alive and stil Askab on Glory Day, everything
would have to be revised. At best, we'd wind up with something less
effective.”

"Aside from not interfering ourselves," Hatzel added, "we must also,
of course, make sure that no one else does~in any way! And while
we know Miss Amberdon's a telepath, it hasn't yet been established
what Miss Argee's special abilities are.”

"Ihave no special psi abilities," Trigger said shortl.

"Now that," one of the other men remarked, "is an interesting lie. fve
been attempting to probe that young woman's shield since she
entered the room. | can vouch for the fact that its an extraordinary psi
structure~unanalyzable and of extreme resistive power."

Trigger shrugged. "Somebody else developed the shield for me. |
couldn't have done it. Not that it makes any difference.”

Sams smiled at her. "l agree! And Im sure you both realize that we
can't run the risk of letting you upset our plans. Once Glory Day's
over, it doesnit matter what you do. We'llbe glad to see you safely off
Askanam then, assuming Toru's let you remain alive, which might
seem rather doubtfulif you won't join forces with us. Until that time, at
any rate you will have to allow the group to control what you say and
do. Its really the only safe way, isn't it?"

"Forget it, Sams!" Telzey said. "Our screens stay tight "

"Will they?" Sams said mildly. "l don't like to put pressure on you, but
we still have too much work to get done today to waste more time
overthis... "

The room went quiet. Then a wave of heat washed over Telzey. It
ebbed, retumed, and intensified. Trigger gave her a quick, startied
glance. Telzey shifted her shouiders.

"So you have a pyrotic with you," she remarked.
Sams smiled. "We have several. Their range is excellent! Even if we
allowed you to leave this room and building-though we won't-you

couldn't get away from the effect. You don't want your blood to start
boiling, do you? Or find your hair and clothes catching fire-as a
o

Trigger, sweat beginning to run down her face, looked at Telzey. “Do
you know who's doing it?"

Telzey nodded across the room.

*The tall thin man two seats left of Dovari."

Trigger's hand went to her cosmetics purse, and the gun made its
abrupt appearance.

She said to the thin man, "I won't kill you if this doesn't stop
immediately. But il stun you so solidly you won' have begun to come
awake by the end of Glory Day. And itll be two weeks after that
before your nerves stop jumping.”

The heat faded away. The group sat staring at Trigger. She jerked,



made a choked sound of surprise, looked down at her hand. The gun
had vanished from it.

Sams and a few of the others were laughing. Sams said, "Neat
enough, Hatzell Ladies, lets stop this nonsense. Since you carit win,
why not give up gracefully? Telzey, you at least are aware you can
both be killed in an instant as you're sitting there.”

Telzey nodded. "Oh, | do know that, Sams. But | haven' just been
sitting here. I've found out Hatzel's shielded, and, of course, all you
telepaths have your psi shields. But six of your most valuable people
arent shielded at all, and apparently couldn't operate if they were.
Six psi minds-wide open! It would take an instant to kill us, and you
can be quite sure that in that instant you'd lose those six. So | don't
think you'l try it”

Sams stared at her. The others were silent a moment. Then one of
the women said sharply, "Sams, she's bluffing! You said she's good,
but between us all we certainly can block her as she strikes out, Then
we can handle both of them as we wish."

Sams shook his head slowly. "I wouldn't care to count oniit."

Dovari said in a strained voice, "Nor ! And | don't want to die while
Youre finding out whether you can, or can't, block her. Let them go,
Sams! If they try to interfere, you can still deal with them in some
other manner.”

Trigger glanced back at the closed building door behind them. She
looked both furious and relieved. "What do we do now?" she
muttered.

"Keep walking," Telzey said. "Back to the Regent's palace. And we
walk rather fast until we reach those trees ahead. Ive still got my
contacts back there. Some talk going on ... Hatzel seems o be
second in command to Sams. So he's a teleport-" She glanced at
Trigger. "Too bad you lost your gun."

"Thats notall llost.”

“Eh"

"My underpants went with the gun."

"Well" Telzey said after a moment, "a minor demonstration, as
Sams would say. A teleport at Hatzel's level is a very dangerous
person. He didn't have to do that, of course. They were trying to
make us feel helpless.”

Trigger nodded. "And it worked just fine with me! Ive never feft more

helpless in my life." She looked over at Telzey. "Touch and go for a
moment, wasn' t? | didnit think you were biuffing!”

"Iwasn't. A bluff ike that wouldn't have got past Sams."

"What makes them that kind of people?" Trigger said. "With
evenything they can do-"

"Thats partly it. Most of that group are bored psis. They'e used their
abilities to make things too easy for themselves. It's stupid but some
do it. Now they've run out of fun and are looking for something new-
almost anything that seems new."

Theyd reached the trees, were hurrying along a path leading through



the grove. Trigger checked suddenly, glanced down at the cosmetics
purse. She slapped it. The gun popped into her hand.

"Welll" she said. "I felt the weight in the purse just now." She reached
into the purse, pulled out a silky garment, shoved it into a pocket
"Briefs returned with the gun.” She bit her lip. "Perhaps | should feel
grateful. Somehow | don't!"

"Come on!" Telzey tumed away, broke into a trot. "They did that to
show you your gun doesn't impress them at all. But now you have it
back, you might get a chance to express your lack of appreciation to
Hatzel. We'll have to hurry!”

"What do you mean?"

“Can you set it to stun somebody for just a short time-a few
minutes?"

"Thats a bit tricky, but, yes, | can. Five minutes, say."
"Fine. Hatzel's been called to the palace to talk to the Regert. He'll
be coming through the gardens on a scooter. If we get far enough
ahead, we may be able to spot him and cut him off."

"All right. And I stun him. Then?"

‘Thats no telepath's shield he's using. I's a gadget. And if the
gadget's the kind |think it is, | can open it and get to his mind before
he comes around. Sams or somebody might realize whats
happening, of course. That's a risk we'd better take. The quicker we
getitover with, the less likely we are to be noticed.”

They crouched presently at the edge of a terrace, winded and hot
from the run, shrubbery about them. "He might still tum off on another
route,” Telzey remarked. "But it looks like hell be coming by here
now, doesn't t?"

Trigger nodded. "Seems to be heading this way."

"That break in the bushes is the place to take him. How far will we
have to work down to it?"

"We wont. Right here is fine. He's just chugging along.”
"Thats a good fifty yards, Trigger," Telzey said doubtfully.

"And I'm a good fifty yards marksman. Some day [ll have to teach
You how to use a gun.”

"Perhaps you should. | never warmed up to guns. When fve had to
use one, |just blasted away."

"What are your contacts doing?"
"Back to rehearsing their Glory Day surprises. They're ot thinking

about us at the moment. Sams might be, now and then. It's hard to
be sure about him. But we should be able to get away with this."



Hatzel's scooter came chugging up shortly. Trigger touched the gun's
firing stud, and Hatzel was sagging sideways off the scooter as the
machine went out of sight behind bushes again. They worked their
way hurriedly down to the path through the shrubs, found the scooter
onits side, tuming in slow circles. Trigger shut it off while Telzey went
over to Hatzel who lay on his back a dozen yards away.

She knelt quickly beside him, lifted his head. Trigger joined her.

"Should be at the base of the skull, under a skin patch,” Telzey said
"Here itis!"

She peeled off the tiny device, blinked absently at Hatzel's face.
"Open psi mind-yes, |can do it" She was silent then.

Trigger glanced presently at her watch, said, "Four minutes plus
gone, Telzey. He could start coming around any moment now. Shall |
tap him again?”

"No, Ive got him. He won't come around till fm ready."
"Il go plant the rock then,” Trigger said

She went a dozen yards back up the terrace where omamental
rockwork enclosed a flower bed, returmed with a sizable rock which
she placed on the path ten feet from where Hatzel was lying.

“Id think it was a litle peculiar | hadn't noticed that rock," she
observed. "But | suppose you're taking care of that?"

"Yes. He'll wake up with a small headache from having banged his
skull. He'll see the rock lying there and be irritated, but that will
explain it, and he won't want to tell anyone he wasn't looking where
he was going." Telzey replaced the shield which wasn't operative at
the moment, smoothed in the skin patch, stood up and brushed sand
from her knees. "Finished. Let's move!”

They restarted the scooter, left it lying on its side, pushing itself
awkwardly about in the grass, went quickly back up to the terrace
and along it through the shrubbery, until they reached a grove of trees
and came to another path.

Hatzel, still unconscious, reached into a pocket and switched his
mind shield back on. He awoke then, sat up with a muttered curse,
felt his head, looked around, saw the rock on the path and the
struggiing scooter in the grass. He nodded in annoyed
comprehension, and got to his feet.

He couldn't be left unshielded because one of the telepaths would
have been bound to notice it. Every five minutes, however, Hatzel
now would switch the shield off for a moment, unaware of what he
did. I there was reason to take him under active control, Telzey
would make use of such a moment. They had a glimpse of him



presently on the network of paths ahead of them, nearing the
Regent's palace.

"Reacting just as he's supposed to, isn't he?" Trigger said

Telzey nodded. "Uh-huh! It was a stupid accident, and that's all. He's
got more important things to think about" She added, "Id like to give
Casmard some idea of what's going on, but there's no way | can
keep them from looking into his mind or Vallain's, and anything we
told him theyd soon know. We'll have to work out this side of it strictly
by ourselves.”

vi

As they were approaching the palace entrance by which they'd left, a
tall, splendidly uniformed man emerged from it and came toward
them.

He introduced himself as Colonel Euran, head of the Regents
Palace Guard. "I's come to my attention," he said, "that you weren't
informed of a security regulation requiring guests to surrender
personal weapons for the period of their visit in the palace. I thought |
should correct the oversight, to save you possible embarrassment
Its merely a formality, of course-but do you happen to have
weapons in your room or on your persons?”

Since theyd known their encounter with the cheola had been
observed, they weren't surprised. Trigger took the cosmetics purse
from her belt and handed it to him.

“There's a Denton inside,” she said. "Take good care of it, Colonel.
Its an old friend.”

He bowed. "Indeed, | will."
Telzey said, "Could there be other regulations we don't know about?"

Colonel Euran smiled pleasantly. "Its no regulation. But the Regent
Toru told me to suggest that you remain within the palace itseff until
he has the pleastre of meeting you again at dinner tonight, He's
concerned about your safety."

"You mean the Regent's own gardens aren't safe?” Trigger asked.

"No, not always during the periods of arena games. There are
subterranean levels here where beasts and criminals who've been
condemned to the arena are kept. And it happens on occasion that
some very dangerous creature eludes its keepers and appears
unexpectedly inthe palace grounds."

They thanked him for the warming, went inside. Following the
directions given them by Vallain, they presently located the suite of
Perial Casmard and announced themselves at the door. He opened
itimmediately.

"Come in! Come in" he said, drawing them into the room and
closing the door again. He looked at them, shook his head. "fm very
glad to see you," he said. "I wasn't at all sure you were stil alive!
Shortly after you'd left, Toru hinted in his pleasant manner that he had
some particularly brutal end prepared for you. | went down o the
gardens to find you, but no one could tell me where you'd gone.”

They told him about the cheola. Telzey said, "We went on then and
met some Federation people who've organized the Glory Day
games for Toru this year. We thought we might be able to talk them
into smuggling us out, but they weren' interested in getting involved



inanintrigue against the Regent.”

Casmard said he couldn't blame them too much. "If Toru found out
about it, they might become more intimately involved in the games
than any sensible man would wish to be."

"And we're confined to the palace now." Trigger said.

"That's good--since it probably means that Toruis planning no further
immediate steps against you. But the situation remains extremely
difficult. Have you eaten?"

"Not since breakfast" Telzey said, "and we didn't eat much then.
Now that you've mentioned it, | notice f'm very hungry."

Casmard had lunch for them brought to the stite. He watched
pensively while they ate, said at last, "There was an explosion a
while ago on the Regent's living level. Not badly timed~he'd entered
the level shortly before the device wert off. However, only one of his
guard dogs was killed. Toru escaped injury."

They looked at him expectantl. He shrugged. "Valiain's now
confined to his quarters. Toru rarely acts hastily. He'll wait for the pre-
Glory Day dinner in the House of Wirolla tonight before pursuing the
matter.”

When theyd finished lunch, he said, “Im reasonably certain the
Regent also will hold his hand now as far as you two are concerned
However, it would be best f you went to your room and stayed there,
S0 s to bring yourselves as litle as possible to his atiention.”

Telzey said, "You still don't see how we can get out of this?"

"Oh, I'm not entirely at the end of my resources," Casmard told her. "I
shall meet the Regent again during the afternoon and may be able to
persuade him to accept less drastic arrangements than the one he
has inmind."

They left to o to their apartment. Trigger inquired reflectively, "You
had the impression Casmard wanted us out of the way?"

"Yes, he does want us out of the way," Telzey said
Trigger glanced at her. "Picked up things over lunch, huh?"

"Yes. Something about an elderly character in the palace who used
to act as poisoner for Casmard's mother, and seems to have kept
his hand in. Casmard's promised him a high spot in the nobility if he
can get to Toru before dinner, and the old boy's game to try it

Trigger shook her head. "Life expectancies would be awkward to
calculate around here! Does Casmard think it will work?"

"Not really. He's getting desperate. I he did get rid of Toru, there'd
sl be a serious problem with the Servant of the Stone-Lord
Ormot

"How does he fitin?"

"After Toru, he's apparently the most powerful man in Tamandun. If
Toru died, he'd have a great deal more power here in the Regent's
palace than Casmard and Vallain combined could bring up. So he'd
probably simply become the next Askab, with no other change in the
proceedings.”

"The Stone he's the Servant of is presumably the Stone of Wirolla,
where they cut out people's hearts?"



"Yes"

"And the House of Wirolla, where theyll be holding the ceremonial
dinner we're supposed to atiend-that's where the Stone is?"

"Yes," Telzey said. "I got that from Hatzel. Big black hall. The
Regent's table stands right across from the Stone.”

"Should be a great dinner party for ghouis!" Trigger said after a
moment.

"Well it all seems part of their local religion or whatever you want to
it

In a closet of their room they found games, provided for the
entertainment of guests. They were unfamiliar and looked
complicated enough to be interesting. They set up one designed for
two players. It was cover-Telzey would be mentally active on other
levels.

Hatzel's shield had been opening regularly on schedule. She'd
caught the opening a few times, checked him out briefly. There was
nothing of interest there at present. She'd dropped her contacts with
the unprotected minds in Sams's group. They had no immediate
value.

She spent a little time hunting around for traces of the navigator of
Casmard's space yacht, located him finally and told Trigger,
"Kewen's not in the palace any more. He's been transferred to the
place they keep the criminals theyll start feeding into the arena
games tomorrow. That's what's scheduled for him."

Trigger looked startled. "Does he know it?"

"He knows, but | sort of tranquilized him this morning after | picked
him up. Itisn't bothering him."

" bothers me. Tigger said."Of course, he might last onger than
the rest of us, at tt

"Yes. And if we get out of it, we should be able to get him out."

A palace courier had announced himself discreetly at the door half
an hour after theyd returned to their room, and handed them a formal
invitation from the Regent. They would be sitting at his table during
dinner in the House of Wirolla that night.

Telzey spent the remaining hours scanning the minds in the palace
and its vicinity. There were many she could have entered without
much trouble, but finding minds that would be useful in the present
situation was more difficult. Colonel Euran of the Palace Guard had
been a primary target but tumed ot to be as thoroughly mind-
shielded as the Regent and the Servant of the Stone. Telzey wasn't
too disappointed. Toru hardly would want someone in that position to
be subjectto hostile psychic influences.

She developed some selected contacts presently. There were others
she would have preferred, but they couldn't be made available to her
quickly enough.

Then it was time to prepare themselves to be taken to the House of
Wirolla. It was one of the buildings on the Palace grounds, serving
both as a personal palace for the Servant and as a temple for the
Stone.

vil



The ceremonial hall in the House of Wirolla lived up to Triggers
eexpectation that it might have made a good place for the festivities of
ghouls. Walls, ceiling and floor were of black stone. On the lower
level, the only light was provided by torches flaring sullenly from the
walls and along the tables, where the top rank of Tamandun's nobility
and dignitaries dined tonight. It was separated from the upper level
by aflight of low stairs, running the width of the hall

On the upper level, there was light. The curved table of the Regent
stood there by itself, the Regent's honor guests seated along the
outer edge of the curve. The arrangement provided them with a good
view of the Stone of Wirolla on the far side of the hall. The Stone was
huge and seemed almost formiess, while somehow suggesting a
hunkered shape which could have been human as much as Wirollan,
Itwas gray-green, and there was an indication of scales over parts of
its surface. A thick hollowed projection near the lower end might
represent a pair of cupped and waiting hands. Supposedy, the
Stone had beenin the Hub for some centuries, having been found on
the destroyed flagship of a Wirollan war fleet. But the early part of its
history was uncertain.

Nowadays, at any rate, it represented a deity, or demon, who
periodically indicated an appetite for human sacrifices. Traditionally,
it should indicate that appeite tonight. The circumstances didnt
make for light-hearted dinner conversation, but most of those who
satalong the cunving table, Casmard and Vallain among them, hadnit
seemed much affected. Hatzel, three seats from Telzey, ate in stolid
silence. From the lower level came an indistinct sound of voices.
Glory Day music washed through the air, incongruously bright and
brisk.

Weapons wererit allowed in the hall. But guns pointed through
concealed openings in the three walls of the upper level; and the
Palace Guards who held them had every section of both levels under
observation in scanners.

Three of those Palace Guards and their guns were now Telzey's. The
Regent's guard dog, a great arena hound standing twelve feet back
of its master's chair, was nearly hers. It was, at any rate, no longer
the Regent's.

It wasn't till dinner drew near its end that tensions began to be
noticeable. At last, Telzey became aware of a faint tremor in the
stone floor under her feet, in the chair on which she sat. It continued
only a moment; but when it stopped, all talk had ended and the music
had faded away.

Now the tremor retumed, grew stronger, swelled into an earthquake
shuddering. Again it lasted only a few seconds. By then, no one near
Telzey was stirting. She found herself holding her breath, released it
A third time it came, accompanied by a distant roaring sound,
suggesting a blurred giant voice. As that stopped, a low black table
was rising out of the floor before the Stone of Wirolla. Two gray-
clothed men, gray masks covering their faces, came out from behind
the Stone on either side and stopped at the ends of the table, ropes
held in their hands.

Lord Ormota, Servant of the Stone, got to his feet and strode out in
front of the Regents table. He raised his arms, and his amplified
voice sounded deeply through the hall,

"The Stone of Wirolla will take two hearts tonight!"

Ormota paused, bearded face tumed up in an attitude of listening.
The roaring sound came again; the black hall shook, and grew sl



Ormota turned toward the Regent.

*Two traitors o Tamandun sit with the Regent Toru tonight, believing
themselves unknown! The Stone of Wirolla will point them out and
receive their hearts.

Two traitors? Vallain, whose face had paled at last, must be one.
The other? Telzey had seen in Casmard's mind that while his
poisoner had found no opportunity to practice his arts on the Regent,
he'd at least aroused no suspicions. But perhaps Casmard was
mistaken in that. Or perhaps—

Telzey's thoughts broke off. Out of the hollowed projection on the
Stone a black object like a cane or wand floated up into sight. t lifted
swiflly into the air, impelled by a mechanism which Ormota
presumably controlled. It hung quivering for a moment in the center of
the upper level of the hall. Then, emitting a high singing note, it drifted
down toward the Regent's table, swinging left and right like a
compass needle. No one moved at the table; but there was an
expectant stirring on the lower level, as diners shifted about to have a
better view at the instant the Stone's device would indicate the
nights sacrifices.

It came closer, still swinging back and forth along the curve of the
table. Then, the singing note surging shrilly upward, it halted, pointed
at Hatzel.

Telzey felt the shock of utter surprise in Hatzel's mind, saw for an
instant a look of incredulous consternation on Ormota's face.

The wand vanished.

There was a crystal shattering against the face of the Stone. Black
shards clattered down into the hollow below. The Regent Toru
staggered half up out of his chair, eyes and mouth grotesquely
distended, made a groaning sound and went over backward with the
chair. Ormota clutched his chest, looked for a moment as if he were
trying to scream, collapsed in tum.

One of the gray-clothed men uttered a high-pitched yell of horror. His
shaking hand pointed atthe hollowed projection of the Stone.

Two human hearts thumped and thudded bloodily about in it. A din of
screaming arose in the black hall

‘Your Askab showed such extraordinary presence of mind in taking
charge of the situation that m convinced youre controling him,"
Hatzel told Telzey and Trigger in hurried undertones. "However, that
was, infact, the best immediate way of handiing this unexpected tum
of events. Toru obviously intended treachery against our group. | had
to make him and the Servant appear to be the Stone's intended
sacrifices or allow myself to be butchered."

He added, "Ml have to let Larking know about this at once-—but first |
want to warn you. Your lives and those of Casmard and Vallain are
no longer endangered, so be satisfied with that! Dontt try to make
use of what's happened to interfere with our plans. They remain
essentially unchanged, though details must be modified now. Sams
Larking, in other words, will still be the new Askab of Tamandun at
the end of Glory Day. Casmard and you two will be seen to a
Federation spaceport, and if you're wise you wonit lose too much
time then getting off the planet!”

A bleak smile touched his face.

"This should in fact improve our future position,” he remarked. "The



discovery that Toru's and Ormota’s bodies showed no outward sign
of injury after the Stone had taken their hearts has made many new
believers in the supematural tonight" He tumed away, concluding,
"Remember what Ive told you!" and walked off.

They looked after him. Unaware that he was doing it, Hatzel reached
into a pocket and switched his mind shield back on. It would stay on

Trigger said thoughtfully, "No way those telepaths can find out you
had him point the Stone's wand or whatever it was at himself?"

"No," Telzey said. "l released my controls on him just a moment ago.
Sams is naturally suspicious, but f he looks over Hatzel's mind, it will
seem everything happened exactly as Hatzel thinks it did."

vl

The Glory Day games began. The Grand Arena's spectator sections
were astir with rumors, curiosity, and interest. Word had spread of
greatand strange events in the House of Wirolla the night before~the
Regent Toru and the Servant of the Stone had been revealed as
traitors and slain by the Stone itself, and the long-absent Askab
Perial Casmard again ruled Tamandun, supported tnanimously by
the nobility. The general expectation was that there would be omens
and signs to make this year's Glory Day one to be long remembered.

Five sat in what previously had been the Regent's box-the Askab
Casmard, Lord Vallain, Telzey, Trigger, and Hatzel, Lord of the
Games. Casmard and Vallain were in an undisturbed state of mind.
They were undisturbed because they knew that the ocourrence in the
House of Wirolla, horifying—though very fortunate~as it had
appeared at the time had been the work of a friendly psi. They knew
it because the friendly psi had told each of them so mentally; and
theyd compared notes. They didn't know who the psi was and had
been instructed not to try to find out. They wouldnt. Casmard
intended to announce his abdication in favor of Lord Vallain at the
end of the day's games~

Sams Larking and his group were aware that Telzey was controlling
Casmard and Vallain, but there was no reason for them to object.
The two had needed support and guidance in a critical situation, and
she was supporting and guiding them in a way which avoided
problems for Sams. Hatzel, when he appeared in the arena box, had
murmured to Telzey and Trigger, "Larking tells me youre
cooperating nicely. Thats fine! Let's be sure it stays that way." He'd
smiled gently at them. He had no doubt it wouid stay that way. He'd
demonstrated his potential for instant deadliness, if there'd been any
question about it. And one of Sams's telepaths was remaining in
good enough contact with Casmard and Vallain to catch any
suspicious maneuvers Telzey might attempt through them. If she
attempted any, Hatzel would be informed at once and was to take
whatever steps seemed required. The group was playing for keeps
and had made the fact clear.

There was another mind on which Telzey was keeping tabs-that of
the yacht navigator. Kewen had been released from the arena pens
to which he'd been transferred; and it occurred to Casmard then that
a fine seat at the Glory Day games should compensate the poor
fellow in part for his unnerving experiences. He wasn't far from the
Askab's box. One of the telepaths had checked him and found
Kewen had been in a state of shock and was coming gradually out of
it, held under calming control by Telzey.

As far as the psi group was concerned, that took care of Telzey.



She'd been neutralized. She mightn't like what they were doing, but it
didrit matter. They each had their work to handle now, playing out
rehearsed roles in the ascending series of thrills and marvels which
would wind up with Sams Larking being roared into office as the new
Askab by the people of Tamandun.

The opening events of the games were brisk and colorful enough, but
still tame stuff by Tamandun's standards—mere preludes to what the
day should bring. The crowds watched in tolerant appreciation for the
most part, details of the action being shown in enlarging screens
above each arena section.

‘Then what seemed to be happening in the arena was no longer what
was shown to be happening in the screens. Dovari's illusions were
putting in an appearance. The spectators realized it gradually, grew
still, fascinated~the Stone of Wirolla was manifesting in ways it
hadnit manifested before! The illusions werent disturbing in
themselves. But uncanniness was touching that area of Tamandun

Dovari was an excellent illusionist, Telzey thought. And now it
seemed to be time. She gave Trigger the signal theyd agreed on.
Trigger smiled in response, slipped a knockout pil into her mouth,
swallowed it.

Ten seconds later, a shock of fright jolted through Kewen's drowsy
complacence. And Kewen responded. Telzey erased her shielding
screens in that instant, brought all personal psi actvity to an abrupt
stop.

Hatzel, sitiing behind Casmard, jerked violently, and disappeared
Trigger slumped limply back in her seat, eyes closed. The illusions in
the arena whirled in a wild, chaotically ugly turmoil

Shock waves of alarm could almost be sensed fising from the
spectator sections. Perial Casmard calmly switched on the
amplifying system before him. His calm voice spoke throughout the
Grand Arena, telling his subjects that what they were witnessing
wasn't merely another manifestation but one which, by its very
violence, must be regarded as an augury of an approaching great
period in Tamandun's history...

It was a rehearsed speech, but Casmard didn't know it. And it was
effective. There was no general panic.

"There's one type of psi," Telzey had told Trigger some hours before,
"o other psi wants to run into. They call him the howler. A howler has
just one talent-he can kick up such a hurricane of psi static that the
amnﬁes of any other psis in his range fiy out of control and start
working every which way. That's pretty horrible for those psis,
especially for the ones with plenty of equipment. The more they can
do, the more's gone suddenly wrong-and the harder they try to hang
on'o control, the worse the matter gets!”

"You and | got hit by a howler when Casmard's yacht was attacked. It
was our navigator. Kewen didn't know he was doing it; he doesnit
know he's a psi. But when he gets frightened, he howis. Its an
unconscious defensive reaction with him. He was frightened then--
and your shield began to batter itself with psi energy instead of
repelling it. You felt as if your head were being pounded with clubs. |
can't really say how | feltl | went crazy instantly in several different
ways. Fortunately, it was just a few seconds before the stun beam
they used knocked us and Kewen out-"

This time, Kewen was going to stay frightened for something like
three minutes. That, Telzey thought, certainly shouid be enough. Then
his fears would shut off automatically. She'd arranged for that.



Trigger would be unconscious meanwhile, oblivious to the fact that
her shield was drawing torrents of hammering energy on itself. While
Telzey, awake and unshielded, would have divorced herself from
anything remotely resembling an ability to handle psi until the howler
had gone out of action again.

X

Some four_hours afer the official conclusion of Glory Day in
Tamandun, Telzey and Trigger were sitting in a lounge of an Orado-
bound liner. Sams Larking walked in, glanced around and came over
to their table.

"Why, hello, Sams!" Telzey said. "We didnit know you were aboard.”

"Iknow you didn't," Sams said. His eyes seemed slightly glazed. He
sat down, ordered a drink through the table speaker, sighed and
leaned back in his chair.

*To tell you the truth, fm ot in the best of condition,” he said. "But |
didn't feel | needed to be hospitalized. | came on just before takeoff,
rather expecting to find you around somewhere."

"How are the rest of them doing?" Telzey asked. It had taken a while
to locate the members of Sams's group individually and get them
under sedation; but they'd all been rounded up at last and transferred
to the Federation's base hospital on Askanam.

Sams shrugged. "They're not well people, but they!l recover. They're
shipping out on a hospital boat tomorrow. None of them felt like
hanging around Askanam any longer than they had to." He shook his
head. "So you ran in a psi howler on us!”

Telzey lifted her eyebrows. *Idid?"

"Since you two are i fine shape, yes. There aren't that many howlers
around. It wasn't a coincidence that brought one to the Grand Arena,
and set him off just as we were going into action. How long did he go
onblasting?"

"Three minutes, more or less."

"t seemed a lifetime," Sams said darkly. "A hideous, insane
lifetime!” His drink came; he emptied it, reordered. "Ah, now!" he
said. "That's a littie better. ft was rougher on the special talents, you
know. Dovari was still running waking nightmares when | left—and
those are pretty badly singed pyrotics!"

"Hatzel and the other teleport should have got only a touch," Telzey
said.

Sams nodded. "And that's what shook them up so completely. Only a
touch-and Hatzel found he'd fiipped himself halfway around
Askanam! The other one didn't go quite that far, of course; but
neither had done that kind of thing before, and neither wants to do it
again. They can't remember how they did it. And they keep thinking
of the various gruesome things that can happen o a teleport at the
end of a blind fiip~those two are very, very scared."

His second drink came. He took a swallow, set it down, smacked his
lips. "Beginning to feel more like myself!” He gave them a brief grin.

Trigger said, "Are you going to try any more operations on
Askanam?"



Sams shook his head.

"Too much bother. I'd have to build up a new gang. Besides, |
decided Telzey was right-Id get bored to death in a year playing
games like that. Who's Askab in Tamandun now, by the way?"

"Vallain," Telzey said. "Casmard abdicated publicly in his favor at
the end of Glory Day. A popular decision, apparently. Casmard
doesntintend to go back to Askanam again either.”

"He's on board?"
"Uh-huh."

Trigger said, "He was telling us in confidence a short while ago that
he and Valiain had personal proof there'd been a mysterious but
well-intentioned psi involved in the downfall of Toru and Ormota and
the various other strange Glory Day events. He said it was
something that shouidrt be discussed, at the psi's special request.”
"Well, there's been no significant breach of secrecy then," Sams
said. "The Senvice might have got stuffy on that point.” He reflected,
grinned. "I was sure Toru and Ormota would be taken out one way or
another after you two ambushed Hatzel in the gardens.”

"You knew about that, eh?" Telzey said.

"Knowing you," said Sams, "l didnt expect you to pass up any
opportunities. It wasn't a surprise.”

"Why didn't you try to do something about it?"

He shrugged. "Oh, | figured | could spot you Hatzel and still win the
‘game. And if you hadn't come up with the howler, Id have done it."

Telzey smiled. "Perhaps you would, Sams-perhaps you would!"



"Planet of Forgetting"

Published in Galaxy Magazine, Vol. 23, No. 3 (February 1965), with
illustrations by Jack Gaughan, though this version is taken from
Original Edition of edited Schmitz Stories (2005).

Eric Flint and Guy Gordon, who edited Schmitzs work for the Baen
reissues, rewrote this story into "Forget I in order to make it fit the
Federation of the Hub series, but | don't count the result as a Schmitz
work and so ignore it.

=k

oy

At best, Major Wade Colgrave decided, giving his mud-caked boot
tips a brooding scowl, amnesia wouid be an annoying experience.
Butto find oneself, as he had just done, sitting on the rocky hillside of
an unfamiliar world which showed no sign of human habitation, with
one's think-tank seemingly in good general working order but with no
idea of how one had got there, was more than annoying. It could be
fatal.

The immediate situation didn't look too dangerous. He might have
picked up some appaling local disease which would presently
manifest itself, but it wasn't likely. A foreign-duty agent of Earth's
military intelligence was immunized early in his career against
almost every possible form of infection.

Otherwise, there was a variety of strange lifeforms in sight, each
going about its business. Some looked big enough to make a meal
of a human being—-and might, if they noticed him. But the gun on
Colgrave's hip should be adequate to knock such ideas out of
predators who came too close.

He'd checked the gun over automatically on discovering a few
minutes before that he had one. tt was a standard miltary type,
manufactured by upward of a dozen Terran colonies and ex-
colonies. There were no markings to indicate its origin; but more
important at the moment was the fact that the ammocounter
indicated that it contained a full charge.

What could have happened to get him into this position?

The amnesia, however he'd acquired it, took a peculiar form. He had



no questions about his identity. He knew who he was. Further, up to
a point-in fact, practically up to a specific second of his life-his
memory seemed normal. He'd been on Earth, had been told to
report at once to the office of Jerry Redman, his immediate superior.
And he was walking along a hall on the eighteenth floor of the
headquarters building, not more than thirty feet from the door of
Redman's office, when his memory simply stopped. He couldnit
recall a thing between that moment and the one when he'd found
himself sitting there.

Presumably Redman had prepared a new assignment for him; and
presumably he'd been briefed on it and had set off. If he could extend
his memory even thirty minutes beyond the instant of approaching
the door, he might have a whole fistful of clues to what had gone on
during the interval. But not a thing would come to mind. t wasn't a
matter of many years being wiped out; if he'd aged at all, he couldn't
detect it. Some months, however, might easily have vanished, or
evenas much as two or three years... .

Had somebody given him a partially effective memory wipeout and
left him marooned here? Not at all likely. A rather large number of
people unquestionably would be glad to see Inteligence deprived of
his talents, but they wouldn't resort to such roundabout methods. A
bullet through his head, and the job would have been done.

The thought that he'd been on a spaceship which had cracked up in
attempting a landing on this planet, knocking him out in the process,
seemed more probable. He might have been the only sunvivor and
staggered away from the wreck, his wits somewhat scrambled. ff that
was it it had happened very recentl.

He was thirsty, hungry, dirty, and needed a shave. But neither he nor
his clothing suggested he had been an addled castaway on a wild
planet for any significant length of time. The clothes were stained
with mud and vegetable matter but in good general condition. He
might have stumbled into a mud hole in the swamps which began at
the foot of the hills below him and stretched away to the right, then
climbed up here and sat down until he dried off. There was, in fact, a
blurred impression that he'd been sitting in this spot an hour or so,
biinking foggily at the landscape, before he'd suddenly grown aware
of himself and his surroundings.

Colgrave's gaze shifted slowly about the panorama before him,
searching for the glitter of a downed ship or any signs of human
activity. There was no immediate point in moving until he could
decide in which direction he should go. It was a remarkable view of a
rather unremarkable world. The yellow sun disk had somewhat more
than Sol's diameter. Glancing at it, he had a feeling it had been
higher above the horizon when he'd noticed it first, which would make
it aftermoon in this area.  was warm but not disagreeably so; and,
now that he thought of it, his body was making no complaints about
atmospheric conditions and gravity.

He saw nothing that was of direct interest to him. Ahead and to the
lefta parched plain extended from the base of the s to the horizon.
In the low marshiand on the right, pools of dark, stagnant water
showed occasionally through thick vegetation. Higher up, lichen-gray
trees formed a dense forest sweeping along the crests of the s to
within a quarter-mile of where Colgrave sat. The rock-clustered
hillside about him bore only patches of bushy growth.

The fairly abundant animal life view was of assorted sizes and
shapes and, to Colgrave's eyes, rather ungainly in appearance.
Down at the edge of the marshes, herds of several species mingled
peacefully, devoting themselves to chomping up the vegetation. An
odd, green, bulky creature, something like a walking vegetable and
about the height of a man, moved about slowly on stubby hind legs. It
was using paired upper limbs to stuff leaves and whole plants into its
lump of a head. Most of the other animals were quadrupeds. Only



one of the camivorous types was active ... a dog-sized beast with a
narrow rod for a body and a long, weaving neck tipped by a round
cat head. A pack of them quartered the tall grass between marsh
and plainin a purposeful manner, evidently intent on small game.

The other predators Colgrave could see might be waiting for nightfall
before they did something about dinner. Half a dozen heavy leonine
brutes lay about companionable on the open plain, evidently taking a
sunbath. Something much larger and dark squatted in the shade of a
tree on the far side of the marsh, watching the browsing herds but
making no move to approach them.

The only lifeforms above the size of a lizard on the slopes near
Colgrave were a smalish gray hopper, which moved with nervous
jerkiness from one clump of shrubs to another. They seemed to be
young specimens of the green biped in the marsh. There was a fair
number of those downhill on the slopes, ranging between one and
three feet in height. They were more active than their elders; now and
then about two or three would go gamboling clumsily around a bush
together, like fat puppies at play. After retuming to the business of
stripping clumps of leaves from the shrubbery they would stuff them
into the mouth-siits of their otherwise featureless heads. One of
them, eating steadily away, was about twenty feet below him. It
showed o interest whatever in the visitor from Earth.

However he considered the matter, he couldn't have been stumbling
around by himself on this world for more than fifteen hours. And he
could imagine no circumstances under which he might have been
abandoned here deliberately. Therefore there should be, within a
fifteen-hour hike at the outside, something—ship, camp, Inteligence
post, setilement-from which he had started out.

Ifit was a ship, it might be a broken wreck. But even a wreck would
provide shelter, food, perhaps a means of sending an sos call into
space. There might be somebody else still alive on . I there wasrit,
studying the ship itself shouid give him many indications of what had
occurred, and why he was here.

Whatever he would find, he had to get back to his starting point-

Colgrave stiffened. Then he swore, relaxed slightly, sat still. There
was a look of intense concentration on his face.

Quietly, unnoticed, while his attention had been fixed on the
immediate problem, a part of his lost memories had retumed. They
picked up at the instant he was walking along the hall toward
Redman's office, ran on for a number of months, ended again in the
same complete, uncompromising manner as before.

He stilldidnt know why he was on this world. But he fet he was close
to the answer now-perhaps very close indeed.

The Lom Worlds, Imperial Rala--the Sigma File—

Imperial Rala, the trouble maker, two centuries ago the most remote
of the scattered early Earth colonies, now a compact heavy-industry
civilization which had indicated for some time that it intended to
supplant Earth as the leading interstellar power. It had absorbed a
number of other ex-colonies of minor status, turned its attention then
on the nearby Lom Worlds as its first important target of conquest.
Colgrave had been assigned to the Lom Worlds some years
previously. At that time the Lomese had been attempting to placate
Rala and had refused all assistance to Earth's intelligence agencies.



Redman had called him to the office that day to inform him there had
been a basic shift in Lomese policies. He was being sent back. A
full-scale invasion by Imperial Rala was in the making, and the Lom
Worlds had asked for support. Earth's military forces could not be
redeployed in sufficient strength to meet a massive thrust in that
distant area of space in time to check the expected invasion. When it
came, the Lom Worlds would fight a delaying action, giving ground
as slowly as possible until help arrived. Until it did arrive, they would
remain sealed off from Earth almost completely by superior Ralan
strength.

Colgrave worked with Lomese inteligence men for almost three
months, setting up the Sigma File. It contained in code every scrap
of previously withheld information they could give against Rala. For
decades the Lomese had been concemed almost exclusively with
the activities of their menacing neighbor and with their own defensive
plans. The file would be of immense importance in determining
Earth's immediate strategy. For Rala, its possession would be of
equal importance.

Colgrave set off with it finally in a Lomese naval courier to make the
retum run to Earth. The courier was a very fast small ship which could
rely on its speed alone to avoid interception. As an additional
precaution, it would follow a route designed o keep it well beyond
the established range of Ralan patrols.

A week later, something happened to it. Just what, Colgrave didn't
yetknow.

Besides himself there had been three men on board: the two pilot-
navigators and an engineering officer. They were picked men and
Colgrave had no doubt of their competence. He didn't know whether
they had been told the nature of his mission; the matter was not
brought up. It should have been an uneventful, speedy voyage home:

When one of the Lomese pilots summoned Colgrave to the control
room to tell him the courier was being tracked by another ship, the
man showed no serious concern. Their pursuer could be identfied
on the screen, it was a Ralan raider of the Talada class, ten times
the courier's tonnage but still a rather small ship. More importantly, a
Talada could produce nothing like the courier's speed.

Nevertheless, Colgrave didn't like the situation in the least. He had
been assured that the odds against encountering Ralan vessels in
this area of space were improbably high. By nature and training he
distrusted coincidences. However, the matter was out of his hands.
The pilots already were preparing to shift to emergency speed and,
plainly, there was nothing to be done at the moment

He settled down to watch the operation. One of the pilots was
speaking o the engineering officer over the intercom; the other
handled the controls.

Itwas this second man who suddenly gave a startled shout.

In almost the same instant, the ship seemed to be wrenched violently
to the left. Colgrave was hurled out of his seat, realized there was
nothing he could do to keep from smashing into the bulkhead on his
right...

Atthat precise point, his memories shut off again.

"Fleegle!" something was crying shrill. "Fleegle! Fleegle! Fleegle!”

Colgrave started, looked around. The small green biped nearest him
downhill was uttering the cries. It had tumed and was facing him



frontside. Presumably it had just become aware of him and was
expressing alarm. It waved its stubby forelimbs excitedly up and
down. Farther down the slope several of its companions joined in
with "Fleegle!" pipings of their own. Others stood watchfuly still. They
probably had eyes of a sort somewhere in the wrinkled balls of their
heads, at any rate, they all seemed to be staring up at him.

"Fleegle! Fleegle! Fleegle!"

The whole hillside below suddenly seemed alive with the shrilling
voices and waving green forelimbs. Colgrave twisted half around,
glanced up the slope behind him.

He was sliding the gun out of its holster as he came quietly to his
feet, completing the tum. The thing that had been coming down
toward him stopped in midstride, not much more than forty feet away.

It was also a biped, of a very different kind, splotchy gray-black in
color and of singularly unpleasant appearance. About eight feet tall, it
had long, lean talon-tipped limbs and a mall body like
a bloated sack. The round, black head above the body looked
almost fleshless, sharp bone-white teeth as completely exposed as
those of a skull. Two circular yellow eyes a few inches above the
teeth stared steadily at Colgrave:

He felt a shiver of distaste. The creature obviously was a camivore
and could have become dangerous to him if he hadrit been alerted
by the clamor of the fleegle pack. In spite of its scrawny, gangling
look, it should weigh around two hundred and fity pounds, and the
teeth and talons would make it a formidable attacker. Perhaps it had
come skulking down from the forest to pick up one of the browsing
fleegles and hadn't noticed Colgrave until he arose. But he had its ful
attention now.

He waited, unmoving, gun in hand, not too seriously concemed-a
couple of blasts should be enough to rip that puipy body to shreds--
but hoping it would decide to leave him alone. The creature was a
waking nightmare, and tangling with unknown lifeforms always
involved a certain amount of risk. He would prefer to have nothing to
do with it

The fleegle racket had abated somewhat. But now the toothy biped
took a long, gliding step forward and the din immediately set up
again. Perhaps it didn' like the noise, or else it was interested
primarily in Colgrave; at any rate, it opened its mouth as if it were
snarling annoyedly and drew offto the right, moving horizontally along
the slope with long, unhurried spider strides, round yellow eyes still
fixed on Colgrave. The fleegle cries tapered off again as the enemy
withdrew. By the time it had reached a point around sixty feet away,
the slopes were quiet.



Now the biped started downhil, threading its way deliberately among
the boulders like a long-legged, ungainly bird. But Colgrave knew by
then it was after him, and those long legs might hurl it forward with
startiing speed when it decided to attack. He thumbed the safety off
the gun.

With the fleegles silent, he could hear the rasping sounds the thing
made when it opened its mouth in what seemed to be its version of a
snarl ... working up its courage, Colgrave thought, to tackle the
unfamiliar creature it had chanced upon.

As it came level with him on the hillside, it was snarling almost
incessantly. It turned to face him then, lifted its clawed forelegs into a
position oddly like that of a human boxer, hesitated an instant and
ccame on swiftly.

A shrill storm of fleegle pipings burst out along the slope behind
Colgrave as he raised the gun. He'd let the thing cut the distance
between them in half, he decided, then blow it apart.. .

Almost with the thought, he saw the big biped stumble awkwardly
across a rock. t made a startled, bawiing noise, its forelimbs fiinging
out to help it catch its balance; then it went flat on its face with a
thump.

There was instant stillness on the hillside. The fleegles apparently
were watching as intently as Colgrave was. The biped sat up slowly.
It seemed dazed. I shook its ugly head and whimpered
complainingly, glancing this way and that about the slope. Then the
yellow eyes found Colgrave.

Instantly, the biped leaped to its feet, and Colgrave hurriedly brought
the gun up again. But the thing wasn't resuming its charge. It
wheeled, went plunging away up the siope, now and then uttering the
bawling sound it had made as it stumbled. It appeared completely
panicked.

Staring after it, Colgrave scratched his chin reflectively with his free
hand. After a moment, he resafetied the gun, shoved it back into the
holster. He felt relieved but puzzied.

‘The biped, plainly, was not a timid sort of brute. It must possess a
certain amount of innate ferocity to have felt impelled to atiack a



creature of whose fighting ability it knew nothing. Then why this
sudden, almost ludicrous fiight? It might be convinced he had
knocked it down in some manner as it had come at him, but still—

Colgrave shrugged. It was unimportant, after all. The biped had
almost reached the top of the slope by now, was angling to the left to
reach the lichen-gray forest a few hundred yards away. Its pace
hadn'tlessened noticeably. He was rid of it.

Then, as Colgrave's gaze shifted along the boulder-studded top of
the hill, something like a half-remembered fact seemed to nudge his
mind. He stared, scowling abstractedly. Was there something
familiar about that skyine? Something he should... . He made a
shocked sound.

An instant later, he was climbing hurriedly, in something like a panic
of his own, up the rocky slope.

Beyond that crest, he remembered now, the ground dropped away
into a shallow valley. And in that valley--how many hours ago?-he
had landed the Ralan Talada's lifeboat, with the Sigma File on
board. Every minute he had spent wandering dazedly about the area
since then had brought him closer to certain recapture—

He had been slammed against the bulkhead on the Lomese courier
with enough violence to stun him. When he awoke, he was a prisoner
under guard on the Talada, lying on a bunk to which he was secured
ina manner designed to make him as comfortable as possible. The
cabin's fumnishings indicated it belonged to one of the ship's officers.

It told Colgrave among other things that they knew who he was.
Raiders of the Talada class had a liquid-filled compartment in their
holds into which several hundred human beings could be packed at
a time, layered like so many sardines, and kept alive and
semiconscious until the ship retumed to port. An ordinary prisoner
would simply have been dumped into that vat.

His suspicions were soon confirmed. A swarthy gentleman, who
addressed Colgrave by name and introduced himself as Colonel
Ajoran, an intelligence agent of Imperial Rala, came into the cabin.
He waved out the attendant guard, offered Colgrave a cigarete,
outiined his situation briefly to him.

Rala had obtained information of his mission on the Lom Worlds and
arranged to have the courier which would take him back to Earth with
the Sigma File intercepted along any of the alternate routes it might
take. The courier's engineering officer was a Ralan agent who had
jammed the emergency drive to block their escape, then, as an
additional measure, released a paralysis gas to keep Colgrave and
the Lomese pilots helpless unil the courier could be boarded.
Colgrave already had been knocked out by the jolt given the ship by
the jammed drive, but the pilots had had some seconds left in which
toact

One of them had shot himself in preference to becoming a Ralan
prisoner. The other had shot the engineering officer, had been
captured with Colgrave and was at present being tortured to death in
retribution for his il-considered slaying of a Ralan agent.

Colonel Ajoran offered Colgrave another cigarette, made a few
philosophical remarks about the fortunes of war, and came out with
his proposition.



He wanted Colgrave's help in decoding and transcribing the Sigma
File immediately. In retum he would see to it that when they reached
Imperial Rala, Colgrave would be treated as a reasonable man who
understood that the only course open to him was to serve Ralan
interests as effectively as he previously had served those of Earth. In
that event, he would find, Ajoran assured him, that Rala was
generous to those who served it well.

Implying that their discussion would be continued after dinner, the
colonel then excused himself, called the guard back in and left the
cabin.

During the next hour Colgrave put in some heavy thinking. He had
made one observation which presently might be of use to him. At the
moment, of course, he could do nothing but wait. Colonel Ajorar's
plan was a bold one but made sense. Evidently he held a position
fairly high up in the echelons of Ralan intelligence. Knowing the
contents of the Sigma File in detail, he immediately would become:
an important man to rival goverment groups to whom the
information otherwise would not be readily available. He could
improve his standing by many degrees at one stroke:

Atthe end of the hour, dinner was served to Colgrave in his cabin by
a woman who was perhaps as beautiful, in an unusual way, as any
he had seen. She was very slender. Her skin seemed almost as pure
a white as her close-cropped hair, and her eyes were so light a blue
that in any other type they would have appeared completely
colorless. She gave, nevertheless, an immediate impression of
vitality and contained energy. She told Colgrave her name was
Hace, that she was Ajoran's lady, and that she had been instructed to
see to it that he was provided with every reasonable comfort while he
considered Ajoran's proposal.

She went on chatting agreeably until Colgrave had finished his
dinner in the bunk. The colonel then joined them for coffee. The
discussion remained a very indirect one, but Colgrave presently had
the impression that he was being offered an alliance by Ajoran. He
was one of Earth's top miltary agents, possessed unique
information which the colonel could put to extremely good use on
Rala. Colgrave would, in effect, remain on Ajoran's staff and receive
every consideration due a valuable associate. He gathered that one
of the immediate shipboard considerations being proffered for his
cooperation was the colonel's lady.

When the pair left him, Ajoran obsenving that the Talada's sleep
period had begun, the thing had been made clear enough. Neither of
the two guards assigned to Colgrave reappeared in the cabin-which
he had leamed was a section of Ajoran's own shipboard suite—and
the door remained closed. Presumably he was to be left undisturbed
to his reflections for the next seven hours.

Colgrave did not stay awake long. He had a professional's
appreciation of the value of rest when under stress; and he already
had appraised his situation here as thoroughly as was necessary.

He had a minimum goal-the destruction of the Sigma File-and he
had observed something which indicated the goal might be achieved
if he waited for circumstances to favor him. Beyond that, he had an
ascending series of goals with an ascending level of improbability.
They also had been sufficiently considered. There was nothing else
he cared to think about at the moment. He stretched out and fell
asleep almost at once.

When he awoke some time later with the hairs prickling at the base
of his skull, he believed for a moment he was dreaming of the thing



he had not cared to think about. There was light on his right and the
shreds of a voice .. ghastly whispered exhalations from a throat
which had lost the strength to scream. Colgrave turned his head to
the right, knowing what he wouid see.

Part of the wall o one side of the door showed now as a vision
screen; the light and the whispers came from there. Colgrave told
himself he was seeing a recording, that the Lomese pilot captured
with him had been dead for hours. Colonel Ajoran was a practical
man who would have brought this part of the matter to an end without
unreasonable delay so that he could devote himself fully to his far
more important dealings with Colgrave, and the details shown in the
screen indicated the pilot could not be many minutes from death.

The screen slowly went dark again and the whispers ended.
Colgrave wiped sweat from his face and tumed on his side. There
was nothing at all he could have done for the pilot. He had simply
been shown the other side of Ajoran's proposition.

Afew minutes later, he was asleep again.

When he awoke the next time, the cabin was lt. His two guards were
there, one of them arranging Colgrave's breakfast on a wall table
across from the bunk. The other simply stood with his back to the
door, a nerve gun in his hand, his eyes on Colgrave. Fresh clothes,
which Colgrave recognized as his own, brought over from the
courier, had been placed on a chair. The section of wall which
ordinarily covered the small adjoining bathroom was withdrawn.

The first guard completed his arrangements and addressed
Colgrave with an air of surly deference. Colonel Ajoran extended his
ccompliments, was waiting in the other section of the suite and would
like to see Major Colgrave there after he had dressed and eaten.
Having delivered the message, the guard came over to unfasten
Colgrave from the bunk, his companion shifting to a position from
which he could watch the prisoner during the process. That done, the
two with drew from the room, Colgrave's eyes following them
reflectively.

He showered, shaved, dressed, and had an unhurried breakfast. He
could assume that Ajoran felt the time for indirect promises and
threats was over, and that they would get down immediately now to
the business on hand.

When Colgrave came out of the cabin, some thirty minutes after
being released, he found his assumption confirmed. This section of
the stite was considerably larger than the sleep cabin; the colonel
and Hace were seated at the far right across the room, and a guard
stood before a closed door a little left of the section's center line. The
door presumably opened on one of the Talada's passages. The
guard was again holding a nerve gun, and a second gun of the same:
kind lay on a small table beside Ajoran. Hace sat at a recording
apparatus just beyond the colonel. Evidently she doubled as his
secretary when the occasion arose.

Atthe center of the room, on a table large enough to serve as a work
desk, was writing material, a tape reader and, near the left side of
the table, the unopened Sigma File.

Colgrave absorbed the implications of the situation as he came into
the room. The three of them there were on edge, and the nerve guns
showed his present status—they wouldn't injure him but could knot
him up painfully in an instant and leave him helpless for minutes. He
was being told his actions would have to demonstrate that he
deserved Ajoran's confidence.



Almost simultaneously, the realization came to him that the favorable
circumstances for which he had decided to wait were at hand.

He went up to the table, looked curiously down at the Sigma File. It
was about the size and shape of a briefcase set upright. Colgrave
glancing over at Ajoran said, "Im taking it for granted you've had the
destruct charge removed."

Ajoran produced a thin smile.

"Since it could have no useful purpose now," he said, "I did, of
course, have it removed.”

Colgrave gave him an ironic bow. His left hand, brushing back,
struck the Sigma File, sent it toppling toward the edge of the table.

He might as well have stuck a knife point into all three of them. A
drop to the floor could not damage the file, but they were too keyed
up to check their reactions. Ajoran started o his feet with a sharp
exclamation; even Hace came half out of her chair. The guard moved
more effectively. He leaped forward from the wall, bending down, still
holding the nerve gun, caught the file with his wrist and free hand as it
went off the table, turned to place it back on the table.

Colgrave stepped behind him. In the back of the jackets of both
guards he had seen a lumpy buige near the hip, indicating each
carried a second gun, which could be assumed to be a standard
energy type. His left hand caught the man by the shoulder, his right
found the holstered gun under the jacket, twisted it upward and fired
as he bent the guard over it. His left arm tingled--Ajoran had cut
loose with the nerve gun, trying to reach him through the guard's
body. Then Colgrave had the gun clear, saw Ajoran coming around
on his right and snapped off two hissing shots, letting the guard slide
o the floor. Ajoran stopped short, hauled open the sleep cabin door
and was through it in an instant, slamming it shut behind him,

Across the room, Hace, almost at the other door, stopped, too, as
Colgrave tumed toward her. They looked at each other a moment,
then Colgrave stepped around the guard and walked up to her, gun
pointed. When he was three steps away, Hace closed her eyes and
stood waiting, arms limp at her sides. His left fist smashed against
the side of her jaw and she dropped like a rag dol.

Colgrave looked back. The guard was twisting contortedly about on
the floor. His face showed he was dead, but it would be a minute or
two before the nerve charge worked itself out of his body. The
colonel's lady wouldnt stir for a while. Ajoran himself... . Colgrave
stared thoughtfully at the door of the sleep cabin.

Ajoran might be alerting the ship from in there at the moment,
although there: hadn't been any communication device in view. Or he
could have picked up some weapon he fancied more than a nerve
gun and was ready to come out again. The chances were good,
however, that he'd stay locked in where he was until somebody came
to inform him the berserk prisoner had been dealt with. It wasnit
considered good form in Rala's upper echelons to take personal
risks which could be delegated to subordinates.

Whatever happened, Colgrave told himself he could achieve his
minimum goal any time he liked now. A single energy bott through
the Sigma File would ignite it explosively. And its destruction, getting
it out of Ralan hands, had been as much as he reasonably could
expect to accomplish in the situation.

He glanced at the closed door to the sleep cabin again, at the door
which should open on one of the Talada's passages, and decided
he didn' feel reasonable.

He took the Sigma File from the table, carried it over to the passage
door and set it down against the wall. He'd expected to see the



second guard come bouncing in through the door as soon as the
commotion began in here. The fact that he hadn' indicated either
that he'd been sent away or that Ajoran's suite was soundproofed.
Probably the latter... .

Colgrave raised the gun, grasped the door handle with his left hand,
tumed it suddenly, hauled the door open.

The second guard stood outside, but he wasnit given time to do
much more than buige his eyes at Colgrave.

Colgrave went quickly along the passage, the Sigma File in his left
hand, the gun ready again in his right. Now that it was over he felt a
little shaky. By the rules he should, in such circumstances, have been
satisfied with his minimum goal and destroyed the file before he
tisked another encounter with an armed man. ff he'd been killed just
now, it would have been there intact for Rala to decode.

But the other goals looked at least possible now, and he couldnit
quite bring himself to put a bolt through the file before it became
clear that he'd done as much as he couid

He moved more cautiously as he approached the comer of the
passage. This was officer's country, and his plans were based ona
remembered general impression of the manner in which the Talada
raiders were constructed. The passageway beyond the comer was
three times the width of this one ... it might be the main passage he
was looking for.

He glanced around the comer, drew back quickly. About thirty feet
away in the other side of the passage was a wide doorspace, and
two men in officer's uniform had been walking in through it at the
moment he looked. Colgrave took a long, slow breath. His next goal
suddenly seemed not at allfar away.

He waited a few seconds, looked again. Now the passage was
clear. Instantly he was around the comer, running down to the
doorspace. As he stepped oLt before it, he saw his guess had been
good. He was looking down a short flight of steps into the Talada's
control room.

Looking and firing... . The gun in his hand hissed like an angry cat,
but several seconds passed before any of the half-dozen men down
there realized he was around. By then two of them were dead. They
had happened to be in the gun's way. The drive control panels, the
gun's target, were shattering from end to end. Colgrave swung the
gun toward a big communicator in a comer. At that moment,
somebody discovered him.

The man did the sensible thing. His hand darted out, throwing one of
the switches before him.

A slab of battle-steel slid down across the doorspace, settling the
control room away from the passage.

Colgrave sprinted on down the passage. The emergency siren came
on.

The Talada howled monstrously, ike a wounded beast, as it rolled
and bucked. Suddenly he was in another passage, heard shouts
ahead, tumed back, stumbled around a comer, went scrambling
breathlessly up a steep, narrow stairway.

Atits top, he saw ahead of him, like a wish-dream scene, the lt lock,
two white-faced crewmen staggering on the heaving deck as they
tried to lift a heavy boxed item into it.

Colgrave came roaring toward them, wild-eyed, waving the gun.
They looked around at him, tumned and ran as he leaped past them
into the lock.



The man at the controls of the Talada's lifeboat died before he
realized somebody was running up behind him. Colgrave dropped
the Sigma File, hauled the body out of the seat, slid into it..

He was several minutes' fiight away from the disabled raider before
he realized he was laughing like a lunatic.

He was clear. And now the odds, shifting all the way over, were
decidedly in his favor. The question was how long it would take them
to repair the damage and come after him. With enough of a start,
they couldn't know which way he'd headed and the chance of being
picked up before he got within range of the Earth patrols became
negligible. But first there was the matter of getting the lifeboat fueled
for the long run. It used iron, the standard medium, and he had,
Colgrave calculated, enough for fifteen hours' fight on hand.

Which wasn't too bad. It would have been nicer if he could have given
the two crewmen time to dump another few boxes of ingots on board
before he had taken off. But a scan of the stellar neighborhood
showed two planets respectively seven and eight hours away
indicating conditions which should allow a man to stay a short time
without serious damage or discomfort. The lifeboat had the standard
iron location and refining equipment on board. A few hours on either
of those worlds, and he'd be ready.

Afer dropping the body of the Ralan pilot into space, he decided the
seven hour run gave him a slight advantage. Once the Talada got
moving, it had speed enough to check over both worlds without
losing a significant amount or time. They could figure out his fuel
requirements as well as he. If they arrived before he was finished
and gone, the raider's scanning devices were almost certain to spot
the lifeboat wherever he tried to hide it.

The chances seemed very good that they simply wouldnit get there
soon enough. But the minimum goal remained a factor. Colgrave
decided to cache the Sigma File in some easily identifiable spot as
soon as he touched ground, take the boat to another section of the
planet o do his mining, come back for the file when he was prepared
to leave. I would cut the risk of being surprised with it to almost
nothing...

v

How many hours had passed since then? Clawing his way up
through the bouiders and shrubbery, slipping in loose soil, Colgrave
glanced back for a moment at the sun. It was noticeably lower in the
sky again, appeared to be dropping almost visibly toward the
horizon. But that told him nothing. He remembered the landing now; it
had been dayiight and he had come down to hide the Sigma File

had hidden it, his memory corrected him suddenly. And then, for the
next six or ten or fourteen hours, he appeared to have simply waited



around here, in some mental fog, for the Talada to come riding its
fiery braking jets down from the sky.

‘The raider might arrive at any moment. Unless....

Colgrave blocked offthe rest of that thought. The slope had begun to
level off as he approached the top; he covered the last stretch in a
rush, lungs sobbing for breath. He clambered on hastily through a
jagged crack in the back of the ridge. For an instant, he saw the
shallow dip of the valley beyond.

He dropped flat immediately. They were already here.

Itwas a shock, but one he realized he had half expected. After a few
seconds, he crept up to the shelter of a rock from where he could
look into the valley without exposing himself.

The Talada had set down about a hundred yards back of the
lifeboat, perhaps no more than half an hour ago. The smaller vessel's
lock stood open; a man came climbing out of it, followed by two
others. The last of the three closed the lock and they started back
toward the raider, from which other men were emerging. Ajoran had
ordered the lifeboat searched first, to make sure the Sigma File
wasnt concealed on it. Without that delay they should have caught
him while he was still cimbing up the slope... . The group coming out
of the Talada now was a hunting party, most of them had quick-firing
fifles slung across their backs.

They lined up beside the ship while a wedge-shaped device was
maneuvered out of the lock. It remained floating a little above the
ground near the head of the line, about twenty feet long, perhaps a
dozen feet across at ifs point of greatest width. Colgrave had seen
such devices before.

It was a manracker, a type used regularly in Ralan expeditions
against settlements on other planets. fts power unit and instruments
were packed into the narrow tip; most of its space was simply a
container, enclosed and filled with the same kind of numbing liquid
preservative as that in the prisoner vats in the Talada ships. I could
be set either to hunt down specific individuals or any and all human
beings within its range, and to either kil them as they were overtaken
or pick them up with ts grapplers and deposit them unharmed in the
container. They could use it o follow him now, the clothing he had left
on the ship would give it all the indications it needed to recognize
and follow his trail.

More men had come out behind the machine, including one in a
spacestit. Colonel Ajoran apparently was assigning almost the
entire complement of the Talada to the search for Colgrave and the
Sigma File.

Colgrave decided he'd seen enough. If he had been observed on the
hillside as the Talada was descending, they would have gone after
him immediately. Instead, they would now follow their man-racker
over the ridge and down to the swamp where the herds of native
animals were feeding. It gave him a little time.

He crawled backward a dozen feet into the narrow crevasse, rose
and retraced his way through it to the other side of the ridge. Beyond
the plain, the sun was almost touching the horizon. The gray forest
into which the aggressive biped had retreated began a few hundred
yards to his right. He'd have better shelter there than among the
tumbled rocks of the ridge.

He went loping toward it, keeping below the crestine. His eyes
shifted once toward the swamp. One great tree stood there, towering
a good hundred feet above the vegetation about it. The Sigma File
was wedged deep among the giant's root, a few feet below the
water. He'd seen the tree from the air, put the lifeboat down in the



little valley, hurried down to the swamp on foot. Twenty minutes later
the file had been buried and he'd started wading back out of the
swamp. What had happened between that moment and the one
when he found himseff sitting on the hillside he stil didnit know... .

He reached the forest, came back among the trees over the top of
the ridge until he saw the valley again. During the few minutes that
had passed, the ridge’s evening shadow had spread across half the
lower ground. It had seemed possible that when they realized how
close it was to nightfall here, the hunt for him would be put off till
morning. But Ajoran evidently wanted no delay. The man in the
spacestit stil stood near the open lock of the ship, but the search
party was coming across the valley behind their tracking machine.
They headed for a point of the open ridge about a quarter-mile away
from Colgrave. They'd have lights to continue on through the night if
necessary.

The chase plan was simple but eflective. If the man-tracker hadn't
flushed him into view before moming, the Talada coud take the
lifeboat aboard, move after the search party and put down again.
They could work on in relays throughout the following day, half of
them resting at a time on the ship, until he was run down.

The Sigma File was safest where he'd left it. The tracker's scent
perceptors were actte enough to follow his trail through the stagnant
swamp, getting signs from the vegetation he'd brushed against or
grasped in passing, even from lingering traces in the water itseff
And it might very well detect the file beneath the surface. But-
ironically, considering Ajoran's purpose~the discovery would be
meaningless to the machine except as another indication that the
man it was pursuing had been there. It would simply move on after
him

The worst thing he could attempt at the moment would be to get
down to the swamp ahead of the searchers and destroy the file. He
would almost certainly be sighted on the open slopes below the
forest; and either the tracker or the man in the spacesuit could be
overhead instants later.

Colgrave's gaze shifted back to the spacestited figure. He would
have to watch out for that one. His immediate role presumably was to
act as liaison man between the ship and the hunters, supplementing
the communicator reports Ajoran would be getting on the progress of
the search. But he was armed with a rifle; and if Colgrave was seen,
he could spatter the area around the fugitive with stun-gas pellets
while remaining beyond range of a hand weapon. He had floated
back up to the Talada's lock for a moment, was now heading out to
the ridge, drifting about ffty feet above the ground.

It wasn't a graceful operation. Manewering a st designed for
weightless service in space near the surface of a planet never was.
But the fellow was handling himself fairly well, Colgrave thought. He
came up 1o the ridge as the troop began filing across it, hovered
above the line a few seconds, then swung to the left and moved off in
a series of slow, awkward bounces above the hillside. He seemed to
be holding something up to his helmet, and Colgrave guessed he
was scanning the area with a pair of powerful glasses. After some
minutes, he came back.

Colgrave had crossed over to the other side of the ridge to follow the
progress of the column. It had swung to the right as it started down,
was angling straight toward the swamp along the route he had taken
with the file. He watched, chewing his lip. If the manracker
happened to cross his retun trail on the way, he might be in trouble
almostimmediately... .



The man in the spacesut drifted after the search party, passed
above them some two hundred feet in the air, then remained
suspended and almost unmoving. Colgrave glanced over at the
horizon. The sun was nearly out of sight; its thin golden rim shrank
and disappeared as he looked at it. Night should follow quickly here,
but as yet he couldn't see any advantage the darkness would bring
him.

The man in the spacestit was coming back to the ridge. He hovered
above it a moment, setied uncertainly toward the flat top of a
boulder, made a stumbling landing and righted himself, He tumed
toward the plain and the swamp, lifting the object that seemed to be
a pair of glasses to the front of his helmet again. Evidently he'd had
enough of the suits airbore eccentricities for a while.

Colgrave's throat worked. The man was less than two hundred yards
away....

His eyes shifted toward a tuft of shrubs twenty feet beyond the edge
ofthe forest growth.

Some seconds later, he was there, studying the stretch of ground
ahead. Other shrubs and rocks big enough to crouch behind ... but
they would give him no cover at all if for some reason the fellow
decided to lift back into the air. The fading light wouldn't help then.
Those were space glasses he was using, part of the suit, designed
to provide clear vision even when only the gleam of distant stars was
there for them to absorb.

But perhaps, Colgrave told himself, Spacesuit would not decide to lift
back into the air. In any case, no other approach was possible. The
far side of the ridge was controlled by the Talada's night-scanners,
and they would be in use by now.

He moved, waited, gathered himself and moved again. Spacestit
was directing most of his attention downhil, but now and then he
tumed for a look along the ridge in both directions. Perhaps, as the
air darkened, the closeness of the forest was getting on his nerves.
Native sounds were drifting up from the plain, guttural bellowing and
long-drawn ululations. The meat eaters were coming awake.
Presently there was a series of short, savage roars from the general
direction of the swamp; and Colgrave guessed the search party had



run into some big camivore who had never heard about energy rifles.
When the roaring stopped with a monstrous scream, he was sure of
it.

He had reduced the distance between them by almost half when the
spacesuit soared jerkily up from the bouider. Colgrave had a very
bad moment. But it lifted no more than a dozen feet, then descended
again at a slant which carried it behind the boulder. The man had
merely changed his position. And the new position he had selected
took them out of each other's sight.

Colgrave was instantly on his feet, running forward. Here the surface
was rutted with weather fissures. He slipped into one of them,
drawing out his gun, moved forward at a crouch. A moment later, he
had reached the near side of the bouider on which Spacesuit had
stood.

Where was he now? Colgrave listened, heard a burst of thin,
crackling noises. They stopped for some seconds, came briefly
again, stopped again. The st communicator ... the man must have
taken off the helmet, or the sound wouldnt have been audible. He
couldn'tbe far away.

Colgrave went down on hands and knees, edged along the side of
the boulder to the right. From here he could see down the hillside. On
the plain, the night was gathering; the boundaries between the open
land and the swamp had blurred. But the bobbing string of tiny light
beams down there, switching nervously this way and that, must
already be moving through the marsh.

The communicator noises came again, now from a point apparently
no more than fifteen feet beyond the edge of the boulder ahead of
Colgrave. It was as close as he could get. It was important that the
man in the spacesLit should die instantly, which meant a head shot.
Colgrave rose up, stepped out quietly around the bouider, gun
pointed.

The man stood faced half away, the helmet tipped back on his
shoulders. In the last instant, as Colgrave squeezed down on the
trigger, sighting along the barrel, the head tumed and he saw with
considerable surprise that it was Colonel Ajoran.

Thenthe gun made its spiteful hissing sound.

Ajoran's head jerked slightly to the side and his eyes closed. The
spacesdit held him upright for the second or two before he toppled
Colgrave already was there, reaching under the collar for one of the
communicator's leads. He found it, gave it a sharp twist, felt it snap.

In the Talada, the man watching the night-scanners saw Colonel
Ajoran's spacestit appear above the ridge and start back to the
ship. He informed the control room and the lock attendant

The outer lock door opened as the suit came to it. Colgrave made a
skidding landing inside. His performance in the st had been no
improvement on Ajoran's. He shut off the suit drive, clumped up to
the inner door, left arm raised across the front of the helmet, hand
fumbling with the oxygen hose. t would hide his face for a moment
from whoever was on the other side of the door. His right hand
rested on his gun.

The door opened. The attendant stood at rigid attention before the
control panel six feet away, ifle grounded, eyes front. Mentally



blessing Ralan discipline, Colgrave stepped up beside him, drew
out the gun and gave the back of the man's skul a solid thump with
the barrel.

When the atiendant opened his eyes again a few minutes later, his
head ached and there was a gag in his mouth. His hands were tied
behind him, and Colgrave was wearing his uniform.

Colgrave hauled him to his feet, poked a gun muzzle against his
back.

“Lead the way to the control room," he said.

The attendant led the way. Colgrave followed, the uniform cap pulled
down to conceal his face. Ajoran's handgun and a stunner he had
taken from the attendant were stuck into his belt. The attendant's
energy rifle and the one which had been strapped to the spacestit
were concealed in a closet near the lock. He had assembled quite
anarsenal.

When they reached the wide main passage in the upper level of the
ship, he halted the lock attendant. They retraced their steps to the
last door they had passed. Colgrave opened it. An office of some
kind ... he motioned the attendant in and followed him, closing the
door.

He came out a few seconds later, shoved the stunner back under his.
belt, and stood listening. The Talada seemed almost eerily silent
Not very surprising, he thought. The number of men who had set out
after him indicated that only those of the crew who were needed to
coordinate the hunt and maintain the ship's planetary secrity
measures had remained on board. That could be ten or twelve at
most; and every one of them would be stationed at his post at the
moment.

Colgrave went out into the main passage, walked quietly along it
Now he could hear an intermittent murmur of voices from the control
room. One of them seemed to be that of a woman, but he wasn't
sure. They were being silent again before he came close enough to
distinguish what was being said.

There was nothing to be gained by hesitating at this point. The
control room was the nerve center of the ship, but there couldn't be
more than four o five of them in it. Colgrave had a gun in either hand
as he reached the open doorspace. He tumed through it, started
unhurriedly down the carpeted stairs leading into the control room,
eye and mind photographing the details of the scene below.

Ajoran's lady was nearest, seated at a small table, her attention on
the man before the communicator set in a comer alcove on the left.
This man's back was tumed. A gun was belted to his waist. Farther
down in the control room sat another man, facing the passage but
bent over some instrument on the desk before him. The desk
shielded him almost completely, which made him the most
dangerous of the three at the moment. No one else was in view, but
that didn't necessarily mean that no one else was here.

Hace became aware of him as he reached the foot of the stairs. Her
head tumed sharply; she seemed about to speak. Then her eyes
went wide with shocked recognition.

He'd have to get the man at the desk the instant she screamed. But
she didn't scream. Instead, her right hand went up, two fingers lifted
and spread. She nodded fiercely at the communicator operator, next
atthe man behind the desk

Only two of them? Well, that probably was true. But he'd better use
the stunner on Hace before attempting to deal with the two armed
men.



Atthat moment, the communicator operator looked around

He was young and his reactions were as fast as Hace's. He threw
himself sideways out of the chair with a shout of warning, hit the floor
olling over and clawing for his gun. The man behind the desk had no
chance. As he jerked upright, startied, an energy bolt took him in the
head. The operator had no real chance, either. Colgrave swung the
gun to the left, saw for an instant eyes fixed on him, bright with
hatred, and the other gun coming up, and fired again

He waited a number of seconds, then, alert for further motion. But the
control room remained quiet. So Ajoran's lady hadn't lied. She
stayed where she was, unstirring, until he turned toward her. Then
she said quietly, her expression still incredulous, "It seemed like
magic! How could you getinto the ship?"

Colgrave looked at the dark, ugly bruise his fist had printed along the
side of her jaw, said, "In Ajoran's spacestit, of course.”

She hesitated. "He's dead?"

"Quite dead,” Colgrave said thoughtfully.

"lwanted," Hace said, "to kill im myself. |would have done it finally,
believe... " She hesitated again. "It doesnt matier now. What can |
do to help you? They're in trouble down in the swamp."

"What kind of trouble?"

"That isn't clear. It began two or three minutes ago, but we haven't
been able to get an inteligible report from the two communicator
men. They were excited, shouted, almost irrational.”

Colgrave scowled. After a moment, he shook his head. "Let's clean
up the ship first. How many on board?"

Nine besides those two... and myself."

“The man in the lock's taken care of," Colgrave said. "Eight. On the
lifeboat?"

"Nobody. Ajoran had a trap prepared for you there, in case you
came back before they caught you. You couid have got inside, but
you couldn't have started the engines, and you would have been
unable to get out again.”

Colgrave grunted. "Can you get the men in the ship to come
individually to the control room?”

"Isee. Yes, I think | can do that."
"Ml want to check you over for weapons first.”

"Of course.” Hace smiled slightly, stood up. "Why should you trust
me?"

"l wouldn't know," Colgrave said

They came in, unsuspecting, one by one; and, one by one, the
stunner brought them down from behind. Shortly afterwards, a freight
carrier floated into the Talada's vat room. Hace stood aside as
Colgrave unlocked the cover of the drop hole in the deck and hauled
it back. A heavy stench surged up from the vat. Colgrave looked
down a moment at the oily black liquid eight feet below, then
dragged the nine unconscious men in tum over from the carier,
dropped them in, and resealed the vat.



A man's voice babbled and sobbed. Another man screamed in
sudden fright; then there was a sound of rapid, panicky breathing
mingled with the sobs.

Colgrave switched off the communlcalor looked over at Hace. "Is
this what it was like before

She moistened her lips. "No, this is insanity!” Her voice was
unsteady. "Theyre both completely incapable of responding to us
now. What could there be in that swamp at night to have terrified
them to that extent? At least some of the others should have come
back to the ship... " She paused. "Colgrave, why do we stay here?
You know what they're like—why bother with them? You don't need
any of them to handle the ship. One person can take it to Earth if
necessary."

"I know," Colgrave said. He studied her, added, "f'm wondering a
little why you're wiling to help me get to Earth."

Anger showed for an instant in the pale, beautiful face.

“I'm no Ralan! | was picked up in a raid on Beristeen when | was
twelve. Ive never wanted to do anything but get away from Rala since
that day."

Colgrave grunted, rubbed his chin. "I see... . Well, we can't leave
immediately. For one thing, |left the Sigma File in that swamp."

Hace stared at him. "You haven't destroyed it?"
"No. Itnever quite came to that point."

She laughed shortly. "Colgrave, you're rather wonderful! Ajoran was
convinced the file was lost, and that his only chance of saving his
own skin was to get you back alive o he could find out what you had
leamed on the Lorn Worlds... . No, you can't leave the file behind, of
course! | understand that. But why don't we lift the ship out of
atmosphere until its morming here?" She nodded at the

"That vhatever theyve aroused down
there--should have settied out by then. The swamp will be quiet
again. Then you can work out a way to get the file back without too
much danger.”

Colgrave shook his head, got to his feet. "No, that shouidn't be
necessary. The manracker was being monitored from the ship,
wasn'tit? Where is the control set kept?"

Hace indicated the desk twenty feet behind her where the second
man had sat when Colgrave had come into the control room.

"Its lying over there. That's what he was doing."

Colgrave said, "Let's take a look at it. | want the thing to retum to the
ship." He started toward the desk.

Hace stood up, went over to the desk with him. "I afraid | can't tell
youhow to operate it

"I should be able to do it" Colgrave said. "I played around a few
hours once with a captured man-tracker which had been shipped
back to Earth. This appears to be a very similar model." He looked
down at the moving dark blurs in the screen which formed the center
of the control set, twisted a knob to one side of it. "Let's see what it's
doing now before | have it return to the ship."

The screen cleared suddenly. The scene was still dark, but in the
machine's night-vision details were distinct. A rippling weed bed was
gliding slowly past below; a taller leafy thicket ahead moved closer.
Then the thicket closed abou the tracker.

Hace said, "The operator was trying to discover through the tracker



what was happening to the men down there, but it moved out of the
range of their lights almost as soon as the disturbance began;
Apparently the devices, once set, can't be tumed around.”

"Not unless you're riding them," Colgrave agreed. "Tele-monitoring
starts them off and observes what they're doing. They either go on
and finish their business, or get their sensors switched off and retum
o their starting point. Is stllfollowing my trail. Now...."

"What's that light?" Hace asked uneasily. "It looks like the reflection
ofafire.”

The tracker had emerged from the thicket, swung to the left, and was
gliding low over an expanse of open water, almost touching it. There
were pale orange glitters on the surface ahead of it

Colgrave studied them, said, "At a guess, it simply means there's a
moon in the sky” He pushed a stud on the set, and the scene
vanished. "That wiped out the last instructions it was given. It will
come back to the ship ina minute or two."

Hace looked at him. "What do you have in mind?"

"I riding it down to the swamp."

“Not now! In the morning you... "

"I don't think Ml be in any danger. Now lets find a place where fm
sure youlll stay locked up until | get back. As you said, one person
can do all that's needed to lift this ship off the planet and head
away... "

vi

Five hundred feet above the ground, the man-tracker's open saddle
was not the most reassuring place to be in. But the machine was
considerably easier to maneuver than the spacesdit had been and
the direct route by air to the giant tree beneath which he'd concealed
the Sigma File was the shortest and fastest Colgrave was
reasonably certain nothing had happened to the file, but he wouldnit
know until he held it in his hands again.

The orange moon that had pushed above the horizon was a big one,
the apparent diameter of its disk twice that of the vanished sun
Colgrave was holding the tracker's pace down. But no more than a
few minutes passed before he could make out the big tree in the
vague light, ahead and a litle to his right. He guided the machine
over to it, circled its crown slowly twice, looking down, then lowered
the tracker down to a section of open water near the base of the tree,
tumed it and went gliding in toward the tangled oot system of the
giant. He tumed the control set off, remained in the saddle a few
moments, looking about and listening.

The swamp was full of sound, most of it of a minor nature ... chirps,
twittering, soft hoots. Something whistled piercingly three times i the
tree overhead. Behind him, not too far off, was a slow, heavy
splashing which gradually moved away. At the very limit of his
hearing was something else. It might have been human voices, faint
with distance, or simply his imagination at work.

Nearby, nothing moved. Colgrave pulled the control set out of its
saddle frame, slid down from the saddle, clinging to it with one hand,
finally dropped a few inches into a layer of mud above the mass of
tree roots. He climbed farther up on the roots, found a dry place
under one of them where he shoved the control set in out of sight.
Then he went climbing cautiously on around the areat trunk. slipping



now and then on the slimy root tangle beneath the mud.... .

And here was where he had concealed the Sigma File. A little bay of
water extended almost to the trunk itself, about five feet deep.
Colgrave siipped down into it. There was firn footing here. He
moved forward to the tip of the bay, took a deep breath and
crouched down. The warm water closed over his head. He groped
about among the root shelves before him, touched the file, gripped it
byits handle and drew it out.

He clambered up out of the water, started back around the tree... .

And there the thing stood.

Colgrave stopped short. This was almost an exact duplication of
what happened after he'd brought the Sigma File down here and
concealed it. It had been daylight then, and what he saw now as a
bulky maniike shape in the shadow of the tree had been clearly
visible. It was a green monstrosity, heavy as a gorilla, with a huge,
round bobbing ball of a head which showed no features at all through
its leafy appendages. t was bigger than it had looked at a distance
from the hillside, standing almost eight feet tall.

The first ime, it had been only a few yards away, moving toward him
around the tree, when he had seen it. His instant reaction had been
to haul out his gun... .

Now he stayed still, looking at it. His heartbeat had speeded up
noticeably. This was, he told himself, an essentially vegetarian
creature. And it was peaceable because it had a completely
effective means of defense. It could sense the impuise to attack in an
approaching camivore, and it could make the camivore forget its
purpose.

As often as was necessary.

Colgrave made himself start forward. He had no intention, his mind
kept repeating, of harming this oversized fleegle, and it had no
intention of harming him. It did not move out of his path as he came
toward it, but tumed slowly to keep facing him as he clambered past
over the roots a few feet away.

Colgrave didn't look back at it and heard no movement behind him.
He saw the man-tracker floating motionless above the mud ahead,
put the file down and pulled the tracker's control set out from under
the root where he had left it. A minute or two later, he was back in the
machine's saddle, out in the moonlight away from the big tree, the
Sigma File fastened to his belt.

He tapped a pattem of instructions into the control set, checked them
very carefully, slid the set into the saddle frame and switched it on.

The man-racker swung about purposefully, went gliding away



through the swamp. A hundred yards on, it encountered three
fleegles, somewhat smaller than the one under the tree, wading
slowly leg-deep through the mud. They stopped as the machine
appeared, and Colgrave thought friendly and admiring things about
fleegles until they were well behind him again. Perhaps a minute
later, the man-tracker stopped in the air above the first of the
Talada's lost crew.

He had crawled into a thicket and was blubbering noisily to himsef.
When two of the machine's grapplers ficked down into the thicket
and locked about him, he bawled in horror. Colgrave looked straight
ahead, not particularly wanting to watch this. There was a click
behind him as the preservative tank opened. For a moment, his
nostrils were full of the stink of the liquid. Then there was a splash,
and the bawiing stopped abruptly. The tank clicked shut

The man-tracker swung around on a new point, set off again. ts
present instructions were to trail and collect every human being
within the range of its sensory equipment, exceptits rider.

Theyd been on edge to begin with here, Colgrave told himself. Their
fifles already had brought down one brute which had come roaring
monstrously at them in the dusk; and presumably the rifles could
handle anything else they might encounter. But they hadn't liked the
look of the swamp the man-tracker was leading them into. Wading
through pools, slipping in the mud, flashing their lights about at every
menacing shadow, they followed the machine, mentally cursing the
order that had sent them after the Earth inteligence agent as night
was closing in.

And then a great green ogre was standing in one of the light
beams.

Naturally, they tried to shoot it
And as they made the decision, they began to forget.

Progressive waves of amnesia .. first, perhaps, only a touch. The
men lifiing rifles forgot they were lifing them. Until they saw the
fleegle again--

The past few hours might be wiped out next, They stood in a swamp.
at night, not knowing how theyd got there or why they were there. But
they had rifles in their hands, and an ogrish shape was watching
them.

Months forgotten now. The fleegle could keep it up.
About that point, theyd begun to stampede, scattered, ploughed this
way and that through the swamp. Bt the fleegles were everywhere.
And as often as a gun was lifted in panic, another chunk of memory
would go. Until the last of the weapons was dropped.

The man-tracker wasnit rounding up men, but children in grown-up
bodies, huddled in hiding on a wet, dark nightmare world, dazed and

uncomprehending, unable to do more than wail wildly as the machine
picked them up and placed them ints tark.

vil

Colgrave came out of the compartment where the man-racker was
housed, locked the door and tumed off the control set.

"You haven't closed the vat yet,” Hace said.

He nodded. "I know. Let's go back."



"Im still not clear on just what did happen.” she went on, walking
beside him up the passage. "You say they lost their memories... ?"

"Yes. Its a temporary thing. | had the same experience when | first
got here, though | don't seem to have been hit as hard as most of
them were. If they werentt floating around in that slop now, they'd start
remembering within hours."

He opened the door to the vat room, motioned her inside. Hace
wrinkled her nose in automatic distaste at the odor of the
preservative, said, "Is very strange. How could any creature affect a
human mind in that manner?"

"I don't know" Colgrave said. "But it isn't important now." He
followed her in, closing the door behind him, went on, "Now this will
be rather unpleasant, so let's get it over with."

She glanced back at him. "Get what over with, Colgrave?"

"Youire getting the ride to Earth you said you wanted." Colgrave told
her, "but you're riding along with the crew down there.”

Hace whirled to face him, her eyes wild with fear.
"Ah--no! Colgrave ... ... you couldn'.. "

"I don't want you awake on the ship," he told her. "Though | might
have thought of some other way of making sure you wouldn't be a
problem if my pilot hadn't died as he did."

"What does that have to do with me?" Her voice was shril. "Didrt |
tryto help you in the control room?

"You played it smart in the control room." Colgrave said. "But you
would have gone into the vat with the first group if | hadrit thought you
might be useful in some way."

“But why? Am | to blame for what Ajoran did?"

Colgrave shrugged. "Im not sorry for what happened to Ajoran. But
Tm not stupid enough to think that a Ralan intelligence agent would
9o out in a spacesdit to help look for me, leaving the ship in charge
of a couple of junior officers. Ajoran went out because he was
ordered to do it. And there were a few other things. What they add up
to, lady, is that you were the senior agent in this operation. And it
would suit you just fine to get back to Rala with the Sigma File, and
0 one left alive to tell how you almost et it get away from you."

Hace wet her lips, her eyes darting wildly about his face.
"Colgrave, ... " she started to plead.

"No," Colgrave said. He placed his hand flat against her chest,
shoved hard. Hace went stumbling backward toward the open drop
hole of the vat. There was a scream and a splash. He walked over
and looked down. The oily surface was smooth again. He slammed
the cover down over the drop hole, sealed it and left the room.

About two hours had passed. The Talada hung in space near the
fringes of the solar system which contained the fleegle world
Colgrave had completed his studies of the ship's navigational
system. ft was a standard setup for long-range vessels, self-locating,
self-focusing. Once he got the raider under way, there would be less
for him to do than there would have been on the lifeboat.

But there was one more matter to take care of before he left. On the



planet, he hadn't dared let himself think about it.

The Talada's computers knew where the ship was but weren't
registering the fact. For most navigational purposes, it was
meaningless. You only had to know where you wanted to go.
Carrying out a location check was a separate operation which would
take him at least another hour.

‘The time wouldn't be wasted, Colgrave thought. Recording the ship's
exact coordinates here might fum out to be as important as getting
the Sigma File to Earth-more so... .

It had been at the other end of the swamp, shortly before he returned
to the ship, while the tracker was picking up a man who had got
farther than most, that he suddenly had become aware of a glow of
greenish luminescence on his left and tumed in the saddle to look at
it.

There was a wide opening in the forested hillside above the level of
the swamp. Colgrave had stared at it with a feeling almost of
superstitious fear. A group of fleegles was streaming slowly into it; a
few others were emerging. There was a sense of something ordered
and arranged stretching far back into the dim green light under the
hill. The equivalent of human buildings, he had thought. And beyond
them, taller than the structures, he could make out vague, green
figures moving hugely about

His skin was crawling when the tracker deposited its last captive in
the tank, tumed and went gliding back toward the center of the
swamp. He had a strong conviction he shouid do nothing whatever to
draw attention to himself here. But as the machine came up to a
dense thicket which would have shut off his view, Colgrave looked
back. The opening in the hill had vanished.

An underground civilization of some kind, and inteligence... . In all
the time man had been in space, there had been no previous
recorded contact with another intelligent race.

Perhaps we've never taken the time to really look for them,
Colgrave thought. Our main business somehowalways seems to be
fighting among ourselves.

As the coming war with Rala would prevent any immediate action
being taken on the report he would make. But someday a scientific
expedition would start out from Earth to settle down on the fleegle
world and make contact—

Colgrave leaned forward in his chair, pulled the Talada's locator
toward him, snapped it into the computing system, and placed his
hand on the activating switch.

Then he went still, head raised, tilted sideways a little in an attitude of
listening.

From somewhere, very far away, a huge, quiet voice was addressing
him.

"Forget it," it said.

Colgrave gave the locator a puzzled look, pulled it out of the system,
stood up and restored itto its casing.

He retumed, studied the focal chart which contained Earth briefly
once more, then reached out and cut in the main drive. The Talada
began to move.

Colgrave seftled back in his chair, watching a not very remarkable
yellow sun siide slowly away from him in the screen. There was a
momentary uneasy feeling that something else was also sliding away
. something very important that now would be forever lost. Then he




forgotit.
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He contracted for a charter trip--

but the man who hired his spacer wasn't quite a
man,

it turned out--and he wanted more than service!

Gefty Rammer came along the narrow passages between the Silver
Queer’s control compartment and the staterooms, trying to
exchange the haggard look on his face for one of competent seff-
assurance. There was nothing to gain by letting his two passengers
suspect that during the past few minutes their pilot, the owner of
Rammer Spacelines, had been a bare step away from plain and
fancy gibbering

He opened the door to Mr. Maulbow's stateroom and went inside.
Mr. Maulbow, face very pale, eyes closed, lay on his back on the
couch, still unconscious. He'd been knocked out when some
unknown forces suddenly started batting the Silver Queen's turnip-
shape around as the Queen had never been batted before in her



eighteen years of spacefaring. Kerim Ruse, Maulbow's secretary,
knelt beside her employer, checking his pulse. She looked anxiously
up at Gefty.

"What did you find out?" she asked in a voice that was not very
steady.

Gefty shrugged. "Nothing definite as yet. The ship hasn't been
damaged-she's a tough tub. That's one good point. Otherwise
well, | climbed into a suit and took a look out the escape hatch. And |
saw the same thing there that the screens show. Whatever that is."

"You've no idea then of what's happened to us, or where we are?"
Miss Ruse persisted. She was a rather small girl with large, beautiful
gray eyes and thick blue-black hair. At the moment, she was
barefoot and in a sleeping outfit which consisted of something soft
wrapped around her top, soft and floppy trousers below. The black
hair was tousled and she looked around fifteen. She'd been asleep
in her stateroom when something smacked the Queen, and she was
sensible enough then not to climb out of the bunk's safety field until
the ship finally stopped shuddering and bucking about. That made
her the only one of the three persons aboard who had collected no
bruises. She was scared, of course, but taking the situation very well.

Gefy said carefully, "There're a number of possibilities. Its obvious
that the Queen has been knocked out of normspace, and it may take
some time to find out how to get her back there. But the main thing is
that the ship's intact. So far, it doesn'tlook too bad.”

Miss Ruse seemed somewhat reassured. Gefty coud hardly have
said the same for himself. He was a qualified normspace and
subspace pilot. He had put in a hitch with the Federation Navy, and
for the past eight years he'd been ferrying his own two ships about
the Hub and not infrequently beyond the Federation's space
territories, but he had never heard of a situation like this. What he
saw in the viewscreens when the ship steadied enough to let him
pick himself off the instrument room floor, and again, a few minutes
later and with much more immediacy, from the escape hatch, made
o sense--seemed simply to have no meaning. The pressure meters
said there was a vacuum outside the Queen's skin. That vacuum
was dark, even pitch-black but here and there came momentary
suggestions of vague light and color. Occasional pinpricks of
brightniess showed and were gone. And there had been one startiing
phenomenon like a distant, giant explosion, a sudden pallid glare in
the dark, which appeared far ahead of the Queen and, for the instant
it remained in sight, seemed to be rushing directly towards them. It
had given Gefty the feeling that the ship itself was plowing at high
speed through this eerie medium. But he had cut the Queen's drives
to the merest idling puise as soon as he staggered back to the
control console and got his first look at the screens, so it must have
been the light that had moved.

But such details were best not discussed with a passenger. Kerim
Ruse would be arriving at enough disquieting speculations on her
own; the less he told her, the better. There was the matter of the
ship's location instruments. The only set Gefty had been able to
obtain any reading on were the direction indicators. And what they
appeared to indicate was that the Silver Queen was tuming on a
new heading something like twenty times a second.

Gefty asked, "Has Mr. Maulbow shown any signs of waking up?”

Kerim shook her head. "His breathing and puise seem all right, and
that bump on his head doesn't look really bad, but he hasnit moved at
all. Can you think of anything else we might do for him, Gefty?"

“Not at the moment," Gefty said. "He hasn't broken any bones. We'll
see how he feels when he comes out of it.” He was wondering about
Mr. Maulbow and the fact that this charter had showed some unusual



features from the beginning.

Kerim was a friendly sort of girl; they'd got to calling each other by
their first names within a day or two after the trip started. But after
that, she seemed to be avoiding him; and Gefty guessed that
Maibow had spoken to her, probably to make sure that Kerim didn't
let any of her employer's secrets slip out.

Maulbow himself was s aloof and tacitum a client as Rammer
Spacelines ever had picked up. A lean, blond character of
indeterminate age, with pale eyes, hard mouth. Why he had selected
a bulky semifreighter like the Queen for a mi jcal survey jaunt
to a lifeless little sun system far beyond the outposts of civilization
was a point he didnit discuss. Gefty, needing the charter money, had
restrained his curiosity. I Maulbow wanted only a pilot and preferred
to do all the rest of the work himself, that was certainly Maulbow's
affair. And if he happened to be up to something illegal-though it
was difficut to imagine what-Customs would rail him when they got
back to the Hub.

But those facts looked a little different now.

Gefty scratched his chin, inquired, "Do you happen to know where
Mr. Maulbow keeps the keys to the storage vault?"

Kerim looked startied. "Why, no! | couldn't permit you to take the
keys anyway while he ... while he's unconscious! You know that."

Gefty grunted. "Any idea of what he has locked up in the vault?"

"You shouldnit ask me-" Her eyes widened. "Why, that couldnit
possibly have anything to do with what's happened!"

He might, Gefty thought, have reassured her a littie too much. He
said, " wouldnit know. But | don't want to just sit here and wonder
about it until Maulbow wakes up. Until we're back in normspace,
we'd better not miss any bets. Because one thing's sure—if this has
happened to anybody else, they didn' tum up again to report it. You
see?"

Kerim apparently did. She went pale, then said hesitantly, "Well .
the sealed cases Mr. Maulbow brought out from the Hub with him
had some very expensive instruments in them. That's all | know. He's
always trusted me not to pry into his business any more than my
secretarial duties required, and of course | haven't"

"You dorit know then what it was he brought up from that moon a few
hours ago~those two big cases he stowed away in the vault?"

"No, I don't, Gefty. You see, he hasnit told me what the purpose of
this trip is. | only know that it's a matier of great importance to him."
Kerim paused, added, "From the careful manner Mr. Maulbow
handled the cases with the cranes, | had the impression that
whatever was inside them must be quite heavy."

"I noticed that," Gefty said. It wasn't much help. "Well, Il tell you
something now," he went on. "I et your boss keep both sets of keys
o the storage vault because he insisted on it when he signed the
charter. What | didn't tell him was that | could make up a duplicate set
anytime in around half an hour.”

"Oh! Have you-?"
“Not yet. But | intend to take a look at what Mr. Maulbow's got in that

Vault now, with or without his consent. You'd better run along and get
dressed while |take him up to the instrument room."



"Why move him?" Kerim asked

"The instrument room's got an overall safety field. I've turned it on
now, and if something starts banging us around again, the room will
be the safest place on the ship. M bring his personal luggage up too,
and you can start looking through it for the keys. You may find them
before | get a new set made. Or he may wake up and tell us where
they are.”

Kerim Ruse gave her employer a dubious glance, then nodded, said,
"I imagine you're right, Gefty" and pattered hurriedly out of the
stateroom. A few minutes later, she arrived, fully dressed, in the
instrument room. Gefy looked around from the table-shelf where he
had laid out his tools, and said, "He hasnit stired. His suitcases are
over there. v unlocked them.”

Kerim gazed at what showed in the screens about the control
console and shivered slightly. She said, "I was thinking, Gefty ... isnt
there something they call Space Three?”

"Sure. Pseudospace. But that isnit where we are. There're some
special-built Navy tubs that can operate in that stuff if they don't stay
too long. A ship like the Queen ... well, you and Iand everything else
in here would be frozen solid by now if we'd got sucked somehow
into Space Three."

"I see," Kerim said uncomfortably. Gefty heard her move over to the
suitcases. After a moment, she asked, "What do the vault keys look
like?"

"You can't miss them if he’s just thrown them i there. They're over six
inches fong. What kind of a guy is this Maulbow? A scienist?"

"I couldn't say, Gefy. He's never referred to himseif as a scientist. fve
had this job a year and a half. Mr. Maulbow is a very considerate
employer .. one of the nicest men I've known, really. But it was simply
understood that | should ask no questions about the business
beyond what | actually needed to know for my work."

"What's the business called?"
"Maulbow Engineering."

"Big help,” Gefty observed, somewhat sourly. "Those instruments he
brought along ... he build those himself?"

"No, but | think he designed some of them-probably most of them.
The companies he had doing the actual work appeared to have a
terrible time getting everything exactly the way Mr. Maulbow wanted
it-There's nothing that looks like a set of keys in those first two
stitcases, Gefty."

"Well" Gefty said, "if you dorit find them in the others, you might start
thumping around to see if he's got secret compartments in his
luggage somewhere.”

I do wlsh " Kerim Ruse said ur\eas"y “that Mr. Maulbow would
regai seems 0 ... SO be doing
|hese things behind his back!”

Gefty grunted noncomittally. He wasn't at all certain by now that he
wanted his secretive client to wake up before he'd checked on the
contents of the Queen's storage vault.

Fifteen minutes later, Gefty Rammer was climbing down to the
storage deck in the Queen's broad stem, the newly fashioned set of



vault keys clanking heavily in his coat pocket. Kerim had remained
with her employer who was geting back his color but still hadn't
opened his eyes. She hadn't found the original keys. Gefty wasnit
sure she'd tried too hard, though she seemed to realize the
seriousness of the situation now. But her loyalty to Mr. Maulbow
could make no further difference, and she probably felt more
comfortable for it.

Lights went on automatically in the wide passage leading from the
cargo lock to the vault as Gefty tumed into it. His steps echoed
between the steel bukheads on either side. He paused a moment
before the big circular vault doors, listening to the purr of the Queers
idiing engines in the next compartment. The familiar sound was
somehow reassuring. He inserted the first key, tumed it over twice,
drew it out again and pressed one of the buttons in the control panel
beside the door. The heavy slab of steel moved sideways with a soft,
hissing sound, vanished into the wall. Gefty slid the other key into the
lock of the inner door. A few seconds later, the vault entrance lay
open before him.

He stood still again, wrinkling his nose. The area ahead was only
dimly iluminated—the shaking-up the Queen had undergone had
disturbed the lighting system here. And what was that odor? Rather
sharp, unpleasant; it might have been spilled ammonia. Gefty
stepped through the door into the wide, short entrance passage
beyond it, tumed to the right and peered about in the semidarkness
of the vault.

Two great steel cases—the ones Maulbow had taken down to an
airless moon surface, loaded p with something and brought back to
the Queen-were jammed awkwardly into a comer, in a manner
which suggested they'd slid into it when the ship was being knocked
around. One of them was open and appeared to be empty. Gefty
wasnt sure of the other. In the dimness beside them lay the loose
coils of some very thick, dark cable-And standing near the center of
the floor was a thing that at once riveted his attention on it
completely. He sucked his breath in softy, feeling chilled.

He realized he hadn't really believed his own hunch. But, of course, if
it hadn't been an unheard-of outside force that plucked the Queen
out of normspace and threw her into this elsewhere, then it must be
something Maulbow had put on board. And that something had to be
a machine of some kind--

Itwas.

About it he could make out a thin gleaming of wires—a jury-rigged
safety field. Within the fimsy-looking protective cage was a double
bank of instruments, some of them alive with the flicker and glow of
lights. Those must be the very expensive and difficult-to-build items
Maulbow had brought out from the Hub. Beside them stood the
machine, squat and ponderous. In the vague light, it looked
misshaped and discolored. A piece of equipment that had taken a
bad beating of some kind. But it was functioning. As he stared,
intermittent bursts of clicking noises rose from it, like the staccato of
irmegular gunfire.

For a moment, questions raced in disorder through his mind. What
was it? Why had it been on that moon? Part of another ship, wrecked
now ... a ship that had been at home here? Was it some sort of
drive?

Maulbow must know. He'd known enough to design the instruments
required to bring the battered monster back to life. On the other
hand, he had not foreseen in all detail what could happen once the
thing was in operation, because the Queen's sudden buck-jumping
act had surprised him and knocked him out.



The first step, in any event, was to get Maulbow awake now. To
tamper with a device like this, before leaming as much as one could
about it, would be lunatic foolhardiness. It looked like too good a bet
that the next serious mistake made by anybody would finish them all-

Perhaps it was only because Gefty's nerves were on edge that he
grew aware at that point in his reflections of two minor signals from
his senses. One was that the smell of ammoria, which he had almost
stopped noticing, was becoming appreciably stronger. The other
was the faintest of sounds--a whispering suggestion of motion
somewhere behind him. But here in the storage vault nothing should
have moved, and Gefty's muscles were tensing as his head came
around. Almost in the same instant, he flung himself wildly to one
side, stumbling and regaining his balance as something big and
dark slapped heavily down on the floor at the point where he had
stood. Then he was darting up through the entrance passage,
turning, and knocking down the lock switches on the outside door
panel

It came flowing around the comer of the passage behind him as the
vault doors began to slide together. He was aware mainly of swift,
smooth, oiling motion like that of a big snake; then, for a fraction of a
second, a strip of brighter light from the outside passage showed a
long, heavy wedge of a head, a green metal-glint of staring eyes.

The doors closed silently into their frames and locked. The thing was.
inside. But it was almost a minute then before Gefty could control his
shaking legs enough to start moving back towards the main deck. In
the half-dark of the vault, it had looked like a big coiled cable lying
next to the packing cases. Like Maulbow, it might have been
battered around and knocked out during the recent disturbance; and
when it recovered, it had found Gefty in the vault with it. But it might
also have been awake all the while, waiting cunningly until Gefty's
attention seemed fixed elsewhere before launching its attack. It was
big enough to have fiattened him and smashed every bone in his
body if the stroke had landed.

Some kind of guard animal-a snakelike watchdog? What other
connection could it have with the mystery machine? Perhaps
Maibow had intended to leave it confined in one of the cases, and it



had broken loose—

Too many questions by now, Gefty thought. But Maulbow had the
answers.

He was humying up the main deck's central passage when
Maulbow's voice addressed him sharply from a door he'd just
passed.

"Stop right there, Rammer! Don't dare to move! "

The voice ended on a note of surprise. Geftys reaction had not been
too rational, but it was prompt. Mauibow’s tone and phrasing implied
he was armed. Gefty wasn't, but he kept a gun in the instrument room
for emergencies. He'd been through a whole series of unnerving
experiences, winding up with being shagged out of his storage vault
by something that stank of ammonia and looked like a giant snake.
To have one of the Queer's passengers order him to stand where he
was topped it off. Every other consideration was swept aside by a
great urge to get his hands on his gun.

He glanced back, saw Maulbow coming out of the haff-opened door,
something like a twenty-inch, thin, white rod in one hand. Then Gefty
went bounding on along the passage, hunched forward and
zigzagging from wall to wall to give Maulbow-if the thing he held was
a weapon and he actually intended to use it-as small and erratic a
target as possible. Maulbow shouted angrily behind him. Then, as
Gefty came up to the next cross-passage, a line of white fire seared
through the air across his shoulders and smashed off the passage
wall.

With that, he was around the comer, and boiling mad. He had no
great liking for gunfire, but it didnt shake him like the silently
attacking beast in the dark storage had done. He reached the
deserted instrument room not many seconds later, had his gun out
and cocked, and was faced back towards the passage by which he
had entered. Maulbow, if he had pursued without hesitation, shouid
be arriving by now. But the passage stayed quiet. Gefty couldn' see
into it from where he stood. He waited, trying to steady his breathing,
wondering where Kerim Ruse was and what had got into Maulbow.
After a moment, without taking his eyes from the passage entrance,
he reached into the wall closet from which he had taken the gun and
fished out another souvenir of his active service days, a thin-bladed
knife in a slip-sheath. Gefty worked the fastenings of the sheath over
his left wrist and up his forearm under his coat, tested the release to
make sure it was functioning, and shook his coat sleeve back into
place.

The passage was still quiet. Gefty moved softly over to one of the
chairs, took a small cushion from it and pitched it out in front of the
entrance.

There was a hiss. The cushion tumed in midair into a puff of bright
white fire. Gefty aimed his gun high at the far passage wall just
beyond the entrance and pulled the trigger. It was a projectile gun.
He heard the slug screech off the slick plastic bukhead and go
slamming down the passage. Somebody out there made a startied,
incoherent noise. But not the kind of a noise a man makes when he's
just been hit.

"If you come in here armed,” Gsﬂy called, "Ml blow your head off.
Want to stop this nonsense now?

There was a moments silence. Then Maulbow's voice replied shakily
from the passage. He seemed to be standing about twenty feet back
from the room.



"If youlll end your thoughtless attempts at interference, Rammer,” he
said, "there will be no trouble." He was speaking with the restraint of
a man who is in a state of cold fury. "Youre endangering us all. You
must realize that you have no understanding of what you are doing."

Well, the last could be true enough. "We'll talk about it," Gefty said
without friendiiness. "I havenit done anything yet, but fm not just
handing the ship over to you. And what have you done with Miss
Ruse?"

Mabow hesitated again. "She’s in the map room," he said then. "I

it was necessary to restrict her movements for a while. But you
might as well let her out now. We must reach an agreement without
loss of ime."

Gefty glanced over his shoulder at the small closed door of the map
room. There was no lock on the door, and he had heard no sound
from inside; this might be some trick. But it wouldnit take long to find
out. He backed up to the wall, pushed the door open and looked
inside.

Kerim was there, sitting on a chair in one comer of the tiny room. The
reason she hadnit made any noise became clear. She and the chair
were covered by a rather closely fiting sack of transparent,
glistening fabric. She stared out through it despairingly at Gefy, her
lips moving urgently. But no sound came from the sack.

Gefty called angrily, "Maulbow-"

"Don't excite yourself, Rammer." There was a suggestion of what
might be_contempt in Maulbow's tone now. "The girl hasn't been
harmed. She can breathe easily through the restrainer. And you can
remove ity puling at the material from outside.”

Gefty's mouth tightened. "l keep my gun on the passage while | do
it="

Maulbow didnt answer. Gefty edged back into the map room,
tentatively grasped the transparent stuff above Kerim's shoulder. To
his surprise, it parted like wet tissue. He pulled sharply, and in a
moment Kerim came peeling herself out of it, her face tear-stained,
working desperately with hands, elbows and shoulders.

"Gefty," she gasped, "he ... Mr. Maulbow--

He's out in the passage there," Gefty said. "He can hear you." His
glance shifted for an instant to the wall where a second of the
shroudiike transparencies was hanging. And who could that have
beenintended for, he thought, but Gefty Rammer? He added, "We've
had a litle trouble."

"Oh!" She looked out of the room towards the passage, then at the
gunin Gefty's hand, then up at his face.

"Maulbow," Gefty went on, speaking distinctly enough to make sure
Mauibow heard, "has a gun, too. He'll stay there in the passage and
we'l stay in the instrument room until we agree on what shouid be
done. He's responsible for what's happened and seems to know
where we are."

He looked at Kerim's frightened eyes, dropped his voice to a
whisper. "Don't let this worry you too much. | haven't found out just
what he's up to, but so far his tricks have pretty much backfired. He
was counfing on taking us both by surprise, for one thing. That didrit
work, so now he'd like us to co-operate.”

"Are you going to?"

Gefty shrugged. "Depends on what he has in mind. Im just interested
in aettina us out of this alive. Let's hear what Maulbow has to sav—"



Some minutes later Gefty was trying to decide whether it was taking
a worse risk to believe what Maubow said than to keep things
stalled on the chance that he was lying.

Kerim Ruse, perched stiffly erect on the edge of a chair, eyes big
and round, face almost colorless, apparently believed Maulbow and
was wishing she didn't. There was, of course, some supporting
evidence ... primarily the improbable appearance of their
surroundings. The pencilhin fire-spouter and the sleazy-looking
"restrainer” had a sufficiently unfamiliar air to go with Maulbow's
story; but as far as Gefty knew, either of them could have been
manufactured inthe Hub.

Then there was the janandra--the big, snakish thing in the storage
which Maulbow had brought back up from the moon along with the
battered machine. It had been, he said, his shipboard comparion on
another voyage. |t wasn't ordinarily aggressive—Gefty's sudden
‘appearance in the vault must have startled it into making an attack. It
was not exactly a pet. There was a psychological relationship
between it and Maulbow which Maulbow would not attempt to explain
because Gefty and Kerim would be unable to grasp its significance.
The janandra was essential, in this unexplained manner, to his well
being

That item was almost curious enough to seem to substantiate his
other statements; but it didnt really prove anything. The only point
Gefy didn't question in the least was that they were in a bad spot
which might be getting worse rapidly. His gaze shifted back to the
screens. What he saw out there, surrounding the ship, was,
according to Mauibow, an illusion of space created by the time flow
inwhich they were moving.

Also according to Maulbow, there was a race of the future, human in
appearance, with machines to sail the curent of time through the
universe~to run and tack with the winds of time, dipping in and out of
the normspace of distant periods and galaxies as they chose.
Maulbow, one of the explorers, had met disaster a million light-years
from the home of his kind, centuries behind them, his vehicle
wrecked on an airless moon with damaged control unit and
shattered instruments. He had made his way to a human civilization
to obtain the equipment he needed, and retumed at last with the
Silver Queen to where the time-sailer lay buried.

Gefys lip curled. No, he wasn't buying all that just yet-but if Mauibow
was not lying, then the unseen stars were racing past, the mass of
the galaxy beginning to slide by, eventually to be lost forever beyond
a black distance no space drive could span. The matter simply had
to be settled quickly. But Maulbow was also strained and impatient,
and if his impatience could be increased a litlie more, he might start
telling the things that really mattered, the things Gefty had to know.
Gefty asked slowly, as if hesitant to commit himself, "Why did you
bring us along?"

The voice from the passage snapped, "Because my resources were
nearly exhausted, Rammer! | couldn't obtain a new ship. Therefore |
chartered yours; and you came with it. As for Miss Ruse~in spite of
every precaution, my activities may have aroused suspicion and
curiosity among your people. When | disappeared, Miss Ruse might
have been questioned. | couldnt risk being followed to the wreck of
the sailer, so | took her with me. And what does that mean against
what | have offered you? The greatest adventure—followed, | give you
my solemn word, by a safe retum to your own place and time, and
the most generous compensations for any inconvenience you may
have suffered!"



Kerim, looking up at Gefty, shook her head violently. Gefty said, "We
find it difficult to take you on trust now, Maulbow. Why do you want to
getinto the instrument room?"

Maulbow was silent for some seconds. Then he said, "As | told you,
this ship would not have been buffeted about during the moments of
transfer if the control unit were operating with complete efficiency.
Certain adjustments will have to be made in the unit, and this should
be done prompty."

"Where do the ship instruments come in?" Gefty asked.

"I can determine the nature of the problem from them. When | was
stranded ... the unit was seriously damaged. My recent repairs were
necessarily hasty. "

“What caused the crack-up?”

Maulbow said, tone taut with impatience, "Certain sections of the
Great Current are infested with dangerous forces. | shall not attempt
to describe them... "

“Iwouldn't get it?"

"I donit pretend to understand them very well myself, Rammer. They
are not life but show characteristics of life—-even of intelligent life. If
you can imagine radiant energy being capable of conscious
hostility.

There was a chil at the back of Gefty's neck. "A big, fastmoving
light?"

"Yes!" Sharp concem showed suddenly in the voice from the
passage. "You .. when did you see that?"

Gefty glanced at the screens. "Twice since you've been talking. And
once before-immediately after we got tumbied around."

"Then we can waste no more time, Rammer. Those forces are
sensitive to the fluctuations of the control unit. If they were close
enough to be seen, theyre aware the ship is here. They were
attempting to locate it."

“What could they do?"

Maulbow said, "A single attack was enough to put the control urit out
of operation in my sailer. The Great Current then rejected us
instantly. A ship of this size might afford more protection, which is the
reason | chose it. But if the control unit s not adjusted immediately to
enable it to take us out of this section, the attacks will continue until
the ship-and we-have been destroyed.”

Gefty drew a deep breath. "There's another solution to that problem,
Maulbow. Miss Ruse and | prefer it. And if you meant what you said-
that you'd see to it we got back eventually-you shouldn't object
either.”

“The voice asked sharply, "What do you mean?"

Gefty said, "Shut the control unit off. From what you were saying, that
throws us automatically back into normspace, while we're still close
‘enough to the Hub. You'll find plenty of people there who'll stake you
to a trip to the future if they can go along and are convinced they!l
retum. Miss Ruse and | don't happen to be that adventurous.”

There was silence from the passage. Gefty added, "Take your time



to make up your mind about it, if you want to. | don't like the idea of
those lights hitting us, but neither do you. And | think | can wait this
outas wellas youcan... "

The silence stretched out. Presently Gefty said, "if you do accept,
slide that fire-shooting device of yours into the room before you show
up. We don't want accidents.”

He paused again. Kerim was chewing her lips, hands clenched into
small fists in her lap. Then Maulbow answered, voice flat and
expressionless now.

"The worst thing we can do at present" he said, "is to prolong a
dispute about possible courses of action. If | disarm, will you lay
aside your gun?"

"Yes."
"Then I accept your conditions, disappointing s they are.”

He was silent. After a moment, Gefty heard the white rod clatter
lightly along the floor of the passage. It struck the passage wall, spun
off it, and rolled into the instrument room, coming to rest a few feet
away from him. Gefty hesitated, picked it up and laid it on the wall
table. He placed his own gun beside it, moved a dozen steps away.
Kerim's eyes followed him anxiously.

"Gefty," she whispered, "he might... "

Gefty looked at her, formed the words "It's all right" with his mouth
and called, "Guns have been put aside, Maubow. Come on in, and
lets keep it peaceable.”

He waited, arms hanging loosely at his side, heart beating heavily,
as quick footsteps came up the passage. Maulbow appeared in the
entrance, glanced at Gefty and Kerim, then about the room. His gaze
rested for a moment on the walltable, shifted back to Gefty. Maulbow
came oninto the room, tuming towards Gefty, mouth twisting

He said softly, "It is not our practice, Rammer, to share the secrets of
the Great Current with other races. | hadn't foreseen that you might
become a dangerous nuisance. But now-"

His right hand began to lft, half closed about some small golden
instrument. Gefty's left arm moved back and quickly forwards.

The senvice knife slid out of its sheath and up from his palm as an
arrow of smoky blackness burst from the thing in Maulbow's hand
The blackness came racing with a thin, snarling noise across the
floor towards Gefty's feet. The knife flashed above it, tuming, and
stood hilt-deep in Maulbow's chest.



Gefty retumned a few minutes later from the forward cabin which
served as the Queen's sick bay, and said to Kerim, "He's still alive,
though | don't know why. He may even recover. He's full of anesthetic,
and that should keep him quiet til we're back in normspace. Then il
see what we can do for him."

Kerim had lost some of her white, shocked ook while he was gone.
"You knew he would try to kill you?" she asked shakily.

"Suspected he had it in mind-he gave in too quick. But | thought fd
have a chance to take any gadget he was hiding away from him first
Iwas wrong about that. Now we'd better move fast... ."

He switched the emergency check panel back on, glanced over the
familiar patterns of lights and numbers. A few minor damage spots
were indicated, but the ship was still fuly operational. One minor
damage spot which did not appear on the panel was now to be
found in the instrument room itseff, in the comer on which the door of
the map room opened. The door, the adjoining bukheads and
section of flooring were scarred, blackened, and as assortedly
malodorous as burned things tend to become. That was where Gefty
had stood when Maulbow entered the room, and if he had remained
there an instant after letiing go of the knife, he would have been in
very much worse condition than the essentialy fireproof fumishings.

Both Maulbow's weapons~the white rod lying innocently on the wall
table and the round, golden device which had dropped from his hand
spiting darts of smoking blackness—had blasted unnervingly away
into that area for almost thirty seconds after Maulbow was down and
twisting about on the floor. Then he went limp and the firing instantly
stopped. Apparently, Maulbow’s control of them had ended as he
lost consciousness.

It seemed fortunate that the sick bay cabin's emergency treatment
accessories, gentle as their action was, might have been designed
for the specific purpose of keeping the most violent of prisoners
immobilized-let alone one with a terrible knife wound in him. At the
angle along which the knife had driven in and up below the ribs, an
ordinary man would have been dead in seconds. But it was very
evident now that Mauibow was no ordinary man, and even after the
eerie weapons had been pitched out of the ship through the
instrument room's disposal tube, Gefty couldn't rid himself of an



uncomfortable suspicion that he wasn't done with Maulbow yet--
wouldn't be done with him, in fact, until one or the other of them was
dead.

He said to Kerim, "I thought the machine Maulbow set up in the
storage vault wouid tum out to be some drive engine, but apparently
it has an entirely different function. He connected it with the
instruments he had made in the Hub, and together they form what he
calls a control unit. The emergency panel would show if the unit were
drawing juice from the ship. Itisn't, and | don't know what powers it
But we do know now that the control unit is holding us in the time
current, and it will go on holding us there as long as it's in operation.

"If we could shut it off, the Queen would be 'rejected" by the current,
like Maulbow's sailer was. In other words, we'd get knocked back
into normspace--which is what we want. And we want it to happen as
soon as possible because, if Maulbow was teliing the truth on that
point, every minute that passes here is taking us farther away from
the Hub, and farther from our own time towards his."

Kerim nodded, eyes intent on his face.

"Now | cant just go down there and start slapping switches around
on the thing," Gefty went on. "He said it wasnit working right, and
evenif it were, | couldn't tell what would happen. But it doesnt seem
to connect up with any ship systems-it just seems to be holding us in
afield of its own. So | should be able to move the whole unit into the
cargo lock and eject it from there. If we shift the Queen outside its
field, that shouid have the same effect as shutting the control unit off
It should throw us back info normspace.”

Kerim nodded again. "What about Mr. Maulbow’s janandra animal?"

Gefty shrugged. "Depends on the mood I find it in. He said it wasnit
usually aggressive. Maybe it isn. fll get into a spacesuit for
protection and break out some of the mining equipment to move it
along with. If | can manewver it into an empty compartment where it
will be outof the...

He broke off, expression changing, eyes fastened on the emergency
panel. Then he tumed hurriedly, reached across the side of the
console for the intership airseal controls. Kerim asked
apprehensively, "What's the matter, Gefty?"

"Wish I knew ... exactly." Gefty indicated the emergency panel. "Little
red light there, on the storage deck section-it wasn't showing a
minute ago. It means that the vault doors have been opened since
then."

He saw the same half-superstitious fear appear in her face that had
touched him. "You think he did it?"

"I don't know." Maulbow's control of the guns had seemed uncanny
enough. But that was a different matter. The guns were a product of
his own time and science. But the vault door mechanisms? There
might have been sufficient opportunity for Maulbow to study them and
alter them, for some purpose of his own, since he'd come aboard...

"Ive got the ship compartments and decks sealed off from each
other now," Gefty said slowly. "The only connecting points from one
to the other are personnel hatches—they're small air locks. So the
janandra's confined to the storage deck. If it's come out of the vault, it
might be a nuisance until | can get equipment to handle it. But that
isnit too serious. The spacesLits are on the second deck, and Il get
into one before | go on to the storage. You wait here a moment, Ml
look in on Maulbow again before | start.”



If Maulbow wasnit still unconscious, he was doing a good job of
feigning it. Gefty looked at the pale, lax face, the half-shut eyes,
shook his head and left the cabin, locking it behind him.  mightrit be
Maulbow's doing, but having the big snake loose in the storage
could, in fact, make things extremely awkward now. He didnit think
his gun would make much impression on anything of that size, and
while several of the ship's mining tools could be employed as very
effective close-range weapons, they happened, unfortunately, to be
stored away on the same deck.

He found Kerim standing in the center of the instrument room,
waiting for him.

"Gefty," she said, "do you notice anything? An odd sort of smell.

Then the odor was in Gefty's nostrils, too, and the back of his neck
tumed to ice as he recognized it. He glanced up at the ventlation
outlet, looked back at Kerim

He took her am, said softly, "Come this way. Keep very quiet! | don't
know how it happened, but the janandra’s on the main deck now.
That's what it smells like. The smell's coming through the ventilation
system, so the thing's moving around in the port section. We'll go the
other way."

Kerim whispered, "What will we do?"

"Get ourselves into spacestits first, and then get Maulbow's control
unit out of the ship. The janandra may be looking around for him. If it
is, it won't bother us."

He hadn't wanted to remind Kerim that, from what Maulbow said,
there might be more than one reason for getting id of the control unit
as quickly as possible. But it had been constantly in the back of his
mind; and twice, in the few minutes that passed after Maulbow's
strange weapons were silenced, he had seen a momentary pale
glare appear in the unquiet flow of darkness reflecting in the
viewscreens. Gefty had said nothing, because if it was true that
hostile forces were alert and searching for them here, it added to
their immediate danger but ot at all to the absolute need to free
themselves from the inexorable rush of the Great Current before they
were carried beyond hope of retum to their civilization.

Butthose brief glimpses did add o the sense of urgency throbbing in
Geftys nerves, while events, and the equally hard necessity to avoid
a fatally mistaken move in this welter of unknown factors, kept
blocking him. Now the mysterious manner in which Maulbow's
unpleasant traveling companion had appeared on the main deck
made it impossible to do anything but keep Kerim at his side. If
Maulbow was still capable of taking a hand in matters, there was no
reasonably safe place to leave her aboard the Queen.

And Maulbow might be capable of it. Twice as they hurried up the
narrow, angled passages along the Queen's cunving hull towards an
airseal leading to the next compartment, Gefty caught a trace of the
ammonia-iike animal odor coming over the ventiating system. They
reached the lock without incident; but then, as they came along the
second deck hall o the ship's magazine, there was a sharp click in
the stillness behind them. s meaning was disconcertingly apparent
Gefiy hesitated, tumed Kerim into a side passage, guided her along
it

She looked up at his face. "It's following us?"

"Seems to be." No time for the spacesuits in the magazine now--



something had just emerged from the air lock through which they had
entered the second deck not many moments before. He helped the
girl quickly down a section of ladderlike stairs to the airseal
connecting the second deck with the storage, punched a wall bution
there. As the lock door opened, there was another noise from the
passage they had just left, as if something had thudded briefly and
heavily against one of the bulkheads. Kerim uttered a lttle gasp.
Then they were in the lock, and Gefty slapped down two other
buttons, stood watching the door behind them snap shut and, a few
seconds later, the one on the far side open on the dark storage
deck.

They scrambled down another twelve feet of ladder to the foor of a
side passage, hearing the lock snap shut behind them. As it closed,
they were in complete darkness. Gefty seized Kerim's amm, ran with
her up the passage to the left, guiding himself with his fingertips on
the left bukhead. When they came to a comer, he tumed her to the
left again. A few seconds later, he pulled open a small door, bundied
the girl through, came in himself, and shut the door to a narrow slit
behind them.

Kerim whispered shakily, "What will we do now, Gefty?"
"Stay here for the moment. Ill look for us in the vault first"

And it should go to the storage vault first where it had been guarding
Mabow's machine, to hunt for them there. But it might not. Gefty
eased the gun from his pocket on the far side of Kerim. Across the
dark compartment was another door. They could retreat a litie
farther here if it became necessary-but not very much farther.

They waited in a silence that was complete except for their unsteady
breathing and the distant, deep puise of the Queen's throttied-down
drives. He felt Kerim trembling against him. How did Maulbow's
creature move through the airseal locks? The operating mechanisms
were simple-a dog might have been taught to use them. But a dog
had paws... .

There came the soft hiss of the opening lock, the faintest shimmer of
light to the right of the passage mouth he was watching through the
door. A heavy thump on the floor below the locks followed, then a
hard click as the lock closed and complete darkness returned.

The silence resumed. Seconds dragged on. Geftys imagination
pictured the thing waiting, its great, wedge-shaped head raised as
its senses probed the dark about it for a sign of the two human
beings. Then a vague rushing noise began, growing louder as it
approached the passage mouth, crossing it, receding rapidly again
to the left.

Gefty let his breath out slowly, eased the door open and stood
listening again. Abruptly, there was reflected light in the lock
passage, coming now from the left. He said in a whisper, "It's moving
around in the main hall, Kerim. We can go on the other way now, but
we'll have to be fast and keep quiet. ve thought of how we can get
rid of that thing."

The cargo lock on the storage deck had two inner doors. The one
which opened into the side of the vault hall was built to allow
passage of the largest chunks of freight the Queen was likely to be
burdened with; it was almost thirty feet wide and twenty high. The
second door was just large enough to let a man in a spacestit climb
in and out of the side of the lock without using the freight door. It
opened on a tiny control cubicle from which the lock's mecharnisms
were operated during loading processes.



Gefty let Kerim and himself into the cubicle from one of the
passages, steered the girl through the pitch blackness of the little
room to the chair before the control panel and told her to sit down.
He groped for a moment at the side of the panel, found a knob and
twisted it. There was a faint click. A scattering of pale lights
appeared suddenly on the panel, a dark viewscreen, set at a filt
above them, reflecting their gleam.

Gefty explained in a low voice, "Left side of that screen covers the
lock. Right one covers the big hall outside. No lights in either at the
moment, so you don't see anything. Only way the cargo door to the
hall can be opened or closed is with these switches right here. What |
want to do is get the janandra into the lock, slam the door on it and
lock down the control switches. Then we've gotit trapped.”

"But how are you going to get it to go inthere?"

"No real problem-fil be three jumps ahead of it. Then | duck back up
into this cubicle, and lock both doors. And il be inside the lock. You
have the picture now?"

Kerim said unsteadily, "I do. But it sounds awfully risky, Gefty."

"Well, | don' like it either, Gefty admitted. "So Il start right now
before |lose my nerve. As soon as | move out into the vault hall, the
lighting will go on. That's automatic. You watch the right side of the
screen. If you see the janandra coming before | o, yel as loud as
youcan."

He shifted the two inner door switches to the right. A red spark
appeared in the dark viewscreen, high up near the center. A second
red light showed on the cubicle bulkhead beside Gefty. Beneath it an
oblong section of the bulkhead tumed silently away on heavy hinges,
became a door two feet in thickness, which stood jutling out at a right
angle into the darkness of the cargo lock. A wave of cold air moved
through itinto the control cubicle.

Onthe screen, another red spark appeared beside the first one.

"Both doors are open now," Gefty murmured to the girl. "The
janandra isn't in the vault hall or the lighting would have tumed on, but
it may have heard the door open and be on its way. So keep
watching the screen.”

"l certainly will" she whispered shakily.

Gefy took an oversized wrench from the wall, ciimbed quickly and
quietly down the three ladder steps to the floor of the lock, and
walked across it to the sill of the giant freight door, which now had
swung out and down into the vaul hall, fitting itself into a depression
of the flooring. He hesitated an instant on the sil, then stepped out
into the big dark hall. Light filled it immediately in both directions

He stood quiet, intent on the storage vault entrance far up the hall to
his left. He could see the vault was open. The janandra might still be
inside it. But the seconds passed, and the dark entrance remained
silent and there was no suggestion of motion beyond it. Gefty
glanced to the right, moved a dozen steps farther out into the hall
hefted the wrench and spun it through the air towards the ventilator
frame on the opposite bulkhead.

The heavy tool clanged loudly against the frame, bounced off and
thudded to the floor. Gefty started slowly over to it, heart pounding,
with the vault entrance still at the edge of his vision.

Kerim's voice screamed, "Gefly,

He spun around, sprinted back to the cargo lock. The janandra had
come silently out of the nearest side passage behind him, was
approaching with the remembered oiling swiftness of motion, its



great head lifted a yard from the floor. Gefty plunged through the lock,
jumped for the top of the cubicle door steps, came stumbiing into the
cubicle. Kerim was on her feet, staring. He swung the cubicle door
switch to the left, slapping it flat to the panel. The door snapped back
into the wall behind him with a force that shook the floor.

On the screen, the janandra's thick, dark worm-shape was swinging
around in the dim lock to regain the open hall. It had seen the trap.
But the freight door switch went flat beside the other, and the freight
door rose with massive swiftness. The heavy body smashed against
it, went sliding back to the floor as the door slammed shut and the
screen section showing the cargo lock tumed dark.

"Got it-got it-got iti" Gefty heard himself whispering exutantly. He
switched on the lock's interior lights.

Then he swore softly, and, beside him, Kerim sucked in her breath.

The screen showed the janandra in violent but apparently purposeful
motion inside the lock ... and it was also apparent now that it was a
more complexly constructed creature than the long worm-body and
heavy head had indicated. The skin, to a distance of some eight feet
back of the head, had spread out into a wide, flexible frll. From
beneath the fril extended half a dozen jointed, bone-white arms,
along with waving, ribboniike appendages less easy to define. The
thing was reared half up along the hall door, inspecting its surface
with these members; then suddenly it flung itself around and flashed
over to the outer lock door. Three arms shot out; wiry fingers caught
the three spin-locks simuitaneously, began to whirl them.

Gefty said, staring, "Kerim, it going fo... "
The janandra didn't. The motion checked suddenly, was reversed
The locks drew tight again. The janandra swung back from the door,
liing half its length upwards, big head weaving about as itinspected
the tool racks overhead. An arm reached suddenly, snatched
something from one of the racks. Then the thing tumed again; and in
the next instant its head filled the viewscreen. Kerim made a choked
sound of fright, jerking back against Gefty. The bulging, metal-green




eyes seemed to stare directly at him. And the screen went black.
Kerim whispered, "Wha ... what happened, Gefty?"

Gefty swallowed, said, "t smashed the view pickup. Must have
guessed we were watching and didn't like it... ." He added, "I was
beginning to think Maulbow must be some kind of superman. But it
wasnt any remote-control magic of his that let the janandra out of the
vault, and opened the intership locks when it came up to the main
deck and followed us down again. It was doing all that for itself. It's
Maulbow's partner, not his pet. And it's probably got at least as good
abrain as anyone else on board behind that ugly face.”

Kerim moistened her lips. "Canit .. could it get out again?”

"Into the ship?" Gefty shook his head decidedly. "Un-uh. It could
dump itself out on the other side--and it almost did before it realized
where it was and what it was about to do. But the inner lock doors
wor't open until someone opens them right on this panel. No, the
thing's safely trapped. On the other hand...."

On the other hand, Gefty realized that he wouidn't now be able to
bring himself to eject the janandra out of the cargo lock and into the
Great Current. s intentions obviously hadn't been friendly, but its
level of intelligence was as good as his own, and perhaps somewhat
better; and at present it was helpless. To dispose of it as he'd had in
mind would therefore be the cold-blooded murder of an equal. But so
long as that ugly and formidable shipmate of Maulbow's stayed in the
cargo lock, the lock couidn't be used to get rid of the control unit in
the vault.

A new solution presented itself while Gefty was making a rapid and
rather desperate mental review of various heavy-duty tools which
might be employed as weapons to force the janandra into
submission and haul it off for confinement elsewhere in the ship. Not
impossible, but a highly precarious and time-consuming operation at
best. Then another thought occurred: the storage vault lay directly
against the hull of the Queen-—

How long to cut through the hull? The ship's mining equipment was
on board, and the tools were self-powered. Climb into a spacesuit,
empty the air from the entire storage deck, leaving the janandra
imprisoned in the cargo lock ... with Maulbow incapacitated in sick
bay, and Kerim back in the control compartment and also in a sit,
for additional protection. Then cut ship's power to this deck to avoid
complications with the Queerr's involved circuitry and work under
space conditions—half an hour if he hurried.




"Shouldn't take more than another ten minutes," he informed Kerim
presently over the sits intercom.

"Im very glad to hear it, Gefty." She sounded shaky.
"Anything going onin the screens?" he asked.
She hesitated a ltle, said, "No. Not at the moment.”

Gefty grunted, blinked sweat from his eyes, and took hold of the
handgrips of the heavy mining cutter again, tuming it nose down
towards the vault floor. The guide light found the point he was
working on, and the siice beam stabbed out, began nibbling
delicately away to extend the curving line it had eaten through the
Queer’s thick skin. He had drawn a twenty-five foot circle around
Maulbow's battered cortrol unit and the instruments attached to it,
well outside the fragile-looking safety field. The circle was broken at
four points where he would plant explosives. The explosives, going
off together, should shatter the connecting links with the hul and
throw the machine clear. i that didn't release them immediately from
its influence, he would see what puting the Queen's drives into
action would do.

"Gefty?" Kerim's voice asked.
"Ut-huh?"

He could hear her swallow over the intercom. "Those lights are back

"How many?"

“Two," Kerim said. "I think they're only two. They keep crossing back
and forth in front of us.” She laughed nervously. *I's idiotic, of course,
but 1o get the feeling they're looking at us."

Gefty said hesitantly, "Everything's set but | need another minute or
two to get this last connection whittled down a litle more. If | blow the
charge too soon, it mightn't take the gadget clean out of the ship."

Kerim said, "I know. Ml just watch ... they just disappeared again.”
Her voice changed. "Now there's something else.”

"What's that?"

"You know you said to watch the cargo lock lights on the emergency
panel.”

Yos
"The outer lock door has just been opened.”
"What!"

"It must have been. The light started blinking red just now as | was
looking atit."

Gefty was silent a moment, his mind racing. Why would the janandra
open the lock? From what Maulbow had said, it could live for a while
without air, but it still could gain nothing but eventual death from
leaving the ship—-

Unless, Gefty thought, the janandra had become aware in some way
that he was about to blow their machine out of the Queen. There
were grappling lines in the cargo lock, and if four or five of those
lines were slapped to the circular section of the hull he'd loosened!

“"Kerim," he said.

'Yes?"



"I'm going to blow the deal right now. Got your sit snapped to the
wallbraces like | showed you?"

"Yes, Gefty." Her voice was faint but clear.

He turned the cutter away from the line it had dug, sent it rolling off
towards the far wall. He hurried around the circle, checking the four
charges, lumbered over to the vault passage, stopped just around
the comer. He took the firing box from his suit.

"Ready, Kerim?" He opened the box.

“Ready..."
"Here goes!" Gefty reached into the box, twisted the firing handle.
Light fiared in the vauit. The deck shook below him. He came
stumbling out from behind the wall.

Maulbow's machine and its stand of instruments had vanished
Where it had stood was a dark circular hole. Nothing else seemed to
have happened. Gefty clumped hurriedly over to the mining cutter,
swung it around, started more cautiously back towards the hole. He:
didn't have the faintest idea what would come next, but a definite
possibility was that he would see the janandra's dark form flowing up
over the im of the hole. Letting it run into the cutter beam might be
the best way to discourage it from re-entering the Queen.

Instead, a dazzling brilliance suddenly blotied out everything. The
cutter was plucked from Gefty's grasp; then he was picked up, it
and all, and slammed up towards the vault ceiling. He had a feeling
that inaudible thunders were shaking the ship. He seemed to be
rolling over and over along the ceiling. At last, the sit crashed into
something which showed a total disinclination to yield, and Gefty
blacked out.

The left side of his face felt pushed out of shape; his left eye wasn't
functioning too well, and there was a severe puising ache throughout
the top of his head. But Gefty felt happy.

There were a few qualifying considerations.

"Of course," he pointed out to Kerim, "all we can really say
immediately is that we're back in normspace and somewhere in the
galaxy."

She smiled shakil

n't that saying quite a lot, Gefty?"

"It something." Gefty glanced around the instrument room. He had
placed an emergency light on the console, but except for that, the
control compartment was in darkness. The renewed battering the
Queen had absorbed had knocked out the power in the forward
section. The viewscreens were black, every instrument dead. But
he'd seen the stars of normspace through the tom vault fioor. It was
something....

"We might have the light that slugged us to thank for that," he said
"Im not sure just what did happen there, but it could have been
Maulbow's control unit it was attacking rather than the ship. Maulbow
said the lights were sensitive to the unit. At any rate, we're here, and
we're rid of the gadget-and of the janandra." He hesitated. "l just
don't feel you should get your hopes too high. We may find out we're
avery long way from the Hub."

Kerim's large eyes showed a degree of confidence which made him
almost uncomfortable. "If we are," she said serenely, "you'l get us
back somehow."




Gefty cleared his throat, "Well, we'll see. If the power shutoff is
something the Queen's repair scanners can handle, the instruments
will come back on any minute. Give the scanners ten minutes. If they
haven't done it by that time, they can't do it and fil have to play
repairman. Then, with the instruments working, we can determine
exactly where we are."

Unless, he told himself silently, theyd wound up in a distant cluster
never penetrated by the Federation's mapping teams. And there was.
the other litle question of where they now were in time. But Kerim
looked rosy with relief, and those details could wait.

He took up another emergency light, switched it on and said, *Ill see
how Mauibow is doing while we're waiting for power. I the first aid
treatment has pulled him through so far, the autosurgeon probably
can fix him up."

Kerim's face suddenly took on a guilty expression. "I forgot all about
Mr. Maulbow!" She hesitated. "Should | come along?"

Gefty shook his head. "I won't need help. And if its a case for the
surgeon, you wouldn' ke it. Those things work painlessly, but it gets
to be a mess for a while."

He shut off the light again when he reached the sick bay which was
running on its independent power system. As he opened the cabin
door from the dispensary, carmying the autosurgeon, it became
evident that Maulbow was stil alive but that he might be in delirium.
Gefty placed the surgeon on the table, went over to the bed and
looked at Maulbow.

To the extent that the emergency treatment instruments' cautious
restraints permitted, Maulbow was twisting slowly about on the bed.
He was speaking ina low, rapid voice, his face distorted by emotion.
The words were not slurred, but they were in  language Gefty didn't
know. It seemed clear that Maulbow had reverted mentally to his own
time, and for some seconds he remained unaware that Gefty had
entered the room. Then, surprisingly, the slitted blue eyes opened
wider and focused on Gefty's face. And Maulbow screamed with
rage.

Gefty felt somewhat disconcerted. For the reason alone that he was
under anesthetic, Maulbow should not have been conscious. But he
was. The words were now ones Gefty could understand, and
Maulbow was teling him things which would have been interesting
enough under different circumstances. Gefty broke in as soon as he
could

"Look," he said quietly, "Im trying to help you.

Maulbow interrupted him in tum, not at all quietly. Gefty listened a
moment longer, then shrugged. So Maulbow didn't like him. He
couldn't say honestly that he'd ever liked Maulbow much, and what he
was hearing made him like Maulbow considerably less. But he would
keep the man from the future alive if he could

He positioned the autosurgeon behind the head of the bed to allow
the device to begin its analysis, stood back at its controls where he
could both follow the progress it made and watch Maulbow without
exciting him further by remaining within his range of vision. After a
moment, the surgeon shut off the first-aid instruments and made
unobtrusive use of a heavy tranquilizing drug. Then it waited

Maulbow shoud have lapsed into passive somnolence thirty
seconds afterwards. But the drug seemed to produce no more effect
on him mentally than the preceding anesthetic. He raged and
screeched on. Gefty watched him uneasily, knowing now that he was
looking at insanity. There was nothing more he could do at the
moment-the  autosurgeon's  decisions were safer than any



nonprofessional’s guesswork. And the surgeon continued to wait.

Then, abruptly, Maulbow died. The taut body slumped against the
bed and the contorted features relaxed. The eyes remained half
open; and when Gefty came around to the side of the bed, they still
seemed to be looking up at him, but they no longer moved. A thin
trickle of blood started from the side of the slack mouth and stopped
again

‘The control compartment was stilldarkened and without power when
Gefiy returned to it. He told Kerim briefly what had happened, added,
"f'm not at all sure now he was even human. I'd rather believe he
wasn't."

"Why that, Gefty?" She was studying his expression soberly.

Gefiy hesitated, said, "I thought at first he was furious because we'd
upset his plans. But they werent his plans ... they were the
janandra's. He wasn't exactly its servant. | suppose you'd have to say
he was something like a pet animal."

Kerim said incredulously, "But that isnt possible! Think of how
inteligently Mr. Mauibow... .

"He was following instructions,” Gefty said. "The janandra let him
know whatever it wanted done. He was following instructions again
when he tried to kill me after Id got away from the thing in the vaut.
The real brain around here was the janandra ... and it was a real
brain. With a ltie luck it would have had the ship.”

Kerim smiled briefly. “You handled that big brain rather well, | think."

"I was the one who got lucky," Gefty said. "Anyway, where Maulbow
came from, it's the janandra's kind that gives the orders. And the
thing is, Maulbow liked it that way. He didrit want it to be different
When the light hit us, it killed the janandra on the outside of the ship.
Mauibow felt it happen and it cracked him up. He wanted to kill us for
it. But since he was helpless, he killed himself. He didnt want to be
healed-not by us. At least, that's what it looks like."

He shrugged, checked his watch, climbed out of the chair. "Well," he
said, "the ten minutes | gave the Queen to tum the power back on
are up. Looks like the old girl couldn't do it. So Mll--"

The indirect lighting system in the instrument room went on silently.
The emergency light fickered and went out. Geftys head came
around.

Kerim was staring past him at the screens, her face radiant.

"Oh, Gefty!" she cried softly. "Oh, Gefty! Our stars!"

"Green dot here is us," Gefly explained, somewhat hoarsely. He
cleared his throat, went on, "Our true ship position, that is~" He
stopped, realizing he was talking too much, almost babbling, in an
attempt to take some of the tension out of the moment. The next few
seconds might not tell them where they were, but it would show
whether they had been carried beyond the regions of space charted
by Federation instruments. Which would mean the difference
between having a chance--whether a good chance or a bad one--of
getting home eventually, and the altenative of being hopelessly lost.



There had been nothing recognizably familiar about the brilliantly
dense star patiems in the viewscreens, but he gave no further
thought to that. Unless the ship's exact position was known or one
was on an established route, it was a waste of time looking for
landmarks in a sizable cluster.

He tuned on the basic star chart. Within the locator plate the green
pinpoint of light reappeared, red-ringed and suspended now against
the three-dimensional immensities of the Milky Way. It stayed still a
moment, began a smooth drift towards Galactic East. Gefty let his
breath out carefully. He sensed Kerim's eyes on him but kept his
gaze fixed on the locator plate.

The green dot slowed, came to a stop. Geftys finger tapped the
same button four times. The big chart ficked out of existence, and in
the plate three regional star maps appeared and vanished in quick
succession behind it. The fourth map stayed. For a few seconds, the
red-circled green spark was not visible here. Then it showed at the
eastemn margin of the map, came gliding forwards and to the left,
slowed again and held steady. Now the star map began to glide
through the locator plate, carrying the fixed green dot with it. It
brought the dot up to dead center point in the locator plate and
stopped.

Gefty slumped a little. He rubbed his hands slowly down his face and
muttered a few words. Then he shook his head.

"Gefty," Kerim whispered, "what s it? Where are we?"
Gefty looked at her.

"After we got hauled into that time current” he said hoarsely, "I tied
to find out which way in space we were headed. The direction
indicators over there seemed to show we were trying to go
everywhere at once. You remember Maulbow's control unit wasn't
working right, needed adjustments. Well, all those little impuises
must have pretty well canceled out because we weren't taken really
far. In the last hour and a half we've covered roughly the distance the
Queen couid have gone on her own in, say, thirty days.”

“Then where... "

"Home," Gefty said simply. "I's ridiculous! Other side of the Hub from
where we started." He nodded at the plate. "Eastem Hub Quadrant
Section Six Eight. The G2 behind the green dot-that's the Evalee
system. We could be putting down at Evalee interstellar three hours
from now if we wanted to."

Kerim was laughing and crying together. "Oh, Gefty! | knew you
would... "

"Afat ot | had to do with itI" Gefty leaned forward suddenly, switched
on the transmitter. "And now let's pick up a live newscast. There's
something else L.

His voice trailed off. The transmitier screen it up with a blurred
jumble of print, colors, a muttering of voices, music and noises. Gefty
twisted a dial. The screen cleared, showed a newscast headiine
sheet. Gefy blinked at it, glanced sideways at Kerim, grimaced

"The something else," he said, his voice a little strained, "was
something | was also worried about. Looks like | was more or less
right."

"Why, what's wrong?"

“"Nothing really bad,” Gefty assured her. He added, "I think. But take
a look at the Federation dateline.”

Kerim peered at the screen, frowned. "But..




“Uh-huh."
"Why, that ... that's almost... "
"That," Gefty said, "or rather this is the day after we started out from

the Hub, headed roughly Galactic west. Three weeks ago. We'd be
just past Miam." He knuckled his chin. "Interesting thought, isn'tt?"

Kerim was silent for long seconds. "Then they ... or we... "
"Oh, theyre s, all right.” Gefty said. "Theyd have to be, wouldnit
they?"

"I suppose so. It seems a little confusing. But | was thinking. If you
send them a transmitter call..."

Gefty shook his head. "The Queen's transmitter isn't too hot, but it
might push a call as far as Evalee. Then we could amrange for a
Com-Web link-up there, and in another ten minutes or so ... but |
don't think we'd better."

"Why not?" Kerim demanded.

"Because we got through it al safely, so we're going to get through it
safely. But if we receive that message now and never go on to
Maulbow's moon .. you see? There's no way of knowing just what
would happen.”

Kerim looked hesitant, frowned. "I suppose youre right." she agreed
reluctantly at last. "So Mr. Maulbow will have to stay dead now. And
that janandra.” After a moment she added pensively, "Of course, they
werent really very nice~"

Gefty shivered. One of the things he'd leamed from Maulbow's
ravings was the real reason he and Kerim had been taken along on
the trip. He didn't feel like telling Kerim about it just yet, but it had
been solely because of Maulbow's concer for his master's creature
comforts. The janandra could go for a long time without food, but
after fasting for several years on the moon, a couple of snacks on the
homeward run would have been highly welcome.

And the janandra was a gourmet.  much preferred, as Maulbow well
knew, to have its snacks still wriggling-fresh as it started them down
its gullet.

"No," Gefty said, "I couldn't call either of them really nice.”



"Summer Guests"

Published in If, Vol. 9, No. 4 (September 1959), illustrated by Wally
Wood, though this version is taken from Etemal Frontier (2002) and
has suffered unknown amounts of editing

SCIENCE FICTION

SUMMER GUESTS

No birds were these,

and surely not of a feather,

and there was no need to tell Mel
by the company he kept--it told him!

Al through that Saturday night, rain drummed down mercilessly and
unseasonably on Sweetwater Beach. Thunder pealed and lightning
flared. In between, Mel Armstrong heard the steady boom of the
Pacific surf not a block from his snug litle duplex apartment. Mel
didn't mind any of it. He was in bed, slightly smacked and wholly
comfortable. He dozed, and now and then woke up far enough to
listen admiringly to the racket.

At nine a.m., when he opened his eyes once more, he discovered
the room was full of summer sunshine. Beyond his window gleamed
a cloudless sky, and only the occasional gusts of wind indicated
there had been anything like a storm during the night

An exceptionally beautiful Sunday morning-made more beautiful,
perhaps, by the fact that it marked the beginning of Mel Amnstrong's
annual two-week paid vacation. Mel was a salesman for Marty's Fine
Liquors, a wholesale house. He was twenty-eight and in fairly good
shape, but his job bored him. This moming, for the first time in
months, he was fully aware of that. Perhaps it was the weather. At
any rate, he had a sense, almost a premonition, of new and exciting
events approaching him rapidly. Events that would break down the
boundaries of his present humdrum existence and pitch him into the
life of romantic adventure that, somehow, he seemed to have missed
sofar.

Recognizing this as a daydream, but umwiling to give it up
completely, Mel breakfasted unhurriedly in his pajamas. Then, struck
by a sudden, down-to-earth suspicion, he stuck his head out of his
living room window.

As he'd guessed, there were other reminders of the storm in the
narrow courtyard before the window. Branches and assorted litter
had blown in, including at least one soggily dismembered Sunday



paper. The low rent he paid for his ground-floor apartment in the
Oceanview Courts was based on an understanding with the
proprietor that he and the upstairs occupant of the duplex would
keep the court clean. The other five duplexes that fronted on the court
were bulging with vacationing visitors from the city, which made it a
real chore in summer.

Unfortunately he couldrit count on his upstairs neighbor, a weird
though rather amiable young character who called herself Maria de
Guesgne. Maria went in for painting abstractions, constructing
mobiles, and discussing the works of Madame Blavatsky. She
avoided the indignity of manual tol,

Mel made himself decent by exchanging his pajamas for swimming
trunks. Then he got a couple of brooms and a hose out of a garage
back of the court and went to work.

He'd cleared the courtyard by the time the first of the seasonal
guests began to show up in their doorways, and went on to inspect
another, narrower court behind his duplex, which was also his
responsibilty. There he discovered Maria de Guesgne propped on
her elbows on her bedroom window sill talking reproachiully to a
large gray tomcat that was sitting in the court. Both tumed to look at
Mel.

"Good morning, Mell" Maria said with unusual animation. She had
long black bangs which emphasized her sallow and undemourished
appearance.

"Morning," Mel replied. "Scat!” he added to the cat, which belonged
to somebody else in the neighborhood but was usually to be found
stalking about the Oceanview Courts.

"You shouldn't frighten poor Cat," said Maria. "Mel, would you look
into the bird box?"

"Bird box?"

*The one i the climbing rose," said Maria, leaning precariously from
the window to point. "To your left. Cat was trying to get at it"

The bird box was a white-painted, weather-beaten littie house set
into a straggly rose bush that grew out of a square patch of earth
beside Mel's bedroom window. The box was about ten feet above
the ground

Mel looked up at it

"I'm sure | heard litle birds peeping in it this morning,” Maria
explained sentimentally.

"No bird in its senses would go into a thing like that" Mel assured
her. "I don't hear anything. And besides:

"Please, Mell We dor't want Catto et them!"
Mel groaned, got a wobbly stepladder out of the garage and climbed
up. The gray cat walked over and sat down next to the ladder to
watch him.

He poked at the box and listened. No sound.

"Can't you open the top and look in?" Maria inquired.

Holding the box in one hand, Mel tentatively inserted his thumbnail

into a crack under its top and pushed. The weathered wood
splintered away easily.



“"Don't break it!" Maria cried.

Mel put his eye to the crack he'd made. Then he gasped, jerked
back, letting go of the box, teetered wildly a moment and fell over
with the stepladder. The cat fled, spitting

"Oh, my!" said Maria, apparently with some enjoyment. "Poor Mel!
Are you hurt?"

Mel stood up slowly. The bright moming world seemed to be
spinning gently around him but it wasn't because of his fall. *Of
course not," he said. His voice quavered somewhat.

"Oh?" said Maria. "Well, then--are there any little birds in the nest?"

Mel swallowed hard. "No," he said. He bent over and carefully picked
up the ladder and placed it against the wall. The action made it
unnecessary to look at her.

"Eqgs?" she asked ina hopeful tone.

"No eggs either! No nothing!” His voice was steady again, but he
had to get rid of Maria. "Well, Il clean up this court now, | guess. Uh-
maybe you'd like to come down and lend a hand?"

Maria replied promptly that she certainly would like to, but she hadn't
had breakfast yet; and with that she vanished from the window.

Mel looked round stealthily. The cat was watching from the door of
the garage, but no one else was in sight.

Hurriedly he replaced the stepladder under the bird nest and climbed
up again.

Setting the box carefully down on the table in his living room, he
locked the apartment door and closed the Venetian blinds. All this
had been done in a sort of quiet rush, as if every second counted,
which it did in a way. Mel wasn't going to believe, even for a moment,
that what he thought he'd seen in that box could be really there; and
he couldnit disprove it fast enough to suit him. But something wamed
him that he wouldn't want to have any witnesses around when he did
take his second look.

Then, as he tumed from the window, he heard a thin piping cry, a
voice as tiny as the peeping of a mouse, coming from the table, from
the box.

An instant fright reaction froze him where he stood. The sounds
stopped again. There was a brief, faint rustle, like the stirring of dry
parchment, and then quiet.

The rustling, he thought, must have been the wings--he'd been sure
they had wings. Otherwise—

It could all have been an illusion, he told himself. An illusion that
transformed a pair of featherless nestiings into something he still
didrit wantto give a name to. Color pattemns of jade and pink flashed
into his memory next, however, which made the bird theory shaky.
Say a rather small green-and-pink snake then, or a lizard--

Except, of course, for the glassy gliter of the wings. So make it
instead, Mel thought desperately, a pair of big insects, like
dragonflies, only bigger.

He shook his head and moistened his lips. That wouldn't explain that
tiny voice--and the more he tried to rationalize it all, the more scared



he was getting. Assume, he took the mental jump, he really had seen
the figures of two tiny, naked, green-and-pink people in there—with
wings! One didn't have to drag in the superatural to explain it. There
were things like flying saucers, presumably, and probably such
beings might exist on other worlds.

The thought was oddly reassuring. He still felt as if he'd locked
himself in the room with things potentially in the class of tarantuias,
but there was excitement and wonder coming up now. With a surge
of jealous proprietorship, he realized that he didn't want to share this
discovery with anybody else. Later, perhaps. Right now, it was his
big adventure.

‘The room was too dim to let him distinguish anything inside the box
as he had outdoors, and he was still reluctant to get his face too
close to it. He gave it a gingerly rap with his knuckle and waited. No
sound.

He cleared his throat. "Hello?" he said. Immediately, that seemed
like an idiotic approach. Worse than that, it also brought no reaction.

For the first time, Mel had a sense of worry for the ocoupants of the
box. There was no way of guessing how theyd got in there, but they
might be sick or dying. Hurriedly he brought a lamp over to the table
and tried to direct light inside, both through the round hole inits side
and through the opening he'd made in the top. t wasn't very effective
and produced no stir within.

With sudden decision, he shoved one hand into the opening, held the
box with the other and broke off the entire top. And there they were.

Mel stared at them a long time, his fears fading slowly. They were
certainly alive! One was green, a tiny body of luminous jade, and the
other was silkily human-colored, which was why he had been
confused on that point. The wings could hardly be anything else,
though they were very odd-looking, almost like thin, flexible glass.

He couldn't force himself to touch them. Instead, he laid a folded
clean towel on the table and tilted the box very slowly over it. A series
of careful tappings and shakings brought the two beings sliding
gently out onto the towel.

Two delicately formed female figurines, they lay there a moment,
unmoving. Then the green one passed a tiny hand over her forehead
in a slow, completely human gesture, opened slanted golden eyes
with startled suddenness and looked up at Mel.

He might still have thought he was dreaming, if his attention hadn't
been caught just then by a detail of undream-like realism. The other,
the human-colored one, seemed to be definitely in a family way.

They were sitting on the folded bath towel in a square of afternoon
sunlight which came in through the kitchenette window. The window
was high enough up so nobody could look in from outside, and they
seemed to want the warmh of the sun more than anything else. They
did not appear to be sick, but they were still rather languid. t wasnit
starvation, apparently. Mel had put bits of a variety of foods on a
napkin before them, and he changed the samples as soon as his
guests indicated they weren' interested. So far, canned sardine was
the only item that had attracted them at all, and they hadn't done
much more than test that.

Between moments of just marveling at them, assuring himself they
were there and not an illusion, and wondering what they were and
where theyd come from, Mel was beginning to get worried again.
For all he knew, they might suddenly die on the bath towel.



"Miss Green," he said in a very low voice~he didnt want to give
Maria de Guesgne any indication he was in the house~"l wish you
could tell me what you like to eat!”

Miss Green looked up at him and smiled. She was much more alert
and vivacious than the other one who, perhaps because of her
condition, merely sat or lay there gracefully and let Miss Green wait
on her. The relationship seemed to be about that of an eff princess
and her personal attendant, but they were much too real-seeming
creatures to have popped out of a fairy tale—though their appearance
did arouse recurrent bursts of a feeling of fairy tale unreality, which
Mel hadn't known since he was ten. But, tiny as they were, Miss
Green and the princess primarily gave him the impression of being
quite as functional as human beings or, perhaps, as field mice.

He would have liked to inspect the brittle-seeming wings more
closely. They seemed to be made up of numerous laminated, very
thin sections, and he wondered whether they couid fly with them or
whether their race had given up or lost that ability.

But touching them might have affected their present matier-of-fact
acceptance of him, and he didn't want to risk that.

A door banged suddenly in the apartment overhead. A moment later,
he heard Maria coming down the hall stairs.

Mel stood up in sudden alarm. He'd known for some time that his
neighbor had supplied herseff with a key to his apartment, not to pry
but with the practical purpose of borrowing from the ltte bar in Mel's
living room when she was out of both money and liquor. She rarely
took much, and until now he'd been more amused than annoyed

He went hurriedly into the living room, closing the door to the
Kitchenette behind him. If Maria knocked, he wouldn' answer. i she
decided he was out and came in to steal his liquor, he would pretend
to have been asleep in the chair and scare the hell out of her!

She paused before the apartment door a moment, but then went out
into the court.

Mel waited until her footsteps died away, going toward the street As
he opened the door to the kitchenette, something buzzed noisily out
of the living room past his shouider-a big, unlovely looking horsefly.
The apartment screens didrit fit too well, and the fly probably had
been attracted by the smell of food.

Startied, he stopped to consider the new problem. There was a
fiyswatter hanging beside the door, but he didn't want to alarm his
guests-and then, for the first time, he saw Miss Green's wings
unfold!



She was up on her feet beside the princess, who remained sitting on
the towel. Both of them were following the swift, erratic course of the
big fly with more animation than they'd shown about anything so far.

Miss Green gave a sudden piping cry, and the glassy appendages
on her back opened out suddenly like twin transparently gleaming
fans, and blurred into motion too swift for Mel to follow.

Miss Green rose into the air like a tiny human helicopter, hands up
before her as if she were praying

It wasnit till the horsefly swerved from the kitchenette window and
came buzzing back that Mel guessed her purpose.

There was a sharper, fiercer drone like a homets song as she
darted sideways into the insect's path. Mel didn't see her catch it ts
buzzing simply stopped, and then she was dropping gently back to
the towel, with the ugly black thing between her hands. It looked
nearly as big as her head.

There was an exchange of cheerful piping cries between the two.
Miss Green laughed up at Mel's stupefied face, lifted the motionless
flyto her moLth and neatly bit offits head

Mel tumed hurriedly and went into the living room. t wasn't, he told
himset, really so very different from human beings eating a chicken.
But he didntt feel up to watching what he knew was going to be a
dismemberment and a feast.

Atany rate, the horsefly had settled the feeding problem. His guests
could take care of themselves.

That night, Miss Green hunted down a few moths. Mel woke up twice
with the sudden sharp drone in his ears that told him she had just
made her catch. Both times, it was a surge of unthinking physical
fright that actually roused him. Awake, and remembering the
disproportion in size between himself and the huntress, his reaction



seemed ridiculous; but the second time he found he was reluctant to
go back to sleep until it would appear that Miss Green was done with
her foraging.

So he lay awake, listening to the occasional faint indications of her
continuing activity within his apartment, and to more familiar sounds
without. A train rattled over a crossing; a police siren gave a sudden
halloo and faded into silence again. For a long time, there was only
the whispering passage of distant cars over wet pavements, and the
slow roll and thump of the surf. A haze of fog beyond the window
tumed the apartment into a shut-off ittie world of its own.

Miss Green moved about with no more than a whisper of air and the
muted pipe of voices from the top of the kitchenette cupboard to
show where she was. Mel had put a small carton up there,
upholstered with the towel and handkerchiefs and roofed over with
his best woolen sweater, to make a temporary home for his guests.
The princess hadnit stirred from it since, but Miss Green remained
busy.

He started suddenly to find her hovering directly over his bed,
vaguely silhouetted against the pale blur of the window. As he stared,
she settlied down and came to rest on the blanket over his chest,
effortiessly as a spider gliding down along its thread. Her wings
closed with a faint snap.

Mel raised his head carefully to squint down along the blanket at her.
It was the first time either of them had made anything resembling a
friendly advance in his direction; he didn't want to commit any
blunders.

"Hello," he said quietly

Miss Green didn't reply. She seemed to be looking up at the window,
disregarding him, and he was content to watch her. These strange
creatures seemed to have some of the aloofness of cats in their
manner, and they might be as easily offended.

She tumed presently, walked up over the blanket and perched
herself on Mel's pillow, above his head and somewhat to his right.
And there she stayed silently. Which seemed catike, too: the
granting of a reserved and temporary companionship. He would not
have been too surprised to hear a tiny purting from above his ear.
Instead, drowsily and lulled in an odd way by Miss Green's presence,
he found himself sinking back into sleep.

Itwasrit surprising either that his mind shouid be filed for a time with
vague pictures of her, but when the room about him seemed to have
expanded into something like a faintly luminous fishbowl, he knew he
was dreaming. There were others present. They were going
somewhere, and he had a sense of concem, which had to do either
with their destination or with difficulties in getting there. Then a
realization of swift, irevocable disaster—

There were violent lurchings as the luminosity about him faded swiftly
into blackness. He felt a terrible, energy-draining cold, the wet clutch
of death itseff, then something like a soundless explosion about him
and anguished cryings. The motion stopped.

Blackness faded back to gray, but the cold remained. ley water was
pounding down on him now, as if he were fighting his way through a
vertical current carrying somebody else. A desperate hunt for refuge
and finding it suddenly, and slipping inside and relaxing into
unconsciousness, to wait for the return of warmth and life.

Me's eyes opened. The room was beginning to lighten with morning



He turned his head slowly to look for Miss Green. She was still there,
on the pillow beside his head, watching him; and there was
something in her position, in the unwinking golden eyes, even in her
curious fluff of blue-white hair, that reminded him now less of a cat
than a small lizard.

He didn't doubt that she had somehow enabled him to share the
experience that in part explained their presence here. Without
thinking, he asked aloud, "What happened to the others?"

She didn't move, but he was aware of a surge of horrified revuision.
Then before his open eyes for a moment swam a picture of a bleak,
rain-beaten beach ... and, just above the waterline, in a cluster of
harsh voices, jabbing beaks and beating wings, great gulls were
tearing apart a strange jetsam of tiny bodies too weakened to
escape-

A small, plaintive crying came from the kitchenette. The picture faded
as Miss Green soared into the air to attend to her princess.

Mel breakfasted in the living room, thoughtfully. He couidnt quite
understand that luminous vehicle of theirs, or why it should have
succumbed to the rain storm of Saturday night, which appeared to
be what had happened. But his guests obviously were confronted
with the problem of getting back to wherever theyd come from--and
he didn't think Miss Green would have confided in him if he wasn't
somehow expected to be helpful in solving the problem.

There was a thump on the sill outside his bedroom window, followed
by an annoyed meowing. The gray cat that had been spying on the
bird box seemed to suspect he was harboring the refugees. Mel
went out into the little courtyard through the back door of the duplex
and chased the animal away. The fog, he saw, was thinning out
quickly; inan hour or so it would be another clear day.

When he came in, Miss Green fiuted a few soft notes, which Mel
chose to interpret as gratitude, from the top of the cupboard and
withdrew from sight again,

One couldn't think of them, he decided, as being exactly like any
creatures of Earth. The cold rain had been very nearly deadly to
them, if the memory Miss Green had transmitted to him was
accurate—as destructive as it had been to their curious craft. Amost
as if it could wash right through them, to drain vital energies from
their bodies, while in the merely foggy air of last night she had
seemed comfortable enough. It indicated different tolerance spans
with more sharply defined limits.

The thought came into his mind:
Another planet?

It seemed possible, even if it left a lot to explain. Mel got up in
sudden excitement and began to walk about the room. He had a
conviction of being right. It struck him he might be involved in an
event of enormous historical significance.

“Then, stopping for a moment before the window, he sawit--

Apparently high in the gray sky overhead, a pale yellow circle moved,
much smaller than the sun, but like the disk of the sun seen ghost-iike
through clouds. Instantly, another part of his dream became clear to
him.



He lost his head. "Miss Green! Come here, quick!"

Abuzz, the swift drone of wings, and she was beside him, perching
onhis shouider. Mel pointed

She gave a lamenting little cry of recognition. As if it had been a
signal, the yellow circle darted sideways in a long streaking slant,
and vanished. Miss Green fled to report to the princess, while Mel
stayed at the window, and quickly retumed to him again. Evidently
she was both excited and distressed, and he wondered what was
wrong. ff that apparition of pale light had been one of their vessels,
as her behavior indicated, it seemed probable that its mission was
to huntfor survivors of the lost globe.

Miss Green seemed either less sure of that, or less confident that the
rescue would be easily effected. Some minutes later, she pointed to
a different section of the sky, where the yellow circle—or another very
like it--was now moving slowly about. Presently it vanished again,
and when it reappeared for the second time it was accomparnied by
two others.

Meanwhile, Miss Green might have been transmiting some
understanding of the nature of her doubs to Mel, because the ghostly
vagrants now gave him an immediate impression of insubstantiality:
not space-spanning luminous globes but pictured shapes projected
on the air. His theory of interplanetary travelers became suddenly
much less probable:

Inthe next few moments, the concept he was struggling with abruptly
completed itself in his mind, so abrupty, in fact, that there was no
longer any question that it had originated with Miss Green. The
rescue craft Mel thought he was seeing actually were just that.

Butthe pictures inthe sky were only signals to possible sunvivors that
help was approaching. The globes themselves were elsewhere,
groping their way Dblindly and dangerously through  strange
dimensions that had nothing to do with the ones Mel knew.

And they were il in some manner his imagination did not even
attempt to clarify, very, very "far away."

"I was wondering what youd done with the bird box" Maria de
Guesgne explained. "Its not there in the bush any more."

Mel told her annoyedly that the bird box had been damaged by the
storm, and so he'd thrown itnto the incinerator.

"Well," Maria said vaguely, “that's too bad." Her handsome dark
eyes were shifting about his living room meanwhile, not at all
vaguely. Mel had left the apartment door partly open, and she had
walked rightin on her way to the market. When she wasrit drinking or
working herself up to a bout of creative painting, which seemed to
put her into a tranced sort of condition, Maria was a highly observant
young woman. The question was now how to get her out of the
apartment again before she observed more than he wanted her to.

"How does it happen you're ot at work on Monday aftermoon?” she
inquired, and set her shopping bag down on the armchair.

Keeping one eye on the kitchenette door, Mel explained about his
vacation. Miss Green hadnt been in sight for almost an hour; but he
wasn'tat all sure she mightn't come out to inspect the visitor, and the
thought of Maria's probable reactions was unnerving



"Two weeks?" Maria repeated chattily. "Itll be fun having you around
for two weeks-uriess youre going off to spend your vacation
somewhere else. Are you?

“No," Mel said. "I'm staying here-"

And at that moment, Miss Green came in through the kitchenette
door.

At least, Mel assumed it was Miss Green. All he actually saw was a
faint blur of motion. Itwent through the living room, accompanied by a
high-pitched hum, and vanished behind Maria.

"Good Lord!" she cried, whiring. "Whats that? Ohr' The last was a
shiillyelp. "It stung me!"

Mel hadnit imagined Miss Green could move so fast. Rising and
falling with furious menace, the sound seemed to come from all
points of the room at once, as Maria darted out of the apartment.
Clutching her shopping bag, Mel followed her out hastily and
slammed the door behind them. He caught up with Maria in the court

She was rubbing herseff angrily.

"I'm not coming into that apartment again, Mel Amstrong,"
announced, "untl you've had it fumigated! That thing kept smngmg
me! What was it, anyway?"

"A wasp, | guess." Mel felt weak with relief. She hadn't really seen
anything. "Here's your bag. Il chase it out"

Maria stalked off, complaining about screens that didn't even protect
people against giant wasps.

Mel found the apartment quiet again and went into the kitchenette.
Miss Green was poised on the top edge of the cupboard, a gold-
eyed statuette of Victory, laughing down at him, the laminated wings
spread and raised behind her like iridescent glass fans. Mel looked
at her with a trace of uneasiness. She had some kind of small white
bundle in her arms, and he wondered whether it concealed the
weapon with which she'd stung Maria.

"I don't think you should have done that," he told her. "But she's gone
now."

Looking rather pleased with herself, Miss Green glanced back over

her shoulder and piped a few questioning notes to the princess.

There was a soft reply, and she soared down to the table, folded her

wings and knelt o lay the bundle gently down on it. She beckoned to
el.

Mel's eyes popped as she unfolded the bundle. Perhaps he really
shouldn't have been surprised.

He was harboring four guests now—the princess had been safely
delivered of twins.

At dusk, Miss Green widened the biggest siitin the bedroom screen
a lttle more and slipped ot to do her own kind of shopping, with a
section of one of Mel's handkerchiefs to serve as a bag.

Mel left the lights out and stayed at the window. He felt depressed,
but didn't quite know why--unless it was that so many odd things had



happened since Sunday morning that his mind had given up trying to
understand them.

He wasnt really sure now, for example, whether he was getting
occasional flash-glimpses of those circular luminous vessels plowing
through another dimension somewhere, or whether he was half
asleep and imagining it. Usually it was a momentary glow printed on
the dark air at the edge of his vision, vanishing before he could really
look atit.

He had a feeling they had managed to come a good deal closer
during the day. Then he wondered briefly whether other people had
been seeing strange light-shapes, too, and what they might have
thought the glimpses were.

Spots before their eyes, probably.

Miss Green was back with a soft hum of wings, on the outer window
sil,six feet from where he sat. She pushed the knotted scrap of cloth
through the screen. There was something inside it now; it caught for
amoment on the wires. Mel started up to help, then checked himsef
affaid of feeling some bug squirming desperately inside; and while
he hesitated, she had shoved it through. She followed it, picked it up
again and flew off to the living room. After a moment she retumed
with the empty cloth and went out again.

She made eight such trips in the next hour, while night deepened
outside and then began to lighten as a half-moon shoved over the
horizon. Mel must have dozed off several times; at least, he suddenly
found himself coming awake, with the awareness that something had
just landed with a soft thump on the window sill outside.

It wasn't Miss Green. He saw a chunky shadow at one comer of the
window, and caught the faintest glint of green eyes peering into the
room. twas the cat from the courtyard.

Inthe same moment, he heard the familiar faint hum, and Miss Green
appeared at the opposite end of the sill.

Afterward, Mel realized he'd simply sat there, siffening in groggy.
sleep-dazed horror, as the cat-shadow lengthened and flowed swiftly
toward the tiny humanoid figure. Miss Green seemed to raise both
arms over her head. A spark of brillant blue glowed from her cupped
hands and extended itself in an almost invisible thread of fire that
stabbed against the cat's forehead. The cat yowled, swung aside
and leaped down into the court.

Mel was on his feet, shaking violently, as Miss Green slipped in
through the screen. He heard Maria open her window upstairs to
peer down into the court, where the cat was making low, angry
sounds. Apparently it hadn't been hurt, but no wonder Maria had
suspected that afternoon she'd been stung by a wasp! O that Miss
Green's insect victims never struggled, once she had caught them!

He pulled down the shade and stood undecided in the dark, until he
heard her piping call from the living room. It was followed by an
impatient buzzing about the standing lamp in there, and Mel
concluded correctly that he was supposed o tum on the light.

He discovered her on the living room table, sorting out the plunder
she had brought back

It wasnit a pile of electrocuted insects as he had expected, but a
puzziingly commonplace collection-little heaps of dry sand from the
beach, some small white pebbles, and a sizable bundle of thin twigs
about two inches in length. Since she was disregarding him, he



shifted the lamp over to the table to see what this human-shaped
lightning bug from another dimension was going to do next.

That was the way he felt about Miss Green at the moment...

What she did was to transport the twigs in two bundles to the top of
the cupboard, where she left them with the princess. Then she came
back and began to lay out a thin thread of white sand on the dark,
polished surface of the table.

Mel pulled up his armchair, poured himself a glass of brandy, lit a
cigarette and settled down to watch her.

By the time Miss Green indicated to him that she wanted the light
tumed out again, he had finished his second drink and was feeling
rather benevolent. She had used up all her sand, and about a square
foot of the table's surface was covered now with a confusingly
intricate maze of lines, into which she had placed white pebbles here
and there. Some of the lines, Mel noticed, blended into each other,
while others stopped abruptly or curved back on themselves. As a
decorative scheme, it hardly seemed worthwhile.

"Miss Green," he told her thoughtfull, "| hope it makes sense to you.
Itdoesntto me."

She piped imperiously, pointing: the light! Mel had a moment of
annoyance at the way she was ordering him around in his own
apartment.

"Well," he said, "Il humor you this time."

For a moment after he had pulled the switch, he stood beside the
table to let his eyes adjust to the dark. However, they weren't
adjusting properly—a patch of unquiet phosphorescent glimmering
floated disturbingly within his field of vision, and as the seconds
passed, it seemed to be growing stronger.

Suddenly, Mel swore in amazement and bent down to examine the
table.

"Now what have you done~?" he began.

Miss Green fluted soothingly at him from the dark and fluttered up to
his shoulder. He felt a cool touch against his ear and cheek, and a
burst of oddly pleasant tinglings ran over his scalp.

"Stop that!" he said, startled.

Miss Green fluted again, urgently. She was tying to tell him
something now, and suddenly he thought he understood.

"All right" he said. "Il look at it. That's what you want me to do, isn't
it?"

Miss Green flew down to the table again, which indicated
agreement. Mel groped himself back into the chair and leaned
forward to study the curiously glowing design she had created of
sand and pebbles.

He discovered immediately that any attempt to see it clearly merely
strained his vision. Details tumed into vaguely distorted, luminous
fickerings when he stared at them and the whole pale, spidery
pattern made no more sense than it had with the light on. She must
have some purpose in mind with it, but Mel couldn'timagine what.

Meanwhile, Miss Green was making minor adjustments in his
position which Mel accepted without argument, since she seemed to



know what she was doing. Small tugs and pushes told him she
wanted his hands placed on the table to either side of the design.
Mel put them there. His head was to be tilted forward just so. He
obliged her again. Then she was back on the table, and the top two-
thirds of the pattern vanished suddenly behind a blur.

After a moment, he realized she had opened her wings and blotted
that part from his sight.

In the darkness, he fastened his puzzed gaze on the remaining
section: a quivering, thinly drawn pattern of blue-white light that faded
periodically almost to the limits of visibility and siowly grew up again
to what was, by comparison, real brillance. His head was aching
slightly. The patiern seemed to tilt sideways and move upward, as if
it were creeping in a slow circle about some pivot-point. Presently, it
tumed down again to complete the circle and start on another round.
By that time, the motion seemed normal.

When a tiny shape of light suddenly ran across the design and
vanished again as it reached the other side, Mel was only
moderately surprised. The figure had reminded him immediately of
Miss Green. After a while, it crossed his field of vision in another
direction, and then there were two more..

He seemed to be swimming forward, through the patter, into an
area of similar tiny figures like living silhouettes of light, and of
entrancingly delicate architectural designs. It was like a marionette
setting of incredible craftsmanship, not quite real in the everyday
sense, but as convincing as a motion picture which was spreading
out, second by second, and beginning to flow about him-—

"Hey!" Mel sat up with a start. "You're trying to hypnotize me!"

Miss Green piped pleadingly. Clearly, she had only been trying to
show him something. And wasn' it beautiful? Didnit he want to see
more?

Mel hesitated. He was suspicious now, but he was also curious.
After all, what could she do to him with her tricks?

Besides, he admitted to himself, the picture had vanished as soon
as he shifted his eyes, and it was beaiful, like moving about through
a living illustration of a book of fairy tales.

He yielded. "Allright, | do want to see more."

This time, the picture grew up out of the design within seconds. Only
it wasn't the same picture. t was as if he had tumed around and was
looking in another direction, a darker one.

There were fewer of the litle light-shapes; instead, he discovered in
the distance a line of yellow dots that moved jerkily but steadily, like
glowing corks bobbing on dark water. He watched them for a
moment without recognition; then he realized with a thrill of pleasure
that he was getting another view of the luminous globes he had seen
before~this time an other-dimensional view, so to speak.

Suddenly, one of them was right before him! Not a dot or a yellow
circle, but a three-foot ball of fire that rushed toward him through the
blackness with hissing, sputtering sounds!

Mel surged up out of the chair with a yelp of fright, and the fireball
varished.

As he groped about for the light, Miss Green was piping furiously at
him from the table.



Then the light came on.

She was in a rage. Dancing about on the table, beating the air with
her wings, she waved her arms over her head and shook her tiny
fists at him. Mel backed off warily.

"Take it easy!" he wamed. He could reach the fiyswatter in the
kitchenette with a jump if she started shooting off miniature electric
bolts again.

She might have had the same idea, because she calmed down
suddenly, shook her wings together and closed them with a snap. I
was like a cat smoothing down its bristing back fur. There was a
whistling query from the princess now, followed by an excited elfin
conversation.

Mel poured himself a drink with a hand that shook slightly, and
pretended to ignore the disturbance of his guests, while he tried to
figure out what had happened.

Supposing, he thought a trifle guiltly, setting down on the couch at a
safe distance from the table—supposing they simply had to have his
help at this point. The manner in which one of the rescue globes
suddenly had seemed to shift close to him suggested it. Was he
justified in refusing to go on with it? In the directioniess dark through
which the globes were driving, they might have been reacting to his
concentrated awareness of them as if it were a radio signal from the
human dimensions. And it would explain Miss Green's rage at the
sudden interruption of the contact.

But another thought came to him then, and his guilty feelings
varished in a surge of alarmed indignation.

Well, and just supposing, he thought, that he hadn't broken the
contact. And that a three-foot sputtering fireball materialized right
inside his living room!

He caught sight of Miss Green eying him speculatively and rather
slyly from the table. She seemed composed enough now; there was
even the faintest of smiles on that tiny face. The smile seemed to
confirm his suspicions.

Mel downed his drink and stood up.

"Miss Green," he told her evenly, choosing his words with care, "fm
somry to disappoint you, but | don't intend to be the subject of any
more of your experiments. At least not until Ive had time to think
aboutit”

Her head nodded slightly, as if she were acknowledging his
decision. But the smile remained; in fact, Miss Green had begun to
look rather smug. Mel studied her uneasily. She might be planning to
put something else over on him, but he knew how to stop that!

Before he tumed out the light and went to bed, Mel methodically and
somewhat grimly swallowed four more shots of brandy. With that
much inside him it wouldn't matter what Miss Green tried, because
he wouldnit be able to react to her suggestions till he woke up again
in the morning.

Actually it was noon before he awoke—and he might have gone on
sleeping then if somebody hadn't been banging on his apartment



door.

"Wake up, Mel!" he heard Maria de Guesgne shouting hoarsely. "I
can hear you snoring in there!"

He sat up a litle groggily and looked at the clock. His guests weren't
insight.

"You awake, Mel?" she demanded.
"Wait a minute!" he yelled back. "Just woke up and I'm not decent.”

When he opened the door, she had vanished. He was about to close
it quietly and gratefully again, when she called down the stairway.
"That you, Mel? Come on up! |want to show you something.”

He locked the door behind him and went upstairs. Maria received
him beamingly in her living room. She was on one of her rare
creative painting sprees, and this spree, to judge by the spattered
appearance of the room and the artist, was more riotous than usual.
A half dozen fair-sized canvases were propped on newspapers
against the wall to dry. They were tumed around, to increase the
shock effect on Mel when he would get his first look at them.

"Ever see a salamander?” Maria inquired with anticipation,
spreading a few more papers on the table.

Mel admitted he hadnt. He wished she'd given him time to have
coffee first. His comments at these private showings were usually
regarded as inadequate anyway.

"Well," Maria invited triumphartly, selecting one of the canvases and
setting it abruptly up on the table before him, "take a look at one!"

Mel gasped and jerked back. "Holy Judas!" he said in a weak voice.

"Pretty good, eh?" For once, Maria appeared satisfied with his
reaction. She held it away from her and regarded it. "One of my
best!" she cried judiciously.

About three times life-size, it was a quite recognizable portrait of
Miss Green.

Itdidnit occur to Maria to offer Mel coffee but he got a cigarette from
her. Fortunately, he wasn't called upon to make any more comments;
she chattered away while she showed him the rest of the series. Mel
looked and listened, still rather shaken. Presently he began to ask
questions.

A salamander, he leamed, was a fire elemental. Maria glanced at
her fireplace as she explained this, and Mel noticed she seemed to
have had a fire buming there overnigh, which wasn't too unusual for
her even in the middle of summer. Listening to the bang-haired,
bright-eyed  oddball ratting off metaphysical details ~about
salamanders, he became aware of a sort of dread growing up in
him. For Miss Green was pictured, wings and arms spread, against
and within furling veils of yellow-white flame.....

"Drawn from life?" he inquired, grinning to make it a joke. He pointed
atthe picture.

Without looking directly at her, he saw Maria start at the question.
She stared at him intensely for a moment, and after that she became
more reticent.

It didn't matter because it was all on the canvases. She had seen as
much as he had and more, and put it down with shocking realism.



Seen through somebody else's eyes, Miss Green's world was still
beautiful; but now it was also frightening. And there was what Maria
had said about salamanders.

“"Mari:

" he said, "what actually happened last night?"

She looked at him sullenly. "I don't know what you're talking about,
Mel"

"l imagine," he suggested casually, "you were just sitting there in
front of the fire. And then~"

"Gosh, Mel, she was beautifull It's al/ so beautiful, you know... ." She
recovered quickly. "I fell asleep and | had a dream, that's all. Why?
What makes you ask?"

She was beginning to look rather wild-eyed, but he had to find out. "I
was just wondering,” he said, "whether they'd left.”

"Why should they leave-- Look, you oaf! | called you in to give you the
privilege of looking at my paintings. Now get out. Ive got to make a
phone call."

He stopped at the door, struck by a sudden suspicion. "You're not
going 1o try to sell them, are you?"

"Try to sell them!" She laughed hoarsely. "There are circles, Mel
Amstrong, in which a de Guesgne original is understood, shall we:
say? Circles not exactly open to the common herd... . This series,"
she concluded, rather prosaically, "will get me two thousand bucks
as soon as |let one or two of the right people have a look at them!”

Brewing himself a pot of coffee at last, Mel decided that part of i, if
true, wasn't any of his business. He had always assumed Maria was
living on a monthly check she got from an unidentified source in
Chicago, but her occasional creations might have a well-heeled
following at that. As for the way Miss Green had got in to sit for her
portrait-the upstairs screens werenit in any better shape than the
downstairs ones. The fiery background, of course, might have been
onlyin Maria's mind.

There was a scratching on top of the cupboard and whispery voices.
Mel ignored the slight chill that drifted down his spine. Up to that
moment, he'd been hoping secretly that Maria had provided a
beacon for the rescue team to home in on while he slept, and that his
guests had been picked up and taken home.

But Miss Green was peering down at him over the edge of the
cupboard.

"Hi, salamander!” he greeted her politely. "Had a busy night? Too
bad it didn't work."

Her head withdrew. In the living room Mel stopped to look at the
design of sand and pebbles, which was il on the table. Touching
one of the thread-like lines, he discovered it was as hard and slick
as lacquer. Otherwise the pattern seemed unremarkable in daylight,
but Mel dropped a cloth across itto keep it out of sight.

Miss Green fluttered past him to the il of the bedroom window. He
watched her standing on tiptoe against the screen, apparently
peering about at the sky. After a while, it began to seem ridiculous to
let himself become obsessed by superstitious fears about this tiny
and beautiful, almost jeweHike creature.

Whatever abilities she might have, she and the princess were only



trying to get home-—and, having seen their home, he couldn't blame
them for that

He had a retu of the fairy-tale nostalgia his glimpse of those eerily
beautiful places had aroused in him the night before, a pleasantly
yeaming sensation like an awareness of elfin homs blowing far away
to send faint, exciting echoes, swirling about the commonplace sky
of Sweetwater Bay. The feeling might have been resurrected from
his childhood, but it was a strong and effective one.

He recalled how bored he'd been with evenything before they
appeared

He walked softly through the bedroom and stopped behind Miss
Green. She was making an elaborate pretense of not having noticed
his approach, but the pointed ears that could follow the passage of a
moth in the dark were fited stiffy backward. Mel actually was
opening his mouth to say, "Miss Green, Il help youf | can,” when it
struck him sharply, like a brand-new thought, that it was an extremely
rash promise to make, considering everything that had happened so

He wondered how the odd impuise ever had come to him.

In sudden suspicion, he began to trace the last few minutes through
again. He had started with a firm decision not to let his guests
involve him in their plans any more than was healthy for him, if at all-
and the decision had been transformed, step by step, and mental
twist by mental twist, into a foolish willingness to have them make
use of him exactly as they pleased!

Miss Green, still maliciously pretending to watch the sky, et him think
it all out until it became quite clear what she had done and how she
had done it. And then, as Mel spluttered angrily at this latest
interference with his freedom of thought and action, she tumed
around and laughed at him.

Ina way, it cleared the air. The pressure was off. Maria had proved a
much more pliable subject than Mel; the rescuers had their bearings
and would arrive presently. Meanwhile, everybody could relax.

Mel couldn't help feeling relieved as he grew sure of that. At the
same time, now that the departure was settled, he became aware of
a certain amount of belated regret. Miss Green didn't seem to know
the exact hour; she was simply watching for them well ahead of their
arrival.

Where would they show up? She waved her ams around in an
appealingly helpless gesture at the court outside and the sky. Here,
there--somewhere in the area.

It would be a fire globe. At his question, she pointed at the opposite
wall of the court where a picture of one formed itseff obligingly, sid
along the wall a few feet, and vanished. Mel was beginning to enjoy
all this easy last-minute communication, when he heard Maria come
downstairs and open the door to the other cout. There was
conversation, and several sets of footsteps went up to her apartment
and down again

Cautioning Miss Green, he took a look around the shutters of the
living room window. A small panel truck stood in the court; Maria was
supenvising the careful transfer of her paintings into s interior.
Apparently she didn't even intend to let them dry before offering them
for sale!

The truck drove off with Maria inside with her paintings, and Mel



discovered Miss Green doing a little spying of her own from the
upper edge of the shutters. Good friends now, they smiled at each
other and resumed their guard at the bedroom window.

The princess joined them around five in the aftemoon. Whether she
had been injured in the accident or weakened by the birth of her
babies, Mel couldn'ttel, but Miss Green carried her friend down from
the cupboard without visible effort, and then went back for a globular
basket of tightly woven tiny twigs, which contained the twins.

It was a masterfully designed little structure with a single opening
about the thickness of a pencil, and heavily lined. Mel had a notion to
ask for it as a souvenir, but decided against it. He lifted it carefully to
his ear, to listen to an almost inaudible squeaking inside, and his
expression seemed to cause Miss Green considerable silent
amusement.

Allin al, it was much like waiting patiently in pleasant company for
the arival of an overdue train. Then around seven o'clock, when the
room was already dark, the telephone rang abruptly and retumed Mel
witha start to the world of human beings.

He lifted the receiver,

"Hello, oaf!" said Maria de Guesgne in what seemed for the moment
to be an enormous, booming voice

Mel inquired agreeably whether she'd succeeded in selling her
paintings. It was the first thing that occurred to him.

"Certainly | sold them!” Maria said. He could tell by now that she was
thoroughly plastered again. "Got a message to give you" she
added

"From whom?"

"Maybe from me, ha-hal" said Maria. She paused a moment,
seemed to be muttering something to herself, and resumed
suddenly, "Oaf, are you listening?"

Mel said bluntly that he was. If he hung up on her, she would probably
ting back.

‘Al right," Maria said clearly. "This is the message: ‘The fiery ones
do not tolerate the endangering of their secrets’ Warning, see?
Goolbye."

She hung up before he could say anything

Hers had been a chiling sort of intrusion. Mel stood a while in the
darkening room, trying to gather up the mood Maria had shattered,
and discovering he couldn't quite do it. He realized that all along, like
a minor theme, there had been a trace of fear underlying everything
he did, ever since he had first looked into that bird box and glimpsed
something impossible inside it. He had been covering the fear up;
even now he didn't want to admitit, but it was there.

He could quite simply, of course, walk out of the room and out of the
apartment, and stay away for a week. He didn't even ever have to
come back. And, strictly speaking, this was the sort of thing that
should have happened to somebody like Maria de Guesgne, not to
him. For him, the sensible move right now would be to go quietly
back into the normal world of reality he had stepped out of a few
momings ago. It was a simple physical act. The door was over
there.

Then Mel looked back at his auests and promptly reversed his



decision. They were certainly as real as any living creatures he'd
ever seen, and he felt there weren't many human beings who would
show up as well as Miss Green had done in any comparable
emergency. His own unconscious fears meant only that he had run
into a new and unpredictable factor in a world that had been
becoming increasingly commonplace for a number of years now. He
could see that once youd got settled into the idea of a commonplace
world, you might be startied by discoveries that didnt fit that notion-—
and he felt now, rather hazily, that it wasn' such a bad thing to be
startied like that. It might wake you up enough to let you start living
again yoursef.

He took the receiver off the phone and laid it on the floor, so there
wouldn't be any more interruptions. If he ran off now before seeing
how the adventure ended, he knew he would never quit regretting it

He went into the bedroom and pulled his chair back p to the
window. The shadowy silhouette that was Miss Green tumed and
sounded a few fluting notes at him. He had the immediate
impression that she was worried.

What was the matter?
She pointed.

Clouds!

The sky was still full of the pastel glowings of the sunset. Here and
there were patches of black cloud, insignificant-ooking, like ragged
crows swimming through the pale light.

"Rain," the thought came. "The cold rain-the killing rain! Another
storm!"

Mel studied the sky uneasily. They might be right. "Your friends are
bound to get here first." he assured them, looking confident about it.

They smiled gratefully at him. He couldn't think of anything he might
do to help. The princess looked comfortable on the towel he had laid
along the screen, and Miss Green, as usual, looked alert, prepared
to handle anything that had to be handled. He wondered about
asking her to let him see how the globes were doing, and, instantly, a
thought showed clear in his mind: "Try it yourself"

That hadn't occurred to Mel before. He settied back comfortably in
the chair and looked through the screen for them.

Four or five fiery visualizations quwered here and there in the ai,
varnished, reappeared, vanished...

Mel stopped looking for them, and there was only the sky.

‘Closer?" he said aloud, rather pleased with himself. It had been
easy!

Miss Green nodded, human fashion, and piped something in reply.
Closer, but-

He gathered she couldn't tell from here how close, and that there was
trouble--a not quite translatable kind of trouble, but almost as if, in
their dimension, they were struggling through the radiant distortions
of a storm that hadn't gathered yet here on Earth.

e glanced up at the sky again, more anxiously now. The black
clouds didnt seem o have grown any larger.



By and by, because he had not had any awareness of going to
sleep, Mel was surprised to find himself waking up. He knew
immediately that he had been asleep a long time, a period of hours.
There was grayness around him, the vague near-light of very early
morning, and he had a sense of having been aroused by a swirling
confusion of angry sounds. But all was silent at the moment.

Her answer was instantly in his mind. The storm had caused a delay-
-buta great globe was almost here now!

A curious pause followed. Mel had a sense of hesitation. And then,
very swiftly and faintly, a wisp of thought, which he would have
missed if that pause had not made him alert, showed and vanished
onthe fringe of his consciousness.

"Be careful! Be very careful.”

Miss Green tured back to the window. Beside her now, Mel saw the
princess sitting as if asleep, with one arm across the twig basket
and her head resting on her arm. Before he could frame the puzzled
question that was struggling up in his mind, there was a series of
ear-splitting yowls from the court outside. I startled Mel only for a
moment, since it was a familiar sort of racket. The gray cat didn't
tolerate intruding felines in its area, and about once a month it
discovered and evicted one with the same lack of inhibition it was
eevidencing right now. It must have been the threatening squalls which
usually preceded the actual battle that had awakened him.

The encounter itself was over almost instantly. There were sounds of
a scampering retreat which ended beyond the garage, and, standing
up atthe window, Mel saw the gray shape of the winner come gliding
back down the court. The cat stopped below him and seemed to tum
up its head. For a moment, he felt it was staring both at him and at
Miss Green, very much like a competent little tiger in the gusty, gray
night; then it made a low, menacing sound and moved on out of
sight. Apparently it hadn't yet forgotten its previous meeting with Miss
Green.

Mel looked down at her. "Why should | be carefui?"

There was a pause again, and what came then hardly seemed an
answer to his question. The princess was very weak, Miss Green
indicated; he might have to help.

He was stil wondering about that--and wondering, too, whether he'd
really had something like a waming from her—when a sudden
wavering glare lit up the room behind them.

For a moment, he thought the fireball was inside the building. But the
light was pouring in through the living room window its source was in
the opposite court, out of his line of sight. There was a crackling,
hissing sound, and the light faded.

Miss Green came darting at him. Mel put his hand up instinctively
and felt her thrust the basket into it. Almost instantly, she had picked
up the princess and was outside the screen—

Then the cat attacked from below in a silent, terrible leap, a long,
twisting shadow in the air, and they seemed to drop out of sight
together.

Mel was out in the court, staring wildly around. In the swimming
grayness nothing stirred or made sound. A cool, moist wind thrust at



his face and faded. Except for the toy basket of twigs in his hand, he
might have been awakening from a meaningless dream.

Then a lurid round of light ke a big, wavering moon came oLt over
the top of the building, and a sharp humming sound drove down
through the air at him. Instinctively again, he held out the basket and
feltit plucked away. He thought it was Miss Green, but the shape had
come and gone much too swiflly to be sure of that.

The light grew brilliant, a solid white—intolerable—-and he backed
hurriedly into the sheter of the garage, his heart hammering in
excitement and alarm. He heard voices from the other court; a
window slammed somewhere. He couldnt guess what was
happening, but he didnit need Miss Green's warning now. He had an
overwhelming urge to keep out of sight until the unearthly visitor
would be gone--

And then, running like a rabbit, the gray cat appeared from behind a
box halfway down the court and came streaking for the garage. Mel
watched its approach with a sort of silent horror, partly because it
might be attracting undesirable attention to him-and partly because
he seemed to know in that instant exactly what was going to be done
toit.

It wasnit more than twenty feet away when something like a twisting
string of fiery white reached down from above. The animal leaped
sideways, blazed and died. There was a sound very like a gunshot,
and the court was instantly dark.

Mel stayed where he was. For half a minute or so, he was shaking
much too violently to have left his retreat. By the end of that time, he
knew better. It wasn't over yet!

Pictures forming in the moist, dark air ... delicate, unstable outiines
sliding through the court, changing as they moved. Elfin castles
swayed up out of grayness and vanished again. Near the edge of his
vision other shapes showed, more beatiful than humar...

Muttering to himself, between terror and delight, Mel closed his eyes
as tightly as he could, which helped for a moment. But then the
impressions began drifting through his mind. The visitors were still
nearby, hanging somewhere outside the limits of human sight in their
monstrous fireball, in the windy sky. They were talking to him in their
way.

Mel asked in his mind what they wanted, and the answer showed
immediately. The table in his living room with the patter of glassy
sand and pebbles Miss Green had constructed. The pattem was
glowing again now under the cloth he had thrown over it. He was to
goinand look at the pattern... .

“No!" he said aloud. It was all terror now.
"Go look at the pattem... . Go look at the pattem... "

The pictures burst round him in a soundless wild flowering of beauty,
fickering rains of color, a fountain of melting, shifting forms. His mind
drowned in happiness. He was sinking through a warmth of
kindness, gratitude and love.

A drift of rain touched his cheek coldly-and Mel found himself
outside the garage, moving drunkenly toward the apartment door.
Then, just for a moment, a picture of Miss Green printed itself on his
mind.

She seemed to be standing before him, as tall now as he was,



motionless, the strange wings half spread. The golden unhuman
eyes were looking past him, watching something with cold malice
and contempt--and with a concentration of purpose that made a
death's mask of the perfectly chiseled green face.

In that second, Mel understood the purpose as clearly as if she had
told him. In the next, the image disappeared with a jerky, complete
abruptness—

As i somebody were belatedly trying to wipe it out of his memory as
welll But he knew he had seen her somehow-somewhere—as she
actually was at that moment. And he knew what she had been
watching. Himself, Mel Armstrong, staggering blindly about in his
other-dimension, down in the court!

He hadnit stayed in the court. He was back in the garage, backed
trembling against a wall. She~they-weren't trying to show him
gratitude, or reward him somehow; before they left, they simply
wanted to destroy the human being who had found out about them,
and whom they had used. The table and the pattern were some sort
of trap! What he couldn't understand was why they didnt simply
come down i their fireball and kill him as they had the cat

They were still pouring their pictures at him, but he knew now how to
counteract that. He stared out through the garage window at the
lightening sky-fooked at, listened to, what was there, filing his mind
with Earth shapes and sounds!

And he prompty discovered an ally he hadn't been counting on. He
hadn't really been aware of the thumping wind before, and the
sketchy pattering of raindrops, like a sweeping fall of leaves here
and there. He hadnit even heard, beyond the continuous dim roar of
surf from the beach, the gathering mutter of thunder.

They couidnit stay here long. The storm was ready to break. They
weren't willing to risk coming out fully into the Earth dimension to hunt
him down. And he didn't have to go to their trap...

Rain spattered louder and closer. The sweat chilled on Mel's body as
his breathing grew quieter. They hadn't left him yet. I he relaxed his
eyes and his mind, there was an instant faint recurrence of the
swirling unearthly patterns. But he could keep them out by looking at
what was really here. He only had to wait-

“Then the rain came down in a great, rushing tide, and he knew they
were gone.

For a few seconds, he remained where he was, weak with relief.
Over the noise of the storm, he heard human voices faintly from the
other court and from neighboring houses. That final crash must have
‘awakened everybody-—and someone had seen the great globe of fire
when it first appeared.

There should be some interesting gossip in the moming!

Which concemed Mel not at all. After drinking in the sweet certainty
of being still alive and safe, he had become aware of an entirely
unexpected emotion, which was, curiously, a brief but sharp pang of
grief at Miss Green's betrayal. Why, he must have been practically in
love with that other-di human-shaped Muling
it over in moody amazement at himseff, it struck Mel suddenly then
that one could interpret her final action somewhat differently, too.

Because she could have planted that apparently revealing picture of
herself deliberately in his mind, to stop him from stumbling into the
trap the others had set for him. She might have been planning to



save him from the beginning or merely relented at the last moment.
There was no way of ever really knowing now, but Mel found he
preferred to believe that Miss Green's intention was good.

Inthe driving rain, he hesitated a moment beside the blackened lump
that had been the cat, but he couldn't force himself to pick it up and
remove it. If someone else found it, it might add to the gossip, but
that wasn't any business of his any more. Everyone knew that
lightning did funny, selective things. So far as he was concerned, the
matter was all over.

He opened the duplex door and stood staring.

His apartment door was open and the room beyond was dark, as he
had left it, But down the little stairway and out of Maria's upstairs
apartment, light poured in a quiet flood.

She must have retumed during the night while he was sleeping,
probably drunk as a hoot-owl. The commotion downstairs hadn't
been enough to arouse her. But something else had-she'd come
down following swirling, beautiful, unearthly pictures, hunting the
pattern that would guide her straight into a promised delight.

Mel didnit have to reach into the apartment to switch on the light
Lightning did funny, selective things, all right, and from where he
stood he could smell what had happened. They hadn't wasted that
final bolt after all.

Oddly enough, what was uppermost in his mind in those seconds,
while he continued to put off seeing what he was going to have to
look at very soon, was the final awareness of how he must have
appeared intheir eyes:

A stupid native, barely capable of receiving training and instruction
enough to be a useful servant. Beyond that, they had simply had no
interest in him.

It was Maria they had worried about. The mental impressions he'd
picked up in the court had been directed at her. Miss Green had
been obliged to stop him finally from springing a trap which was set
for another.

For Maria, who might have endangered their leaving.



